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����� Each month over the past year, Orit 
Rindner , 46, has flown 6,000 miles from 
Tel Aviv to Chicago. Starting when she 
was seven, dozens of basal cell carcino-
mas (BCC’s) have erupted on her face and 
scalp—so she happily makes the monthly 
trip to Northwestern University’s Feinberg 
School of Medicine to participate in a study 
of a pill that seems to shrink the growths. 
“Everything has disappeared,” she says. 
     Rindner suffers from a genetic condition 
called Gorlin syndrome, which makes her 
extremely susceptible to basal cell carcino-
mas. Without the medication, she would 
regularly need surgery to remove the 
growths. Like all drugs, the pink-and-gray 
pill, which is made by Genentech, carries a 
few side effects: Patients may lose hair, 
feel tired, or notice that food seems saltier 
and less tasty. So far, the pill appears to 
work for Rindner—although, she adds, “I 
don’t know the end of the story yet.” 

      After years of being overshadowed by 
breast cancer, skin cancer is finally getting, 
well, its day in the sun. (May, as it turns 
out, is Skin Cancer Awareness Month.) An 
estimated one in five Americans will de-
velop some form of the disease, making it 
the most common form of cancer in the 
United States. More than two million U.S. 
residents get the disease each year, and 
the number is growing as more people are 
exposed to greater doses of ultraviolet 
light. Blame those Jersey Shore tans: More 
than 90 percent of nonmelanoma skin can-
cer is caused by too much ultraviolet radia-
tion from the sun—and that’s without fac-
toring in the effects of tanning booths. 

     Most people get basal cell carcinomas, 
which are rarely lethal, in the outer layer of 
the skin. (About 2,500 Americans die each 
year from squamous cell carcinomas, and 
another 8,000 from melanoma.) But pa-
tients suffering from basel cell carcinomas 
often have to undergo frequent surgeries, 
which can be disfiguring. This pill could 
offer them some hope. “We’re at the dawn 
of a new era for basal cell carcinoma with 
this drug,” says Simon Yoo, a Northwest-
ern dermatologist & the lead investigator 
for the Chicago arm of the study. 

      BCC’s typically look like small pearly 
pink pimples. Doctors are trying to get peo-

ple to pay more attention to those innocu-
ous-looking growths since they can get in-
fected, spread into the eyes, & become 
significantly larger, growing downward into 
the muscle or bone or sideways into the 
cartilage of the nose. “In the olden days, it 
wasn’t uncommon to have very large le-
sions the size of a fist,” says Murad Alam, a 
dermatologic surgeon at Northwestern. 
(Though skin cancer is most common in fair
-skinned people, Alam has treated Hispan-
ics, Indians, Asians, & African Americans.) 

     The Genentech medication—which, until 
it gets approval from the Food and Drug 
Administration (FDA), goes by the names of 
Vismodegib and GDC-0449—blocks a re-
ceptor that signals cancer cells to prolifer-
ate. “It seems to make the cells start dying,” 
says Jennifer Low, an oncologist leading 
the development of Vismodegib at Genen-
tech. By the end of the year, Genentech 
hopes to submit research to the FDA that 
shows how Vismodegib helps people with 
advanced basal cell carcinomas when sur-
gery cannot remove them or would be dis-
figuring. Next up: a trial that evaluates the 
medicine’s effect on people whose basal 
cell carcinomas can be removed surgically. 

     Doctors are trying to perfect surgery that 
eliminates skin cancers without causing 
disfigurement. Currently, doctors remove 
cancerous lesions by burning or scraping 
them off. For less-operable forms of superfi-
cial basal cell carcinomas, they use radia-
tion, light therapy, or Imiquimod, a topical 
cream that patients rub on the affected skin 
once a day for 8 to 16 weeks. 

     The state-of-the-art treatment is Mohs 
surgery, named after its inventor, doctor 
Frederick Mohs. Surgeons scoop out a tu-
mor & the thin layer of tissue that surrounds 
it. They then look around the edges to see if 
any cancerous cells remain & keep cutting 
away until all the edges are clear. Doctors 
are also studying how optical imaging can 
help them see several layers deep into the 
skin before they make a cut. “But it’s not 
quite ready for prime time,” says Alam. 

     In addition, Northwestern researchers 
are seeking new ways to identify whether a 
bump is benign or malignant. (About 75,000 
times a year, doctors aren’t sure.) Partner-
ing with Abbott Labs & other institutions,  

 

 

 

 

 

 

they are working on a technique called 
fluorescent in situ hybridization, which 
looks at abnormalities in critical parts of 
DNA in hard-to-diagnose cases. “People 
send us samples from all over the coun-
try,” says Pedram Gerami, a Northwest-
ern dermatologist at the Feinberg School 
of Medicine. 

     For the past two years, Northwest-
ern—along with the University of Califor-
nia in San Francisco, Memorial Sloan-
Kettering in New York, and a private lab 
in Irving, California—has also been us-
ing Abbott equipment with fluorescent 
“tags” to identify atypical, uncontrolled 
growth of cells on chromosomes 6 and 
11. With information about changes in 
these areas, doctors are less likely to 
over- or undertreat patients. Research-
ers are also looking for changes on chro-
mosome 8 that indicate how aggres-
sively a tumor will grow. 

     Meanwhile, testing continues on 
Genentech’s Vismodegib. For some 
patients, FDA approval can’t come too 
soon. Over the past decade, George 
Chechopoulos has suffered through 
some two dozen surgeries to remove 
suspicious-looking basal cell carcinomas 
and moles. Now 56, the fair-skinned 
software engineer grew up getting blis-
tering burns on the beach because he 
didn’t know better. “Ever since the ex-
perience of having these surgeries, I do 
wear sunscreen, a solid hat, and sun-
glasses all the time,” he says. But he 
also hopes the oral medication goes on 
the market so he can avoid further op-
erations. 

     To sign up for the Genentech trial at 
Northwestern, call 312-695-6647. 
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We hope you and your family will join us for a meeting and information day of the Canadian BCCNS 
Life Support Network.  This is a wonderful opportunity to meet others dealing with the same chal-
lenges, offer and receive support, to learn and share, and make new friends.  We will also be shar-
ing with you our plans for the future growth of our Canadian organization. 

Date:  Saturday, October 1, 2011 

Place: Ajax Hilton Garden Inn, Ajax Ontario, 500 Beck Crescent, Ajax, Ontario 
  40 minutes from Pearson International Airport.  Exit the 401 at Salem Road. 

 
Time:  Continental Breakfast is at 8:00 a.m. (Good time for socializing) 
  Meeting begins at 9:00 a.m. 
 
Registration Fee:  $40.00 per person.  

Continental Breakfast and Deli Lunch are included for Saturday.   
We may plan a group outing to a local restaurant for dinner with separate bills. 

On Friday evening, September 30th, there will be an informal reception in the hotel 
lobby bar between 7:00 pm and 9:30 pm.   

A block of rooms will be available under the group name BCCNS Life Support Net-
work for a rate of $129.00 plus taxes, per night.  Reservations can be made by con-
tacting the Ajax Hilton Garden Inn at (905) 686-9400. 

Agenda and Program:  Although these are still under development we are planning on presenting information on new 
and accessible treatment options including clinical trials, new research leading to a brighter future, a first-person story, 
and kids activities.   

Be sure to let me know if you have any dietary or allergy concerns regarding the menu. 

Please pass this invitation along to your doctors and/or specialists.  They are welcome to 
join us, or they may know of others that might need our support that may like to attend. 

To register, or for more information, please contact your Canadian Representative, 
Patricia Pearsell at (905) 668-4913, or at BCCNSCanada@hotmail.ca 
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