
Correspondence

www.thelancet.com/public-health   Vol 4   February 2019	 e86

Cancer elimination 
thresholds: one size 
does not fit all
 
Australia should be congratulated on 
being set to “eliminate” cervical cancer 
by 2028,¹ but we question defining 
elimination as having an annual 
incidence of four per 100 000 women.

This target is too easy for some 
countries and impossible for others. 
For instance, much of the Middle East 
already has such rates,2 other countries 
with effective screening programmes 
and high uptake of HPV vaccination 
are unlikely to achieve such a rate by 
2040, while African countries with 
annual incidence rates over 40 per 
100 000 haven’t a hope.

Additionally, considering incidence 
across all ages does not have 
specificity for monitoring public health 
interventions. The incidence of cervical 
cancer in women aged 0–19 years is 
extremely low and, in countries with 
excellent screening programmes, there 
is little to be done to further reduce 
cervical cancer in women born before 
1990.

We suggest setting age and country 
specific targets with the aim of 
preventing a set proportion of new 
cervical cancer cases by a given date. 
According to the International Agency 
for Research on Cancer, global cervical 
cancer incidence per 100 000 women 
are as follows: 13·1 for all ages, 0·05 
at ages 0–19 years, 6·2 for ages 
20–34 years, 26·5 for ages 35–49 years, 
and 35·2 for ages 50–74 years.3 A 
realistic but tough challenge would 
be to reduce these figures down to 
3·0 (ages 20–34 years), 14·0 (ages 
35–49 years) and 30 (ages 50–74 years) 
by 2040.

With regards to country-specific 
targets, we have produced a graph 
of current and projected trends of 
cervical cancer by age group in England 
(appendix).4 Substantial reductions 
over the next 20 years are likely only 
in cohorts covered by the existing 
HPV immunisation programme. 

Because cervical screening has been 
effective since 1988 in England, 
when the National Health Service 
screening programme was established, 
improvements in screening are likely 
to only have a modest effect in women 
born before 1990 and no impact in 
those born before 1955.
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