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Community breast cancer support

Rural women with breast cancer are turning to each other for emotional, social and practical
support.

While all women with breast cancer face problems, women in rural and remote areas encounter a
unique set of challenges.

“Rural women have to travel for treatment and meet associated accommodation and travel
costs,” says Lera O’Connor, Coordinator of the Cancer Council of Victoria’s Cancer Support
Groups.  “Rural women also have inadequate access to specialist medical and psychological
support services,” she added.

Local community support networks fill a vital gap for women with breast cancer and
community-driven cancer support groups operate throughout Victoria under the coordination of
the Cancer Council Victoria.

Judy Shepherdson, Facilitator of the Echuca-Moama Breast Cancer Support Group, says the
group provides printed information and organises guest speakers to talk on topics of interest to
members but the social networks and support offered by the group is of fundamental importance.

“Groups become a safe place to talk and close, often lifelong friendships are formed,” says Mrs
Shepherdson.  “Our group includes women newly diagnosed with breast cancer, women re-
diagnosed with breast cancer and survivors of the disease,” she continued.  Since the group
started, three members have died of the disease.  “Unfortunately, this is sometimes the reality of
breast cancer, and the nature of cancer support groups,” said Mrs Shepherdson.

Each year, 10,000 Australian women are told they have breast cancer and 2,500 women die of
the disease.  The lifetime risk of contracting breast cancer before the age of 75 is one in eleven
making it the most frequently diagnosed cancer in Australian women. One-third of all women
diagnosed with breast cancer live in rural or remote areas of Australia and five-year survival
rates are lower for these women than their urban counterparts.

Lera O’Connor and Judy Shepherdson will present a paper on community cancer support
groups at the 7th National Rural Health Conference, which will be held at the Grand
Chancellor Hotel, Hobart from March 1-4.  Their presentation will be given at 4:10pm on
Sunday March 2 in the Meehans Room.
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