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1 Overview 

 

1.1 Incidence of prostate cancer 

In 2019, 47,479 diagnoses of prostate cancer were registered in England. 
According to the NHS, prostate cancer is the most common cancer among 
males and makes up 28% of all male cancer diagnoses.1 

Of those diagnosed in 2019, three-quarters were aged 65 or above. Ages 65-
74 are the most common. Only 1% of those diagnosed were aged under 50. 

 

1.2 Referrals and waiting times – the effect of the 
pandemic 

When a GP suspects that a patient has cancer, they can submit an urgent 
referral for the patient to be seen by a specialist. The target is that 93% of 
these referrals should be seen within two weeks. This is known as a “two week 
wait pathway”. 

Data isn’t available specifically for prostate cancer referrals. But there is a 
wider category for “urological cancers (excluding testicular)”. 

The number of GP referrals for suspected urological malignancies was down 
21% in 2020 compared with 2019. This fall was focused on April and May 2020, 
when referrals were 55-60% lower than their level in the same part of 2019.2 

In 2021, the total number of referrals was similar to 2019. However, by the end 
of 2021, the number of monthly referrals had risen above pre-pandemic levels 
by around 10%. 

The chart below shows monthly data since 2010. Note that the trend of a 
large increase in referrals since 2010 is common to all suspected cancers, not 
just urological. 

 

1 NHS Digital, Cancer Registration Statistics 2019, England 
2 NHS England, Cancer Waiting Times, provider-level data extract; Commons Library analysis 

https://digital.nhs.uk/data-and-information/publications/statistical/cancer-registration-statistics/england-2019
https://www.england.nhs.uk/statistics/statistical-work-areas/cancer-waiting-times/
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Source: NHS England, Cancer Waiting Times, provider-level data extract; Commons Library analysis 

The target that 93% of urgent referrals should see a specialist within two 
weeks has usually been met for suspected urological cancer. However, in 
recent months performance has fallen. In December 2021, 89% of referrals 
were seen within two weeks. 

There is a further target that 85% of those treated after an urgent GP referral 
should be treated within 62 days of referral. For urological cancers (excluding 
testicular) this was not met before the pandemic. Performance has fallen 
further in recent months, however, and in December 2021, 66% were treated 
within 62 days of referral. 

Urgent GP referrals with suspected urological 
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2 The impact of the pandemic on cancer 
services 

The Government has said that cancer services have continued throughout the 
pandemic. A PQ response on 27 January 2021 (PQ 114231, Health Services: 
Coronavirus) noted that the strategy for maintaining services through the 
second wave of Covid-19 concentrated on maintaining or stepping up hubs for 
cancer surgery and maximising independent sector use, along with further 
rolling out of Rapid Diagnostic Centres. NHS England has launched the Help 
Us Help You campaign to urge people with potential symptoms of cancer to 
see their GP. NHS England announced a further campaign to combat the fear 
of cancer on 1 March 2022. 

NHS England published a cancer services recovery plan on 14 December 2020. 
The plan outlines actions under the three key aims for recovering cancer 
services. These are to restore demand at least to pre-pandemic levels, take 
immediate steps to reduce the number of people waiting over 62 days from 
urgent referral and ensure sufficient capacity to meet demand. 

The Delivery plan for tackling the COVID-19 backlog of elective care, 
published on 8 February 2022, noted that the NHS has continued to prioritise 
cancer treatment throughout the pandemic and said “we have consistently 
seen record levels of urgent suspected cancer referrals since March 2021. To 
maintain this focus, our ambition is that, by March 2024, 75% of patients who 
have been urgently referred by their GP for suspected cancer are diagnosed 
or have cancer ruled out within 28 days.” 

The Health and Social Care Committee has been taking evidence on cancer 
services, including the impact of disruption to services during the Covid-19 
pandemic. This has included oral evidence from the Department of Health 
and Social Care and NHS England on 20 January 2022 (Oral evidence: Cancer 
Services, HC 551 2021-22). Other evidence, including from NHS providers and 
cancer charities, can be found on the Committee inquiry website. 

The charity Prostate Cancer UK provides information on what it is doing to 
support men with their prostate cancer treatment during the Covid-19 
outbreak, and also provides information on coronavirus and prostate cancer.  

A number of news stories on cancer and Covid-19 can be found on the Cancer 
Research UK website. 

 

 

http://www.parliament.uk/written-questions-answers-statements/written-question/commons/2020-11-11/114231
http://www.parliament.uk/written-questions-answers-statements/written-question/commons/2020-11-11/114231
https://www.england.nhs.uk/2021/08/nhs-chief-urges-people-to-come-forward-for-life-saving-cancer-checks-ahead-of-new-campaign/#:%7E:text=Launching%20on%20Monday%2C%20the%20next,urological%20cancers%2C%20and%20lung%20cancer.
https://www.england.nhs.uk/2021/08/nhs-chief-urges-people-to-come-forward-for-life-saving-cancer-checks-ahead-of-new-campaign/#:%7E:text=Launching%20on%20Monday%2C%20the%20next,urological%20cancers%2C%20and%20lung%20cancer.
https://www.england.nhs.uk/2022/03/nhs-chief-launches-new-campaign-to-combat-the-fear-of-cancer/
https://www.england.nhs.uk/2022/03/nhs-chief-launches-new-campaign-to-combat-the-fear-of-cancer/
https://www.england.nhs.uk/coronavirus/wp-content/uploads/sites/52/2020/12/C0821-COVID-19-Cancer-services-recovery-plan-14-December-2020.pdf
https://www.england.nhs.uk/coronavirus/publication/delivery-plan-for-tackling-the-covid-19-backlog-of-elective-care/
https://committees.parliament.uk/oralevidence/3317/pdf/
https://committees.parliament.uk/oralevidence/3317/pdf/
https://committees.parliament.uk/work/1377/cancer-services/publications/
https://prostatecanceruk.org/prostate-information/coronavirus-covid-19-and-prostate-cancer/
https://prostatecanceruk.org/prostate-information/coronavirus-covid-19-and-prostate-cancer/
https://prostatecanceruk.org/prostate-information/coronavirus-covid-19-and-prostate-cancer/
https://prostatecanceruk.org/about-us/projects-and-policies/covid-19-response
https://news.cancerresearchuk.org/topic/coronavirus-covid-19/
https://news.cancerresearchuk.org/topic/coronavirus-covid-19/
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3 Parliamentary Material 

3.1 Debates 

Covid-19: Access to Cancer Diagnosis and Treatment 

2 Dec 2020 | Parliamentary proceedings | 685 cc131-155WH 

3.2 Early Day Motions 

West Lothian Prostate Cancer Support Group 

14 Apr 2021 | House of Commons | 1737 (session 2019-21) 

That this House congratulates the West Lothian Prostate Cancer Support 
Group for their efforts to provide support to men diagnosed with prostate 
cancer and their families since 2007; notes the importance of that group's 
Buddy Scheme which allows men to share their experiences; further notes that 
group's creation of discussion groups for family members to share support 
and knowledge; notes that group's collaboration with Western General 
Hospital, Macmillan Cancer Care and local GP surgeries to improve the 
accessibility of support; and wishes the Group continued success in the 
future. 

3.3 Statements 

Elective Treatment 

Statement on the elective recovery plan. 

08 Feb 2022 | 708 cc805-816 

Sajid Javid, Secretary of State for Health and Social Care 

3.4 Parliamentary Questions 

Prostate Cancer: Health Services 

15 Dec 2021 | 80492 

https://hansard.parliament.uk/pa/cm201921/cmhansrd/cm201202/halltext/201202h0001.htm#4DBFF7A2-D306-4CB8-BE4A-E4C7E4098FF9
https://edm.parliament.uk/early-day-motion/58368
https://hansard.parliament.uk/pa/cm202122/cmhansrd/cm220208/debtext/220208-0001.htm#6DE8B174-8006-45B9-A6C2-70351E509A77
http://www.parliament.uk/written-questions-answers-statements/written-question/commons/2021-11-23/80492
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Asked by: Anthony Browne 

To ask the Secretary of State for Health and Social Care, with reference to 
NHS England data from March 2020 to September 2021 which shows that 
urgent suspected urology cancer referrals were at 83.5 per cent of the pre-
covid-19 outbreak baseline, what steps his Department is taking to (a) raise 
awareness of prostate cancer amongst higher risk men and (b) help ensure 
that those missing from the treatment pathway are identified before their 
cancer has progressed to be non-curable. 

Answering member: Maria Caulfield | Department: Department of Health 
and Social Care (DHSC) 

The ‘Help us help you’ campaign has raised awareness of abdominal and 
urological symptoms and urged people to consult their general practitioner 
(GP). A new phase of campaign is planned for early 2022 to address some of 
the barriers which prevent people coming forward. The National Health 
Service is working with Prostate Cancer UK to raise awareness of prostate 
cancer risk and encourage men to use Prostate Cancer UK’s risk checker. 

Primary Care Networks are working with GP practices to implement the 
2021/22 Early Cancer Diagnosis Directed Enhanced Service Specification, to 
optimise suspected cancer referral practice, support earlier diagnosis of 
cancer, and identify people before their cancer has progressed to non-
curable. The NHS is focusing on reducing the number of people waiting over 
62 days on cancer pathways, particularly rescheduling diagnostic procedures 
or treatments for those whose care was delayed by the pandemic. An 
additional £1 billion has been made available to the NHS in 2021/22 to support 
the recovery of elective activity and cancer services. 

Prostate Cancer: Coronavirus 

21 Sep 2021 | 48193 

Asked by: Bob Blackman 

To ask the Secretary of State for Health and Social Care, with reference to the 
Rapid Cancer Registration and Treatment Data published by the National 
Disease Registration Service, what assessment he has made of the 
implications for his policies of the data in that publication that shows 13,000 
fewer prostate cancer diagnoses to the end of April 2021 compared with 
historical trends; and what plans he has to increase the rate of those 
diagnoses. 

Answering member: Maria Caulfield | Department: DHSC 

We are encouraging all those with cancer symptoms to come forward for 
treatment, though media engagement such as the ‘Help us to help you 
‘campaign. There are currently eleven urology or prostate Rapid Diagnostic 
Centre (RDC) pathways operational or in development, some of which cover 

http://www.parliament.uk/written-questions-answers-statements/written-question/commons/2021-09-13/48193
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multiple hospital sites. RDCs have been developed to deliver faster and 
earlier cancer diagnosis, including for prostate cancer. RDCs will be the 
default model for all cancer pathways across all 21 Cancer Alliances in 
England by 2024. 

Prostate Cancer: Coronavirus 

16 Sep 2021 | 45839 

Asked by: Bob Blackman 

To ask the Secretary of State for Health and Social Care, pursuant to the 
Answer of 9 September to Question 41823 on Prostate Cancer: Diagnosis, for 
what reason no formal assessment has been made of the effect of the covid-
19 outbreak on the number of referrals for suspected prostate cancer; and if 
he will make a statement. 

Answering member: Jo Churchill | Department: DHSC 

Data on prostate cancer is not available as a separate data set. It is 
published monthly as a subset of data on urological malignancies, which 
includes a number of different possible cancers. 

The Department continues to work with the National Health Service to 
improve services. There are now 11 urology or prostate rapid diagnostic centre 
pathways either under development or operational to help recover these 
services. 

Prostate Cancer 

24 May 2021 | 3177 

Asked by: Elliot Colburn 

To ask the Secretary of State for Health and Social Care, what steps he is 
taking to ensure that men with advanced prostate cancer have access to 
quality patient care and innovative treatments. 

Answering member: Jo Churchill | Department: DHSC 

Treatment options for prostate cancer are always expanding and in February 
2021, NHS England and NHS Improvement’s specialised commissioning team 
announced that it would make available external beam radiotherapy to treat 
hormone sensitive, low volume prostate cancer. In addition to external beam 
radiotherapy, the National Institute of Health and Care Excellence will review 
several new treatment options for prostate cancer in the next 12 months. 

Following treatment for prostate cancer, patients move to a Personalised 
Stratified Follow-Up pathway that suits their needs and ensures they can get 
rapid access to clinical support where they are worried that their cancer may 

http://www.parliament.uk/written-questions-answers-statements/written-question/commons/2021-09-09/45839
http://www.parliament.uk/written-questions-answers-statements/written-question/commons/2021-05-18/3177
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have recurred. This stratified follow-up approach was established in all trusts 
for prostate cancer in 2020. In response to the pandemic, the NHS also made 
available a range of ‘COVID-19 friendly’ treatments, offering benefits such as 
fewer hospital visits or a reduced impact on the patient’s immune system. 
This includes targeted hormone therapies such as enzalutamide for prostate 
cancer treatment. 

Prostate Cancer 

29 Apr 2021 | HL15104 

Asked by: Baroness Masham of Ilton  

To ask Her Majesty's Government what steps they have taken to support the 
(1) current, and (2) future, provision of prostate cancer (a) treatment, and (b) 
related well-being services. 

Answering member: Lord Bethell | Department: DHSC 

A wide range of treatments are available for prostate cancer across the 
National Health Service, depending on both the stage of disease and each 
individual patient’s preferences, which includes surgery, radiotherapy and 
chemotherapy. In February 2021, NHS England and NHS Improvement’s 
specialised commissioning team announced that it would make available 
external beam radiotherapy to treat hormone sensitive, low volume prostate 
cancer. 

The NHS also made available a range of ‘COVID-19 friendly’ treatments, 
offering benefits such as fewer hospital visits or a reduced impact on the 
patient’s immune system. This includes targeted hormone therapies such as 
enzalutamide for prostate cancer treatment. After treatment, patients will 
move to a Personalised Stratified Follow-Up pathway that suits their needs 
and ensures they can get rapid access to clinical support where they are 
worried that their cancer may have recurred. This stratified follow-up 
approach was established in all trusts for prostate cancer in 2020. 

NHS England is supporting staff to offer personalised care to people affected 
by cancer, including people with prostate cancer, by promoting awareness 
and understanding of the personalised care interventions. The NHS Long 
Term Plan sets a clear ambition that where appropriate every person 
diagnosed with cancer, including those with prostate cancer, should have 
access to personalised care to ensure people’s social, emotional, physical 
and practical needs are identified and addressed at the earliest opportunity. 
Over the next five years, Cancer Alliances will be embedding personalised 
care interventions, which will identify and address the changing needs of 
cancer patients from diagnosis onwards. 

Prostate Cancer: Medical Treatments 

26 Apr 2021 | 180976 

http://www.parliament.uk/written-questions-answers-statements/written-question/lords/2021-04-20/HL15104
http://www.parliament.uk/written-questions-answers-statements/written-question/commons/2021-04-14/180976
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Asked by: Jim Shannon 

To ask the Secretary of State for Health and Social Care, whether his 
Department has made an estimate of how many men have not sought 
medical treatment for prostate cancer during the covid-19 outbreak; and 
what steps his Department is taking to promote awareness of prostate cancer 
and encourage men who may have undiagnosed prostate cancer to seek 
treatment. 

Answering member: Jo Churchill | Department: DHSC 

No estimate has been made. 

NHS England and NHS Improvement and Public Health England are 
continuing to run the Help Us, Help You public awareness campaign. This 
campaign reinforces the message about the importance of seeking medical 
care during the COVID pandemic. 

Prostate Cancer: Medical Treatments 

26 Apr 2021 | 179001 

Asked by: Craig Whittaker 

To ask the Secretary of State for Health and Social Care, what data (a) his 
Department and (b) NHS trusts are collecting in order to monitor 
interruptions to prostate cancer treatment for existing patients during the 
covid-19 outbreak. 

Answering member: Jo Churchill | Department: DHSC 

No data on prostate cancer treatment interruptions during the COVID 
pandemic is collected. 

The NHS Cancer Programme is currently establishing a task and finish group 
to review alterations and/or disruptions to care pathways, including services 
for those with prostate cancer, during the pandemic. The group will consider 
the most appropriate data sources with which to make this assessment. 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.parliament.uk/written-questions-answers-statements/written-question/commons/2021-04-12/179001
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4 Press Material 

The following is a selection of news and media articles relevant to this 
debate. 

Please note: the Library is not responsible for either the views or the accuracy 
of external content. 

4.1 News Articles 

‘People more scared of cancer than Covid’ - NHS launches campaign to tackle 
diagnosis fears 

The Telegraph [available via nexis news] 

1 March 2022 

Prostate cancer diagnoses plunged 54% in first lockdown as more cases only 
picked up at ‘advanced stage’ 

I News 

19 January 2022 

NHS chief urges tens of thousands of ‘missing’ cancer patients to come 
forward and seek help 

I News 

15 December 2021 

UK’s renewed Covid fight must not come at cost of cancer patients, say 
medics 

The Guardian 

9 December 2021 

Extra 10,000 people likely to die of cancer because of Covid pandemic 

The Telegraph [available via nexis news] 

21 September 2021 

Thousands of UK men to benefit after NHS approves prostate cancer drug  

The Guardian  

https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2022/03/01/people-scared-cancer-covid-nhs-launches-campaign-tackle-diagnosis/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2022/03/01/people-scared-cancer-covid-nhs-launches-campaign-tackle-diagnosis/
https://inews.co.uk/news/health/prostate-cancer-diagnosis-plunged-54-first-lockdown-more-patients-only-picked-up-advanced-stage-1412333
https://inews.co.uk/news/health/prostate-cancer-diagnosis-plunged-54-first-lockdown-more-patients-only-picked-up-advanced-stage-1412333
https://inews.co.uk/news/health/backlog-nhs-chief-thousands-missing-cancer-patients-1353892
https://inews.co.uk/news/health/backlog-nhs-chief-thousands-missing-cancer-patients-1353892
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2021/dec/09/uks-renewed-covid-fight-must-not-come-at-cost-of-cancer-patients-say-medics
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2021/dec/09/uks-renewed-covid-fight-must-not-come-at-cost-of-cancer-patients-say-medics
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2021/09/21/extra-10000-people-likely-die-cancer-covid-pandemic/
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2021/jun/08/thousands-of-uk-men-to-benefit-after-nhs-approves-prostate-cancer-drug
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8 June 2021 

One year on: How has COVID-19 affected cancer services?  

Cancer Research UK 

14 May 2021 

Early cancer diagnoses plummeted in England during Covid pandemic 

The Guardian 

5 May 2021 

‘Shocking’ rise in cancer patients not being treated due to Covid-19 concerns, 
NHS England data shows 

The Times [subscription required] 

11 April 2021 

Prostate cancer fears as referrals delayed by Covid-19 

The Times [subscription required] 

12 March 2021 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://news.cancerresearchuk.org/2021/05/14/one-year-on-how-has-covid-19-affected-cancer-services/
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2021/may/05/early-cancer-diagnoses-plummeted-in-england-during-covid-pandemic
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/shocking-rise-in-cancer-patients-not-being-treated-due-to-covid-19-concerns-nhs-england-data-shows-bj50db80d
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/shocking-rise-in-cancer-patients-not-being-treated-due-to-covid-19-concerns-nhs-england-data-shows-bj50db80d
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/prostate-cancer-fears-as-referrals-delayed-by-covid-19-j9fl6c7rg
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