
Call for government to cut bowel cancer deaths by 60%
in the next 13 years
Adrian O’Dowd

London

The number of deaths from bowel cancer could be cut by 60%
by 2025 if the government acts on recommendations made in
a report, a charity has claimed.
Bowel Cancer UK has set out a plan, which, it claims, could
result in an extra 2500 people with bowel cancer a year surviving
for at least five years after diagnosis by 2025.
Changes that the report recommends include: encouraging a
greater uptake in screening, which is currently only 50%, earlier
and high quality diagnosis with increased
capacity—colonoscopy capacity should be more than doubled
over the next five years to cope with growing demand due in
part to an ageing population—and improved and more
coordinated care for patients.
Earlier diagnosis is crucial, argues the report, because currently
only 9% of patients in the UK are detected at the earliest stage
of the disease.
Given that GPs will see people who have symptoms that might
be bowel cancer every year, the report says it is important to
“empower and support” GPs to refer people for appropriate
investigation quickly.
This would mean improving training, making tools available to
help GPs assess risk, and giving more access to diagnostic
testing.
Bowel cancer is the second most common cause of cancer death
in the UK. Every year, more than 40 000 people are diagnosed
with this form of the disease and more than 16 000 people die.
The overall five year survival rate of people diagnosed with
bowel cancer is just over 50%.
The report claims that deaths from bowel cancer could fall by
60% by 2025—from 18 in 100 000 to 7 in 100 000—if realistic
goals were followed.

It also shows that almost one in four patients does not understand
doctors’ explanations about their disease, and one in five says
that they are not treated with dignity and respect.
The charity says that real progress has been achieved in tackling
bowel cancer in the UK. The report says that in 1987 nearly 20
000 people died from bowel cancer a year, but by 2009 this
number had fallen to around 16 000. However, in the past 25
years, around half a million people have died from this cancer.
Within the NHS, there are currently wide variations in the
numbers of patients who are offered a choice of treatment across
the UK, claims the report, which says equal access to a choice
of treatments is crucial to increasing survival from bowel cancer.
Advances in treatment mean it is possible to substantially extend
and improve quality of life for people with advanced disease,
and the Cancer Drugs Fund has improved access to bowel cancer
drugs for almost 3000 people so far. Regional variations in how
the fund is being delivered still existed, said the authors, and it
is only a short term policy in England lasting until 2014 and not
available at all in Scotland, Wales, or Northern Ireland.
A Department of Health spokeswoman said: “Late diagnosis
makes a huge difference to the chances of surviving cancer.
That’s why we have committed over £450m (€550m; $721m)
to help diagnose cancer earlier, and achieve our goal of saving
5000 extra lives every year by 2015.
“Our ‘Be Clear on Cancer’ campaign uses simple messages to
make people aware of the key symptoms of bowel cancer and
to give them the confidence to talk to their GP if they notice the
symptoms.”

2025 Challenge: Saving and Improving Lives is at www.bowelcanceruk.
org.uk.
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