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The fall in breast cancer mortality in Europe
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Between 1981 and 1997, breast cancer mortality at
age 20-69 years has decreased by 22% in the UK and
19% in the USA, and a 25% decline has been projected
to the year 2000 [1]. In the European Union as a whole,
overall age-standardised mortality from breast cancer
declined by 7% between 1988 and 1996 [2].

Since the largest advances in breast cancer diagnosis
and treatment have been obtained in women below the
age of 70 years, and the adoption of various interven-
tions responsible for some reduction in breast cancer
mortality has not been homogeneous across various
European countries [2], it is therefore of interest to
consider recent trends in breast cancer mortality in dif-
ferent countries and in separate age groups. Data were
abstracted from the World Health Organization (WHO)
database, re-coded according to the Ninth Revision of
the International Classification of Diseases (ICD), and
standardised by quinquennia of age using the world
standard population [3], for comparative purposes with
other areas of the world. The pattern of trends descri-
bed was in any case similar using the European stan-
dard population.

Table 1 gives age-standardised breast cancer death
certification rates around 1988 and 1998 in three sepa-
rate age groups (20—49, 50-69, 70-79 years) for 32 Eur-
opean countries, and in the European Union (EU) as a
whole. In all Western European countries, except Bel-
gium (whose data, were not available after 1994), breast
cancer mortality at age 20-49 years declined. The over-
all decline in the EU was 16.3%, from 12.3 to 10.3/
100000, and most countries — including the largest
ones — had a rate close to 10/100 000. The decline was
larger in the UK, but the absolute value in 1998 (11.6)
was still comparatively high. The pattern was incon-
sistent for the Eastern European countries considered
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(i.e. former non-market economy European countries),
which however had considerably lower breast cancer
rates in the 1980s [3].

Likewise, in the age group 50-69 years, most Western
European countries, except Norway, showed a fall in
breast cancer mortality, for an average of 8.6% in the
European Union (from 73.1 to 66.8/100000). France,
Germany and Italy had rates very close to 65/100 000,
while the UK showed a larger decline, but still had a
higher death rate (74.4). In Eastern Europe, rates star-
ted from lower values, but were generally stable or
upwards.

At age 7079 years, the overall decline in the EU was
4%, from 116.5 to 111.8/100 000. France, Germany and
Italy had rates between 101.9 and 115.3, while the UK
had a larger decline (—15.1%), but still a higher abso-
lute value in 1998 (129.0).

Fig. 1 gives a global figure of trends in breast cancer
mortality at age 20-69 years in 22 selected European
countries, providing meaningful and comparable data
from the early 1960s onwards, plus the Russian Fed-
eration and Ukraine for which data were available since
the early 1980s.

Fig. 2 gives comparable data for the whole EU, and
six selected Eastern European countries providing
meaningful data since the early 1986s. The former Cze-
choslovakia, since 1992, includes the Czech Republic
and Slovakia; data for other Eastern European coun-
tries were not available in a comparable format in the
1980s. In the EU, breast cancer mortality rates at age
20-69 years rose from 23.8/100000 in 1960-1964 to
reach a peak of 29.7 in 1985-1989, and subsequently fell
to 27.3, i.e. a rate comparable to that registered in the
mid-1970s. In Eastern Europe, comparable rates rose
from 14.4 in 1960-1964 to 24.1 in 1990-1994, and sub-
sequently stabilised in 1995-1997 (24.2/100 000).

Table 2 gives breast cancer mortality rates for the
same geographical areas and selected calendar periods
and at age 70 years or over, and 20—69 years, over the
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Fig. 1. Trends in age-adjusted (world population) death certification rates from breast cancer per 100000 women aged 20-69 years in 24 selected
European countries, between 1960 and 1997.

period 1960-1997. Insufficient data were available for
1998 to provide meaningful rates on an aggregate level.
Some decline in the breast cancer death rates in the EU
was observed over the last few years also at age 70 years

or over (from 138.3 in 1990-1994 to 134.9 in 1995-
1997), while in Eastern Europe, breast cancer mortality

at age 70 years or over was still increasing, to reach
106.7 in 1995-1997.
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Table 1
Age-standardised® death certification rates per 100000 women from breast cancer in Europe, 19881998
Country Age 2049 years % Change Age 50-69 years % Change Age 70-79 years % Change
in rates in rates in rates
1988 1998 1988 1998 1988 1998
Austria 10.9 8.8 —19.3 76.8 61.1 —20.4 116.2 116.9 +0.6
Belarus 8.8 10.5 +19.3 38.4 49.8 +29.7 42.2 62.1 +47.2
Belgium 13.5 13.7 +1.5 92.8 83.9 -9.6 138.7 137.4 -0.9
Bulgaria 11.4 9.6 —15.8 52.7 43.0 —18.4 78.1 79.8 +2.2
Croatia 9.7 12.6 +29.9 53.0 60.1 +13.4 96.8 137.2 +41.7
Czech Republic 10.8 7.5 -30.6 68.1 67.9 —-0.3 126.3 119.2 —5.6
Denmark 14.9 11.9 —20.1 99.2 94.6 —4.6 139.1 166.2 +19.5
Estonia 9.3 10.5 +12.9 46.2 63.9 +38.3 72.9 86.3 +18.4
Finland 11.3 9.9 —12.4 59.6 54.5 —8.6 82.3 75.0 —-8.9
France 10.3 9.9 -39 67.2 66.3 —1.3 104.2 101.9 =22
Germany 12.1 9.8 —19.0 73.5 65.5 —-10.9 117.3 115.3 —-1.7
Greece 8.6 7.9 -8.1 54.8 48.6 —11.3 77.1 83.7 +8.6
Hungary 13.3 11.8 —11.3 67.2 73.4 +9.2 125.4 135.0 +7.7
Iceland 4.4 5.3 +20.5 104.6 539 —48.5 72.8 115.4 +58.5
Ireland 17.3 10.7 —38.2 92.2 88.0 —4.6 128.2 139.3 +8.7
Ttaly 11.8 10.1 —14.4 69.0 64.8 —6.1 107.3 106.8 —0.5
Lithuania 12.4 11.9 —4.0 51.7 59.8 +15.7 74.5 81.3 +9.1
Luxembourg 14.8 9.9 —33.1 99.7 49.7 -50.2 169.5 127.0 -25.1
Malta 17.0 13.8 —18.8 99.4 84.0 —15.5 199.1 208.8 +4.9
Moldova Republic 12.4 10.5 —153 40.4 514 +27.2 40.2 53.7 +33.6
The Netherlands 13.7 13.3 -29 88.0 80.8 —8.2 152.3 150.8 -1.0
Norway 11.1 10.4 —6.3 59.6 64.3 +79 125.1 108.0 —13.7
Poland 9.2 9.4 +2.2 54.7 53.7 —1.8 74.5 86.7 +16.4
Portugal 12.0 10.6 —11.7 55.3 53.1 —4.0 75.9 81.3 +7.1
Romania 10.4 9.9 —4.8 51.2 55.6 +8.6 62.8 75.0 +19.4
Russian Federation 10.0 11.5 +15.0 44.5 58.1 +30.6 52.7 73.2 +38.9
Slovenia 10.9 9.9 -9.2 70.4 65.4 -7.1 110.8 120.9 +9.1
Spain 11.1 9.7 —12.6 55.6 51.1 —8.1 78.7 82.1 +4.3
Sweden 11.2 7.6 —32.1 58.7 55.6 —-5.3 108.9 91.5 —-16.0
Switzerland 12.1 10.3 —14.9 80.7 75.0 —7.1 146.4 124.8 —14.8
The Netherlands 13.7 13.3 -2.9 88.0 80.8 —8.2 152.3 150.8 -1.0
Ukraine 11.5 12.7 +10.4 49.0 62.9 +28.4 50.1 72.6 +44.9
United Kingdom 15.7 11.6 —26.1 96.3 74.4 —22.7 152.0 129.0 —15.1
European Union® 12.3 10.3 —16.3 73.1 66.8 —8.6 116.5 111.8 —4.0

2 Age-adjusted by quinquennia of age, using the world standard population.
® Data were available up to 1994 for Belgium and Switzerland, 1996 for Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Ireland, Italy, Poland and Sweden, 1997 for

Austria, France, Germany, Greece, Luxembourg, The Netherlands, Norway, Russian Federation, Spain, United Kingdom.

¢ Includes Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, Netherlands, Portugal, Spain, Sweden,

United Kingdom.

Thus, a fall in breast cancer mortality below the age

30

of 70 years was observed over the last decade in all
Western (but not Eastern) Europe, likely reflecting
advancements in survival [4] following mammography
screening [5] and therapeutic advancements [6,7]. There
is also a systematic tendency towards levelling of rates
across Europe, with a larger decline in the UK, which
started from higher absolute values, also on account of
different criteria of classification and coding of cancer at
death in England and Wales up to 1992, which may
have affected death rates by reducing them by approxi-
mately 5% [8]. The persisting unfavourable trends in
Eastern Europe indicate the importance of interventions
for breast cancer control, as well as for other neoplasms
and conditions that are influenced by deprivation and
amenable to treatment in these areas of the continent
[9-11].
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Fig. 2. Trends in age-adjusted (world population) death certification
rates from breast cancer per 100000 women aged 20-69 years in the
European Union (EU) and six selected Eastern European countries
(i.e. Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland, Romania and Slo-
vakia), between 1960 and 1997.
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Table 2

Trends in age-standardised® death certification rates per 100000
women at age 20-69 years and 70 years and over in the European
Union® and six selected Eastern European countries®, 1960-1997

Calendar European Union Eastern countries
period

Death rates at ages: Death rates at ages:

20-69 years >70 years  20-69 years =70 years
1960-1964  23.8 110.6 14.4 55.1
1965-1969 254 114.3 16.8 64.4
1970-1974  27.0 113.4 18.8 73.2
1975-1979  27.6 117.3 21.2 82.2
1980-1984  28.8 126.5 22.5 86.8
1985-1989  29.7 136.2 23.5 94.5
1990-1994  29.1 138.3 24.1 101.1
1995-1997  27.3 134.9 24.2 106.7

4 Age-adjusted by quinquennia of age, using the world standard
population.

® Includes Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany,
Greece, Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, The Netherlands, Portugal,
Spain, Sweden, United Kingdom. Data were available up to 1994 for
Belgium, 1996 for Denmark, Finland, Ireland, Italy, Poland and Swe-
den, 1997 for Austria, France, Germany, Greece, Luxembourg, The
Netherlands, Norway, Spain, United Kingdom.

¢ Eastern countries include Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Hungary,
Poland, Romania and Slovakia.
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