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Cancer specialists agree that early detection is
key to improved outcomes of cancer treatment,
writes Marika Sboros
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SOME scientists say cancer is just "bad luck". It’s
mostly the result of DNA mutations, and cell division
that suddenly, inexplicably, goes wonky. They say
some people are lucky enough to have avoided
cancer so far, but luck has a horrible habit of
running out.

Other scientists disagree. They say epigenetics, the
study of how nutrition and environmental and
lifestyle factors influence genes, shows people can
lower their risk of getting cancer significantly. Better
still, they may be able to prevent it.

Johannesburg businesswomen Dr Heidi van
Loggerenberg and Margie Doig-Gander sit firmly on
the epigenetic side of the fence. They have
harnessed their entrepreneurial drive to the fast-
growing e-commerce industry in SA to build an
innovative business.

Called Join Circles, it is an online store that includes
curated, cost-effective, at-home genetic testing kits.

Their business model is based on the global trend
towards personalised medicine, and the prevention
of chronic noncommunicable diseases, such as
obesity, diabetes, heart disease and cancer. These
are epidemic worldwide and called "lifestyle
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diseases" because of their links with diet and other
lifestyle choices.

The business also draws on the principles of
integrative and functional medicine. Integrative
medicine is evidence-based, makes use of all
"appropriate therapies" and emphasises the
"therapeutic relationship" between doctor and
patient.

...

FUNCTIONAL medicine addresses underlying
causes of disease using a systems-oriented
approach. It engages both doctor and patient in a
"therapeutic partnership". It is described as an
"evolution in the practice of medicine that better
addresses the healthcare needs of the 21st
century".

Join Circles does not replace the value or wisdom of
doctors, says Van Loggerenberg. "It is brave new
territory for us. We are patient advocates; we work
to empower the individual."

Genetic testing is not new. Since the announcement
in 2003 of the first complete mapping of the human
genome, sequencing or "reading" the individual
genome has become one of the most controversial
weapons in modern medicine’s arsenal, due to the
"mother lode of information it contains about future

diseases" because of their links with diet and other
lifestyle choices.

The business also draws on the principles of
integrative and functional medicine. Integrative
medicine is evidence-based, makes use of all
"appropriate therapies" and emphasises the
"therapeutic relationship" between doctor and
patient.

...

FUNCTIONAL medicine addresses underlying
causes of disease using a systems-oriented
approach. It engages both doctor and patient in a
"therapeutic partnership". It is described as an
"evolution in the practice of medicine that better
addresses the healthcare needs of the 21st
century".

Join Circles does not replace the value or wisdom of
doctors, says Van Loggerenberg. "It is brave new
territory for us. We are patient advocates; we work
to empower the individual."

Genetic testing is not new. Since the announcement
in 2003 of the first complete mapping of the human
genome, sequencing or "reading" the individual
genome has become one of the most controversial
weapons in modern medicine’s arsenal, due to the
"mother lode of information it contains about future



disease risk".

Of course, it’s one thing knowing factors of
individuals’ risk for diseases that are under their
control — such as smoking or alcohol intake.
Doctors are divided on the benefit of knowing the
risk of developing diseases not currently considered
preventable or curable, such as Parkinson’s and
Alzheimer’s.

Full genome sequencing is not commercially
available in SA. Even if it were, the cost is
prohibitive, although it is falling rapidly.

There is some merit to the idea that cancer is just
bad luck. An article in Forbes magazine says
humans "wouldn’t have come about in the first place
were it not for evolution, which depends on some
random copying errors" and biologists have "long
understood that cancer is caused by combinations
of errors made when cells divide and copy DNA".

There is consensus that external factors, such as
smoking and exposure to environmental toxins, can
trigger errors but others are "likely to be just
random", the article says.

Van Loggerenberg and Doig-Gander say science is
coming down more in favour of human control over
potential. The idea that chronic disease potential
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can be managed with nutrition, environment and
lifestyle changes alone "is no longer controversial".

Join Circles aims to help consumers "own and own
up to their medical information" by focusing on small
nutrition, environment and lifestyle choices they
make daily, and to encourage better choices.

It offers a wide range of products, many made in
SA, that are free from toxic chemicals. It also offers
curated, quality, direct-to-consumer genetic tests
that are analysed locally or dispatched to the US for
analysis and interpretation.

These tests give consumers insight into key areas
of their genetic code related to epigenetics, Van
Loggerenberg says. The tests show hormone
levels, how metabolism is working and give insight
into the individual’s "toxic burden".

Consumers can use the information from the testing
to begin to build a personalised, optimal wellness
plan and to add to conversations with their doctors if
health problems arise.

...

BOTH women have drawn on personal experience
with dread disease to create their business.

Van Loggerenberg, a practising homeopath at the
time, was diagnosed with breast cancer in 2009. A
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year later Doig-Gander was diagnosed with ovarian
cancer.

For both, the diagnosis came as a malignant bolt
out of the blue. Neither had a family history of
cancer. Both thought they were living "normal" lives
with no special risk of cancer. Both opted for
conventional treatment — surgery.

Both began intensive research on the causes of
cancer and how to protect themselves in future.
What they learned was so positive, they wanted to
share it. This led to the idea for a business that
would empower and enable consumers to prevent
or reverse the symptoms not just of cancer, but any
life-threatening chronic disease.

Never was that more needed. Recent research in
the South African Medical Journal shows that
accumulated losses to SA’s GDP between 2006 and
2015 from diabetes, stroke and coronary heart
disease alone are estimated at about R28bn. A
recent study in the Lancet predicts that SA could
see an increase of 78% in cancer cases by 2030.
Globally, a 75% increase is expected.

Research also shows the failure of the managed
healthcare model of the 1990s that aimed to reduce
escalating healthcare costs of the chronic disease
burden facing the country.
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Doig-Gander has special insight: when she was
diagnosed with cancer in 2010, she was MD of
Yarona Network at MxHealth, managing practitioner
networks within the managed healthcare model.
She says the model was never going to work
because it "waited for people to get sick before
treatment kicked in".

...

IN THE early 2000s there was a shift towards
wellness programmes, with Discovery’s Vitality
programme leading the way.

Last year, Van Loggerenberg and Doig-Gander
attended the Personalised Medicine World
Conference at Oxford University in the UK, and the
Personalised Lifestyle Medicine Conference in
Chicago that confirmed gaps in the market,
particularly on the accessibility of personalised
medicine in SA, the degree of personalisation and
the lack of reward for environment-related choices.

Cancer specialists internationally agree that early
detection is key to improved outcomes of cancer
treatment. Experts also agree that consumer
empowerment is critical.

Van Loggerenberg and Doig-Gander say they aren’t
offering a one-size-fits-all solution. However,
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"knowledge is power", they say, and prevention
needs to happen "from your genome up".

They aren’t saying genes are destiny. They are
saying health is not completely predetermined by
genes.

"Your genes inform your susceptibilities and your
body’s unique needs," they say. You have the power
to "turn" many chronic illnesses on or off with your
choices.
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