Men: Have Your Prostate Checked!

Are you a man over the age of 40? 

If so, it’s time to ask your doctor to check your prostate gland for any abnormalities.

“Prostate cancer is the most common form of cancer in men,” says Almonte family physician Dr. Franz Ferraris. “It is also the second-most deadly form of cancer among men, after lung cancer.”

According to the Prostate Cancer Research Foundation of Canada, up to 20,000 men are newly diagnosed each year and about five million Canadian men are currently at the age at which their prostate cancer risk increases. At least one in every eight Canadian men is expected to develop the disease and one in four of them will die from it. 

The prostate is a walnut-sized, hormone-producing gland found in men below the bladder and in front of the rectum. Because prostate cancer rarely produces symptoms in its early stages, it can be very difficult to detect. Symptoms can include frequent, difficult or painful urination, blood in the urine, pain in the lower back, pelvic area or upper thighs, or painful ejaculation. 

“However, these are also common symptoms for non-cancerous conditions of the prostate,” says Dr. Ferraris. 

The best way to detect prostate cancer is through testing. “At the age of 40 all men should have their prostate checked on an annual basis,” advises Dr. Ferraris, adding that age and family history are risk factors for the disease.

One test is a Digital Rectal Examination (DRE), during which the doctor manually checks the shape and consistency of the gland. While the procedure may be uncomfortable, it is quick and painless. 

Another test, which Dr. Ferraris recommends for men over the age of 50, is the Prostate Specific Antigen (PSA) test, which is a blood test that checks the levels of a small protein molecule produced by the prostate. “The PSA test is very useful for detecting prostate cancer at an early stage and later for monitoring its response to treatment,” says Dr. Ferraris. 

If either test indicates an abnormality, the next step is a biopsy, conducted with the aid of an ultrasound device. A biopsy is the only way to confirm the presence of prostate cancer, which can be slow growing, or more aggressive.

“If prostate cancer is diagnosed, the treatment options include surgery, radiation and hormone therapy,” says Dr. Ferraris. Treatment decisions are usually based on the patient’s age and general health, the spread and aggressiveness of the cancer and the patient’s individual preferences. 

“If detected and treated early, prostate cancer is eminently curable,” says Dr. Ferraris. “While there are some side effects associated with treatment, they can be temporary. As well, treatment options are improving dramatically and we are looking forward to a time in the not-too-distant future when prostate cancer could join the ranks of those cancers that are almost always cured.”

For more information about prostate cancer, talk to your doctor or visit www.prostatecancer.on.ca.
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