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Being ranked highly in the world is 
often cause for celebration. But not 
when it comes to poor health. 

Colorectal surgeon Jasen Ly, takes no 
pleasure from the statistics relating 

to bowel cancer in this country: 
New Zealand and Australia have the 
highest rates of the disease in OECD 
countries; bowel cancer is this 
country’s second highest cause of 
cancer death, and the disease is 
increasing among young people. 

Nevertheless, Jasen is optimistic for the 
future for two reasons: first the 
national bowel screening programme 
currently being rolled out will identify 
cancers much earlier, meaning more 
patients will be treated sooner and 
cured; second, new surgical techniques 
offer patients new options and, 
potentially, much better outcomes.

“The national screening programme 
will be positive for Kiwis. It promotes 

awareness of symptoms and it means 
patients who are referred earlier can 
be treated sooner which leads to 
better outcomes.”

While that will put more pressure on 
the health services and make life 
busier for GPs and specialists, he 
believes the benefits will be 
substantial. “If the cancer is caught 
early, people can do really well. We can 
offer a cure. Even if the cancer has 
spread – when traditionally there was 
no option for treatment – we can now 
offer options such as lung and liver 
resections, which can prolong life and 
give good quality of life.” 

There are also new surgical 
procedures available, which can 
substantially improve outcomes. One 
is where the disease has spread inside 
the abdominal cavity, but not other 
organs (up to 25 per cent of patients 
with colorectal cancer). Traditionally, 
the only treatment offered to those 
patients was chemotherapy and 
palliative care. But, in the Waikato, 
surgeons now perform cytoreductive 
procedures (originally designed to 
treat pseudomyxoma peritonei, a rare 
type of cancer that usually begins in 
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the appendix). The procedure clears all 
visible signs of the disease, leaving 
intra-abdominal chemotherapy to 
mop up any remnants. “This gives 
people a chance they would not 
normally have had.” 

Jasen says while cytoreductive surgery 
is increasing worldwide, in New 
Zealand, it is available only in the 
Waikato. Around 25 operations are 
done a year, and patients are referred 
from throughout the country. In 
Australia, only six hospitals offer the 
procedure and the number of 
operations for most of those hospitals 
is in the low hundreds. “So, we are 
right up there.” 

One of the most concerning statistics 
in his field is the increase in bowel 
cancer among people aged under 50. 
The figures have risen sharply in the 
past two decades. Jasen says because 
bowel cancer is often regarded as an 
older person’s disease, some younger 
people put their symptoms down to 
other conditions such as irritable 
bowel syndrome. “It’s important 
that they get themselves checked.” 
He says it is frustrating to see “a small 
but significant number” of patients 
leave things too long, before seeing 
a doctor. 

Jasen’s original intention, when he 
began medical studies was to be a GP, 
inspired by his family GP, “because of 
the rapport he had with patients.” As a 
surgeon, he realises it is possible to 
achieve the same rapport with 
patients. He graduated from Otago 
University in 2006 and spent his clinical 
years at Dunedin Public Hospital, 
before working at hospitals in Australia 
(colorectal fellowship at Princess 
Alexandra Hospital in Brisbane) and 
New Zealand, including Waikato DHB. 
He returned to the Waikato in 2016. 

His current practice includes 
colorectal cancer, inflammatory bowel 
disease, pelvic floor disorder, 
including rectal prolapse, faecal 
incontinence and obstructive 
defaecation, and anorectal disease 
including haemorrhoids, fissures and 
fistulas. He also offers hernia and 
gallbladder surgery and is a trained GI 
endoscopist.

Married with two young children, most 
outside-work activities revolve around 
his family. 
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