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Child and Adolescent Cancer in Alaska

Cancer is the second leading cause of death in the United States and the leading cause of death in Alaska.>? Fortunately,
cancer is rare among people under age 20. About 77% of all cancers are diagnosed among people age 55 and older and only
1% occurs among people under age 20.>  An estimated 2,500 U.S. children die of cancer annually.

Among people under age 20 years, the most common cancers are leukemia (31% of childhood cancer), malignancies of the
central nervous system (17%) and lymphoma (15%).* Non-Hodgkin lymphomas are more common in early childhood while
Hodgkin’s lymphomas are more common among adolescents.

Seriousness

Healthy People 2010 Targets and National Data
There is no Healthy People 2010 (HP2010) Objective that
specifically addresses childhood cancer. Healthy people
objectives related to cancer generally address preventable
cancers that commonly affect adults (lung, breast, uterine,
cervical, colorectal, oropharyngeal, prostate and
melanoma). Because childhood cancers make up a small
proportion of total cancer mortality, the HP2010 Objective
for reducing the overall cancer death rate to less than 160
per 100,000 population will not be affected significantly by
reductions in childhood cancer mortality.

e  For the 5-year time period 1997-2001, Alaska’s overall
cancer mortality rate was similar to the U.S. rate — 199
vs. 200 per 100,000 per year, respectively.

Severity

As a cause of death, cancer varies in its relative importance
with age. The age of peak cancer incidence among
children occurs during the first year of life;> however,
cancer is a minor cause of death compared to other events
that occur during the perinatal period.® Although the risk of
childhood cancer mortality is smallest among children ages
5-9 years, cancer is the second leading cause of death after
unintentional injury for this age group. After age ten,
cancer is the fourth leading cause of death after
unintentional injuries, suicide and homicide.

Over the last decade, Alaskan teenagers age 15-19 years
had the highest risk of dying from cancer with an incidence
of 3.8 per 100,000 per year (n=18) compared to 1.5 per
100,000 per year for children age 5-9 years (Figure 1).

Urgency

e Cancer affects a very small proportion of Alaskan
children and mortality rates have been presumably
stable or declining over time.

e In Alaska, childhood cancers made up 1.9% of all
diagnosed cancers reported to the Alaska Cancer
Registry in 1998. The relative proportion of cancer

incidence varied with age. (Figure 2) Nearly 1 in 5
(21%) of all incident leukemia cases occurred among
children age 0-4.

Figure 1 Childhood Cancer Mortality Rates
Alaska, 1994-2003
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Figure 2 Childhood Cancer Burden by Age
Incident Diagnosis
Alaska, 1998
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Disparities

There are no documented racial, gender, geographic, or
socioeconomic status disparities in the occurrence of
childhood cancer in Alaska.

Economic Loss
Economic loss was not evaluated.

For further information on this topic, please contact the State of Alaska, Department of Health and Social Services
Women’s, Children’s, & Family Health Section at 907-334-2424 or visit our web site at www.epi.hss.state.ak.us/mchepi
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Interventions & Recommendations

The cause of most childhood cancers is unknown. Unlike
cancers of adults, childhood cancers are generally not
associated with exposure to infectious diseases,
environmental toxins or behavioral risk factors. The
factors that trigger cancer in children typically arise from
non-inherited mutations in the genes of growing cells.
Because these mutations occur randomly, there is currently
no effective way to prevent them.® Nevertheless, some
childhood cancers can be caused by environmental
exposures, such as the doubling of the risk of lung cancer
associated with daily tobacco smoke exposure. °

Many childhood cancers are treatable with early diagnosis;
for example, long-term survival for childhood acute
lymphoblastic leukemia is now over 90%. Thus, the
primary public health intervention to affect cancer
morbidity and mortality is likely to be improving access to
care. Additional public health interventions include
tracking cancer incidence and mortality and potential
investigation of identified clusters of pediatric cancer
cases.

Intervention Effectiveness
Generally, childhood cancer is not preventable; however,
medical treatment is effective in improving survival rates.

Capacity

Propriety

Improving access to care for children falls within the
overall mission of the Women’s, Children’s, and Family
Health Section. The Division of Public Health is
responsible for measuring and tracking cancer incidence
and mortality.

Economic Feasibility

It is feasible to collect and summarize data on childhood
cancers in Alaska. Improving access to care will require
substantial and systematic changes that will likely be
economically burdensome, such as expanding Medicaid
eligibility, encouraging more and better trained medical
providers to accept employment in rural areas, and
ensuring the presence in Alaska of an appropriate number
of pediatric oncology specialists.

Acceptability
Acceptability was not evaluated.

Resources
Data Sources: Alaska Cancer Registry; Alaska Bureau of
Vital Statistics

Legality
Health Care Providers are required by state statute to report

cases of cancer to the Division of Public Health (Alaska
Administrative Code 7 AAC 27.011. Authority: AS
18.05.030. AS 18.05.040. AS 18.05.044).
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