Double whammy for local asbestos victim 

 

TREVOR Stagg, of Victoria Point, was hit hard when doctors told him he had mesothelioma -an aggressive asbestos- related cancer. Now he has been knocked with a bill for $25,000 for chemotherapy to ease his suffering. In Western Australia the treatment would cost him nothing. A new report has highlighted how asbestos victims are being treated unequally across Australia. 
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By Linda Muller
MESOTHELIOMA sufferer Trevor Stagg of Victoria Point has just spent $25,000 on chemotherapy treatment he would have received for free had he lived in Western Australia.
Mesothelioma is an asbestos-related cancer that attacks the lining of the lungs, heart and abdomen and a new report released by The Allen Consulting Group shows that people afflicted with it are receiving widely different treatment subsidies from state to state.
There is no cure for Mesothelioma but chemotherapy; drug and other treatments can extend patients' survival and improve their quality of life by reducing fatigue, loss of appetite, pain and coughing.
On average, patients' lives are extended to over 1 year from diagnosis, with some living much longer.

"When the specialist says you are going to die in 12 months' time, it kicks you in the guts no matter how solid you are," Trevor said.

Commenting on the report, Dr Nick Pavlakis, head of the Department of Medical Oncology of the Royal North Shore , Hospital, said Australia had the highest rate of mesothelioma in the world and victims should be receiving the same subsidised treatments.
"It is difficult to believe such unnecessary inequity exists in Australia," he said.
Cancer experts and patient advocacy groups nationwide are calling on the Federal Government to rectify this unfair situation by subsidising access to mesothelioma treatment via the Pharmaceutical Benefits Scheme.
For Trevor, 70, and wife Eileen the cost of a cycle of just three chemotherapy treatments is about $25,000.  Trevor is now due to start his second cycle of treatments which will cost them a similar amount.
"This won't help me, but I feel for some of the other poor buggers who can't afford it -Joe Blow who has worked hard and had a bad trot and got nothing. How do they afford these treatments? They're cactus," Trevor said.
Mesothelioma is linked with exposure to asbestos fibres. The cancer can take 30 to 40 years after exposure to asbestos to develop.  Working as a truck driver for James Hardie at Newstead in 1963/1964, Trevor said the floors were  white with asbestos, and it was difficult to see  the light through the haze.
"It was everywhere. Nobody knew it was dangerous," he said.
Trevor was diagnosed with pleural plaque (affecting the lining of the lungs) about 10 years  later, directly related to the asbestos inhalation.
In April this year, this diagnosis worsened to mesothelioma after he went to the doctors with severe chest pain.  In June, Trevor had his lung deflated and reflated with powder to reduce the pain and to slow the condition’s progression.
”They said it was keyhole surgery, but it was more like a .303 bullet hole.  I had more tubes swinging around than a petrol bowser," Trevor said.
Ever the optimist, Trevor said the silver lining was that he was encouraged to eat butter, cheese and chocolate to build body weight.
"The doc said I could eat what I like and do what I like. That covers a fair bit of area," he said.
Wife Eileen, however, saw the real bonus as the 'sense of closeness" they have reached.
"It's almost a spiritual thing. Through suffering, you come closer. It goes through your mind that time could run out and you want to make the most of it," she said.
Eileen said she was humbled by the support of family, neighbours, friends and St Rita’s Church parishioners.
The couple, who met at ages 15 and 16, had their marriage vows renewed for their 50th Wedding anniversary in January, later realising the true significance.
They have two daughters, four grandchildren and two great-grandchildren.
 

