











Aches, pains and rib fractures

A small number of patients find that the treatment area remains
uncomfortable. This usually improves slowly over the first couple of years
after treatment. This can be persistent in a very small number of patients.

The ribs and muscles between the ribs, which are in the treatment area,
can feel tight and uncomfortable. If this is as a result of the radiation it will
not usually be severe enough to require pain medication. If you have not
exercised or stretched the area for sometime it would be beneficial to start
a program where your physical activity slowly increases over time. Rib
fractures, as a result of radiotherapy, causes the bones to become more
brittle and are very rare (less than 1 in 1000).

Hair loss

If you have had radiotherapy to the area under the arm, you may
experience hair loss in this area. This can be permanent.

Lung scarring

A small scar can occur in the very small area of lung that is included in the
radiotherapy field. This scarring occurs slowly over a period of several
years after completing treatment. It is extremely unlikely that you would
ever experience any symptoms from this. It is usually identified when you
have a chest x-ray or CT scan of the chest performed for another reason,
and it is commented on as an incidental finding.

Nerve or blood vessel damage

If you need to have radiotherapy to the area above the clavicle (collar
bone) and/or under the arm there is a very rare possibility that you may
develop damage to the nerves and/or blood vessels. This can lead to
changes in the sensation and function of the arm.

Heart damage

In the past, machines and techniques we used to treat the breast and
mastectomy area caused larger areas of the heart to receive radiation. In



less than 1 in 1000 patients this can cause narrowing of the coronary
arteries, which occurs slowly over 10 - 20 years. This can lead to angina
(heart pain) and heart attack. Today, the machines and techniques have
improved considerably and it is possible to exclude the heart from the
radiation field in most patients, therefore eliminating this risk.

In a small number of patients it is not possible to completely exclude the
heart from the radiation field, and a small strip at the front of the heart will
receive some radiation. This will be kept to a minimum which will
significantly reduce the potential risk of heart disease.

Lymphoedema (arm swelling)

Radiation treatment to the breast, mastectomy or reconstruction area
does not increase the risk of lymphoedema. If you need to have the lymph
node area above the clavicle (collar bone) treated, the risk of arm
lymphoedema will increase by 1-2%.

If you need to have the lymph node area under the arm treated with
radiotherapy the risk of lymphoedema increases further. If you have had
the lymph nodes removed from under the arm and also need to have
radiation treatment to this area, the risk of arm lymphoedema can be up to
30-40%.

Lymphoedema can occur in the months after surgery, but also can occur
several years after treatment is completed. It is important to be aware of
this risk and know how best to look after your arm. Your surgeon or
radiation oncologist will discuss this risk with you further and ensure that
you have contact with a lymphoedema specialist, physiotherapist or
occupational therapist. This is to help minimise the risk of arm
lymphoedema and to ensure that if it does develop, it can be managed
quickly.

Another cancer

It is known that radiation exposure may cause another cancer many years
after treatment. This risk is very small (about 1 in 1000 - 10000) and is
heavily out-weighed by the potential benefit of the treatment to you. If you
have any questions or concerns about this please discuss with your
radiation oncologist.
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