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HEALTH CARE

Q&A: Wichita's role in bringing
emerging cancer treatment to the
region

President of the Wichita-based
Cancer Center of Kansas, Dr.
Shaker Dakhil serves as the
principal investigator of Cancer
Research of Kansas, a research
program sponsored by the National
Cancer Institute.
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Shaker Dakhil has played a pivotal role in bringing new

cancer therapies to Kansas.

President of the Cancer Center of Kansas, Dakhil serves as

the principal investigator of the Cancer Research of Kansas,
a research program sponsored by the National Cancer

Institute, which provides the infrastructure to deliver

emerging clinical trials to patients around the state. The

Cancer Center of Kansas, recognized with numerous awards

over the years in community clinical oncology, has 20

treatment centers spread across the state, and serves
around 5,000 new patients each year.

The Wichita Business Journal spoke

with Dakhil, a Wichita physician, about

the city's role in furthering the

treatment of cancer, and how the

evolution of treatment is impacting
patients right here in the area.

The following excerpts have been edited

for brevity and clarity.

How would you describe the role of the

Cancer Center of Kansas in bringing research trials to the

Wichita region and around the state? The Cancer Center of

Kansas, we're part of the National Cancer Institute research
programs, from inception. Programs which were devised for

the community to do research for the National Cancer

Institute. We are one of the top programs in the nation. We

do that in conjunction with a partnership with (Ascension)

Via Christi and Wesley (Medical Center) hospital, and other

hospitals in the state. Right now, we do research for Mayo
Clinic and their group, we do research for pharmaceutical

companies. As a matter of fact, the newest CAR T... we were

one of the few centers in the country selected to do the

research on it, and we are sticking with CAR T all along.

What does that signify for the Wichita region, being in a

rural area of the country, having a center being at the
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forefront of these trials? First of all, we were the first

practice in the country to spread out in what we call

satellites, to provide care to the patient close to home,
instead of the patient coming to the cancer center... so that's

a concept we started in the '80s. That allowed us to give

research to these offices, to every single place in Kansas.

For example, when a drug called Herceptin was being tested

years ago, we had 89 of our patients from the state in that

clinical trial. And it turned out that this improved survival

by 50%, so by the time the drug got approved, it was about
six years later, our patients already got the benefit of the

improved survival, and they got it all for free.

Recently, for example, a combination for kidney cancer,

using targeted therapy and immunotherapy together, got

approved. Guess what? We've done the study over the last

four, five years. All our patients who were on that study get
the benefit and they did it for free. Now, it's the standard of

care.

How would you describe the evolution of research and

cancer research funding, as well? Tremendous change has

occurred in the treatment of cancer. When in the past, we

relied heavily on trying to poison the cancer cells with
chemicals, or kill them with radiation. Now, we have a

completely new set of mind, that you can get the immune

system of the patient stirred up, so it can fight the cancer on

its own. That has transformed the way we think, so now we

combine immunotherapy and chemotherapy together. And

now we have discovered over the last several years that a lot
of the tumors have some Achilles heel in them — a target

inside of them, which makes them very vulnerable. I call it

the Achilles heel. And we have drugs now, which will target

that target. For example, in lung cancer, we have multiple

targets now and if the patient has that target in their tumor,

we have very simple drugs, which will kill the cancer by
targeting that particular abnormality in the tumor. It's called

targeted therapy. That has been also a transforming way to
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treat cancer. The majority of the research ongoing right now

is I would say half of it is funded by pharmaceutical

company. The other half is funded by the National Cancer
Institute.

Would you say that there's renewed energy put toward

research funding in more recent years? Oh my gosh, yes,

and the reason the new drugs are so expensive is because

doing research is extremely expensive because of the FDA

regulations. They micromanage every detail for a patient...

That costs a lot of money.

And do you think some of that renewed interest is because

the research is getting closer? We're getting leaps of

improvement. For example, a disease of multiple myeloma,

which I call the termite of the bone marrow, in the past you

get diagnosed, 6- to 12-month average survival. Now, you

can go 6 to 12 years, and some of them longer. As you get to
age 70, it's possible you die from old age before you die from

the cancer. That's significant. Lung cancer — used to be you

get diagnosed with lung cancer — 6-month average survival.

Now you're talking about 18 months to three years average.

Some people live four or five years. That's a significant

improvement, so there's a lot of enthusiasm.

Putting the Wichita
region at the forefront
of cancer clinical trials
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