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COLLEGES SAY NHS SHOULD FUND FERTILITY SERVICES FOR CANCER PATIENTS 
 
A new working party report from the Royal Colleges of Physicians, Radiologists, and 
Obstetricians and Gynaecologists, including specialists in cancer and fertility, recommends that 
the NHS should fully fund fertility services for patients with cancer.  NICE guidelines from 2004 
recommend universal access to sperm, egg and embryo storage, but a survey of oncologists to 
accompany the report shows that these were not always widely available and funded, and 
certainly not universally provided. 
 
The report 'The effects of cancer treatment on reproductive functions;  guidance on management' 
recommends that a national policy on sperm, egg and embryo storage is needed and that funding 
bodies develop equitable funding protocols for patients.  In addition, the report stresses the need 
for patients to be fully informed of the risks of treatment at the time of diagnosis, including written 
information, and psychological support and counselling should be available. 
 
Eleven thousand patients under 40 years old are diagnosed with cancer every year in the UK.  
Cure rates have risen recently, and while effective treatment and cure is paramount, infertility 
following treatment can be a source of great distress.  Many cancer treatments will not affect 
fertility at all.  However, chemotherapy and some forms of radiotherapy and surgery can damage 
the testicles or ovaries. 
 
While it is not usually possible to prevent this damage occurring, it is possible to anticipate it, 
particularly in men by banking sperm.  In women it is sometimes possible (where a partner is 
present) to create embryos using IVF, which can then be stored, or more experimentally to freeze 
eggs or portions of the ovary.  Once treatment is complete and infertility confirmed it is then 
possible to thaw the sperm, embryos or eggs and potentially restore fertility. 
 
Sperm banking is widely available in the UK, but not always available free of charge.  Embryo 
storage is often, although not always available and funded.  There are no routine NHS facilities 
for banking eggs or portions of ovary, although these are often available in the private sector. 
 
Dr Ben Mead, Chair of the working party said: 
"More and more young people with cancer can now be cured with modern treatments, but this 
success has sometimes been achieved at a price - particularly with regard to fertility.  Techniques 
are available, or in development, to store sperm, eggs, embryos or even parts of an ovary that 
can then restore fertility after treatment.  What is lacking is a uniform national strategy - leaving 
the present arrangements as analogous to postcode prescribing.  It is time for action nationally to 
deal with this distressing problem." 
 
Dr Michael Williams, Vice-President of the Royal College of Radiologists, said: 
 
"It is shocking that arguments over funding still limit patients' access to fertililty preserving 
treatments. Sperm freezing is well established, simple and effective. It should be available to all 
as recommended by three reports from NICE, and there should be a national strategy to fund 
other options for patients". 
 
Professor Richard Anderson of the Royal College of Obstetricians and Gynaecologists said:  
 
"The irreversible effects of cancer treatment on fertility will have long-term implications for men 
and women. Sperm banking should be routinely available to all men and funded as part of their 
cancer treatment and there are very promising and increasingly successful developments in new 
options for women.   
 



"The joint guidelines give recommendations for improved provision of fertility preservation 
treatments for both men and women and should be heeded by healthcare professionals, service 
providers and policy makers responsible for providing good quality care to these patients."    
 
Notes to Editors 
 
The summary and recommendations are attached.  The Colleges worked closely with the cancer 
charity Cancerbackup to produce patient information and on the report launch.  Cancerbackup 
has undertaken a survey of PCTs in relation to provision of fertility services for cancer patients 
and has case studies available for the media.  For a full copy of the report and for interviews 
please contact: 
 
Royal College of Physicians:  Linda Cuthbertson, PR Manager, 020 7935 1174 ext.254, 0794 105 
7494, or linda.cuthbertson@rcplondondon.ac.uk  
 
Royal College of Radiologists: Dan Garbutt, Communications Officer, 020 7299 1138, or 
dan_garbutt@rcr.ac.uk  
 
Royal College of Obstetricians and Gynaecologists: Gerald Chan, Head of Communications, 020 
7772 4664 or gchan@rcog.org.uk 
 
'The effects of cancer treatment on reproductive functions;  guidance on management' is 
available from the RCP Publications Department priced £18. 
 


