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Summary

A retrospective study of biopsies taken at three
hospitals in Southern Ethiopia has been carried
out to describe the cancer pattern in the Sidamo
and Gamu Gofa regions. A histologically veri-
fied cancer diagnosis was recorded i n  1154
patients. The bias that appear in the data are
discussed. Th is  includes aspects o f  hospital
coverage, age and sex distribution and bias that
arise f r o m  a  l ack  o f  diagnostic facil it ies,
especially to  diagnose deep seated tumours.
Taking these bias into consideration, the cancer
pattern i n  Southern Eth iop ia  i s  out l ined.
Among men, hepatic carcinoma, lymphomas
and superficial malignancies ( sk in  cancers
including melanomas and superficial soft tissue
sarcomas) are the most common malignancies
while among women,  cervical, breast a n d
ovarian cancers predominate. I t  is noted that
most o f  the Kaposi's sarcomas recorded are
from the Sidamo area. Hodgkin's disease and
Burkitt's lymphoma are most common among
childhood lymphomas, whereas non-Hodgkin
lymphomas o f  other types dominate among
adults. Cancer o f  the stomach is the second
most common internal malignancy among both
men and women.

Introduction

The incidence of  cancers in the tropics is less
than ha l f  that recorded i n  temperate zones
(Edington & Gilles 1976). The cancer pattern
differs, however, within different geographical
areas in the tropics. This difference in tumour
incidence is probably associated with factors in
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the social, cultural and geographical en
ment (Edington &  Gilles 1976). Comp
studies on tumour incidences have giver
clues as to aetiological factors involved
pathogenesis of certain tumours (e.g., Br.
lymphoma, Kaposi's sarcoma).

Apart from a few studies (Tsega 1977;
1981; Sudarsanam et al. 1972; Lindtjorr
1985; Schaller & Kuls 1972; Pavlich &
1970; d e  W i t  1982) l i t t l e  i s  known
the pattern o f  malignant diseases in  El
in general and  f r o m  Southern Ethic
particular.

The objectives of  this paper are to cl,
the cancer pattern in  the Sidamo and
Gofa Regions in  Southern Ethiopia as
pears f rom a retrospective analysis o f
proven malignancies in the period 1963 t
Attempts have also been made to estim
bias that are hidden in the data.

GENERAL BACKGROUND
The Sidamo (population 3.8 million) and
Gofa (populat ion 1 .3  mi l l ion)  reg io
located in  Southern Ethiopia, both boi
Kenya. The  climate varies wi th altitu
southern rangelands have medium hot te
ture and annual rainfall of 400-500 mm
northern parts, w i th  altitudes above
rainfall is usually abundant and temper
rather cool.

The people are mainly subsistence fi
however, the people l iv ing i n  the sc
rangelands are semi-nomadic pastoral
general t h e  disease pat tern i s  s i m
both regions w i t h  infectious diseas
malnutrition t h e  t w o  predominate
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Ta b l e  2. Characteristics of study population and their tumours over time

1963-1969 1970-1974 1975-1979 1980-1984 Tota

Ratio superficial to deep tumours
Gamu Gofa 5.0 2.8 1.2 1.7
Sidamo 3-1 1.8 3.6 1.5 2.5
Tota l 3-1 2.0 3.3 1.3 2.1

Per cent female cases
Gamu Gofa 40 30 27 29
Sidamo 28 33 37 29 33
Tota l 28 34 34 28 32

Per cent aged over 45 years
Gamu Gofa 48 43 41 43
Sidamo 39 48 48 37 45
Tota l 39 48 46 40 44

and leukaemia) were considered neither super-
ficial nor deep, and were excluded from this
calculation. The sex ratio (Table 2) was calcu-
lated after excluding tumours o f  breast and
genitalia. The percentage of  patients over the
age of 45 years is also shown.

Templeton and Bianchi (1972) have esti-
mated (Uganda) the factor by which deep seated
tumours are under-represented. The ratio for
superficial to deep seated tumours was found to
be 1:1 in two incidence studies, whereas it varies
between 1.6 and 13.3 in proportional cancer rate
studies. Based on an assumption that the true
ratio of superficial to deep seated tumours is 1:1,
a calculated relative ratio of cancer frequencies
has been estimated using a correction factor of
2.1 (Table 2). Table 5 shows the recorded and
estimated (expected) frequencies.

DETERMINATION OF AGE
The accurate determination of age poses a diffi-
culty. The age registered on each patientcard
was recorded. W h e n  analysing the  results,
however, the following age groups were used to
reduce errors in age determination: 0-4, 5-14,
15-44, over 45.

Results

The ratio o f  superficial to deep tumours, the
percentage of  female cases and the percentage
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Discussion

respectively. A comparison of the elever
common recorded and calculated frequet
shown in Table 5.

The relative ratio frequencies in the S
and Gamu Gofa regions were mainly c
ponding. A discrepancy was noted for K
sarcoma, where 10 o f  12 patients cam(
Sidamo.

BIAS IN  DATA
The extent o f  the bias involved can o
assessed i f  the true distribution o f  can
southern Ethiopia were known. As see]
Tables 1 and 2 our data probably does n
the true picture of the distribution of can
cancer types. The hospitals' main servic
cover only one third of the population at
pital services are available mainly for thc
population. Furthermore, males predo
(Table 2), indicating a cultural selection I
in the use of hospital services.

In many other African countries thc
flattening o f  the age specific incidence
whereas among the older Caucasians thi
shows an ever increasing tendency (Edir
Gilles 1976). Whether this is due to a del
of cancer among the older Africans
debated (Edington &  Gilles 1976). I I
factors are accountable for  th is phen
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Cancer in Southern Ethiopia

Tab le  4. Southern Ethiopia: age distribution and relative frequencies for cancer sites, females

Recorded Calculated

Skin 10.4 Liver 10.2
Cervix 10.3 Skin 8.5
Lymphoma 9.4 Cervix 8.5
Breast 7.6 Ovary 8.2
Soft tissue 7.1 Lymphoma 7.9
Melanoma 6.0 Breast 6.4
Liver 5.8 Soft tissue 5.9
Ovary 4.7 Stomach 5.5
P
,
,
,

4.6 Melanoma 5.0

Age/groups

ICD Site 0-4 5-14 15-44 45 N R Total

140-145 Buccal cavity 1 8 11 2 22
146-147 Oro/nasophar. 2 2
151 Stomach 6 7 13
153 Colon 1 1 3 5
154 Rectum 2 3 5
155 Liver 2 5 7
156 Gall bladder & bile
157 Pancreas 2 2
160-162 Nasal cavity, larynx & lungs 2 4 6
170 Bone 1 9 10
171 Soft tissue sarcoma 1 1 18 5 25
172 Melanoma 10 18 1 29
173 Other skin cancers 17 15 1 33
174 Breast 41 34 2 77
180 Cervix uteri 66 49 3 118
182 Uterus 1 4 3 8
183 Ovary 34 19 1 54
184 Other female 17 7 1 25
188 Bladder 1 1 2
189 Kidney 4 2 6
190 Eye 11 4 2 3 20
193 Thyro id 4 3 7
195 Malignant neoplasms of

undefined sites 1 1 5 4 11
196-199 Secondary deposits 2 1 12 9 2 26
200 Lymphosarcoma 1 11 4 16
200.2 Burkit t 's lymphoma 1 3 4
201 Hodgkins 1 1 2 1 5
203-209 Blood 2 2

Total 22 15 278 211 13 540

NR Age not recorded.

Pe:

Ta b l e  5 .  T h e  recorded relative frequency o f  the 11  mos t
commonly diagnosed cancer types compared to their calculated
frequency using a correction factor of x  2.1 for deeply situated
cancers (see text)
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