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C
arers Week is just around the corner,

starting on 18 October this year. Car-

ers Week is a time to celebrate and acknowl-

edge the vital role carers play in our society.

The week promotes and raises awareness of

the valuable role that carers play in our com-

munity and generates discussion about carer

issues.

This year’s theme is “… Anyone, anytime

across Australia can be a carer” which recog-

nises carers come from all walks of life and

have many different experiences. 

Centrelink is proud to support Carers

Week each year. Centrelink offices through-

out Australia will be involved in a range of

activities in conjunction with local carer or-

ganisations to celebrate Carers Week in Oc-

tober. 

With the spotlight on Carers Week it is al-

so a good time to highlight the support Cen-

trelink provides to carers. 

• Carer Payment—This is an income sup-

port payment for people who, because of the

demands of their caring role, are unable to

support themselves through substantial paid

employment. It is a fortnightly payment and

the amount received will depend on the per-

son’s income and assets tests. 

• A Pensioner Concession Card is also

available with this payment.

• Carer Allowance—This is a supplemen-

tary payment available to parents or carers

who provide daily care and attention for

adults and children with a physical, intellec-

tual or psychiatric disability or someone who

is frail aged. 

Carer Allowance is not income tested and

may be paid on top of wages or income support

payments such as Carer Payment or Age Pen-

sion. 

To find out more information about the

payments and services available to Carers

you can speak to Centrelink in your language

by calling 13 1202. You can also visit your lo-

cal Centrelink Customer Service Centre to

see what activities they have planned to cele-

brate Carers Week.

Some information in your language may

also be available under the heading, “We S-

peak Your Language” on the Centrelink

website at www.centrelink.gov.au

SCIENTISTS have estab-

lished beyond doubt that can-

cer can be transmitted from

mother to baby in the womb,

but Australian women have

been told the incidence is

‘’extraordinarily rare’’ and no

cause for alarm.

The discovery was made by

scientists in Britain when a

baby developed cancer a few

months after her mother died

from leukaemia.

The girl, born to a Japanese

woman, 28, developed lym-

phoma, but a team at the In-

stitute of Cancer Research, a

college of the University of

London, found that

leukaemia cells had crossed

the placenta and spread from

the mother to her unborn ba-

by, defying accepted theories

of biology.

The scientific adviser to

Cancer Council Australia,

Nik Zeps, said yesterday that

there had been anecdotal evi-

dence for more than 100

years that cancer could

spread from mother to baby,

but this case gave scientists

the first hard evidence that

the phenomenon existed.

‘’We need to stress that it is

very rare, extraordinarily

rare, for a pregnant woman

to contract cancer and addi-

tionally rare for that to ever

be passed on to an infant, but

the most interesting part of

this case for researchers is

how the cells escaped the ba-

by’s immune system,’’ Dr

Zeps said.

Publishing their findings in

the Proceedings of the Na-

tional Academy of Sciences,

researchers said about 17 cas-

es of suspected mother-to-

child transmission had been

noted throughout the world -

usually leukaemia or

melanoma - although Dr

Zeps said he was unaware of

any cases in Australia.

If the cells crossed the pla-

cental barrier the baby’s im-

mune system should have

recognised them as foreign

invaders and destroyed them.

In the latest case no one

knew the mother had cancer

during her pregnancy. She

had a normal delivery in hos-

pital, giving birth to an appar-

ently healthy baby girl. But a

month later the mother was

diagnosed with advanced

leukaemia and died.

When the baby was 11

months old she was taken to

hospital with a swollen right

cheek. Tests showed she had

a tumour in her jaw and the

cancer had spread to her

lungs. Researchers then

found the cancer cells of

mother and baby carried the

identical mutated cancer

gene, called BCR-ABL1, but

the infant had not inherited

this gene. This meant that the

cells must have come from

the mother.

Scientists then looked for

evidence of some form of im-

munological acceptance or

tolerance of the foreign cells

by the foetus.

They examined the genes

of the cancer cells in the in-

fant and found a deletion

mutation - some DNA miss-

ing in the region that controls

expression of the major histo-

compatibility locus. This was

significant because HLA

molecules primarily distin-

guish one individual, and his

or her cells, from another, so

the absence of these on the

cancer cells meant the in-

fant’s immune system would

not have recognised that they

were foreign.

‘’Hopefully, this case will

now open up new avenues of

research into how targeting

immune systems can prevent

or treat cancer,’’ Dr Zeps

said.

Carers Week 2009

Mother’s cancer spread

to baby in the womb

14038


