
 

 

 

The Rt Hon Matt Hancock MP 
Secretary of State for Health and Social Care 
Department of Health and Social Care  
39 Victoria Street  
London  
SW1H 0EU  
 
28 November 2018 
 
Dear Mr Hancock,  
 
Breast cancer patients represent the largest cancer patient group in the UK, with 
approximately 691,000 people living with the disease today, predicted to rise to 840,000 in 
2020. There are an estimated 35,000 people living with incurable secondary breast cancer. It 
is estimated that one-third of primary breast cancer patients will develop secondary breast 
cancer.  
 
Thanks to advances in research and NHS investment, the number of women dying from 
breast cancer has been decreasing over the past few decades. Today, approximately 11,500 
people lose their lives to breast cancer every year. However, recent analysis suggests that 
this positive trend could reverse and, by 2022, the number of women losing their lives could 
increase.   
 
We remain concerned about the lack of a Cancer Strategy for Northern Ireland. We 
understand that serious consideration is being given to developing a new Cancer Strategy, 
which we very much welcome. We urge that this process is started without delay, and 
ensures that there is a specific commitment to provide a comprehensive package of support 
tailored for people living with incurable cancers. This commitment is vital as we know people 
living with a diagnosis of secondary breast cancer often have complex emotional and 
physical needs.  
 
Our research, based on a Freedom of Information request to Health and Social Care Trusts 
in Northern Ireland, shows that, currently, many people are not receiving the support they 
need to manage the complex physical and emotional impacts of the disease. For example, 
our recent campaign, ‘Secondary. Not Second Rate: Incurable shouldn’t mean unsupported’, 
showed that: 

 There are currently no Health and Social Care Trusts that offer people with 
secondary breast cancer access to a clinical nurse specialist with specific expertise 
in secondary breast cancer.  

 75% of Health and Social Care Trusts are not assessing people’s emotional and 
physical needs when they are diagnosed and as treatment changes. 

 50% of Health and Social Care Trusts could not tell us how many patients with 
secondary breast cancer they are currently supporting.  

 75% of Health and Social Care Trusts do not offer patients access to a tailored health 
and wellbeing event. 

 
Evidence shows that access to a nurse specialist is the single biggest factor in a positive 
experience of care. This is especially important for people living with a diagnosis of 
secondary breast cancer, which has unique challenges and care needs. Secondary breast 
cancer is incurable, but treatable. Life expectancy for people living with secondary breast 



 

 

cancer is 2-3 years, as opposed to primary breast cancer where almost nine in 10 women 
survive for five years or more. This brings a significant emotional challenge.  
 
Access to a clinical nurse specialist with the appropriate skills can significantly improve the 
quality of life and emotional wellbeing of people with secondary breast cancer from 
diagnosis. They are able to offer vital support, such as coordinating treatment, appointments 
and signposting to further support that is available.  
 
Our research shows that clinical nurse specialists that support both primary and secondary 
patients often have less time to devote to secondary breast cancer patients, whose care 
needs are more complex. This demonstrates the importance of ensuring patients have 
access to a dedicated nurse specialist. 
 
That is why we would urge the development of a new Cancer Strategy is begun without 
delay, with a specific commitment to create a Secondary Support Package to support people 
with secondary breast cancer from the point of diagnosis, through treatment and during end-
of-life care.  
 
We have set out the measures of support required for people with secondary breast cancer 
with this letter, along with a list of cross-party MLAs and MPs that support our campaign. 
 
We look forward to hearing from you.   
 
Yours sincerely, 
 

 
 
Samia al Qadhi 
Chief Executive 
 
Cc: The Rt Hon Karen Bradley MP, Secretary of State for Northern Ireland 


