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Urgent action needed to reverse downward trend in
pathology research

Pathology research in the UK is at risk unless urgent action is taken to en-
courage more pathologists into research, a new report™ announced at the
NCRI Cancer Conference in Birmingham reveals today (Sunday).

There are growing concerns that pathology research, essential for under-
standing disease, is under such pressure in the UK that developing new
and more specialised treatments that tailor new drugs to patients will be
badly affected.

To redress this downturn, the National Cancer Research Institute estab-
lished the NCRI Pathology & Research Task Force to examine these issues
and propose a series of actions to encourage and enable pathologists to
engage with research.

They include proposals to rejuvenate and enable pathology research in
medical schools, universities and the NHS; create a clear and practical
pathway through the regulatory and governance framework to make pa-
thology research more accessible and; a communication programme to
promote and create enhanced recognition of the patient benefit arising
from pathology research.

Up to 70 per cent of healthcare decisions taken in the NHS involve pathol-
ogy based tests and investigations, and it is likely this will increase as more
specialised medicines are developed. Herceptin is just one example of a
personalised treatment that is now used in clinical practice to treat women
with a type of breast cancer based on the pathology of their tumour. De-
veloping more medicines of this type, where the new drugs are tailored
to patients to achieve the best outcomes and avoid unnecessary side ef-
fects, is dependent on pathology expertise and support from pathologists
to make tissue samples available for research.

The UK has seen a dramatic decline in its pathology workforce over recent
years, resulting in a lack of capacity for pathology research. One of the
reasons is that pathology is thought to have a low profile in undergradu-
ate medical training and research and it is often not seen as an attractive
career step for trainee doctors. There has been a decline in the number of
academic pathology research posts.

Professor Peter Furness, president of the Royal College of Pathologists,
said: “Pathology research is in urgent need of reinvigoration. We are on
the verge of a major shift in how medical diagnosis is delivered and treat-
ment is tailored to individuals, but the current state of pathology research
in the UK means that we risk not being at the forefront. Actions now being
taken by The Royal College of Pathologists and Medical Research Council
will help to make pathology research a more attractive career option.”

The report found that many pathologists working in the NHS wish to par-
ticipate in research but their contribution is limited by the availability of
time after their day-to-day diagnostic work, and difficulties in achieving a
fair reimbursement of costs.

Professor David Levison, chair of the NCRI Pathology & Research Task

Force, said: “In response to concerns about the difficulties pathologists
face in conducting research, we are pleased that the Comprehensive Local
Research Networks, within the National Institute for Health Research in
England, have committed around £2.7 million to help pathology depart-
ments support research during 2009/10.

“The UK has one of the best pathology resources in the UK — all tissue
samples collected for routine diagnostics by the NHS are of great value
to developing personalised medicines but more is needed to make them
available for research. All patients should be given the opportunity to give
consent for their samples to be used in this way.

"We are pleased that the Department of Health and the Scottish Govern-
ment are both looking into this issue in more detail. The Human Tissue
Authority and the National Research Ethics Service have also worked to-
gether to ensure a more streamlined process to make diagnostic samples
available for research.”

In a survey** to support the work of this Task Force, the biobanking ad-
vocacy organisation OnCore UK questioned over 200 pathologists and re-
searchers for their views on the rules governing pathology research. This
found that regulations were seen as too complex and that the available
guidance can be confusing and unclear, deterring pathologists from re-
search.

Dr Declan Mulkeen, Director of Research at the MRC, said: “Strengthen-
ing pathology research will increase the UK's ability to develop stratified
medicines — new drugs that are tailored to patients to achieve the best
outcomes and avoid unnecessary side effects. The MRC is pleased to be
contributing to rebuilding the pathology research workforce and helping
pathologists navigate a clear path through the regulatory environment.”

Professor David Levison added: “"We are pleased that a number of differ-
ent organisations and bodies have agreed to work together to redevelop
pathology in this country. We will closely monitor this work and we hope
this will lead to improvements in pathology research in the UK over the
coming years.”

For media enquiries please contact
Simon Shears in the NCRI press office on 020 7061 8054
or, out-of-hours, the duty press officer on 07050 264 059

Notes to Editors:

* To download a copy of the full report, please follow this link:
http://www.ncri.org.uk/includes/publications/reports/
NCRI_PathologyReport_electronic2 p df

**To download a copy of the onCore UK survey please follow this link:
http://www.oncoreuk.org/documents/EffectofRegulation-
andGovernanceSurveyReport-onCoreUK2009-09-070.pdf
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The value of pathology research

Pathology research helps us to understand more about the make
up of many different diseases. For cancer the study of pathology
has enabled doctors to accurately diagnose more than 200 types of
cancer. Specialist pathology knowledge and research was needed
to determine that the outbreak of Creutzfeld-Jacob Disease (CJD) in
the 1980's and 1990’s was a new type of the disease linked to the
epidemic of Bovine Spongiform Encephalopathy (BSE) seen in cattle.
Analysis of archived tissue samples by pathologists was essential

in discovering that the 1918 flu pandemic was caused by a bird flu
virus — showing for the first time that bird flu could infect humans.

About the NCRI Cancer Conference

The National Cancer Research Institute (NCRI) Cancer Conference is
the UK’s major forum for showcasing the best British and interna-
tional cancer research. The Conference offers unique opportunities
for networking and sharing knowledge by bringing together world
leading experts from all cancer research disciplines. The fifth an-
nual NCRI Cancer Conference is taking place from the 4-7 October
2009 at the International Convention Centre in Birmingham. For
more information visit www.ncri.org.uk/ncriconference

About the NCRI

The National Cancer Research Institute (NCRI) was established in
April 2001. It is a UK-wide partnership between the government,
charity and industry which promotes co-operation in cancer
research among the 21 member organisations for the benefit of
patients, the public and the scientific community.

For more information visit www.ncri.org.uk

NCRI members are: the Association of the British Pharmaceutical
Industry (ABPI); Association for International Cancer Research;
Biotechnology and Biological Sciences Research Council;
Breakthrough Breast Cancer; Breast Cancer Campaign;

Cancer Research UK; CHILDREN with LEUKAEMIA, Department of
Health; Economic and Social Research Council;

Leukaemia Research; Ludwig Institute for Cancer Research;
Macmillan Cancer Support; Marie Curie Cancer Care;

Medical Research Council; Northern Ireland Health and Social Care
(Research & Development Office);

Roy Castle Lung Cancer Foundation; Scottish Government Health
Directorates (Chief Scientist Office); Tenovus;

Welsh Assembly Government (Wales Office of Research and Devel-
opment for Health & Social Care); The Wellcome Trust; and
Yorkshire Cancer Research.
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