
 

NHS staff shortages mean patients miss out
on early bowel cancer diagnosis

January 28 2020

Around 1,100 people in England could miss out on the chance of an
early stage bowel cancer diagnosis through screening each year because
of NHS staff shortages, according to new calculations released by
Cancer Research UK today.

Bowel cancer screening tests look for hidden blood in the stool which
can be an early sign of bowel cancer. But the new test, known as FIT,
does not provide a simple yes or no answer.

It is up to the individual health systems to decide what level of
haemoglobin—a protein found in blood—warrants further investigation,
usually a colonoscopy. And this is where patients are missing out on
potentially life-saving early diagnoses largely due to a lack of specialist
staff.

NHS England and NHS Scotland have chosen different cut-off points
for a referral following a screening test—120 and 80 micrograms of
haemoglobin per gram of faeces respectively. This means that in
Scotland, the NHS refers people who have between 80 and 120
micrograms of haemoglobin, when the NHS in England does not.

And this equates to around 1,100 bowel cancers that could be diagnosed
through the bowel cancer screening programme each year in England but
are not.

The impact is even higher when we consider the number of pre-
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cancerous growths that could be detected and removed during a
colonoscopy.

Cancer Research UK has calculated that if the NHS in England referred
people with the same hidden blood levels as Scotland, there could be an
additional 2,000 colonoscopies each month in England. Although many
of these would not turn out to be cancer, the NHS in England does not
have enough endoscopists—people who look inside the body with a
camera—nurses and other specialist staff to handle this.

Already one in 10 diagnostic posts are vacant in England. And the
demand for staff is rising. Around 363,000 people are diagnosed with
cancer each year in the UK but by 2035, that is likely to increase to
around half a million people.

When bowel cancer is diagnosed at the earliest stage, as it can be through
screening, more than 9 in 10 people survive their disease for at least five
years. But when it is detected in the late stages, survival falls to less than
1 in 10.

Sara Hiom, Cancer Research UK's director of early diagnosis, said: "The
UK's bowel cancer screening programme is very effective at detecting
cancer early. But we're concerned that NHS staff shortages are having a
direct impact on the ability to diagnose more patients at an early
stage—something that the Government committed to doing last year.
People shouldn't be slipping through the net.

"Improvements to cancer screening in the UK need to be made quickly
and safely to ensure the NHS can diagnose people earlier. Even though
NHS staff on the ground are doing everything they can to diagnose
people early, the Government needs to back them up with significant
investment to train and recruit more staff so that doctors, nurses and
other specialists can diagnose more people at an early stage, when
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treatment is more likely to be successful."

FIT bowel screening is a more accurate way to test for early stage bowel
cancer, than the previous test, known as gFOBT. It was introduced in
England last year and has been running in Scotland for two years.

The latest figures show that around 42,000 people are diagnosed with
bowel cancer each year in the UK which equates to more than 110
people every day. Around 16,300 people die from bowel cancer every
year. And in England, more than half of bowel cancers with a known
stage are diagnosed at a late stage.

Dr. Ed Seward, consultant gastroenterologist and Cancer Research UK's
clinical adviser said: "When we treat bowel cancer patients who were
diagnosed at an early stage, we have curative treatments we can offer,
including surgery. It can be devastating to patients and their families
when the disease is caught at a late stage, which is why the bowel
screening programme is so important—finding cancers when they
haven't caused symptoms at all. So we really don't want to see patients
missing out on a potentially life-saving opportunity."

Notes:

FIT stands for Faecal Immunochemical Test. It is a type of faecal occult
blood test which uses antibodies that specifically recognise human
haemoglobin (Hb). It is used to detect, and can quantify, the amount of
human blood in a single stool sample. An abnormal result suggests that
there may be bleeding within the gastrointestinal tract that requires
further investigation. Those with an abnormal result are then invited for
further testing via a colonoscopy. NHS England has committed to
optimising bowel screening, which includes extending the age and
reducing the threshold. This will require more staff. The bowel screening
programme is intended for people without any signs or symptoms
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suggestive of bowel cancer.

There have been some positive steps in the short term to tackle staff
shortages. For example, Health Education England has funded a clinical
endoscopist programme, which trains nurses and other healthcare
professionals to deliver some of the tests that can diagnose bowel cancer.
HEE has also recently announced funding for advanced training for
scientists working in healthcare to handle and report biopsy samples. The
Government has announced a 3.4% real terms spending increase for the
HEE budget in 2020/21. This is a positive first step but would only
equate to about £220m additional investment. Growing the workforce in
the long-term requires sustained investment in the Spending Review
which is expected later this year.

NHS England's forthcoming People Plan is a vital opportunity for the
NHS to set out plans for increasing the cancer workforce. However, in
order to make this happen, the Government would have to invest
specifically in the NHS workforce.
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