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REDUCING INDIA’S CANCER BURDEN
Relevant for: Developmental Issues | Topic: Health & Sanitation and related issues

The Indian Council of Medical Research (ICMR)-National Centre for Disease Informatics and
Research (NCDIR) National Cancer Registry Programme Report of August 2020 has estimated
that the number of cancer cases in India in 2020 is 13.9 lakh. India has seen a steady rise in
cancer cases over many decades. A 2017 report showed that India’s cancer burden increased
2.6 times between 1990 to 2016, and deaths due to cancers doubled during the time.

Almost two-thirds of these cancer cases are at late stages. In men, the most common cancers
are of the lung, oral cavity, stomach and oesophagus, while in women, breast, cervix, ovary and
gall bladder cancers are the most common. Tobacco use (in all forms) is a major avoidable risk
factor for the development of cancer in 27% of cancer cases. Other important risk factors include
alcohol use, inappropriate diet, low physical activity, obesity, and pollution.

Also read | Report predicts 12% rise in India’s cancer burden

Cancer causes loss of lives and also has a tremendous socioeconomic impact. Reducing cancer
is a prerequisite for addressing social and economic inequity, stimulating economic growth and
accelerating sustainable development. But merely investing in cancer treatment is not an
economically viable option. We need to focus on three key aspects: risk reduction, early
detection and programmatic and policy solutions.

Cancer occurrence is a complex interplay of host and environmental determinants, which makes
it difficult to predict it at an individual level. But it is estimated that nearly 50%-60% of cancer
cases can be avoided by tackling the known risk factors effectively. Community empowerment
through a multisectoral approach that brings together government, private practitioners and civil
society to increase health literacy and promote certain behaviour can go a long way in reducing
potential risk factors. Improved awareness can also prevent stigma attached to the disease. We
need to ensure that health systems are strengthened so that there is greater access to
screening and vaccination, early detection, and timely, affordable treatment.

Also read | One in 10 Indians will develop cancer during their lifetime: WHO report

Population health approaches are also relevant for large-scale impact. Programmatic and policy-
level solutions need to be driven by data. The information collected through the National Cancer
Registry Programme has been used effectively over the years to advocate for better access to
screening, early detection, referral, treatment and palliative care services. It has also helped
shape cancer research in the country, which is of crucial importance to guide our efforts on
cancer prevention and control. Making cancer a notifiable disease could be one of the ways to
help drive this research further by providing greater access to accurate, relevant data that can
drive policy decisions.

India is committed to achieving a one-third reduction in cancer-related deaths by 2030 as part of
the Sustainable Development Goals, and it has made considerable progress. India has
improved in some areas, such as personal hygiene, which are distant drivers of cancer.
Government programmes such as Ayushman Bharat, Swasthya Bharat, Swachh Bharat
Abhiyan, Poshan Abhiyaan and Pradhan Mantri Bhartiya Janaushadhi Pariyojana and initiatives
such as FSSAI’s new labelling and display regulations and drug price control can encourage
inter-sectoral and multi-sectoral action. Other initiatives such as the National Health Policy, the
National Tobacco Control Programme, and the National Programme for Prevention and Control
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of Cancer, Diabetes, Cardiovascular Diseases and Stroke are also paving the way for progress.

Also read | India’s cancer care facilities highly inadequate, says parliamentary panel

Our approach should not simply focus on diagnostics, treatment modalities and vaccines, but
emphasise inclusivity in thinking and action for equitable solutions that can greatly reduce the
impact of cancer across all socioeconomic levels in the country.

Dr. Balram Bhargava is Director General, ICMR, and Secretary, Department of Health
Research; and Dr. Prashant Mathur is Director, ICMR-NCDIR, Bengaluru
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Dear reader,

We have been keeping you up-to-date with information on the developments in India and the
world that have a bearing on our health and wellbeing, our lives and livelihoods, during these
difficult times. To enable wide dissemination of news that is in public interest, we have increased
the number of articles that can be read free, and extended free trial periods. However, we have
a request for those who can afford to subscribe: please do. As we fight disinformation and
misinformation, and keep apace with the happenings, we need to commit greater resources to
news gathering operations. We promise to deliver quality journalism that stays away from vested
interest and political propaganda.

Dear subscriber,

Thank you!

Your support for our journalism is invaluable. It’s a support for truth and fairness in journalism. It
has helped us keep apace with events and happenings.

The Hindu has always stood for journalism that is in the public interest. At this difficult time, it
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becomes even more important that we have access to information that has a bearing on our
health and well-being, our lives, and livelihoods. As a subscriber, you are not only a beneficiary
of our work but also its enabler.

We also reiterate here the promise that our team of reporters, copy editors, fact-checkers,
designers, and photographers will deliver quality journalism that stays away from vested interest
and political propaganda.

Suresh Nambath
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Start your 14 days free trial Sign Up

You can support quality journalism by turning off ad blocker or purchase a subscription for
unlimited access to The Hindu.

Sign up for a 30 day free trial.
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