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Time to act: Maximizing the benefits of surgical oncology for cancer patients in Europe 

Open letter on behalf of the surgical oncology community and patients’ organisations 

Dear Commissioner Gabriel, 

On the 26th of October 2022, I chaired the policy event “Time for Change: Addressing the value of surgical 

oncology in the treatment and care of cancer” organised by the European Society of Surgical Oncology 

(ESSO) and endorsed by the Challenge Cancer Parliamentary Intergroup, in view of the implementation of 

Europe’s Beating Cancer Plan (EBCP). This event gathered key stakeholders in the area of cancer care, such 

as patient and healthcare professional organisations, representatives of the European Commission and 

Parliament, and other cancer organisations, to discuss the barriers that prevent the full unlocking of the 

potential of surgical oncology for the benefit of cancer patients in Europe. 

Cancer surgery remains the most cost-effective treatment for the majority of non-metastasised solid tumours. 

80 % of cancer patients will benefit from a surgical intervention along the pathway of cancer care1.  

Surgical oncology has seen enormous advances in recent years including minimal access surgery, tele-robotics 

and image-guided techniques. The scope of surgical oncology has expanded from preventive cancer surgery 

(in hereditary syndromes) to reduce the risk of developing cancer and surgery for early detected cancers (where 

the chances of cure are higher) to locally advanced and some metastatic cancers. This means the scale of 

competencies required for today’s cancer surgeons is greater than ever.  

Studies have shown that specialisation in surgical oncology is one of the major contributors to reducing the 

morbidity and mortality of cancer patients2 3 4. Cancer surgery is a complex process that should be performed 

by certified specialists with up-to-date knowledge, state-of-art skills, and necessary clinical experience. 

However, in some countries, cancer surgery is performed by general surgeons without specialised training in 

1 The value of surgical oncology in the management of cancer patients (ESSO, 2020) 
2 Roessler M, Schmitt J, Bobeth C, Gerken M, Kleihues-van Tol K, Reissfelder C, Rau BM, Distler M, Piso P, Günster C, Klinkhammer-Schalke M, Schoffer O, 
Bierbaum V.BMC Cancer, 2022 ‘Is treatment in certified cancer centers related to better survival in patients with pancreatic cancer?  Evidence from a large German 
cohort study’, 22(1):621. doi: 10.1186/s12885-022-09731-w
3 Skipworth, r. J. et al. The relationship between hospital volume and post-operative mortality rates for upper gastrointestinal cancer resections: Scotland 1982–2003. 
Eur. J. Surg. Oncol. 36, 141–147 (2010)
4 Gruen, r. L. et al. The effect of provider case volume on cancer mortality: systematic review and meta-analysis. CA Cancer J. Clin. 59,192–211 (2009) 



 

 

 

surgical oncology, sometimes with poor outcomes and serious complications, who occasionally are also 

responsible for prescribing treatments. 

Nevertheless, a recent survey from ESSO shows that surgical oncology is recognised as a specialty in only 8 

European countries5. The non-recognition of surgical oncology as a specialist discipline in the EU is causing 

disparities in training, qualifications and practices and, subsequently, access to high-quality care remains 

unequal for cancer patients.  

At present, cancers amenable to surgery are estimated to cause 2.7 million years of life lost to disability 

worldwide6. Accelerating the recognition of surgical oncology as a specialty will provide certification and 

accreditation systems for surgical oncologists, which will ensure that cancer patients actually get the quality 

surgery and the optimal treatment they are entitled to. In addition, it would provide a level playing field towards 

a high-quality workforce, where the professional expertise of surgical oncologists is respected and valued.  

The importance of surgical oncology in cancer care has been acknowledged in the EU Beating Cancer Plan 

and in the Report of the Special Committee of Beating Cancer (BECA Report)7.  Nonetheless, its value remains 

underestimated and unknown to the public.  

In this sense, three priorities have been identified during the event that fully align with those raised by 

the EU Parliament in art. 65 of the BECA Report, calling for immediate action at the EU level so that 

all European cancer patients can benefit from optimal cancer surgery: 

• Recognising Surgical Oncology as a specialist discipline across Europe; 

• Harmonising education and training standards in Surgical Oncology across Europe; 

• Harmonising certification and accreditation systems for Surgical Oncologists across Europe. 

Access to high-quality, systematic and uniform training on surgical oncology principles should be ensured for 

all surgeons treating cancer on a country-specific basis.  

We therefore call on you to take the necessary steps to recognise surgical oncology as a specialist 

discipline across Europe to ensure an optimal patient-centred cancer care pathway. 

Thank you for your time and consideration. 

Sincerely, 

 

 
5 ESSO Surgical Oncology Survey (2018) 
6 Sullivan R, Alatise O, Anderson BO et al, 2015 ‘Global cancer surgery: delivering safe, affordable and timely cancer surgery’ The Lancet Oncology, 16: 1193-24   
7 REPORT on strengthening Europe in the fight against cancer – towards a comprehensive  
and coordinated strategy (2020/2267(INI)). Available at: https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/A-9-2022-0001_EN.pdf 
 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/A-9-2022-0001_EN.pdf
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