
 

Maori women have biggest increase in breast
cancer rates

February 15 2011

Maori women have had the highest rates and the largest increase in
breast cancer over the last two decades according to new research from
the University of Otago, Wellington.

The difference between Maori rates, and that of European/Other
women, increased from 7% in the period 1981-86, to 24% in
2001-2004; with Maori women’s breast cancer rate increasing from 123
to 210 per 100,000 women.

However the research, led by Dr. Ruth Cunningham from the
Department of Public Health, says the reasons for the unusually higher
Maori rates are still unclear, as internationally breast cancer incidence
rates are usually highest amongst those with higher incomes.

“It is still a bit of a mystery why Maori rates have increased 70%
compared to 50% for European/Other over the research period, and at
this stage we can only speculate on some of the possible reasons,” says
Dr. Cunningham.

“Given what we know, one would expect Maori to have lower rates than
European women as they give birth earlier, have more children and
lower rates of hormone therapy use. All these factors normally reduce
breast cancer rates.”

Dr. Cunningham says that post-menopausal obesity may be one reason
for the bigger increase in rates among Maori. Maori women’s very high
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rate of smoking (50%) is unlikely to be a factor in the increase in breast
cancer.

“It’s likely that there are environmental factors not yet determined which
are contributing to the differences in rates seen. It’s also possible that
there could be biological factors which may help to explain the high
rates among Maori women, but very little work has been done in this
area.”

“Rates for European women rose from 114 to 170 per 100,000 women
over 25 years and are comparable to figures from other developed
countries,” says Dr. Cunningham.

In contrast to European and Maori women, the study shows that Pacific
and Asian women have the lowest incidence of breast cancer in NZ and
these differences did not change significantly over two decades. Pacific
rates rose from 112 to 141 per 100,000 over the study period, and Asian
rates rose from 70 to 126 per 100,000.

Lower Pacific rates are consistent with reduced risk factors such as
having children earlier, being more likely to have children and to having
bigger families. Lower alcohol consumption is also likely to play a part.

Asian breast cancer rates are the lowest of all groups in this study and
consistent with other Asian countries. However the rates are higher than
seen in most Asian countries, suggesting that environmental risk factors
in New Zealand may be starting to impact on this ethnic group.

Dr. Cunningham says that further research is needed on the role of risk
factors and the biological nature of breast tumours as determinants of
breast cancer rates in Maori, and on the more general causes of this
disease which kills around 600 women a year.
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The study also examined socioeconomic difference in breast cancer
incidence, and findings reflect international studies that show high
socioeconomic women are more likely to get breast cancer overall than
women from low socio-economic groups. The difference in incidence by
income was 10% and did not change over the research period.

The reasons for the higher rates amongst high income women relate to
risk factors in this group; they have children later or no children at all,
are less likely to breast feed, and more likely to use hormone therapy.
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