
Late last year, Braemar surgeon Adam Stewart 

booked himself in for a mammogram in 

Hamilton. The procedure is normally part of a 

screening service for women aged between 45 

and 69. As a 40-something white Aussie male, 

his booking may have raised some eyebrows. 

But he wasn’t daunted. He had just been 

appointed by Director General of Health Dr 

Ashley Bloomfield as National Clinical Director 

of Breastscreen Aotearoa, charged with 

encouraging women in New Zealand to have 

regular breast checks so he needed to find out 

what a mammogram felt like. “I didn’t feel I 

could talk to women about the need for 

regular checks without knowing what it felt like 

and what was involved. To have credibility, I 

needed to walk in their shoes.”  

The procedure took about five minutes and it 

was less painful than he had feared. “It is said 

to be a lot more painful for men, because 

there’s not necessarily a lot of tissue there.” He 

was impressed with the procedure and by the 

level of quality control in the national screening 

programme. “New Zealand has one of the best 

quality breast screening programmes 

worldwide in terms of technical indicators, 

safety, cancer detection rates and survival.”  In 

his role as national director of the programme, 

his aim is to maintain and improve those 

standards and to encourage more women to 

enter the programme. 

Adam began his medical studies in Australia. 

He completed a Bachelor of Medicine and 

Surgery with High Distinction at Flinders 

University in South Australia in 1996. He was 

persuaded to specialise in breast surgery, 

including breast oncology, by skilled mentors 

and by the experience of family members who 

had breast cancer. In 2010 he was awarded a 

year as a Fellow at The Royal Marsden 

Hospital, which specialises in cancer treatment 

and research. He and his family moved to New 

Zealand in 2011, where he took up a position 

as a fulltime consultant surgeon at Waikato 

DHB. 

He now wears three hats – his private practice 

and public sector work and – since November 

2020 – as head of the national breast 

screening programme. They are roles he 

relishes. “I’m passionate about talking to 

women and counselling about early breast 

cancer and breast cancer in general. With my 

patients, it becomes a therapeutic relationship 

for at least five years. It’s illuminating to talk to 

them about their experiences.” 

As a surgeon, he understands the trauma 

women face when diagnosed with breast 

cancer. “Most women are terrified. Many 

assume the word cancer means death. In fact, 

most early breast cancers are curable with 

excellent survival rates. I need to remove the 

fear, uncertainty and doubt from what is an 

intimate operation. Kindness and empathy are 

essential. It’s also very satisfying, because with 

early detection, most women have a good 

physical result and are back to work or regular 

activity within a few days.” Patients with 

advanced cancer who need full mastectomies 

and reconstruction and those who need 
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chemotherapy can have the whole procedure 

at Braemar’s theatre suite and oncology unit. 

In his 10 years in New Zealand Adam has 

carried out more than 800 breast cancer 

surgeries. He knows better than most the 

benefits of early detection. “A mammogram can 

pick up a breast cancer as small as a grain of 

rice. The smaller the cancer, the less chance of 

needing advanced treatments.” But he is aware 

that breast cancer screening programmes are 

competing for attention with other screening 

programmes such as bowel cancer and cervical 

cancer. And currently, COVID-19 is attracting all 

the attention. “Yet (in breast screening) we have 

a tool with mammography that is cheap, safe 

and effective which in my view is underused 

and under-valued in many parts of the 

country.”

He particularly wants more Maori and Pacifica 

women to enter the screening programme. 

And he wants to encourage women over 70 to 

continue to have tests. “While the free 

screening ends at 69, some types of breast 

cancer, even in their aggressive forms, are still 

being detected in women in their 70s. A well 

woman aged 69, who has survived all other life 

events, is likely to live for at least another 17 

years. The cost of a mammogram is just $160 

and it will save lives and often save breasts 

too.” GPs, he says, have a key role in educating 

about the benefits of screening. “Women who 

are in the programme do very well.” 

At Braemar, Adam treats all breast conditions 

in women and men. He also practises general 

surgery including gall bladder, hernia, and 

other operations. Wearing three hats is busy, 

he says. But enjoyable. In his spare time, he 

enjoys music writing and drinking coffee. GPs 

can refer their patients to Adam at 
www.breastsurgery.nz
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