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Agenda item 2.6 INDEXED

LONG-TERM PLANNING OF INTERNATIONAL COOPERATION 
IN CANCER RESEARCH

The Director-General has the honour to bring to the attention of the Health Assembly, 
at the request of the Delegation of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, the attached 
document on the above mentioned subject.
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ANNEX

LONG-TERM PLANNING OF INTERNATIONAL COOPERATION 
IN CANCER RESEARCH

Document presented by the Delegation of the 
Union of Soviet Socialist Republics

1. The Delegation of the USSR to the Twenty-sixth World Health Assembly, in company with 
many other delegations, proposed the broadening of international cooperation in cancer 
research, in view of the extreme importance and complexity of that problem for national and 
international public health and of the unlikelihood of its being solved by the efforts of 
any one country or by the uncoordinated efforts of many countries.

It was pointed out on that occasion not only that the time was ripe for really effective 
international cooperation on the problems of study of the causes and mechanisms of develop
ment of malignant neoplasms and for the organization of extensive programmes for their treat
ment and prevention, but also that rapidly widening opportunities for such cooperation 
existed in present conditions of relaxation of international tension and of the extension of 
multilateral relations between States with different social and political systems.

These proposals, as you know, received wide support at the Twenty-sixth World Health 
Assembly and were reflected in its resolution WHA26.61.

2. In connexion with that resolution and with the circular letter of 27 August 1973 from 
the Director-General of the World Health Organization on possible ways of drawing up an 
international cancer programme, the Ministry of Health of the USSR and the Academy of Medical 
Sciences of the USSR, with the cooperation of the Scientific Council on the broad problem 
"Malignant Neoplasms" attached to the Presidium of the USSR Academy of Medical Sciences, 
considered in 1973-1974 a number of proposals prepared by experts and specialists of the 
Soviet Union and other countries on the possible lines to be followed by an international 
cancer research programme and on methods for effectively coordinating the efforts of insti
tutions in different States. These proposals were widely discussed in the USSR, and on some 
of them exchanges of views took place with the appropriate scientific organizations of certain 
other countries.

In view of the urgency of this question, the report of the Director-General of the World 
Health Organization contained in document A27/l3 of 4 April 1974 was studied very rapidly, but 
with all due care, in the Soviet Union. The profound and constructive nature of the report 
and the way in which it essentially corresponded to the spirit and letter of resolution 
WHA26.61, were noted with satisfaction. Also noted with satisfaction were the large number 
of favourable replies from Member States to the Director-General's questionnaire, the large 
number and profundity of proposals and ideas in regard to research methodology put forward 
by countries, the readiness displayed to gear national institutions on a large scale to the 
implementation of an international cancer programme, etc. All these things show that the 
initiative taken by the Twenty-sixth World Health Assembly to broaden international cooperation 
in cancer research was not only quite timely, but also received a positive response from many 
countries of the world.

3. It is quite true that only the first steps towards preparing an international cancer 
programme have so far been taken and that the final establishment of that programme will 
require substantial efforts on the part of the research institutions of the Member States and 
of the WHO Secretariat. This applies particularly to the actual content of the individual 
sections of the programme, formulation of its particular tasks and stages, etc.
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At the same time it is quite clear that the programme can only be successful if its 
methodological foundations are properly laid, in other words if the right "key" is found to 
the problem of combining the separate scattered elements of medical and cancer research into 
a single and purposeful international programme. That will also involve an analysis of the 
reasons for the lack of success of the attempts at international coordination of cancer 
research made hitherto by various organizations.

4. In the opinion of the delegation of the USSR the first important condition for success
ful implementation of an international cancer programme is correct determination of its 
purposes. The programme must be a comprehensive one and at the same time confined to the 
research aspects of the problem of cancer. It must be directed primarily towards obtaining 
new knowledge and to discovering the mechanisms and causes of the inception and spread of 
cancerous diseases and of other malignant tumours. It must also concern itself with 
comparative and methodological evaluation of different systems and methods of work of the 
cancer services, on the understanding, however, that the organization and the provision of 
practical cancer control services (both curative and preventive) must as hitherto remain 
among the primary tasks of the national public health authorities of each country. At the 
same time international experience is undoubtedly extremely useful for all national health 
public administrations. We believe that such a limitation of the programmes proposed is 
wise and not contrary to the interests of the World Health Organization and its Member States.

5. At present it seems reasonable to distinguish the following four organizational and 
methodological stages in the drawing-up of an international cancer programme:

The first stage should consist in drawing up a list of the most promising lines of 
research and of special research problems, as is proposed in paragraph 3(1) of resolution 
WHA26.61. Lists of such problems, have, as you know, been drawn up in the last few years by 
experts and specialists in different countries (the USSR, the United States of America,
France, Czechoslovakia, Egypt and others) and these are summarized in the list of most 
promising lines of research given in the Director-General's report.

The Soviet delegation agrees in principle with these lines of research, though it 
considers the lists as provisional and requiring further study and concordance. It seems 
to us that the holding of further conferences and meetings of experts from different countries 
under WHO auspices will make it possible to reach final agreement in a very short time upon a 
list of desirable lines of research for submission to the Organization's Member States for 
consideration. Obviously this list must not be regarded as something fixed and immutable 
since the situation in medical research on cancer may change in the years ahead. Neverthe
less, a first approximation of such a list of promising research trends is necessary and can 
be drawn up quickly.

6. The second stage in the drawing-up of a programme is expert evaluation of each research 
trend included in the list. In this evaluation it is necessary to consider what methods are 
proposed by specialists for the study of any particular problem, roughly how long the research 
will take, and how many countries or scientific institutions could take part in it. It seems 
to us that this work cannot be done anywhere but in the World Health Organization, with the 
participation of the appropriate experts and specialists and also with enlistment of the help 
of the national research institutions of WHO's Member States.

7. The third stage in drawing up an international cancer programme should in our opinion be 
the plotting of a logical network diagram to determine the order of its implementation. In 
this diagram, on the basis of the expert evaluations already referred to, individual cancer 
programmes should be placed in the order in which they now seem most probable, taking into 
account their length and significance. For drawing up such a network diagram the services
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should be enlisted of all specialists in long-term planning and programming in the World 
Health Organization itself and also in other national and international organizations, 
including the International Institute of Applied Systems Analysis recently set up in Vienna.
It is clearly most desirable for the network diagram to cover about 10 years, because to 
draw up a comprehensive cancer programme to cover a shorter period, for instance five years, 
would be difficult on account of the scale of an international programme, while drawing it 
up for a longer period (15 to 20 years) would deprive the programme of its direct immediacy 
and significance for all Member States.

8. Finally the fourth stage in drawing up an international programme must be the setting-up 
of an International Information Centre to report on progress in its implementation, using the 
electronic computer equipment available to WHO. This is envisaged in particular by operative 
paragraphs 3 (2) (3) of the resolution. It is necessary to begin actively now to develop a 
computer language, a unified code for coding programmes, research centres, methods etc., in 
order to ensure in the future a wide use of these international programmes by all national 
centres. It must be borne in mind that the computer languages and kinds of programmes that 
are being used in different Member States are different in essence and that what is needed 
therefore is not adoption of the language of any one particular country but the preparation
of a real international thesaurus and computer language for a multilevel follow-up and control 
system to check the progress of the international cancer programme. Here again it will be 
necessary to enlist the services of the specialists in WHO, in the International Institute of 
Applied Systems Analysis, in the International Agency for Research on Cancer and in the 
national organizations of the principal Member States. The Soviet Union is prepared to take 
an active part in developing hardware and software of this kind for the international programme.

9. Of course, the main condition for successful implementation of an internal cancer programme 
is active and voluntary support of it by a majority of the Organization's Member States and by 
large numbers of research institutes and laboratories in different countries of the world.
This can only occur if the conditions of participation in the programme are really voluntary 
and attractive for all those who take part. Each country must take responsibility for carrying 
out cancer research in accordance with the international programme, mainly with its own resources 
and funds, but the methodology of the research must be agreed upon in advance. On the 
completion of a particular piece of research, its results must be sent to the International 
Information Centre at Geneva in such a form that they can be coded and fed into the memory of 
the electronic computer. The scientific contribution of each scientist and of each institute 
will then be permanently recorded for the future. In exchange for this, each participant in 
the international programme must have access to all the other results obtained by other 
participants in the programme. This in our view is of vital importance for any institution, 
scientist or State. This approach will avoid possible suspicions of scientific domination 
by certain countries or institutions or of attempts•forcibly to cause a "brain drain" such 
as has occurred in the past and unfortunately is still occurring now. In future, in carrying 
out international cooperation in medico-biological research we must strive to eliminate this 
factor, which is having such a pernicious effect on the development of medical research and 
public health in the developing countries.

10. The help of all the international organizations concerned must be enlisted in carrying out 
the international cancer programme.

The World Health Organization, the International Agency for Research on Cancer and the 
International Union against Cancer must play a leading part in implementing the programme, while 
WHO must have the main directing role. It must be decided just what parts of the programme 
other international organizations can take over and also to what components of the research their 
own resources, obtained both from their regular budget and from voluntary contributions and other 
extra-budgetary sources, can be allotted. The chief reason for the World Health Organization
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taking the leading and directing role in this programme is, we consider, its inter-governmental 
status. Unlike WHO, the International Union against Cancer is a voluntary association of 
scientists and scientific oncological societies, and on that account it cannot assume wide 
responsibilities and ensure that they are carried out. The International Agency for Research 
on Cancer is also limited in its possibilities by the fact that it has only 10 Member States 
and is under the terms of its Statute a daughter organization of WHO.

It is advisable now, however, to define more exactly the spheres of activity of WHO, the 
International Agency for Research on Cancer and the International Union against Cancer in order 
to prevent their overlapping and to ensure the most effective possible use of all the resources 
and funds available to these organizations.

In view of this, in January 1973 the USSR submitted to the Governing Council of the 
International Agency for Research on Cancer for its consideration a number of proposals for 
making the Agency's Statute more precise and defining the main lines of its activity. Considera
tion of these proposals was postponed by agreement until the question of the international 
cancer programme has been considered by the World Health Assembly.

11. The Soviet delegation is empowered to state that the Soviet Union will take an active part 
in the preparation and implementation of a programme of international cancer research and is 
prepared to give that programme all possible support and help in the future. The Soviet Union 
is at present engaged in cooperation in the field of oncology on a bilateral and multilateral 
basis also with other States: with the socialist countries members of the Council for Mutual 
Economic Assistance, the United States of America, France, Italy, Sweden and other countries.
In all these agreements it is stipulated that their results shall be made available to the 
World Health Organization, and we venture to hope that these bilateral and multilateral 
programmes will be a useful addition to the international cancer programme and will consequently 
serve the objectives set forth in resolution WHA26.61 and in the WHO Constitution.

* * *


