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Carcinoma of the stomach

By P. CoRREA, Louisiana State University Medical Center, 1901 Perdido Street,
New Orleans, Louisiana, USA

Diet is generally accepted as the main factor in gastric cancer etiology. There is,
however, no general agreement on the specific components of the diet supposedly
responsible for gastric cancer. The geographic distribution of the disease shows
marked inter-country contrasts but there are many examples of culturally-diver-
gent populations inhabiting the same land but having contrasting gastric cancer
rates. Migrants from high-risk areas acquire the low rates of adoptive countries.
Culture, not race or geography, appears as the main determinant of gastric-cancer
risk. Diet is the cultural component which offers the most logical explanation of
inter-population contrasts. The ‘gastric-cancer diet’ has been characterized as
follows: (a) low in animal fat and animal proteins; (b) high in complex
carbohydrates; (c) a substantial proportion of the protein obtained from vegetable
sources, mostly grains and tubercles; (d) low in salads and fresh, green, leafy
vegetables; (e) low in fresh fruits, especially citrus; (f) high in salt. In addition, a
controversial role of nitrates has been reported.

Items a—c are prevalent in many populations at low risk. Items d and e show
inter-population consistency but the specific ‘protective’ ingredients in them
remain to be determined. Excessive salt intake as a factor has epidemiologic and
experimental support. The role of nitrate is related to the hypothesis of intragastric
synthesis of nitroso-compounds, for which the relevant factor seems to be
intra-gastric nitrite, not oral nor dietary nitrate nor nitrite.

Diet plays a prominent role in all steps of the etiologic model presently being
discussed for gastric carcinogenesis.
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