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New Light Shed on Cancer Treatment

Remember those episodes of Star Trek when ”Bones” would take a “tri-quarter reading” on an ill or injured crew member of the Enterprise?  Then the computer would interpret the “reading” and “Bones” would take a little pistol, point it at his patient, pull the trigger and a beam of light or photo-energy would miraculously cure the patient. Wouldn’t that be extremely cool if we could do that in veterinary medicine!  Guess what gang…we can!

Our “Bones” is Dr. Alan S. Hammer from North Coast Veterinary Specialist in Willoughby Hills, Ohio. He is a Board Certified Veterinary Oncologist.  The “tri-quarter readings” he takes are X-Rays, Ultrasounds and biopsies.  The photo-energy he uses is called “Photodynamic Therapy” or PDT and is actually various wave lengths of lights that can cure cancer!
Here how it works.  Certain medications called photo-sensitizers are administered to your pet.  These medications are absorbed into all the cells of the body but after 48-72 hours are only retained by cancer cells. These tumor cells are exposed to specific wavelengths of light and “boom,” they are destroyed by the production of an active form of oxygen by the photo-sensitizer! 
There are a number of different photo-sensitizers and each one is used with a specific wavelength of light.  This magical light can be produced by …you got it…various lasers or other light emitting diodes (LED’s).  As we have learned, laser light can be passed down very fine fiber optics.  These fibers are flexible and can actually be passed down endoscopes.  This means that a flexible endoscope can be passed into the esophagus, down into a lung lobe or even down into the stomach.  A tumor can be visualized, and then a laser fiber passed down the scope and used to illuminate the tumor that has been sensitized.  The cells are killed after “seeing the light.”  There are also two other very important effects of this Photo-dynamic therapy.

It also shrinks the tumor by damaging the blood vessels that bring the rapidly growing beast it’s much needed dinner. Without nutrition even nasty cancer cells can’t survive.  PDT also activates specific parts of the immune system that helps the body recognize abnormal cells and then destroy them.
“Are there side effects?” you might ask.  And I’m glad you did!  Yes there are some minor side effects.  Remember that normal cells don’t store the photo-sensitizer so there is very little damage to surrounding tissue unlike therapies such as radiation and chemo.  There may however be a generalized mild sensitivity to sunlight.  It may bother the eyes and skin for up to 6 weeks.  That’s about it!  It is limited to tumors within a certain size limit and depth in the skin.  This is why it is so important to have things checked out early! If the tumor is too large or too deep the therapy can not be effective.
Your pet will have to have anesthesia because it can take up to 45 minutes of exposure time. However, unlike chemo and radiation there are seldom more than two treatments when used on the appropriate types of tumors.

So for skin tumors such as mast cell,  squamous cell carcinomas, fibrosarcomas and many other types of skin cancers with equally hard to pronounce and nasty sounding names, Dr. Hammer can pull out his “Photon Pistol” …from a really big holster…and brighten the prognosis for these pets by curing their cancer.  North Coast is a referral hospital that does not take appointments unless accompanied with a referral from your veterinarian.  

Well, I’m glad I could help shine some light on this dark subject and hopefully it has enlightened you about Photodynamic Therapy.   Very Illuminating! 

