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Please
stay
involved
Men’s health
at risk from iron overload
A common hereditary disorder
affecting 100,000 Australians
is 30 times more likely to
cause serious complications
in men than women, according to new research based on
data1 from Health 2020.
The HealthIron Study
monitored 31,192 Health 2020
participants aged between 40
and 69 years for a period of
12 years to determine those at
genetic risk of the iron overload
disease, haemochromatosis.
The study found that 28%
of men (but only 1% of women)

who were at genetic risk of
haemochromatosis developed
iron overload disease, which
causes damage to the liver and
other organs.
“Arthritis, chronic fatigue
and liver disease can arise as
a result of iron-overload,” said
Associate Professor Katie Allen
from the Murdoch Childrens who
led the research “However these
complications can be avoided by
donating blood regularly.”
Professor Graham Giles,
Director of the Cancer Epidemiology Centre, The Cancer

“Health 2020 continues to
provide essential information
to researchers, in Australia
and across the globe, seeking to prevent cancer and
many other serious conditions.
This wealth of information has been made possible
by the generous involvement
of Health 2020 participants.
Your contributions are greatly
valued.”
- Prof Graham Giles
Chief Investigator Health 2020

Council Victoria, said that one
of the best outcomes of the
HealthIron Study was a better
understanding of the genetic risk
of haemochromatosis, as well as
the ability to evaluate long term
outcomes.
The results of the HealthIron study, will allow an accurate
assessment of the cost-effectiveness of genetic screening
programs for haemochromatosis.
The HealthIron study was
conducted by researchers from
the Murdoch Childrens Research
Institute, The University of Melbourne and The Cancer Council.
n
1. Allen KJ et al (2008) Iron-Overload–
Related Disease in HFE Hereditary
Hemochromatosis. The New England
Journal of Medicine, 358(3):221-230
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Excess body fat may
increase breast cancer risk

Dr Laura Baglietto
Senior Research Fellow
Cancer Epidemiology Centre
Cancer Council Victoria

Please stay involved
Every person in Health 2020 is vital
and we urge you to stay involved.
The information you give us
may result in important discoveries
leading to new ideas about prevention
of cancer and other diseases.
We invite you to remain part of
Health 2020 and help us find out how
people can live more healthily.
Whether you’re sick or well,
your participation is important.

Health 2020 has moved
Health 2020 is now located at
100 Drummond Street Carlton
However, the phone numbers
and mailing address are still the
same
Telephone:
9635 5323 (English)
9635 5322 (Greek)
9635 5324 (Italian)
Toll-free 1800 780 003
Mailing address:
1 Rathdowne Street Carlton 3053
			

Email:
HEALTH2020@cancervic.org.au

Findings from a Health 2020
study2 suggest that control of
weight after menopause may be
important for reducing the risk of
breast cancer.
A study of 770 postmenopausal female Health 2020
participants found that the levels
of sex hormones (oestrogens and
androgens) in the blood increased
with increases in body fat and waist
size.
Study leader, Laura Baglietto, who is a senior researcher at
Cancer Council Victoria’s Cancer
Epidemiology Centre, says these
findings are important because it is
known that raised levels of these
hormones are associated with the
risk of breast cancer.
After menopause ovaries
stop producing osetrogens. In postmenopausal women the primary
source of oestrogens is the body
fat. Therefore increased body fat
may lead to increased levels of
oestrogen.
The study also found that
higher body fat levels had the effect
of lowering the levels of a protein

(SHBG) that binds with sex hormones. This protein attaches to the
sex hormone and limits it functions,
making it unavailable for biological processes. When levels of this
protein are low it allows greater
amounts of sex hormones to circulate freely, enter cells and activate
them. Lower levels of this protein
are known to be associated with
increased risk of breast cancer.
The relationships between
body size and hormone levels
were found to vary over time, with
the associations becoming more
pronounced six years after menopause.
Dr Baglietto says that the
findings of the study suggest that
women may need to control or reduce their body size in the first few
years after menopause to reduce
their risk of breast cancer associated with increased levels of sex
hormones. n
2. Baglietto, L et al, (2008) Circulation
steroid hormone concentrations in postmenopausal women in relation to body
size and composition. Breast Cancer
Research and Treatment.

DNA stocks running low!!!
We will shortly be writing to some of you requesting another
blood or saliva sample.
For a small number of Health 2020 participants, we have
used quite a lot of your stored blood sample for DNA studies. As
we have plans for many more studies in the years to come, we
need to ask for your help again in ensuring that this important
work continues.

Let us email your next newsletter
Would you like to receive newsletters via email in future?
Just type “e-news please” and your name
into your email subject line and send to
HEALTH2020@cancervic.org.au

Melbourne’s renown
for its food culture, but
what do we actually eat?
Health 2020 research dietitian
Maree Brinkman of the Cancer
Epidemiology Centre, Cancer
Council Victoria, speaks with
passion about the program’s latest undertaking to find out what
we’re eating and what effect it’s
having on our wellbeing.
“It’s one of the largest, most
comprehensive studies of eating
habits ever conducted in Australia,”
says Maree, and proudly adds,
“The level of cooperation by the
participants was wonderful. Everyone has been terrifically helpful.”
It is rare in research, but
96% of people participating in the
study have stayed with it to completion. An important achievement by
all.
Collection of the infomation
has now finished. Almost 1,000
Health 2020 cohort members filled
in questionnaires, provided blood
and urine samples and took part
in telephone interviews to give the

Cancer Epidemiology Centre the
most up to date information on
what Health 2020 cohort members
are actually eating.
Before they can answer any
questions about what Melburnians
eat and the effects it has on them,
the researchers have the huge task
of analysing all of this important
information.
The results of the study will
provide insights into food intake
and dietary behaviour including
the use of nutritional supplements.
People from Australian, Greek and
Italian backgrounds took part in
the study so that researchers could
look at ethnic based differences in
the way people eat. Such comparisons can lead to valuable insight
into the health effects of foods and/
or eating behaviours.
The results of the study
should lead to a better understanding of the role of diet in the health
of Australians.

Food Model Booklet developed

for the study and used by participants to answer questions about
their eating habits

“The enthusiastic co-operation

and patience of participants
was tremendous.” - Manuela Rigo

The co-ordinator of the Dietary Study, Manuela
Rigo, says that the participants in the study displayed impressive commitment. Manuela, who will
be a familiar voice to many of the study’s participants, worked with a team of nurses and research
staff to collect the information and biological specimens.
Study participants provided information about
their eating habits through telephone interviews
and questionnaires, in addition to providing blood
samples. But perhaps the most Herculean feat performed by the
participants was the collection of all urine over a 24 hour period.
“The participants appreciate the value of the research they
are involved in, and generously provide all the information needed,”
says a grateful Manuela. n

Manuela Rigo
Study Co-ordinator
Cancer Epidemiology Centre
Cancer Council Victoria

Let us know
if your details
change
It’s really important to us that you
let us know if you move house.
It means we can stay in touch to
let you know how Health 2020
is progressing, what we’re finding out, and about new activities
underway.
Keeping your address up
to date with Health 2020 is a little
easier now. Please just tear off
this strip and send it to us when
you know your new address.
First name:

Middle name:

Last Name:

Faulty genes
& breast cancer

including data from over 1,000
women participating in Health
2020.
It showed that if a woman
carries one copy of one of the
faulty genes, her risk of getting
breast cancer might increase by
about 20%, but if she carries two
faulty copies, her risk increases by
between 40 and 60%. According
to the Cambridge researchers, the
increased risks associated with the
common genetic faults found in this
study are relatively small and would
not be suitable for genetic testing.
But as more of these faults are
found, it may be possible to design
tests for a combination of them.
“Their discovery will promote new research efforts to further
our understanding of biological
mechanisms,” said Professor Giles.
The research is a step
towards explaining genetic influences on breast cancer risk, not
just for women with a family history
of breast cancer, but also for the
majority of women in the general
population. n

Health 2020 findings have contributed to an international study 3
searching for faulty genes responsible for breast cancers that
run in families.
The hunt for genes that
cause familial breast cancer has
been a challenge. It has been
known for over a decade that
women who carry rare mutations in
genes such as BRCA1 and BRCA2
are at very high risk of breast cancer, but these account for less than
25% of all familial breast cancers.
It has long been suspected, therefore, that there must also exist
some very common genetic faults
that only increase breast cancer
risk by a small amount.
Researchers at Cambridge
University brought together an
international team including Professor Graham Giles and his team at
the Cancer Epidemiology Centre,
Cancer Council Victoria. The study
3. Easton DF et al (2007) Genome-wide
involved the analysis of DNA from
association study identifies novel breast
cancer susceptibility loci. Nature 447, 1087
nearly 50,000 women worldwide,
- 1093

New address:

Preferred Phone No:

Old address:

Mail to:
Health 2020
1 Rathdowne Street
Carlton Vic 3053

Reading hands
Nearly 15,000 Health 2020 participants have provided researchers with
photocopies of their hands. Are we
now in the business of fortune telling?
Yes, in a way we are.
Strange as it sounds, the
relative lengths of the ring and index
fingers can indicate the level of hormones that a person was exposed
to in the womb, and this may point to
future health issues.
Health 2020 has a team
of researchers measuring fingers.
“Measuring finger length sounds
straight forward, but when you’ve got
15,000 to do it’s quite a task. And it’s
important to check that it’s been done
accurately. That’s what we’re doing
now,” says study co-ordinater, David
Muller.
Once David and his team
are satisfied with the accuracy of the
measurements, they will be looking
at the relationship between finger
lengths and prostate cancer. n

David Muller
Statistician
Cancer Epidemiology Centre
 Cancer Council Victoria

