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A letter to the IJERPH Editor was submitted by Terracini B. et al. as a comment to our latest paper “Hospitalizations in Pediatric and Adult Patients for all Cancer Type in Italy: The EPIKIT Study under the E.U. COHEIRS Project on Environment and Health” [1,2].



First of all, it is important to point out the added value represented by the wide panel of researchers from various institutions participating in the EPIKIT study group, which was assembled spontaneously as a result of the Europe for Citizens COHEIRS Project (Civic Observers for Health and Environment: Initiative of Responsibility and Sustainability) on precautionary principle.



In our opinion, Terracini et al. clearly assessed our paper from a perspective that is far removed from the aims of our research. Indeed, they made a comparison between Cancer Registry (CR) incidence data and the hospitalization figures provided in our work. Therefore, we were rather surprised by the statements contained in the comment letter, where Terracini and colleagues criticized us for having incorrectly estimated the “incidence” of cancer by using hospital discharge records. In no section of our manuscript did we state that our aim was to estimate incidence.



Since the “incipit” of the paper, we declared that “CRs are the gold standard methodology to collect epidemiological information on cancer incidence”, our aim being merely to make a first “attempt” to estimate the “burden” of cancer at regional and provincial level for the nation as a whole, including those areas that are still not covered by CRs. The aim of our study was clearly expressed as follows: “better understanding the consistency of social alarm that have spread in certain areas of the country concerning possible environmental threats to human health related to illegal activities leading to soil/air/water pollution” in order to be helpful “in explaining the widespread perception of higher incidence of tumors in pediatric population (0–19 years old) and adults belonging to those age groups (20–49 years old) generally excluded by official screening for cancer prevention”. At the same time, we limited our expectations by simply declaring that hospitalization data could be “used by decision makers in planning healthcare services to be offered at local level in the field of oncology”. All these statements are reported at the end of introduction section, where the rationale and the objective of the research are usually indicated. Thus, in our opinion, the assertion that we should have compared the hospitalization data resulting from our study with the incidence data produced by Cancer Registries is misleading.



Looking at this paper as a study providing incidence data is a misrepresentation that also explains the objections expressed by Terracini and colleagues concerning the supposed “overestimation of incident cases” in our paper. As a matter of fact, in the Methods section, we stated that “patients presenting the same identification number (treated anonymously) and the same major diagnosis were computed only one time”. On the contrary, this means that patients who were hospitalized with different major diagnosis codes (including different extensions of the same main code, i.e., 200.1 for the first hospital admission and 200.2 for the second) were computed in the analyses as well. This obviously generates an apparent “overestimation” if anyone looks at our results from the incorrect perspective of estimating “incident cases”. On the contrary, we clearly stated that “the incidence of all pediatric cancer cases in Italy is about 11,800 new cases per five years” in order to confirm that all pediatric hospitalizations analyzed in our paper had been suffered by about 11,800 new cancer patients per five years, as resulting from the Cancer Registries estimations. This confirms the reliability of CRs as the “gold standard” tool when searching for incidence data.



Despite the criticisms, we sincerely thank Professor Terracini and his colleagues, as their considerations give us valuable indications for improving our research from the perspective of assessing cancer-related hospitalization costs in Italy. Finally, we would like to take this opportunity to restate that, since the optimal tool for estimating cancer incidence is the population-based cancer registry, these should also be activated in those areas that are not yet covered by CRs, maybe giving priority to provinces with a high number of documented cancer-related hospital admissions.
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