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PRESS RELEASE

For Immediate Release: May 13, 2010

Plea to Alberta Health to fund treatment of non-cancer lymphedema is ignored

An awareness and lobbying campaign directed at the provincial government and its Alberta Health and Wellness ministry and Alberta Health Services to fund lymphedema treatment for Albertans who are born with or acquire the disorder from a cause other than cancer fell on deaf ears. 

Treatment for Alberta’s non-cancer lymphedema patients is not covered, however, the Alberta Cancer Board (part of Alberta Health Services) covers treatment for cancer patients who develop lymphedema.

Former Health Minister Ron Liepert provided no reason for the non-funding decision in a letter dated Dec. 8/09 to Alberta Lymphedema Association president Diane Martin. In a March 9/09 meeting with Martin and a patient activist, he assured that his department would investigate the possibility.

Financial coverage, Liepert said, may be available for low income Albertans on Assured Income for Severely Handicapped. Third party insurance may cover costs and in some cases, costs can be applied to medical expenses on their income tax return, he suggested. 

The campaign, undertaken by the Alberta Lymphedema Association and non-cancer lymphedema patients, is seeking fair and equitable treatment for all lymphedema sufferers. 

Prior to November 2006, treatment for Southern Alberta cancer patients was not covered either. However, following revelations that Edmonton cancer patients received publicly funded lymphedema treatment, Southern Alberta’s cancer patients also received funding. 

Twice (March 10, 2009 and August 30, 2006) a petition requesting Alberta Health Care coverage for all lymphedema sufferers has been tabled in the Alberta Legislature. The Alberta Lymphedema Association continues to gather signatures and will continue to fight for funding.

Since the March meeting last year, the government’s only concession is providing a one-time, funded clinical assessment for non-cancer patients at the Tom Baker Cancer Centre.  This was implemented after the only Southern Alberta lymphedema clinic treating non-cancer patients shut its doors last March 31, following the decision by Alberta Health Services to provide in-house lymphedema treatment for cancer patients.

Patients who have “primary” lymphedema (born with it), or “secondary” lymphedema not caused by cancer (causes include injury, infection, diseases other than cancer, and Filariasis from a tropical mosquito bite) are not eligible for ongoing treatment at the Tom Baker clinic.  Instead, they must pay out-of-pocket for Complex Decongestive Therapy administered by trained, private lymphedema practitioners.

Lymphedema is a progressive, disfiguring and debilitative disorder. Uncontrolled lymphedema can lead to cellulitis and septicemia, fast-moving infections requiring I.V. antibiotics and costly hospital stays. Patients can lose their infected limb(s) or life. Without treatment to reduce volume, the buildup of lymph fluid continues to expand the limb (elephantiasis).
The continued non-funding of non-cancer lymphedema treatment is inequitable. This disorder is the same regardless of cause, and treatment is neither optional nor cosmetic. 

- 30 -

For more information or interviews: 

Alberta Lymphedema Association
Theresa Storm, Board Member

(403) 248-7372

All day May 17 call cell: (403) 650-5321 for President Diane Martin 

lymphnet@telus.net
http://www.albertalymphedema.com/
(A non-cancer lymphedema patient is available for interviews and allows photography of affected limb. A lymphedema therapist is also willing to be interviewed.)

