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CORRESPONDENCE
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cancer patients in 2022: effect of COVID‑19 pandemic?
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Coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) caused by SARS-
CoV-2 was declared a pandemic by the World Health 
Organization (WHO) on the 11th of March 2020 leading to 
some form of lockdown. The COVID-19 lockdown included 
restrictive measures for access to the health system and tem-
porary health system reorganization with many resources 
diverted to the care of COVID-19 patients. Because of this, 
the temporary suspension of screening programs, various 
political orders to “stay at home” and public fear of the 
unknown, many diagnosed cancers experienced delays in 
treatment or went undiagnosed and oncological care suffered 
a slowdown. During the pandemic period, a decline in the 
number of cancer patients was noticed in many radiation 
oncology departments in Europe and the USA due to ther-
apy deferrals for certain diseases, reduced referrals but also 
due to temporary reduction of screening programs [1, 2]. 
Although in our radiation therapy department no treatments 
were delayed (even for infected patients with mild–moder-
ate symptoms), the therapeutic activity decreased by 9,75% 
comparing financial year (March-February) pre-pandemic 
(2019/2020) to the first pandemic year (2020/2021).

Due to the decrease in therapeutic activity during the pan-
demic and the temporary suspension of screening programs, 
a possible subsequent increase in the therapeutic activity was 
hypothesized due to the normalization of the health system 
and the reactivation of screening programs. Primary wait-
ing list (patients postponed by radiation oncologists) and 
secondary waiting list (patients postponed by other special-
ists) were gradually resolved but patients with diagnostic 
delay are increasing and therefore stressing the radiation 

therapy system capacity. This is at least the experience of 
our department.

The Catalan Institute of Oncology (ICO) located at 
Duran i Reynals Hospital in L’Hospitalet-Barcelona is a 
public cancer center of reference for a stable population of 
1.300.000 people. The radiation oncology department has 5 
linear accelerators and a brachytherapy unit. Our workload 
is about 3200 external radiotherapy treatments (72% with 
curative intent) and about 750 brachytherapy treatments per 
year. Analyzing our casuistry, we have observed a signifi-
cant increase in radiotherapy treatments for breast cancer 
in the year 2022. Although we have seen a slight decrease 
in adjuvant breast radiation treatments in the 2 years of the 
pandemic in comparison with 2019, but in 2022 we noted 
a significant increase of 18.8% (Fig. 1). During these peri-
ods, there have been no substantial changes in our reference 
population or the incorporation of new referral centers or 
in the indications for treatment. Obviously, the aging of the 
population does not explain this sharp increase in the num-
ber of adjuvant breast cancer treatments and we believe that 
this is due to the increase in the number of screen-detected 
breast cancer diagnoses after resumption of screening pro-
grams [3] or patients who have subsequently consulted. In 
any case, whether due to diagnostic or therapeutic delays, 
the increase in activity is stressing our radiotherapy system 
capacity.

While we await our data on the number of breast cancers 
detected after the resumption of screening programs, the 
number of breast cancer surgeries and the stage distribution, 
we believe it is important to share our data with other radia-
tion oncology departments that may have observed this phe-
nomenon. Measures must be put in place to ensure sufficient 
capacity to meet demand without additional waiting lists at 
least until we return to pre-pandemic levels of activity.
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Fig. 1  Number of adjuvant loco-regional breast radiation treatments 
in the last eight years
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