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POLICY PRIORITIES  
TO PREVENT CANCER
Cancer prevention must be a top 
priority for the UK government
Around 1 in 2 people will face cancer in their 
lifetime1, disproportionately affecting vulnerable 
groups. Approximately 40 per cent of cancers 
are preventable2 by addressing key risk factors  
such as poor diets, obesity, low physical activity 
levels , and alcohol consumption, alongside 
socio-economic disparities and funding 
shortages. Obesity increases the risk of over  
13 different cancers3 while alcohol consumption 
increases the risk of seven cancers4. All these 
factors also impact outcomes and long-term 
health after a cancer diagnosis.

A nation and healthcare system  
in ill health 
The Office of Budget Responsibility identifies 
economic inactivity due to ill health as a 
significant economic risk5. In 2023, 184,000 
potentially preventable cancer cases were 
diagnosed in the UK (out of an estimated 
375,000 new annual cases)6, costing an 
estimated £113 bn or 5.07 per cent of annual 
GDP7. From 2023 to 2040, the cost is projected 
at £113 tn7 with an annual cost of at least  
£90 bn, excluding 20237. Preventable cancer 
cases diagnosed in 2023 alone cost the 
healthcare system £3.7 bn, with secondary  
care accounting for 95 per cent of these costs8.  
With a healthcare system under strain, 
preventing cancer is essential. 

A prescription for policy action 
Reducing preventable cancer cases and 
increasing survival rates is crucial as the 
population grows and ages. Evidence-based 
policies, protected from commercial influence, 
can promote healthy diets, breastfeeding, 
physical activity, and reduced alcohol intake 
and reduce preventable cancer cases. These 
policies also support broader health, economic, 
and societal goals, including addressing 
other preventable diseases like diabetes and 
cardiovascular disease, meeting environmental 
targets, and reducing inequalities.

We urge the incoming government to take 
forward proposals in the Tobacco and Vaping 
Bill to reduce the rates of smoking.

Prioritising prevention and supporting  
those living with and beyond cancer 
Our 5 priority areas: 
1	 Prioritise cancer prevention across government 
2	 Improve the nation’s diet 
3	 Get everyone moving more 
4	 Reduce the nation’s alcohol consumption 
5	 Increase support and resources for patients,  

health professionals, and research

Top 3 priorities for the first 100 days: 
1	 URGENT: Implement delayed restrictions on unhealthy 

food multibuy offers and TV/online advertising 
2	 Reaffirm commitments to halving childhood obesity  

by 2030 
3	 Commission an independent review to inform the 

development of a national alcohol strategy

Top 10 priorities for the first year: 
1	 Develop a ring-fenced funded 10-year cancer strategy, 

supported by an action plan with prevention at the heart 
2	 Implement a new public health act in England  

to consolidate existing legislation 
3	 Develop an effective cross-government health 

inequalities strategy and action plan with clear targets 
4	 Invest Soft Drinks Industry levy (SDIL) revenue  

to improve child health and make healthy foods more 
affordable, accessible, and available 

5	 Expand eligibility for the School Fruit and Vegetable 
Scheme (or Healthy Start Scheme) and Free School Meals 

6	 Implement a more robust mandatory front-of-pack food 
label across all products 

7	 Restrict all unhealthy food locations in high footfall areas 
both online and in retail stores 

8	 Publish new guidance stating the planning system should 
promote good health, safe residential areas, reduce 
health inequalities, and prioritise public health priorities 

9	 Support the inclusion of nutrition and physical activity 
advice along the cancer treatment pathway 

10	 Implement a long-term, ring-fenced funded Cabinet-led 
science strategy prioritising cancer prevention research
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Prioritise cancer 
prevention across 
Government 

By 2040, an estimated 226,000 
new preventable cancer cases will 

emerge, with 3.7 mn new cases between 2023 and 20408. 
Furthermore, over 33,000 annual cancer cases are linked 
to deprivation9. During the COVID-19 pandemic, health 
inequalities widened by 10 per cent in England compared 
to the last 5 years. Those in the least deprived areas can 
expect to live 19 more years in good health than those  
in the most deprived areas.  

Strategy and coordination: 
•	 First year: Develop a 10-year cancer strategy with 

ring-fenced funding, focusing on prevention and 
modifiable risk factors, throughout society and  
across the life course. 

•	 First year: Implement a new public health act in 
England consolidating existing legislation, prioritising 
health and wellbeing. 

•	 First year: Develop a cross-government health 
inequalities strategy and action plan with clear 
targets. 

•	 Additional measures: Enhance coordination and 
leadership across government to focus on cancer 
prevention and modifiable risk factors. 

Public health funding: 
•	 Review public health funding to emphasize 

prevention. 

•	 Invest an additional £0.9 bn in local public health 
budgets in England, with equivalent investments  
in devolved nations. 

Improve the  
nation’s diet 

Obesity, which is linked to more than  
13 cancer types, is the UK’s biggest 
cause of cancer after smoking, 

causing 1 in 20 cancers in the UK2. If insufficient action 
is taken, obesity will overtake smoking as the number 
1 risk factor. In 2021, nearly 26 per cent of adults in 
England were living with obesity10. Between 2022–2023, 
9.2 per cent of reception children and 22.7 per cent of 
year 6 children were living with obesity11. The NHS 
spends an estimated £6.5 bn annually on obesity-related 
diseases12. Obesity rates are higher in deprived areas, 
with the poorest 20 per cent needing to spend 50 per 
cent of their disposable income on food to meet dietary 
recommendations in 202313. 

Halving childhood obesity:  
•	 First 100 days: Reaffirm commitments to halving 

childhood obesity by 2030.  

•	 Additional measures: Support international efforts 
and cooperation through participation of WHO’s 
Global Obesity Coalition. 

Advertising and marketing: 
•	 URGENT – First 30 days: Implement delayed 

restrictions on unhealthy food multibuy offers  
and TV/online advertising. 

•	 Additional measures: Expand food advertising 
restrictions, limit outdoor ads and sports sponsorships 
by junk food brands, regulate child-friendly marketing, 
and restrict unhealthy food locations in high-traffic 
areas both online and in stores. 

•	 Additional measures: Close legal loopholes on 
misleading marketing that undermine breastfeeding 
and appropriate formula feeding. 

Fiscal measures: 
•	 First year: Invest Soft Drinks Industry Levy (SDIL) 

revenue to improve child health, make healthy foods 
more affordable, and introduce new fiscal measures  
to promote reformulation of unhealthy products  
and increase proportion of healthier food and drink 
options sold. 

•	 Additional measures: Restrict energy drink sales  
to children under 16 and extend the SDIL to milk-
based drinks. 

School meal standards: 
•	 First year: Expand eligibility for the School Fruit  

and Vegetable Scheme (or Healthy Start Scheme)  
and Free School Meals, improve food standards  
in line with current dietary guidance in schools, 
hospitals, and government facilities. 

•	 Additional measures: Introduce planning restrictions 
for unhealthy food outlets near schools, implement 
mandatory reporting to monitor and uphold school 
food standards. 

Labelling: 
•	 First year: Implement a more robust mandatory  

front-of-pack food label across all products. 

•	 Additional measures: Ensure high-fat, salt, and sugar 
(HFSS) products (as classified under the Nutrient 
Profile Model) do not make health or nutrition claims 
on packaging or marketing. 

Planning: 
•	 First year: Restrict unhealthy food locations in high 

footfall areas both online and in retail stores. 

•	 Additional measures: Empower local authorities 
to control local food environments and support 
businesses in increasing healthy food options. 
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Get everyone  
moving more 

Physical activity decreases the risk 
of three cancer types and indirectly 

reduces cancer risk by maintaining healthy body weight14. 
Low physical activity causes 1 per cent of all cancers2. 
Between 2021-2022, 63.1 per cent of the population 
met UK physical activity guidelines15. From 2020 to 2021, 
44.6 per cent of children aged 5-16 met the Chief Medical 
Officers’ (CMO) guidelines of 60 minutes of daily activity16. 

•	 First year: Publish new guidance promoting health  
in planning systems. 

Additional measures:  
•	 Enhance accessibility to physical activity by 

implementing active design guidelines, increasing 
green spaces, and prioritising walking and cycling 
infrastructure. 

•	 Integrate physical activity with the NHS and 
community services, training healthcare professionals 
to promote physical activity in both inpatient and 
outpatient settings. 

•	 Continue £57 mn Opening School Facilities investment 
to provide activity spaces for disadvantaged children 
during holidays. 

•	 Extend the PE and sport premium until 2030, ensuring 
children get at least 60 minutes of daily physical 
activity, including 30 minutes in school (as outlined  
in the School Sport and Activity Action Plan).

Reduce the nation’s 
alcohol consumption 

Alcohol consumption increases the 
risk of seven cancer types, causing 
3-4 per cent of UK cancer cases2 

Around 10 mn people in England exceed the CMO’s  
low-risk guidelines, including 1.7 mn high-risk drinkers17. 
In 2012 the annual cost of alcohol harm to the NHS  
is estimated to be approximately £3.5 bn, with a wider 
societal cost of £21 bn17. 

First 100 days: Commission an independent review  
to develop a national alcohol strategy. 

Additional measures: 
•	 Implement a national alcohol strategy informed  

by the independent review, including measures to: 

•	 Classify alcohol as an ‘unhealthy product’ under 
HFSS marketing restrictions, overseen by an 
independent body. 

•	 Introduce mandatory alcohol product labelling on 
health risks, including risks associated with cancer. 

•	 Implement and review minimum unit pricing 
for alcohol in England and Northern Ireland to 
prevent the sale of ultra-cheap high strength 
drinks, adjusting for inflation. 

•	 Ensure alcohol duty keeps pace with inflation, 
taxing stronger products at a higher rate. 

Increase support 
and resources for 
patients, health 
professionals,  
and research 

Despite established links between diet, physical activity 
and cancer, resources and support for patients and 
healthcare professionals remain insufficient. Furthermore, 
cancer research funding, which dropped by 8 per cent 
due to the COVID-19 pandemic, needs more support18. 
Investing in cancer research provides excellent value for 
money, generating £2.80 of economic benefit for every 
£1 invested19. However, only 5.5 per cent of the total 
expenditure in cancer research is on prevention  
(£35 mn out of £628 mn in 2020/21)20.  

Patients: 
•	 Include expert nutrition and physical activity advice 

in the NHS for anyone along the cancer treatment 
pathway. 

•	 Incorporate nutrition and physical activity questions  
in the National Cancer Patient Experience Survey. 

•	 Make prehabilitation a mandatory requirement for 
NHS Trusts to offer cancer patients, with funds 
available for prehabilitation programmes to be 
developed and evaluated 

Health professionals: 
•	 National rollout of nutrition and cancer in medical 

school curricula. 

•	 Improve access to training for healthcare professionals 
on nutrition in primary care and public health settings. 

Research and data: 
•	 First year: Implement a long-term, ring-fenced 

funded Cabinet-led science strategy featuring cancer 
prevention, which must include measures to. 

•	 Increase funding and support for research 
resources and infrastructure, focusing on cancer 
prevention research activities. 

•	 Enhance government support for indirect costs  
of charity investment in universities. 

•	 Participate in international research collaborations 
like Horizon Europe. 

•	 Collaborate with public funders and charities to 
ensure rapid, patient-centric research translation.
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