
 Embracing the rapidly advancing field of radiotherapy would 
dramatically improve UK cancer outcomes and is the closest 
thing we have to a high-tech “silver bullet” solution to tackle the 
cancer backlog. 

Radiotherapy as a “silver bullet” Needed by 50% of cancer 
patients and involved in 
40% of cancer cures
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27% of cancer patients in the UK receiving 
radiotherapy in comparison to international 

recommendations of 53-60%

Figures for radiotherapy patients being 
treated in December 2021 remained 

below pre-pandemic levels

• Radiotherapy is one of the three pillars of cancer treatment alongside 
chemotherapy and surgery. This highly effective and safe cancer 
treatment kills cancer cells by delivering radiation to a tumour.

• Radiotherapy is one of the most high-tech medical disciplines, benefiting 
from advances in IT, cloud supported software, AI, engineering and 
imaging. And yet it is also one of the most effective, capable of curing 
patients for between £5,000-7,000. 

• Radiotherapy is needed by 50% of cancer patients and involved 
in 40% of cancer cures. In fact, one in four of the population will 
receive radiotherapy at some time in their lives.

• Particularly important now, radiotherapy is internationally 
recognised as the most COVID secure of cancer treatments. It 
doesn’t impact the immune system like chemotherapy does or 
require ITU or inpatient care resources like surgery. 

• In many cases, radiotherapy can substitute for surgery, for example, 
in some early lung cancers just one outpatient 20-minute 
treatment can cure patients.

Year totals 
In total 2020 reported 10,504 
fewer episodes than 2019 total. 

In total 2021 reported 8,476 fewer 
episodes than 2019 total. 

20,977 missing RT treatments 
since start of pandemic. 



• There are many clear benefits of radiotherapy but 
due to a number of factors it has historically been 
overlooked and has not been prioritised. As a result, 
receives just 5% of the entire cancer budget. 

• This is affecting quality of care with only 27% 
of cancer patients in the UK receiving 
radiotherapy in comparison to international 
recommendations of 53-60%. There are also 3.5M 
people living outside the recommended 45minute 
travel time to a radiotherapy centre.

• Since 2012, only £456M has been spent on 
advanced RT, in comparison to over £2billion on 
new cancer drugs. 

• This money includes £250M for two proton 
machines announced in 2012, £130M for 
replacement machines from 2016 to 2019 and 
£32M for replacement machines 2021.

• Despite this, more than half of all Trusts are still 
using radiotherapy equipment that is over the 
recommended 10 years lifespan and some are using 
machines that are 16 years old. 

• Lack of funding has resulted in a workforce on their 
knees with a recent Radiotherapy UK survey showing 
79% of frontline workforce are either considering 
leaving the profession themselves or knew of 
someone who was. 

• 10% of staff also reported waiting lists for 
radiotherapy over 8 weeks and this is now increasing 
as patient numbers start to increase after the 
pandemic. As waiting lists grow, cancer cases worsen, 
and staff are seeing patients with much more 
advanced, complex cancer cases. 

• COVID has had a devastating impact across cancer 
services, not least radiotherapy. The Radiotherapy 
Dataset (RTDS) showed that for January 2022, the 
number of radiotherapy episodes remained below 
pre-pandemic levels, at 81% of the radiotherapy 
episodes seen in January 2019.

Radiotherapy has been systemically 
overlooked



• Pre-COVID, the UK had the worst cancer survival rates of all high-income 
countries (WHO 2019) and the widespread disruption caused by the pandemic 
has caused a crisis in cancer care. 

• Cancer patients are having to wait longer than ever to start treatment with the 
latest figures showing just 63% of patients received their first course of treatment 
within the target of two months, compared with a standard of 93%. Increased 
investment in radiotherapy capacity can dramatically improve waiting times.

• The COVID backlog set cancer survival back to survival rates 10-15 years 
ago. If we stay on the current trajectory, the Health and Social Care committee 
predict 350,000 cancer patients will miss out on early diagnoses and cures 
between 2019-2027. Put very simply, people will die unnecessarily unless there 
is a radical change in approach. 

• On top of the record waiting lists and backlog of patients, cancer cases are 
expected to increase to 500K a year by 2035. If left unsolved, the crisis will 
only get worse. 

Radiotherapy can help solve 
the crisis in cancer care

For every four week of 
delay, chances of survival 
for cancer patients falls 

10%

Just 63% of patients 
received their first course of 
treatment within the target 
of two months  compared 

with a standard of 93%.  

• Radiotherapy represents a readily available solution 
to ongoing issues in cancer care and has the ability 
to dramatically improve outcomes for cancer 
patients. However, years of underfunding mean our 
radiotherapy services will struggle to keep up with the 
demand. 

• Investment in radiotherapy, therefore, represents 
unparalleled value for money. For a small 1.5% 
increase in cancer budget radiotherapy services, 
cancer treatment in the UK can be transformed.

• A specialised workforce of less than 6000 with less than 
350 machines treat over 100,000 cancer patients a 
year. Investment in technology now will help the help the 
workforce and treat more patients faster and better and 
increase cancer survival.

• Investing in radiotherapy is a low cost, low risk, high 
tech guaranteed way to dramatically increase survival 
rapidly in a whole range of cancers and catch up with the 
backlog and provide equal access for all. Not investing 
in radiotherapy is guaranteed to reduce cancer survival, 
costing lives and money.

Radiotherapy needs investment and prioritisation
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