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Introduction 
 
The problem of cancer in Wales and Why We Exist  
  
Founded in 1966, Cancer Research Wales was established as an independent 
Welsh charity to fund exemplary research for the benefit of the people of Wales. 
The charity has grown considerably over the last fifty years and yet remains true 
to its original values.   
  
During this time Cancer Research Wales has spent more than £20M on cancer 
research and has funded over 100 PhD students as well as many clinicians and 
allied health professionals across Wales. In 2001 Cancer Research Wales 
opened its state of the art laboratories at Velindre Cancer Centre, to provide an 
important bridge between hospital and laboratory-based cancer research.  
  
The organisation is hugely respectful of the hard work and commitment its staff, 
and the support of the Welsh public, volunteers and donors over many years. We 
remain dedicated to funding high quality research to take on the cancer related 
challenges experienced in Wales.   
  
There has never been a greater need for research. The incidence of cancer in 
Wales has risen by over 10% during the last decade, with 19,000 new cases 
diagnosed each year1. By 2030 it is estimated that 230,000 people in Wales will 
be living with cancer. Although survival rates are improving, nearly 9,000 lives 
are still lost annually. Wales currently has the lowest cancer survival rates for the 
most common cancers types when compared to other countries with similar 
healthcare systems across the globe, with late diagnosis thought to be a 
significant factor for this.   
  
Many cancer related issues are common across the UK, although several 
challenges exist that are unique, or greater in Wales. Current estimates suggest 
that an extra 300 lives could be saved every year if Wales just met the European 
average for cancer survival, a figure that could rise to 600 if we were to match 
the best performing countries2.  
  



 
 

    
 
 
 

Lung cancer and bowel cancer represent the two most common causes of 
cancer related deaths in Wales, with over 2000 lives lost annually to lung cancer 
alone. European comparison tables show that Wales is nearly bottom of the 
league for lung cancer survival. It currently ranks 28th out of the 29 European 
countries3.   
  
In addition, variations exist across Wales with respect to cancer incidence and 
mortality, with the observed inequalities associated with deprivation status. For 
some common cancers the reported differences approach 25%, when the most 
and least deprived areas are compared1.  
  
Health care provision that is made within a research-rich environment 
consistently demonstrates improved survival rates.  That is why Cancer 
Research Wales remains committed to fostering high-quality research and 
continues to strive to build capacity in these areas.    
  

Our Vision   
  
A Wales Without Cancer  
  

Our Purpose 
  
Cancer Research Wales exists to drive the advancement of world class research. 
We will educate and inspire the Welsh public, so that together we achieve early 
diagnosis, better treatment and prevention, to ultimately eradicate cancer.  
  

Aims for the Next Five Years  
  

1. To improve cancer survival rates in Wales to compare with the best 
performing countries.   

  
2. To increase the proportion of cancers diagnosed at an earlier stage to 

match the best performing countries.    
  



 
 

    
 
 
 

3. To eliminate the inequalities of cancer incidence and mortality across 
Wales.  

  
4. To prioritise cancer types that are difficult to treat and have poor 

outcomes in Wales.  
  

5. To educate, engage and promote a healthy lifestyle message to families 
throughout Wales.   

  

Setting Priorities   
  
To lessen the burden of cancer on the people of Wales, we would like to see 
funded research that is, innovative, timely, relevant, and sustainable with a clear 
focus on addressing unmet clinical needs.  This must confront some of the 
current challenges and priority areas set out by Welsh Government in their 
revised Cancer Delivery Plan 2016-20204, and also new threats and 
opportunities as they emerge.    
  
Cancer Research Wales sets out an ambitious 5 year research strategy that will 
help build and develop the necessary skill base required for Wales to become a 
true international competitor in the field of cancer research. We will seek to 
identify and prioritise research that will have the greatest impact in reducing the 
burden of cancer on the people Wales.   
  
We call this our Triple ‘A’ approach to supporting cancer research in Wales.  
  
Activate – To identify, support, and nurture the next generation of talented 
researchers and clinicians to become world-leaders in their respective fields.   
  
Accelerate – To provide the necessary resources to ensure the most promising 
developments progress beyond the initial discovery and development stage.  
  
Accomplish – To maximise the impact of breakthroughs where possible, we will 
seek to support the transfer of the highest quality translational research into the 
clinical setting, thereby allowing patients to benefit as early as possible.    



 
 

    
 
 
 

  
The pace of discoveries, combined with advancements in technology has meant 
the landscape of cancer research is unrecognisable from what it was 10 years 
ago. As the field continues to evolve at an unprecedented rate, and as new 
threats and opportunities emerge, Cancer Research Wales will undertake 
constant horizon scanning to ensure that no opportunities are missed and our 
funded research remains novel, relevant, and at the cutting edge of scientific and 
clinical advances.   
  

How Our Research Will Make a Difference in Wales  
  
How We Will Prevent Cancers Where Possible   
  
The trend of increased cancer incidence in Wales is not entirely due to an aging 
population. Poor lifestyle choices are also shown to contribute to the rise in 
cancer, with evidence suggesting that around 40% could be prevented. Cancer 
Research Wales encourages research initiatives that seek to better understand 
the causes of cancer at the molecular basis, through to the population level, with 
the aim to develop key interventions and methods that will help prevent cancer.   
  
Aligned with Welsh Government’s, Cancer Delivery Plan, we will also look to 
support high-quality prevention-focused research that can address the root 
causes (physical, psychological, social and environmental) of inequalities of 
cancer incidence across Wales. In light of this we will determine the factors that 
influence uptake in national cancer screening programmes.  
  
How We Will Diagnose Cancers Early   
  
Late diagnosis of cancer is thought to be a major contributor to the overall poor 
survival rates seen in Wales.  Data published by the Welsh Cancer Intelligence 
and Surveillance Unit show those cancers with the poorest survival rates such as 
pancreas, stomach, oesophagus and liver are often diagnosed at a late stage5.  
  
Reasons for late diagnosis are many and can occur at the level of the patient, 
and/or within the primary (General Practice) and/or secondary (hospital) care 



 
 

    
 
 
 

settings. In an effort to improve cancer outcomes in Wales, Cancer Research 
Wales is committed to the funding of high quality population and laboratory-
based research that will improve the early diagnosis of cancer. This work will 
have the potential to positively impact the current referral cancer guidelines and 
cancer pathways in Wales and help diagnose cancers at an earlier stage.   
  
Population Based Cancer Research  
  
Wales, with its stable population, low rates of immigration, and variation in socio-
economics, is an ideal country in which to perform population and 
epidemiological cancer studies.  For all diagnosed cancers, 90% of patients will 
first present to their G.P. with some symptoms. However, the symptoms of many 
cancers are also shared with other less serious, and often more common 
conditions, that occur within the population.   
  
Cancer Research Wales will look to support areas that pertain to population-
based cancer research, set as priority areas by NICE6, particularly for cancers 
that are poorly studied or where there exists a lack of evidence (e.g. prostate and 
pancreatic cancer). Well-designed studies that seek to understand:  
  

1. The knowledge, attitudes and behavior of patients and general 
practitioners with respect to symptoms   

2. How suspected cancer cases are referred for further investigation and 
G.P. access to diagnostics  

  
all have the potential to influence policy and change future practice.    
  
Evidence that can be used to challenge the current age thresholds set for cancer 
referral guidelines (and screening) will be significant. These studies should seek 
to identify and quantify factors, such as deprivation status and other co-existing 
illnesses, which may lead to cancer in younger age groups than has previously 
been the norm.   
  
  
  



 
 

    
 
 
 

The Development of Diagnostic Tests  
  
There is a recognised lack of accurate diagnostic tests in primary care that G.Ps 
can directly use to determine the likelihood of cancer in symptomatic patients.  
  
Closely aligned with the recommendations of NICE - Cancer Research Wales will 
seek to accelerate research that will aid the development of new diagnostic tests 
for the early diagnosis of suspected cancers in all ages. The accuracy of tests 
under investigation should address the important issues of sensitivity, specificity, 
and positive and negative predictive values. Under this remit, support for 
research that can add to the evidence base for existing cancer tests currently 
used in primary care is also considered important.    
  
How We Will Improve Treatments  
  
This focus will also capture basic and translational cancer biology and science. 
This includes the discovery of new therapeutic targets, and the development of 
much needed predictive biomarkers to measure treatment response (including 
drug combinations). All projects must demonstrate high translational value.    
  
Basic and Translational Research  
  
Basic and translational cancer research is the very foundation on which all 
previous and future improvements in cancer treatment are based. Cancer 
Research Wales remains committed to the funding of high quality research that 
will further our understanding of the genetic and molecular basis of cancer 
development and progression. Research supported in this area must show clear 
and demonstrable translational value that has the potential to quickly impact 
clinical practice.   
  
Drug Discovery and Development  
  
Wales has benefited strategically from government funded state of the art 
computer aided drug design platforms. These have already proved successful 
with new anti-cancer agents recently developed.   Continued innovative drug 



 
 

    
 
 
 

design and development will be essential to sustain the pipeline of new drugs. 
Cancer Research Wales will continue to fund research in this area, and the 
development of novel high-throughput drug screens that serve to accelerate the 
drug discovery process.  
  
Radiotherapy Research and Medical Imaging   
  
Cancer Research Wales has a proud history of supporting radiotherapy research 
across Wales. Our contributions have significantly enhanced the skill base within 
funded departments, particularly at Velindre Cancer Centre, Cardiff.  As 
radiotherapy research continues to advance in both scope and complexity, 
Cancer Research Wales will continue to build on its previous achievements, by 
funding innovative radiotherapy related research and associated imaging 
modalities, such as PET and Radiomics. This work will collectively seek to 
improve radiotherapy treatment plans, leading to better disease control, whilst 
limiting side effects.   
  
Cancer Immunology  
  
Over the last decade the biggest breakthroughs in the treatment of cancer have 
resulted from immunotherapy – a therapeutic approach which uses the power of 
the immune system to treat cancer. Cancer Research Wales will provide 
opportunities for basic, translational, and systems-based research in cancer 
immunology. This will help provide a better understanding of the dynamic 
relationship that exists between the immune system and cancer.   
  
Studies that seek to identify the unknown factors that influence the treatment 
response of immunotherapy - and contribute to the generalised 
immunosuppressive phenotype observed in advanced cancers, as well as 
tumour types considered to have low intrinsic ‘immunogenic’ potential will be 
important.   
  
 
 
 



 
 

    
 
 
 

Supporting Clinical Research   
  
Where the resources and capacity allow, Cancer Research Wales will look to 
support all aspects of clinical research for well-defined hypothesis driven 
studies. This includes, but are not limited to, clinical research fellowships, trial and 
data managers, research nurses, and small scale interventional studies.  
  
Personalised Cancer Medicine   
  
Not all patients respond equally to the various treatments available. Precision 
cancer medicine refers to the prospect of using the very latest advancements in 
science and technology to treat individual cancer patients with greater accuracy 
than ever before.   
  
Matching the right therapy to the right patient will involve a range of technologies 
and diagnostics including integrated cancer genomics, molecular pathology, 
immunotherapy, medical imaging and radiotherapy, drug development, clinical 
trials, and new initiatives in cancer prevention and early diagnosis.   
  
This research will generate a lot of information, which will need high-power 
computers and the necessary expertise to extract meaningful clinical data. 
Where possible Cancer Research Wales will look to support bio-informatics and 
other associated methodologies to facilitate the delivery of the personalised 
cancer medicine, which forms part of Welsh Governments All Wales Genomic 
Strategy. Cancer Research Wales is proud to be at the forefront of such 
research in Wales, which will enable cancer patients everywhere to benefit from 
the world-class research that is being undertaken here.    
  

 How We Will Support Innovative Research  
  
Cancer Research Wales is committed to providing the resources that will allow 
scientists, clinicians, and other allied health professionals to participate in world-
class research in Wales and bring better treatments closer to home.   
  
 



 
 

    
 
 
 

Ph.D Studentships  
  
The funding of PhD studentships remains at the core of the Cancer Research 
Wales research strategy.  This vital support will help sustain research in the 
Universities across Wales, and facilitate the discovery and development of the 
next generation of scientists, some of which we hope will progress to become 
world-leaders in their field.    
  
Project Grants  
  
To promote the sustainability of promising research, Cancer Research Wales will 
support the furtherance of previously funded PhD research to help accelerate 
progress and bridge the translational gap that so often exists between the bench 
and bedside.  
  
Programme Grants  
  
The Programme grant scheme is designed to provide long-term support to a 
research team for broad, multidisciplinary research where the aim is to answer 
an interrelated set of questions. Subject to strict peer review, programme grants 
are awarded to outstanding individuals with an established scientific track 
record and are generally held for five years.  Programme grant calls will be made 
periodically when sufficient funds become available. If considered necessary, 
Cancer Research Wales retains the right to focus such calls on a certain priority 
area in Wales.   
  
Clinical Research Fellowships (PhD)  
  
In some parts of Europe up to 25% of all clinicians are trained to PhD level. We 
believe that a clinical workforce with a strong research background will directly 
benefit patients and promote the early implementation of discoveries made 
through basic, translational and clinical cancer research. To help enhance and 
sustain the skill base of early career clinicians in Wales, Cancer Research Wales 
will fund a series of Clinical Research Fellowships to provide opportunities for 
clinicians wishing to study for the award of PhD.   



 
 

    
 
 
 

  
Innovation Grants  
  
These will support small clinical research or pump priming scientific projects for 
the testing of a proof of principle hypothesis within the field of basic, translational 
or clinical cancer research. Successful grants will normally not exceed £20,000 
and are anticipated to serve to pump prime larger grant applications.   
  
Collaboration with Others  
  
Cancer Research Wales will look to deepen its relationship with the many 
existing collaborative partners. As a founding member of the Wales Cancer 
Alliance, Cancer Research Wales will continue to work closely with Welsh 
Government, Wales Cancer Centre, Universities and hospitals across Wales. This 
will ensure a coordinated approach to the funding of research in Wales, avoid 
duplication of efforts, and offer the opportunity to pool resources where needed. 
This will bring researchers together and also help support large scale research 
projects that are considered important but may require significant capital.   
  
Community Education and Engagement  
  
Working alongside other organisations, Cancer Research Wales, will continue to 
engage with communities across Wales, and in doing so promote cancer 
prevention, raise awareness of symptoms, and encourage participation in 
national screening programmes. Science communication and outreach has 
always been a core value of Cancer Research Wales and at the heart of 
everything we do. Moving forward we will continue as a charity to connect with 
the Welsh public who make our research possible.   
  
We will continue to empower and encourage ownership of the research the 
public fund through events such as community-based science cafes and 
involvement at science festivals. We will seek to inspire the next generation of 
scientists in primary and secondary schools through participation in STEM 
activities, where we will combine learning with fun, and advocate the importance 
of healthy diet and exercise at a young age.  



 
 

    
 
 
 

  
  
1. Cancer Incidence in Wales  
http://www.wcisu.wales.nhs.uk/cancer-incidence-in-wales-1#g  
  
2. BBC Report on Transforming Cancer Services in Wales  
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-wales-40753699  
  
3. Lung cancer survival in Wales  
http://www.wcisu.wales.nhs.uk/survival  
  
4.  Cancer Delivery Plan for Wales 2016-20  
https://gov.wales/docs/dhss/publications/161114cancerplanen.pdf  
  
5. Cancer Incidence by Stage at Diagnosis in Wales  
http://www.wcisu.wales.nhs.uk/cancer-incidence-by-stage-at-diagnosis-i-1  
  
6. NICE Research recommendations for cancer diagnosis  
https://www.nice.org.uk/guidance/ng12/chapter/2-Research-
recommendations  
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