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Whole-body scans can increase cancer risk

Los Angeles Times

Whole-body CT scans, long controversid because of doubts about their effectiveness in finding hidden disease,
can sgnificantly increase the recipient's risk of developing cancer, according to anew study.

Theradiaion from asingle whole-body scan is equd to that from 100 mammograms and is similar to that
received by survivors of the atomic bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki -- about 1.5 miles from the explosion --
according to radiaion biologist David J. Brenner of Columbia University

The radiation from one scan is enough to produce one tumor in every 1,200 people who undergo the procedure,
reported Brenner and co-author Carl D. Elliston of Columbiain the journa Radiology. For those who have annua
scans, the risk goes as high as one tumor in every 50 people, they said.

"Therisksfor asngle scan are not huge," Brenner said. "Buit if you have them repestedly, the risk startsto build
up quite alot and becomes quite sgnificant.”

Brenner cautioned that his results gpply only to hedlthy individuas who choose to receive the scans. "The risk-
benefit equation changes dramatically for adults who are referred for CT exams for medicad diagnosis™ he said.
"Diagnogtic bendfits far outweigh therisks.”

CT scans, short for computerized tomography, are produced with X-rays using an X-ray source that travels from
head to toe, spirding around the body. Powerful computer programs integrate the data to produce three-
dimensond images of the body in high detall.

The tests, which cost $800 to $1,500, are heavily advertised, with dogans touting the device's ability to detect
hidden diseases. The most commonly sought diseases are cancers, especidly lung cancers.

Whole-body CT scans have surged in popularity since they were firgt used in the mid-1990s, converting a
procedure once reserved for the serioudy ill to a commonplace screening technique that reached a pesk of 32
million scansin 2002.

But the tota number of scans has been declining recently because of the dow economy, according to Bruce
Friedman of Heart Check America, one of the largest centersin Los Angeles.

Friedman said he thinks the study means it is worth talking about the risks as well as the benefits.” He doesn't
think the study is a reason for people to get scared, but still recommends that they be cautious.

Even though 15 percent of hisbusinessisfor whole-body scans, Friedman said, "1 have never had a full-body
scan, and | wouldn't recommend one to anyore | know who doesn't have areason to think they aresick.”



Most mgor hedth organizations, including the Food and Drug Adminigtration, the American Cancer Society, the
Environmenta Protection Agency and the American College of Radiology, recommend againgt eective whole-
body scans.

An FDA gatement, for example, saysthat the agency "knows of no data demondtrating that whole-body CT
screening is effective in detecting any particular disease early enough for the disease to be managed, treated, or
cured and advantageoudy spare a person at least some of the detriment associated with seriousiillness or
premature death."

Similarly, the Hedlth Physics Society, amgor organization of radiologists, saysthat “no medica use of radiation
should be employed unlessthereis a clear medicd benefit,” which is not the case for whole-body CT scanning.
"Generdly, people with no symptoms have avery low prevalence of disease.”

For the same reason, most insurance companies do not pay for the scans.

Texas and Pennsylvania have banned the scans unless the patient is referred by a physician, and other states are
thought to be consdering taking smilar action.

No one has been documented to have a tumor caused by whole-body CT scans -- a least in part because the
technique has been around for only afew years and radiation-induced tumors take decades to devel op.

The andyds used data from atomic-bomb survivors, Brenner said, because they have been studied for more than
50 years, long enough for most potential cancers to occur.

Brenner and Elliston found that one CT scan exposes the recipient to about 12 milliseverts of radiation. Atomic-
bomb survivorsin the low-dose range received 5 to 100 milliseverts and showed a gatigticaly sgnificant
increase in risk of solid tumors, such as cancers of the lung and digestive system.

Previous controverses about whole-body scans have centered on their grest sengtivity, which reveds many
abnormadlities that ultimately prove to be harmless, but which must be studied further, often with invasive
techniques.

A 2002 study by Dr. Giovanna Casola and her colleagues at the University of Cdifornia, San Diego found that
about athird of patients recelving the whole-body scans required follow-up exams. About 10 percent of the
patients were told that they might have atumor, but only 1 percent of dl patients were found to have alife-
threatening condition.

Casola said that the new study "obvioudly reinforces’ concerns about the procedure.
"The tests arefalling, and falling on ahigh level, to show that they are worthwhile," said Dr. Barry Pressman of

Cedars-Sina Medicad Center in Los Angdes. "Thereis no clear proof that they are beneficid and more reason to
think they are harmful.”



