
 

Cancer survival rates are improving in
Australia
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Cancer survival rates in Australia are continuing to improve and the rate
at which Australians are being diagnosed with cancer has been declining
since 2008, according to a new report by the Australian Institute of
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Health and Welfare (AIHW).

The report, "Cancer in Australia 2021," shows a downward trend in the
rate of new cancer diagnoses since 2008, but an increasing rate for
females, albeit from a lower base than males.

"The estimates for 2021 presented in the report are based on actual data
up to the end of 2017. They don't take into account potential health
service disruptions due to COVID-19, but are still useful for identifying
trends in cancer cases in Australia," AIHW spokesperson Justin Harvey
said.

"It is estimated that around 151,000 new cases of cancer will be
diagnosed in Australia by the end of 2021, which is an increase from
around 47,500 cases in 1982. However, there has been a 5% decrease in
the incidence rate over recent years from the peak of 508 cases per
100,000 people in 2008 to 486 cases per 100,000 people in 2021."

The report shows that five-year survival rates from all cancers combined
had improved from 51% in 1988–1992 to 70% in 2013–2017.

"Changes in survival rates over time varied by cancer type, with the
largest survival improvements seen in prostate cancer, kidney cancer,
multiple myeloma, non-Hodgkin lymphoma and tongue cancer," Mr
Harvey said.

"While many cancers have high rates of survival, people diagnosed with
cancers such as pancreatic cancer, lung cancer and mesothelioma have a
less than 1 in 5 chance on average, of surviving at least five years after
diagnosis."

Cancer death rates have also continued to drop since the 1980s.
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"By the end of 2021, the cancer mortality rate is expected to reach a new
low of 149 deaths per 100,000 people. It is expected that just under
50,000 people will die from cancer in 2021, an average of 135 deaths
each day," Mr Harvey said.

While more males than females die from cancer, there has been a
sharper decline in the cancer death rate for males than for females.

"The mortality rate for males reached a peak of 287 deaths per 100,000
in 1989 and the rate is estimated to have decreased by 37% to 182 deaths
per 100,000 in 2021," Mr Harvey said.

"The overall decreasing trend for persons is largely due to the decline in
the rate of death due to lung cancer, colorectal cancer, prostate cancer,
cancer of unknown primary site and breast cancer."

These declines are likely due to a number of reasons. For example,
smoking rates have declined dramatically since the 1960's; screening,
early detection and monitoring programs (such as national bowel, breast
and cervical cancer screening programs and PSA testing) have been
introduced over the years; and therapeutic interventions have continued
to improve.

The report also details information about rare and less common cancers,
which generally have lower survival rates and are responsible for 2 in 5
cancer deaths.

While accounting for 30% of cancers diagnosed in 2017, rare and less
common cancers accounted for close to 42% of deaths from cancer in
that same year.

Rare cancers include bone cancer, mesothelioma, eye cancer and cancer
of the nose and sinuses.
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Stomach cancer, liver cancer, bladder cancer and brain cancer are among
the group of less common cancers.

While overall progress has been made, the report shows that cancer
remains a major cause of death in Australia.

"Cancers are responsible for more deaths than any other group of
diseases, accounting for three in every 10 deaths in 2020," Mr. Harvey
said.

"Lung cancer is expected to be the leading cause of death from cancer in
2021, followed by colorectal cancer, pancreatic cancer, prostate cancer
and breast cancer."

The COVID-19 pandemic appears to have had at least some effect on
the uptake of cancer-related services.

"After increasing by an average of 1% per year over the previous 20
years, the rate of cancer-related hospitalisations decreased by 1%
between 2018-19 and 2019-20—noting that COVID-19 restrictions were
in place only during the last quarter of 2019-20.

"COVID-19 restrictions also appear to have affected uptake of breast
ultrasound, mammography, breast MRI and colonoscopy. For example,
the number of people having Medicare Benefits Schedule-subsidized
colonoscopies was 11% lower in 2020 compared with 2019, following
average growth of around 3% per annum since 2011," Mr. Harvey said.

"The full impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on cancer diagnosis and
treatment will not be known for some time."

Provided by Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (AIHW)
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