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Today we reveal that thousands of seriously ill cancer patients are waiting more than 100 

days for urgent treatment. This is wholly unacceptable. Even for shorter waits the variation 

between different parts of the country, in access to doctors and specialised treatments, is 

bizarrely high.  

It explains why a study by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 

last year found that Britain lags behind almost every other European Union country in 

survival rates for most cancers. Thousands of lives are needlessly lost. This is not for lack of 

money or any fundamental differences in the treatments available. The difference is that 

Britain’s system is riddled with delays.  

The Sunday Times believes everyone should have an equal right to life. That is why today we 

are launching our campaign to beat cancer.  

The campaign has three aims. The first is to speed up diagnosis. Treatment is much more 

likely to be successful when a cancer is diagnosed at an early stage. Medical advances mean a 

patient diagnosed early enough is twice as likely to survive compared with 40 years ago.  

The average GP will see only seven or eight cancers in a year and not all are easy to spot. But 

some GPs seem to be more adept than others at identifying symptoms and are more willing to 

refer patients for tests. Too many patients have to trudge back to the GP again and again 

before they get a referral. The case studies we publish today demonstrate just how fatal this 

kind of delay can be.  

Our second aim is to achieve faster, more consistent treatment throughout Britain. Too many 

trusts miss targets for the time between referral and diagnosis. A disjointed system — a gulf 

between GPs, consultants and radiotherapists — wastes resources and endangers patients.  

The third aim is to give patients access to more advanced radiotherapy. Of the 269 NHS 

radiotherapy machines in use in England, more than half are outdated or are near to the age at 

which they should be taken out of service. About 52% of cancer patients are thought to 

benefit from some form of radiotherapy but only 38% of NHS patients are getting it.  

Ours is not a manifesto which demands millions of pounds of funding that the government 

does not have. It is, rather, a demand for the smarter use of resources. The radiotherapy 

budget is dwarfed by the drug budget, despite radiotherapy being used to cure 40% of major 

cancers. Plummeting mortality rates for breast cancer, announced last week, show what can 

be done when a fragmented system unites to publicise symptoms, encourage women to come 

forward and refer those with the symptoms for immediate tests.  

It is not our intention to turn people into hypochondriacs, clogging up the system. But we do 

want to make sure every part of the system takes cancer seriously.  

Last year our Safe Weekend Care campaign convinced the NHS that patients deserve the 

same high-quality treatment seven days a week. The petition signed by Sunday Times readers 



played a vital role in putting Safe Weekend Care on the agenda. Now, with readers' help, we 

hope to save more cancer patients from delays that can prove fatal.  

 


