
L Those who are up to date
with screening: 27%
L Know that screening can
detect colorectal cancer and
save lives: 90%
L Don’t believe they will
get colorectal cancer: 65%
L Feel that such things are
fated: about 45%

L Men, women who have
been advised by their
doctors to be tested: 23%
L Men 3.5 times more likely
to get screened if advised
by doctor
L Women 2.5 times more
likely to test if someone in
their family has the disease

By POON CHIAN HUI

TOO few people are getting
screened for colorectal cancer
regularly, despite knowing that
early detection of the top can-
cer in Singapore can save lives.

Only a quarter of men and
women over 50 are up to date
with their screening, according
to a national survey led by the
National University Hospital
(NUH).

One key reason is that most
people do not believe that they
will succumb to the disease.

This is despite the latest
five-year figures from the Sin-
gapore Cancer Registry show-
ing that there is an average of
1,746 new cases of colorectal
cancer and 715 deaths resulting
from it every year. This “big
disconnect” is among the wor-
rying trends unearthed in the
study of 1,743 people.

Said principal investigator
Reuben Wong, a consultant
with NUH’s gastroenterology
and hepatology division: “Clear-
ly, the lack of understanding
that they can be susceptible to
the disease is worrying.”

The study showed that
about half also prefer to simply
leave things to fate.

“The idea of fatalism is also
a mentality that needs to be cor-
rected,” noted Dr Wong.

Due to these beliefs, people

fail to go for check-ups. But
colorectal cancer is a disease
that can be prevented easily, he
added.

There are two screening
methods used routinely here –
the faecal occult blood test,
which tests for blood in the
stool, and the colonoscopy, in
which a tube with a video cam-
era is inserted into the anus to
spot any abnormalities.

People over 50 are usually
advised to go for a colonoscopy
once every 10 years. Those
with a family history of the dis-
ease will be advised to get test-
ed more often.

Some 83.4 per cent of the
study’s respondents said they
were concerned that screening
tests are too expensive.

A colonoscopy costs $250
for each subsidised patient, and
the faecal occult blood test is
only about $10 to $20.

As such, the high cost could
be more of a misconception, re-
ported the study.

Men and women also have
different motivations to go for
testing. For instance, men are
more likely to get screened if
their doctor recommends it
while women respond more
strongly if they have relatives
with colorectal cancer.

Women are also more moti-
vated by public health talks,
but harbour greater fears about

the tests.
But doctors also need to do

more – only 22.6 per cent have
been told by their doctors to
get tested.

Housewife Irene Tan, 59,
has been going for regular
screening for more than 10
years. Her mother died of the

cancer in 1997 at the age of 63.
Since then, she has had

about 20 polyps, which can
lead to cancer, removed.

“Maybe people fear the cost
and of getting the result,” she
said. “But it is worth doing for
peace of mind.”

chpoon@sph.com.sg

By HOE PEI SHAN

PRINTING 3-D objects is one
thing. But imagine doing it
with human skin, corneas and
heart tissue.

This science fiction-style
scenario could soon become
reality here as Singapore gears
up for a new $30 million re-
search centre.

The facility at Nanyang
Technological University will
house cutting-edge 3-D print-
ing machines that manufacture
objects using digital models. It
is also due to include Singa-
pore’s first bioprinter – a de-

vice that produces human tis-
sue and organs.

Made by Swiss-based firm
regenHu, the machine will cost
about $1 million and could pro-
vide life-saving tissue to those
in urgent need of transplants.

First, stem cells – which can
replicate themselves many
times – are put into a bio car-
tridge, along with proteins and
other biological material. This
“ink” is then printed in a cer-
tain size and shape before its
particles fuse to form living tis-
sue.

“3-D printing can help to
best suit patients’ needs, pro-

ducing the perfect fits for body
parts and organs,” said the cen-
tre’s director, Professor Chua
Chee Kai. “The whole manufac-
turing process can be more
cost-effective than convention-
al methods.”

Another $8 million will be
spent on technology for large-
scale manufacturing in the ma-
rine, offshore, automobile, and
aerospace industries. Prof
Chua hopes Singapore will
eventually be capable of print-
ing large industrial parts such
as those for cars and planes.

Twelve faculty members and
40 researchers will be involved

in projects at the 300 sq m cen-
tre, which is backed by funding
from the Economic Develop-
ment Board and due to be
launched next May.

In August, the university in-
troduced PhD and master’s de-
gree programmes specialising
in 3-D printing. They have 33
students between them, who
will be contributing to the re-
search at the centre.

“Interest in 3-D printing glo-
bally is high, and the technolo-
gy is advancing rapidly,” said
Prof Chua. “We need to grow
our pool of talent in this area.”

hpeishan@sph.com.sg

By SALMA KHALIK
SENIOR HEALTH CORRESPONDENT

SINGAPORE General Hospital (SGH)
will be introducing a more robust
cervical cancer test, by also checking
for the human papilloma virus (HPV),
before the end of the year.

Early symptoms of the deadly can-
cer can be discovered through a Pap
smear. But this test is not foolproof
even if it is done regularly every three
years as recommended, said Professor
Tay Sun Kuie, a senior obstetrician
and gynaecologist at SGH.

A better test is critical for early
detection at the pre-cancer stage,

during which a simple treatment can
prevent it from becoming full-blown
cancer, Prof Tay said.

Of every woman diagnosed with
the cancer, four others discovered it at
the pre-cancer stage, he added.

Prof Tay said there are limitations
in using Pap smears as the pre-cancer-
ous lesions are localised, and can often
be missed. Typically, it takes about 10
years for changes in the cells to be-
come cancerous.

While Pap smear testing every
three years raises the chances of
picking up these cells at an early
stage, 7 per cent of women who are
already afflicted with cervical cancer

would still get a clean bill of health
with the test, Prof Tay said.

This is why SGH, which does
10,000 Pap smears a year, has intro-
duced a more robust screening to iden-
tify if a woman has HPV, to comple-
ment the Pap smear test.

Scientific studies have shown that
women who do not have HPV are
highly unlikely to get cervical cancer
so they need to do Pap smears less
frequently, said Prof Tay.

Women with HPV are at risk and
should go for checks more frequently.
Some women do rid themselves of the
virus naturally.

Eventually, this combined testing
will be adopted across hospitals nation-
wide, Prof Tay predicted.

About 200 women here are diag-
nosed with cervical cancer each year,
and 40 per cent die from it.

In Singapore, eight out of every

100,000 women get cervical cancer
annually, significantly lower than the
global average of 25.

Singapore has a subsidised cervical
cancer screening programme, which
began in January 2004. Women aged
25 years and above pay only $15 for the
test, excluding consultation charges
and the goods and services tax.

In the nine years since its launch,
the programme has helped to identify
402 women in the pre-cancer stage
and 51 with the cancer.

Prof Tay said it is a fallacy that
women who are healthy and faithful to
their partners are unlikely to get
cervical cancer.

There are also no symptoms in the
early stages. Hence, he encouraged
women to be proactive by going for
regular testing.

salma@sph.com.sg
www.facebook.com/ST.Salma

Findings at a glance

Madam Irene Tan (right) has undergone colonoscopy by Dr Reuben Wong of
NUH. The housewife, whose mother died of colorectal cancer, has been
going for regular screening for more than 10 years. ST PHOTO: JAMIE KOH
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3-D printers of real human tissue at $30m centre

Screening to be introduced by year end
and will complement Pap smear testing

Survey: Too few go
for regular colorectal
cancer screening

SGH to roll out more
robust cervical cancer test
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Asia’s
ultra-rich
rebounds

There are now over 44,500
individuals with a combined

wealth of US$6.5 billion,
up from about 42,900

and US$6.2 billion last year
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