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The medical community
does not consider him “cured”
and believes use of the
word regarding his status
is misleading.

Inset photo:
Former President
Carter and
wife Rosalynn
visit children in
Nasarawa North,
Nigeria, during
a 2007 trip
promoting disease
prevention.

Understanding Jimmy Carter’s
Cancer Status – Without The Hype.

C

ONTR ARY TO SOME

media accounts,
Jimmy Carter was not
“cured” of his cancer
by a new wonder drug.
The former president’s
metastatic melanoma, diagnosed in the
summer of 2015, is in remission after a
multi-treatment approach. The medical
community does not consider him

“cured” and believes use of the word
regarding his status is misleading.
Dr. Jorge Perez of Sierra Nevada
Cancer Center points out the
distinction in terminology. “President
Carter’s cancer is no longer detectable
by MRI scan. This is great news, but
it does not indicate his cancer is cured;
his cancer is in remission,” Dr. Perez
continues. “To be consider ‘cured,’
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a patient must be cancer-free for five
years. As he is 91, in all likelihood, when
President Carter dies, it will be from
some other cause.”

THE DIAGNOSIS
Carter first revealed in August 2015 that
he had been diagnosed with metastatic
melanoma (making him one of an
estimated 74,000 Americans who will

be diagnosed with melanoma this year,
according to the National Institute of
Health.) Doctors found a small tumor on
his liver that was later found to have spread
to four spots on his brain. The important
part of his diagnosis is how early it was
made in his cancer progression – most
likely this was the most significant factor
affecting Carter’s response to treatment.

The Power of Celebrity
The media loves a good story and a powerful
headline, sometimes at the expense of a factual one.
Because Jimmy Carter is so well known and loved, his
cancer story has gotten a lot of focus. Reports of President Carter’s
“cancer cure” and the “miracle drug” that saved him do little to move
understanding of cancer and its treatments forward.
Immunotherapy is a very active area of cancer research, and it

Reports of President Carter’s
“cancer cure” and the “miracle
drug” that saved him do little to
move understanding of cancer
and its treatments forward.

holds great promise. Many scientists and doctors around the world
are studying new ways to use immunotherapy to treat cancer. But
it is the entire arsenal of ever-evolving cancer fighting tools – from
chemotherapy and surgery to radiation and immunotherapy – that is
helping us to fight and win this battle.

• Immunotherapy

(sierranevadacancer.com/immunotherapy).

just 6 to 36 weeks post treatment – a very
short period of time. In the end, 21 percent
of patients had an ongoing positive response
where their tumors partially or completely
shrank. This is promising, yes, but not a
slam dunk.

Immunotherapy works by stimulating a

• Radiation

The immunotherapy drug Keytruda has
received the most media interest. Back in July
2015, Oncology Stat reported on the evolving
role of immunotherapy in cancer treatment

THREE-PRONGED TREATMENT
Following his diagnosis, Carter
underwent surgery to remove the lesion
in his liver, received brain irradiation and
received a newly approved immunologic
drug called Keytruda. Each of these
therapies played a role in his current
remission status, but we don’t – and
can’t – know which one played the most
important role.

• Surgery
Surgical removal of a cancerous tumor
or lesion (or portion of ) is a common
treatment option for many cancers. As
Carter had a lesion on his liver, it was a
logical decision to remove that localized
lesion to prevent spreading.

person’s own immune system to attack cancer

The stereotactic radiation therapy Carter
cells. Ketryuda was fast-tracked and approved received provided concentrated radiation
by the FDA in 2014 for the treatment of
to his brain lesions using highly accurate
melanoma. While approved for use, it
beams that target cancerous lesions without
is important to note there are still many
affecting nearby tissue and with limited
questions regarding its efficacy. The clinical
side effects. Some would argue that this
trial leading to its approval involved just 173
treatment was the one most likely to have
subjects – a very small sample. Follow-up was sent his cancer into remission.
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