Executive summary

This report presents national cancer incidence and mortality statistics for 1997 and is part of
a series of publications concerning cancer patterns in Australia. The State and Territory
cancer registries provide the incidence data for this report whereas the mortality data are
provided by the State and Territory Registrars of Births, Deaths and Marriages and coded by
the Australian Bureau of Statistics.

Each year, approximately 350,000 new cancer cases are diagnosed in Australia. A large
proportion of these, approximately 270,000, are non-melanocytic skin cancers. Incidence data
for this cancer are not collected on a routine basis by cancer registries, and are not reported
in this publication.

Excluding non-melanocytic skin cancers, there were 79,538 new cancer cases and 33,966
deaths due to cancer in Australia in 1997. At the incidence rates prevailing in 1997, it would
be expected that 1 in 3 men and 1 in 4 women would be directly affected by cancer in the
tirst 75 years of life. Further, an estimated 261,000 potential years of life would be lost to the
community each year as a result of people dying of cancer before the age of 75. Cancer
currently accounts for 28% of male deaths and 24% of female deaths.

In males, prostate cancer (9,725 new cases diagnosed in 1997) is the most common
registrable cancer, followed by colorectal cancer (6,139), lung cancer (5,322) and melanoma
(4,649). These four cancers account for 60% of all registrable cancers in males.

In females, breast cancer (10,096) is the most common registrable cancer, followed by
colorectal cancer (5,106), melanoma (3,717) and lung cancer (2,497). These four cancers
account for 59% of all registrable cancers in females.

The most common cancers causing death are lung (4,615), colorectal (2,544) and prostate
(2,449) cancers in males, and breast (2,596), colorectal (2,134) and lung (2,068) cancers in
females.

The risk of cancer increases with age, with twice as many cancers diagnosed in those over
the age of 60 as in those under 60.

Between 1992 and 1997, age-standardised incidence rates for all cancers combined (except
non-melanocytic skin cancers) declined for males by an average of 0.3% and rose for females
by an average of 0.9% per year but death rates declined for both males and females by an
average of 1.3% and 0.6% per year respectively. A significant proportion of the rise in female
incidence rates can be attributed to the continuing increase of breast cancer incidence which
in turn can be attributed in part to detection of prevalent cancers by the breast screening
programs. The recent fall in male incidence rate is strongly influenced by the decline in
prostate and lung cancer rates. The introduction of prostate-specific antigen testing and its
later fall in use has induced the rapid rise and subsequent fall of prostate cancer incidence
rates in recent years.

Cigarette smoking is estimated to have directly caused 10,391 new cases of cancer (13% of all
new cases of cancer) and 6,909 deaths (20% of cancer deaths) in 1997. Between 1992 and
1997, the male incidence rate for smoking-related cancers fell by an average of 1.5% per year,
while the rate for females rose by 0.6% per year. Over the same period, mortality rates fell by
1.9% per annum for males and rose by 0.7% per annum for females.

Incidence and mortality rates for cervical cancer have continued to fall at a rapid rate. These
gains are due, in part, to the success of the National Cervical Screening Program.

A comparison with some countries with similar economic development to Australia shows
that Australia’s male and female incidence rates are fairly average but that our mortality
rates compare favourably with the selected countries. Australia’s melanoma rates are
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amongst the highest in the world while our colorectal and prostate rates are also relatively
high. Lung and liver cancer rates in Australia are lower than in most other countries. In a
direct comparison with New Zealand, Australia’s female mortality rates are substantially
lower than New Zealand’s for several cancers, with cancers of the breast and lung showing
the largest differences. Cancer incidence and mortality rates in New Zealand males are
slightly higher than those of Australian males for most types of cancer.
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