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ANAL CANCER 
 
 
What is Anal Cancer? 
Anal cancer is a disease in which cancer cells form in the tissues of the 
anus.  The anus is the end of the large intestine, below the rectum, through 
which stool leaves the body. The anus is formed partly from the outer, skin 
layers of the body and partly from the intestine.  
 
Two ring-like muscles, called sphincter muscles, open and close the anal 
opening to let stool pass out of the body. The anal canal, the part of the 
anus between the rectum and the anal opening, is about 1½ inches long.  
 
Stages:  
Once adult aanl cancer is found, more tests will be done to find out if 
cancer cells have spread to other parts of the body. This testing is called 
staging. A doctor needs to know the stage of the disease to plan treatment. 
 
Stage I 
The tumor is 2 centimeters or smaller.  
 
Stage II 
The tumor is larger than 2 centimeters. 
  
Stage IIIA 
The tumor may be any size and has spread to either: 

• Lymph nodes near the rectum; or  
• Nearby organs, such as the vagina, urethra, and/or bladder. 

 
Stage IIIB 
The tumor may be any size and has spread: 

• to nearby organ and to lymph nodes near the rectum; or  
• to lymph nodes on one side of the pelvis and/or groin, and may have 

spread to nearby organs; or  
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• to lymph nodes near the rectum and in the groin, and/or to lymph 
nodes on both sides of the pelvis and/or groin, and may have spread 
to nearby organs. 

 
Stage IV 
The tumor may be any size and cancer may have spread to lymph nodes 
or nearby organ and has spread to distant parts of the body. 
 
Treatment: 
The treatment options depend on the following: 

• The stage of the cancer.  
• Where the tumor is in the anus.  
• Whether the patient has human immunodeficiency virus (HIV).  
• Whether cancer remains after initial treatment or has come back 

(recurred).  
 
A combination of radiation therapy, chemotherapy and/or surgery may be 
used in the treatment of anal cancer depending on many factors. 
 
Radiation therapy 
Radiation therapy is a cancer treatment that uses high-energy x-rays or 
other types of  radiation to kill cancer cells. There are two types of radiation 
therapy. Exernal beam radiation therapy uses a machine outside the body 
to send radiation toward the cancer.  Internal radiation therapy uses a 
radioactive substance sealed in needles, seeds, wires, or catheters that are 
placed directly into or near the cancer. The way the radiation therapy is 
given depends on the type and stage of the cancer being treated.  
 
Chemotherapy 
Chemotherapy is a cancer treatment that uses drugs to stop the growth of 
cancer cells, either by killing the cells or by stopping the cells from dividing. 
When chemotherapy is taken by mouth or injected into a vein or muscle, 
the drugs enter the bloodstream and can reach cancer cells throughout the 
body (systemic chemotherapy). When chemotherapy is placed directly into 
the spinal column, an organ, or a body cavity such as the abdomen, the 
drugs mainly affect cancer cells in those areas (regional chemotherapy). 
The way the chemotherapy is given depends on the type and stage of the 
cancer being treated.  
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Surgery 
• Local resection:  

A surgical procedure in which the tumor  is cut from the anus along with 
some of the healthy tissue around it. Local resection may be used if the 
cancer is small and has not spread. This procedure may save the 
sphincter muscles so the patient can still control bowel movements. 
Tumors that develop in the lower part of the anus can often be removed 
with local resection. 
 

• Abdominoperineal resection:  
A surgical procedure in which the anus, the rectum, and part of the colon 
are removed through an incision made in the abdomen. The doctor sews 
the end of the intestine to an opening, called a stoma made in the 
surface of the abdomen so body waste can be collected in a disposable 
bag outside of the body. This is called a colostomy.  Lymph nodes that 
contain cancer may also be removed during this operation.  

 
Clinical Trials 
Carefully conducted clinical trials are the fastest and safest way to find 
treatments that work in people and ways to improve health. Participants in 
clinical trials can play a more active role in their own health care, gain 
access to new research treatments before they are widely available, and 
help others by contributing to medical research. 
 
Clinical trials in cancer can test new anticancer drugs, new drug 
combinations, and new ways of giving treatment.  
 
 
Websites: 
www.ascrs.org 
www.cancer.gov 
www.cancer.org 
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