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March a Reminder: Screening for Colorectal Cancer Saves Lives
Helena — If the last time you thought about colons was in your high school English class, this month may be the perfect time to revisit the subject again. But this time around, let’s focus on your intestinal health instead of proper punctuation.

March is National Colorectal Cancer Awareness Month, a time to stop and reflect on the fact that cancer of the rectum and the large intestine, or colon, is the third most common cause of cancer deaths in Montana. About 470 of our friends, neighbors, relatives, and colleagues are diagnosed with this disease each year. It kills about 170 of them.
Yet, as many as 60 percent of colorectal cancer deaths could be prevented if all men and women age 50 or older were screened routinely, according to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.

Colorectal Screening

Sure, no one likes the idea of a colonoscopy, but this form of screening is less painful, frightening, costly, and time-consuming than a case of colorectal cancer. And there are other types of screening, such as stool tests, that are less invasive.

In most cases colorectal cancer develops from precancerous polyps, or growths, in the colon or rectum. With screening, a physician can find these polyps and remove them before they turn into cancer. People who have polyps or colorectal cancer often have no symptoms, especially in the early stages.

The U.S. Preventive Services Task Force recommends screening for all men and women aged 50 to 75 – even earlier if you have an increased risk due to personal or family history or other risk factors.

Recommended screenings include:

· High-sensitivity fecal occult blood testing (FOBT) every year; or

· Flexible sigmoidoscopy along with FOBT testing every three years; or

· A colonoscopy every10 years.

Many insurance plans and Medicare help pay for colorectal cancer screening tests. You should check with your plan or call 1-800-MEDICARE to find out which tests are covered for you.

If you’re unable to pay for a colorectal cancer screening test, you may be eligible for free screening through the Montana Cancer Screening Program. This program is open to people who are uninsured or underinsured and who meet age and income guidelines. Residents of Lewis and Clark, Broadwater, Jefferson, and Meagher counties can learn more by calling the Lewis and Clark City-County Health Department at 406-457-8923.

Be sure to check with your doctor or other health-care provider to find out whether colorectal cancer screening is appropriate for you.

Other Preventive Measures
There are other steps you can take to help reduce your chances of getting colorectal cancer.

Some studies show that increased physical activity and maintaining a healthy weight may lower your risk of many diseases, including this one. There’s no consensus yet on the role of diet, but medical experts recommend eating a diet low in animal fats and high in fruits, vegetables, and whole grain products to reduce the risk of other chronic diseases, like diabetes and heart disease.
Researchers are studying the role of certain medications and supplements in preventing colorectal cancer, including aspirin, calcium, vitamin D, and selenium. But as yet they have no specific recommendations.

Finally, an intriguing new study funded by the National Institutes of Health has found that patients whose colonoscopies showed signs of early colon cancer tended to get less than six hours of sleep a night. Insufficient sleep has also been linked to diabetes and obesity.

Still, the most effective way to reduce your risk is by having regular colorectal cancer screening tests beginning at age 50. They could save your life. 
The Lewis & Clark City-County Health Department’s mission is to improve and protect the health of all Lewis & Clark County residents.
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