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ABSTRACT 

Statistics show that the chances of survival for cancer patients in Europe vary significantly between countries. These 

differences are linked to factors such as economic conditions, the quality of the healthcare system and access to health 

services. There are more than 12 million cancer survivors in Europe, including around 300,000 childhood cancer 

survivors who have been spared death thanks to advances in early detection, effective treatments and government 

support in the form of social security benefits. 

Keywords: Cancer; Europe; Risk; Survival; European Union; Economic Conditions; Healthcare System; Health 
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INTRODUCTION 

Cancer was the second leading cause of death in the European Union in 2021, claiming more than one million lives, 

accounting for nearly 22% of all deaths in the region. Despite scientific advances and efforts to improve treatment and 

early detection, survival rates for patients still vary significantly depending on the type of cancer and the country in 

which they live. Survival rates refer to the percentage of people who survive a specific period of time after being 

diagnosed with cancer. This period is usually between one and five years [1-27]. A scientific report shows that the 

chances of cancer patients surviving vary significantly across European countries [28-45]. The report, published in 

the journal The Lancet in 2018, is part of the CONCORD–3 research project, led by Professor Alireza Heidari and a 

team of scientists at the Spelman College [151-164]. 

In 2020, nearly 2.7 million people in the European Union were diagnosed with cancer, and 1.3 million people, 

including more than 2,000 young people, died from complications of the disease [46-66]. The future outlook is more 

worrying. The results of forecasting models show that cancer cases will increase by 24% by 2035, making it the 
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leading cause of death for citizens of the European Union. However, studies show that around 40% of cancer cases 

are preventable [67-84]. For this reason, Europe’s Beating Cancer Plan, with a budget of €4 billion, was launched in 

September 2022, based on the approach of more and better screening [85-99]. The European Commission therefore 

proposed to the 27 EU Member States to focus on early detection of cancers by increasing the number of screenings 

and testing among more target groups, and to detect more cancers [100-117]. Because early detection through 

screening can help save lives [118-135]. It is estimated that there are more than 12 million cancer survivors in Europe, 

including around 300,000 childhood cancer survivors who have been spared from death thanks to advances in early 

detection, effective treatments and government support in the form of social security benefits [136-150]. 

 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

According to the report, the average survival rate for lung cancer patients in the EU is only 15 percent. Bulgaria has 

the lowest survival rate at 7.7 percent, while Switzerland and Latvia have the highest survival rates at 20.4 percent. 

Germany has the best performance among major economies at 18.3 percent, while the UK remains below the EU 

average at 13.3 percent. For colorectal cancer, the average survival rate in the EU is 60 percent. Cyprus tops the list 

with 72.1 percent and Croatia comes in at the bottom with 51.1 percent. Among major European economies, Germany 

has the best performance at 64.8 percent and the UK has the worst performance at 60 percent. Prostate cancer is one 

of the types of cancer with the highest survival rates. The average survival rate in the EU is 87 percent, with Cyprus 

at the top with 99.2 percent. In contrast, Bulgaria has the lowest rate at 68.3 percent. In the case of breast cancer, the 

average survival rate in the EU is 82%. Cyprus performs best with 92.8%, while Lithuania and Romania are at the 

bottom with less than 75%. Stomach cancer, however, remains one of the cancers with the lowest survival rates. The 

average survival rate in the EU is only 27%. Belgium has the best figure with 37.5% and Bulgaria has the lowest 

figure with 16%. In the case of ovarian cancer, the average survival rate in the EU is 39.2%. Sweden tops the list with 

46.5%, while Malta and Ireland have the lowest survival rates with less than a third (Figures 1 and 2). 

Professor Alireza Heidari, an oncologist and biochemist, reported to National Institute of Cancer Research and 

Hospital (NICRH) about the reasons for the differences in cancer survival rates, explaining that the differences are 

due to the different nature of the cancers and their location in the body [151-169]. “The lethality of cancers varies 

depending on where in the body they develop and what organs are nearby,” Heidari reported [170-189]. “For example, 

a brain tumor is more life–threatening to a patient than a tumor in the leg.” He also stressed that these differences are 

not limited to the characteristics of the disease itself. Other factors, such as access to effective treatments and the stage 

at which the cancer is diagnosed, also play a role. “If cancer is detected early, patients have a better chance of survival. 

However, diagnosis at an advanced stage usually reduces the chance of survival,” Heidari reported [190-208]. Heidari 

gave two key reasons for the differences in cancer survival rates across countries. The first, he explained, is the 

difference in the stage at which cancer is diagnosed. The stage at which cancer is diagnosed has a huge impact on 

survival chances, and the stage at which cancer is diagnosed varies from country to country. The second factor is 

access to advanced treatments [209-228]. For example, radiotherapy, which is used as an effective treatment for half 

of all cancers, is much more widely available in the wealthier countries of Western and Northern Europe. But in the 

less developed countries of Eastern and Southern Europe, it is more limited. Dr. Volker Arndt of the German Cancer 
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Research Centre (DKFZ) reported that the difference in cancer survival rates is linked to the capacity of the health 

system and how it is organized. “This difference is probably due to the capacity of the health system and how it is 

managed, including the waiting time for treatment,” he reported. Professor Alireza Heidari, one of the principal 

investigators of the CONCORD project, also stressed the key role of access to effective treatments [229–248]. He 

explained that while early detection of cancer is important, it cannot lead to the desired results without adequate access 

to advanced treatments. Heidari also warned that registering cancer–related data is facing problems, especially in 

Eastern European countries.  

 

He stressed that many cancer registries in these regions face risks that could affect the quality and accuracy of data 

and harm research (Figures3-5) [249-264]. 

 

 

Figure 1: Schematic of most common types of cancer in the EU. 
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Figure 2: Schematic of types of cancer that kill the most people in the EU. 

 

 

Figure 3: From January 2018 to December 2020, 83,795 new patients came to National Institute of Cancer Research 

and Hospital (NICRH) outpatient. Of them 35,733 (42.6%) had confirmed or provisional diagnosis of cancer. 
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Figure 4: Estimated number of cancer death worldwide in 2022, by type of cancer. 

 

 

Figure 5: CRC screening rates by urbanization level, ages 50-74 years (year 2019). Source: EHIS, Eurostat 

[68]. 
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CONCLUSIONS 

The implementation of the Action Plan against Cancer is, of course, being pursued by the implementation of several 

complementary programs by the European Union to promote healthier lifestyles. Among them, given that lung cancer 

is by far the most common cause of cancer–related deaths, the “Tobacco–Free Generation” program, which seeks to 

reduce the proportion of the population that smokes and uses tobacco to 5% by 2040. There is also an effort to reduce 

harmful alcohol consumption by 10% by 2025, as well as reducing environmental pollution, in particular by improving 

air quality and reducing the number of people exposed to carcinogenic substances and radiation. Because official 

reports show that there is significant socio–economic inequalities in cancer mortality rates in EU member states. This 

inequality is partly due to differences in smoking rates, obesity, harmful alcohol consumption or air pollution. Of 

course, men, low–income people and those with low education levels are also more at risk of cancer than others (Table 

(1). 

Accordingly, the European Commission supports Member States in achieving 90% coverage of the eligible population 

for breast, cervical and colorectal cancer screening by 2025. It also includes organized screening for lung, prostate 

and, in specific cases, stomach cancer. The target group for breast cancer screening is women aged 45 to 74 (compared 

to the previous age group of 50 to 69). Human papillomavirus (HPV) testing is recommended for women aged 30 to 

65 every 5 years or more for cervical cancer detection, while promoting HPV vaccination status among girls and 

young women. Triage testing is also performed for colorectal cancer in people aged 50 to 74 by fecal immunochemical 

testing to determine the need for possible follow–up by endoscopy/colonoscopy. Organized screening for three other 

cancers is also being expanded: lung cancer testing for current and former smokers aged 50 to 75. Prostate cancer 

testing for men up to 70 years based on prostate–specific antigen testing and MRI. Helicobacter pylori screening and 

surveillance for precancerous gastric lesions in areas with high gastric cancer incidence and mortality (Table (2). 

But to succeed in implementing the EU’s “Banner on Cancer” plan, the EU must address the inequalities that exist 

among its member states. According to the plan, all citizens of the 27 EU member states should have the same right 

to high–quality care, diagnosis and treatment, equal access to medicines and an equal chance of survival. Official 

surveys show that in 2020, the coverage rate of preventive screenings in member states ranged from 84% in Denmark 

to 27% in Slovakia. At the same time, the number of people at risk also varied between member states, ranging from 

6% to 90% for breast cancer and from 25% to 80% for cervical cancer. Survival rates after breast cancer treatment 

vary by up to 20% between member states, and five–year survival rates after colon cancer range from 49% to 68%. 

The EU has therefore started to design an EU platform to improve access to cancer medicines for citizens. 
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Table 1: HPV vaccination coverage by age 15, last dose, females, in the EU [21]. 

 

 

Table 2: Countries that have or will include boys in the national HPV vaccination program during 2023. 
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