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Lymphedema advocates from around the world are joining together on March 6, 2017 for World Lymphedema Day.  In our little part of the world, local woman, Lynn Holloway, is organizing a night-time walk to Shine A Light On Lymphedema.

Lymphedema is a chronic lymphatic disease that results in disfiguring swelling in one or more parts of the body.  Lymph is a protein-rich body fluid that accumulates in tissues when the lymphatic system is damaged.  The lymphatic system assists in maintaining fluid balance in the body, and is an integral part of the immune system, transporting infection fighting cells to tissues that require assistance.  When the lymphatic system is compromised by surgery, trauma or improper development, the affected part of the body is prone to recurrent infection.

Holloway is one of the founding members of the BC Lymphedema Association and has been living with lymphedema in her left leg since 2003.  She contracted the disease due to life-extending cancer surgery.  She says, “My surgeon told me I would end up with lymphedema as a result of my surgery and I thought I would gladly live with swollen ankles if the surgery could extend my life.  Little did I know what the real effects of lymphedema would be!”

The only information she could find about lymphedema was from her own internet research as she struggled for a couple of years trying to get help.  All the while, her leg continued to swell and her condition worsened.  It wasn’t until she met a registered massage therapist that had taken special courses in a technique to move the fluid and compress the limb that she began to have some relief and hope.  This therapist brought together a few of her patients to be able to share their concerns and struggles.  Realizing they all faced the same issues, they created a non-profit society to help with lymphedema advocacy awareness, education and support for themselves and everyone else living with this incurable chronic disease.

The BC Lymphedema Association (BCLA) is now ten years old and continues to work towards bringing awareness and education about the disease as well as advocating for and supporting those living with the condition.  The BCLA is networked with other provincial associations across Canada and together they produce a quarterly magazine, PATHWAYS.

“There is still so much to be done”, says Holloway.  “One of the key problems is that there is no area of medicine that ‘owns’ the disease, so it’s a bit of an ‘orphan’.  We are actually quite fortunate that on the lower mainland there are four specialists that have educated themselves on the condition and are a good source for help.  In addition, the Dr Vodder School is based in Victoria, where many of our Vancouver Island health care professionals have taken the specialized training in Manual Lymph Drainage (MLD®) and Combined Decongestive Therapy (CDT) that is helpful for moving the fluid out of the affected limb and thereby reducing the swelling.
Chronic lymphedema requires daily wear of medical compression garments to manage the condition successfully.  These garments are expensive and BC has very limited coverage.  There is some coverage under Pharmacare for arm garments following treatment for breast cancer, but no coverage for leg or any other kind of lymphedema, regardless of cause.
So, on the evening of March 6th, if you see a group of people walking the streets of Parksville with flashlights and headlamps, that will be Lynn and her supporters out trying to shine a little light of awareness on this debilitating disease.

If you would like more information, please visit the BCLA website at www.bclymph.org where you can also donate to the cause to help make lymphedema advocacy, awareness, education and support possible.
