Cancer Care: A Collaborative

		

Approach

By Barb Wilson
In our last two issues, we profiled two professionals from the Ottawa Integrative Cancer
Centre who use less conventional approaches in caring for cancer patients: a clinical
nutritionist focussing on whole foods in her dietary counselling, and a psychotherapist who
offers psychological tools to help in healing. We continue the series in this issue by introducing
you to two medical doctors who embrace an interdisciplinary and complementary approach
to cancer care in the city. One is a naturopathic doctor; the other, a medical oncologist. Both
see a need for collaboration between complementary and conventional medicine disciplines.

C

ancer patients these days
are challenging health care providers
to offer them a variety of therapeutic options.
In Ottawa, the Ottawa Integrative Cancer
Centre (OICC) is meeting that challenge.

while natural remedies have existed for
centuries, they began to take a back seat to
conventional medicine with the emergence of
successful pharmaceuticals and an emphasis
on evidence-based health care.

With naturopathic and complementary
medicine added to conventional therapies,
the OICC’s naturopathic doctors, therapists,
nutritionists, and other health care providers
give patients a range of choices in managing
their disease. Delivered together, conventional
and natural approaches have the potential
to provide a means for patients to better
manage the effects of their disease, and
enjoy a better quality of life.

No one is more aware of this than
naturopathic doctor Dugald Seely, Fellow
of the American Board of Naturopathic
Oncology (FABNO). He is the founder and
executive director of the OICC, and leads
the Centre’s clinical practice and cancer
research program. The doctor recognizes the
need for better research on natural therapies
to move these treatments into the realm
of acceptability among more conventional
medical practitioners. “There’s no question
we’re far from where we want to be. It’s
slow, but we’re making progress,” he admits.

Traditionally, naturopathic and conventional
medicines have existed as two solitudes in
their approaches to disease treatment. And
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(Left to right): Dr. Shailendra Verma and Dr. Dugald Seely:
collaborators in complementary medicine
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“An environment of healing needs to take
place for the best patient outcome,” says
Dr. Seely. He is seeing a collaborative
approach work quite successfully between
his facility and The Ottawa Hospital.
Rather than having patients hesitate to
consult a naturopathic practitioner for fear
of appearing disloyal to their traditional
oncologists, some of the more pioneering
conventional practitioners are advocating a
whole-person approach to disease management, involving complementary therapies.
While not the norm, the practice of
“whole care” is gaining traction in the
medical community.

Dr. Dugald Seely takes a less conventional
approach to cancer care

One Size Does Not Fit All
As any medical practitioner will tell you,
cancer treatments vary in their success
rates, depending on the patient’s individual
condition. What works successfully for one
may not work for another. A collaborative
approach to treatment can provide patients
with more choice and involvement in their
own care.
The conventional approach to treating
cancer tends to group together patients
who suffer from similar symptoms and
disease progression, and provides standard
therapies that include a combination of
surgery, radiation and/or chemotherapy.
In Canada’s financially challenged health
care system, there is little room for tailored
or individualized approaches. That’s where
the complementary naturopathic therapies,
offered through clinics like the OICC,
can help.
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In fact, hospital leaders often tell Dr. Seely
that patients are increasingly asking about
options for their cancer treatments beyond
those of the oncology clinics. “Patients
are familiar enough with the traditional
cancer treatments like radiation therapy
and chemotherapy, but they’re increasingly
seeking a whole-person approach to their
care,” he says.

Dr. Verma notes that unconventional, or
natural therapies, are not taught in medical
schools because of the fundamentally
different approach to disease. Conventional
medicine simply can’t understand the
naturopathic approach. In Dr. Verma’s view,
it is more important than ever for there to be
dialogue and collaboration.

Facing the Future and the
Challenges Ahead
There is a growing body of evidence
regarding the positive effects of natural
therapies, but, as Dr. Seely admits, it’s not
as well-known as the research generated
for conventional medicine. This research,
the cost of which is staggeringly high,
is often supported financially by large
pharmaceutical companies that have a
vested interest in evaluating the results of
their products. “We conduct systematic
reviews to digest what’s currently out there

Dr. Verma’s role as a scientific advisor with
the OICC is to help move that yardstick
forward. “Dr. Seely recognizes the requirement to increase the quantity and quality of
research into naturopathic medicine in order
to enhance its value in the medical arena.
For that reason, he and I are committed to
ensuring sound research is undertaken.
We need to lobby very effectively for the
funds to do that.”
Both doctors are adamant about one thing:
respect. Respect for each other to understand
the role naturopathic therapies can play
alongside conventional treatments, and their
common commitment to seeking to expand
the evidence to support that approach.
But above all, respect for patients’ choices
regarding their own disease management.

A strong advocate for this approach is Dr.
Shailendra Verma, a medical oncologist at
The Ottawa Hospital Cancer Centre, who
has practiced at the The Ottawa Hospital
since 1985. He is an associate professor in the
Department of Medicine at the University of
Ottawa and is an adjunct research professor
in the Institute of Neuroscience at Carleton
University. He is also a member of the OICC’s
scientific advisory board.
“There is no question that the relationship
between health practitioner and patient
is very important,” says Dr. Verma. “We
can drive patients’ treatments with fear,
or we can drive them with knowledge. I
believe it’s important to give patients all
the information we can so they can make
informed choices about their care, including
the option for naturopathic therapy.”

with respect to the evidence from natural
treatment outcomes. We need to get to a
non-biased literature review and, from that,
extract what is relevant for patients. There’s
still much that we don’t know.” Performing
that review and gap analysis, however, costs
money. Says Dr. Verma, “There is simply
not enough objective information regarding
natural therapies to drive them forward in
a concerted fashion. Testimonials are not
data, and that’s a fundamental block to
moving naturopathic medicine forward in
the conventional arena.”

Dr. Shailendra Verma advocates for a wholeperson approach to cancer treatment

And so, if Dr. Seely and Dr. Verma have
their way, there will be greater collaboration
between naturopathic and conventional
medicine. Good science will bolster the
credibility of natural therapies, and the
scientific and medical communities will
gain a better understanding of natural
treatments and their role in patient wellness.
Perhaps most importantly, cancer patients
will have more options for their approach
HWO
to care.
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