
 

'Missing DNA' could hold clue to why some
get breast cancer young
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Micrograph showing a lymph node invaded by ductal
breast carcinoma, with extension of the tumour beyond
the lymph node. Credit: Nephron/Wikipedia

A University of Otago, Christchurch, discovery of
missing DNA in women who develop breast cancer
at a young age could hold the key to helping them
beat the disease. 

Dr Logan Walker says he studied the DNA of
hundreds of Australian women aged under 40 who
had developed breast cancer. This was a
collaborative study with scientists from the
University of Melbourne.

"We were trying to find genetic causes for why
these women developed the disease at such an
early age."

His surprising finding: the women 'missed' certain
bits of their DNA.

"We think these pieces of DNA that are missing
may have overlapped genes or involved genes that

have contributed to the early onset of breast cancer
."

Walker says he hopes the finding could one day
identify women at risk of developing cancer at a
young age, and improve treatment and survival
rates.

"If we can identify the genes that underlie risk, or
the sorts of things that cause disease in these 
young women, then we can potentially identify
those women before the disease has occurred, and
if we can do that we can minimise the risk of or
prevent the disease from occurring in the first
place.

The findings were published in the international
journal, Breast Cancer Research.

Walker says to confirm the findings of his study, the
DNA of tens of thousands of women from around
the world should be checked.

This is possible for Walker as he is New Zealand's
only collaborator with the world's best collection of
breast cancer geneticists - CIMBA (Consortium of
Investigators of Modifiers of BRCA1/2) and BCAC
(Breast Cancer Association Consortium). Through
links with these groups, Walker is able to access
the genetic profiles of tens of thousands of women
worldwide.

Walker says approximately, 170 women aged
under 40 develop breast cancer in New Zealand
each year.

"Genetic testing typically shows that 10 per cent of
young women who develop breast cancer have
inherited a mutation in known breast cancer
susceptibility genes - the most widely publicised
being BRCA1 and BRCA2. This leaves the majority
of the young women with no explanation. We are
trying to change this through our work in
collaboration with large international studies using
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cutting-edge DNA analysis tools." 
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