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Canada's biggest cancer hospital is to announce today a dramatic change for some 
potential breast-cancer patients: same-day diagnosis, effectively eradicating a 37-
day wait and all the anxiety that goes with it. 

Patients referred to the rapid diagnostic centre at Toronto's Princess Margaret 
Hospital will also find out that day what their treatment will be - surgery, radiation 
and often chemotherapy - all due to a $12.5-million donation provided at a time 
when many foundations are struggling to raise funds. 

Emmanuelle Gattuso, who donated the money with her husband, broadcasting 
pioneer Allan Slaight, said it was important to her, as a breast-cancer survivor, to 
make a donation that would help women with the disease today. 

"The most stressful thing, really, is the wait time," said Ms. Gattuso, who has 
recovered after being diagnosed with breast cancer in 2003. "My ultimate dream is 
that it [rapid diagnosis] happens for every kind of cancer." 

Karen Louie, who took part in a pilot project at Toronto’s Princess Margaret Hospital, 
was given her breast-cancer diagnosis and a treatment plan within in three hours of 
her biopsy in May, 2008. (Fred Lum/The Globe and Mail)

Canadian women can wait weeks for a diagnosis of breast cancer after finding a 
lump. But at Princess Margaret, 494 patients since 2006 have quietly undergone 
rapid testing as part of a pilot project, including one woman who was diagnosed in 
three hours. 

"When we left, we were shell-shocked, but felt reassured that at least we now knew 
what we were dealing with," Karen Louie, vice-president, general counsel and 
secretary at Harlequin Enterprises Ltd., said of the three-hour wait with her husband 
for a diagnosis. "We had a plan of action we could focus on." 



Ms. Gattuso and her husband are leading a campaign to raise a further $12.5-million 
to expand the program, called the Gattuso Rapid Diagnostic Centre, to 750 patients 
in 2009-2010, then to 1,500 in 2011-2012, and 3,000 in the pilot program's last 
phase from 2013 to 2018. 

Family physicians refer patients to the program, with those most likely to have 
cancer being accepted. After a cancer diagnosis, they can opt to have their treatment 
at Princess Margaret or elsewhere. 

The idea for the rapid diagnosis centre came from David McCready, the Gattuso chair 
in breast surgical oncology and head of the breast site group at Princess Margaret 
Hospital. 

A renowned surgical oncologist, Dr. McCready noticed that patients referred to him 
for a consultation - from Toronto and elsewhere - waited about 37 days for a 
diagnosis. Elsewhere, waits can be longer or shorter; the time isn't usually tracked. 

When a mammogram reveals a suspicious mass, patients often must navigate a 
maddeningly cumbersome health care system, each step of which - radiology, 
pathology, oncology - has its own queue.  

And while a wait of 37 days from suspicious lump to diagnosis will not typically 
compromise a patient's recovery if treatment is prompt, the uncertainty creates 
enormous anxiety. 

Key to rapid diagnosis is obtaining a costly piece of equipment that can prepare 
tissue for pathological analysis in a matter of hours. 

"The main advantage is to get a surgical plan, a treatment plan and be able to plan 
your life and reduce the anxiety of not knowing," Dr. McCready said.  

He stressed that centres across Canada are working to reduce the time it takes to 
diagnose suspicious lumps. 

Some offer quick diagnoses, albeit using fine needle aspiration biopsies, which, while 
fast, can be inaccurate if the needle is not placed among the cancer cells. The rapid 
diagnosis program at Princess Margaret will use core biopsies, which take more 
tissue and therefore are more likely to provide a clear diagnosis. 

"Within the city, within the province, within the country and within North America, 
almost every place is trying to do what they can to speed things along," Dr. 
McCready said. "In an ideal situation, if we can see the patient at 8 or 9 in the 
morning and have the biopsy at 10, by 1 o'clock or so we've got a pathologic 
diagnosis from the biopsy." 

Paul Alofs, president and chief executive officer of the Princess Margaret Hospital 
Foundation, said he hopes other centres can replicate the service and that it can be 
expanded to other kinds of cancer. 



"It's our hope that we'll be able to start in breast cancer and that in five to 10 years 
this will become the standard of care throughout Ontario and maybe other places as 
well," Mr. Alofs said. 

In the meantime, patients such as Ms. Louie, 51, are reaping the benefits of same-
day diagnosis and getting on the treatment track faster. 

After being diagnosed with early-stage breast cancer in May of 2008, she underwent 
surgery, chemotherapy and radiation. 

"I had a diagnosis and a plan of action, which to me is nothing short of amazing," 
she said. 

*** 

Treatment alternatives 

The traditional way 

The patient whose mammogram reveals a lump suspected of being cancer is sent to 
a health-care facility for a core biopsy.  

The tissue is sent to a laboratory to be prepared for analysis, which typically is an 
overnight process. At some point afterward, the pathologist analyzes it and provides 
a diagnosis. 

The diagnosis is sent to the doctor who referred the patient, in some cases their 
family physician, in others, a surgeon. 

The doctor makes an appointment for the patient to return for the result. 

Patients who receive a diagnosis of breast cancer from their family doctor may then 
wait several days to weeks before they see a surgeon.  

Total time: Several weeks 

Rapid diagnosis program 

The patient arrives at the Gattuso Rapid Diagnostic Breast Cancer Centre for an 
initial consultation between 8 and 10 a.m.  

Further imaging is performed if required. 

A core biopsy is usually performed. 

The tissue goes into the rapid tissue processor and is ready within hours for a 
pathologist to analyze it. 

The pathologist reports the result that afternoon.  



A member of the surgical oncology team tells the patient whether the findings are 
malignant or benign. 

For patients with malignant findings, a treatment plan is provided: typically a 
combination of surgery, radiation and sometimes chemotherapy. 

Total time: 6 to 8 hours 

Source: Princess Margaret Hospital 
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