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LETTER

Over five years on, we 
still don’t need a pilot 

bowel cancer screening 
programme: Please just get 

on with it!
Guy Hingston

Dear Sir,
It is now over five years since 

I wrote to you stating that, “The 
only pilot we need is someone with the 
courage and funding to roll out a national 
… programme to save over 500 Kiwi 
lives each year!”1 The then quoted Level 
1A prospective randomised evidence 
confirming a 50% reduction in left-sided 
bowel cancer deaths from flexible sigmoid-
oscopy screening2 has been ignored by most 
in New Zealand, even though similar results 
have now come out of Norway.3

I have just completed a short contract 
for two DHBs to help take 200 people off 
their colonoscopy waiting list, and I write 
with concern, noting that only one of 
these people had decided to purchase a 
Faecal Occult Blood Test (FOBT) kit from a 
pharmacy. She returned a positive test and 
we subsequently removed a large prema-
lignant polyp, thus probably preventing her 
succumbing prematurely to bowel cancer. 
Is it acceptable that the Ministry of Health 
actively excludes the use of FOBT around 
New Zealand as a referral reason for colo-
noscopy?4 Is it ethical that they knowingly 
allow the premature death of hundreds of 
New Zealanders each year to bowel cancer? 
What would happen if every family who 
lost a loved one to bowel cancer challenged 
the Ministry of Health for not acting to 
detect early bowel cancer?

Bowel cancer screening has been proven 
since it was first published 22 years ago,5,6 
so do we really need to reinvent the wheel 

here? And why are we debating the cost of 
expensive pharmaceuticals for metastatic 
bowel cancer? We’ve known for five years2 

that we can halve the number of left-sided 
metastatic bowel cancer deaths by flexible 
sigmoidoscopic screening, which in turn 
would halve the pharmaceutical bills!

It’s a sad fact that New Zealand has 
the worst bowel cancer statistics of any 
‘developed’ country, and it’s obviously 
because we haven’t ‘developed’ a bowel 
cancer screening program. We need to 
end this discrimination by region. Should 
all New Zealanders between the age of 
50–75 now shift to live in the Waitemata 
area, so they are not further discriminated 
against by where they live? And why is a 
positive FOBT the most common reason for 
a colonoscopy in Australia, and the least 
common reason in New Zealand?

I am hoping to turn 50 next year, and 
am feeling guilty about planning to have 
my first screening colonoscopy, noting that 
many of my colleagues have also had a 
screening procedure at this age. I would 
suggest that as a profession, it is not appro-
priate for us to screen ourselves for this 
disease, and not try and help establish a 
national screening programme similar to 
our own personal practice. With sadness, I 
accept that we live in a society where “The 
rich stay healthy. The sick stay poor”.7

If we, as a nation, viewed over 500 
unnecessary premature annual deaths as 
a war, then history would demonstrate 
that New Zealand would send our most 
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talented youths into battle to fight this on 
our behalf. I suggest that we now view 
our fight against this occult disease as a 
battle, and train appropriate warriors to 
fight on our nation’s behalf. Instead of 
posing with All Blacks in their dressing 
room, I suggest that our Prime Minister 
should try and recruit retiring professional 
rugby players (with a courageous heart, 
proven trainability and world beating 
hand-eye coordination skills) and get them 
into the screening flexible sigmoidoscopy 
work force. If Richie McCaw can take 
one year to learn to fly a helicopter, then 
how long would it take him to learn the 
art of screening flexible sigmoidoscopy? 
We should invite him and his sporting 
colleagues, both men and women, to 
join us at the coalface to prevent the 
unnecessary premature death of too many 
in our national clan.

Top sports coaches and team members 
depart when their national team cannot 
deliver winning results. Therefore, is it 
time for those who partook in the 1998 
Working Party on Population Screening for 
Colorectal Cancer,8 and subsequent review,9 

who still work with the Ministry of Health 
to now hand on the baton? We can only see 
further because we stand on the shoulders of 
giants, but I do not accept that colonoscopy 
resources are our limiting factor—the real 
limiting factor is the lack of leadership to 
promote and fund bowel cancer screening.

Sir, could you please convey to Prime 
Minister John Key that we are many years 
overdue for a new innovative bowel cancer 
screening strategy. He needs to take his 
head out of the sand and act responsibly 
now to prevent the continuing unnecessary 
premature demise of over 500 New 
Zealanders each year.
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