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Editorial

A call to action: strengthening services to improve 
childhood cancer survival in Latin America and the 
Caribbean

Jarbas Barbosa da Silva Jr.1
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As childhood mortality from infectious diseases continues 
to dramatically decline in resource-limited settings, cancers 
account for a greater proportion of deaths in those aged 19 
years and younger. Childhood cancer is a significant public 
health issue for several reasons: its high disease burden (1), 
the wide disparities in survival rates (estimated at 30% in 
low- and middle-income countries and over 80% in high-in-
come countries) (2), and the limited political prioritization 
in national health programs despite the highly cost-effective 
nature of pediatric cancer interventions (3). Unlike other types 
of cancer, those that affect children are mostly not prevent-
able. However, survival and quality of life for children with 
cancer can be improved by strengthening health systems for 
timely and quality diagnosis and treatment. In Latin America 
and the Caribbean (LAC), over 29  000 children and adoles-
cents (0 to 19 years) are diagnosed with cancer each year with 
10  000 of them succumbing to the disease, representing the 
second cause of death in this age group (4). In LAC, the sur-
vival rate for children with cancer is 55%, although it varies 
widely across countries, reflecting disparities in healthcare 
availability, access, and quality (4). Among the key factors 
contributing to poor survival from childhood cancer are 
misdiagnosis, late diagnosis, high rates of treatment aban-
donment, mortality associated with infections, and difficulty 
in accessing treatment (5). To improve childhood cancer sur-
vival, a global initiative was launched by the World Health 
Organization (WHO) and St. Jude Children's Research Hos-
pital (St. Jude) in 2018, known as the Global Initiative for 
Childhood Cancer (GICC), with the aim to achieve a global 
survival rate of at least 60% for all children and adolescents 
with cancer (5). Since its launch the Pan American Health 
Organization (PAHO) is implementing GICC in the Region of 
the Americas which began with a comprehensive situational 

analysis and a series of country-specific childhood cancer 
profiles (4). To date, 18 PAHO Member States have commit-
ted to implementing the GICC, using the CureAll framework 
(5). This framework focuses on strengthening health systems 
through four pillars: Centers of Excellence (C), Universal 
Coverage (U), Treatment Regimens (R), and Evaluation and 
Monitoring systems (E); and through the promotion of three 
key facilitators: Advocacy (A), Financing (L), and Governance 
(L) (5). GICC implementation in LAC involves a collaborative 
and multifaceted strategy, engaging governments, non-gov-
ernmental organizations, healthcare professionals, and civil 
society. This special supplement of the Pan American Journal 
of Public Health highlights some of the significant advances in 
the Region such as reduced rates of treatment abandonment 
in Peru; improvements in early detection referral programs in 
Andean countries, the Dominican Republic, and Panama; and 
progress made in legislation for pediatric cancer in Argentina, 
Brazil, and Peru. In addition, the establishment of the WHO/
St Jude Global Platform for Access to Childhood Cancer 
Medicines in Ecuador, the pioneering country for this initia-
tive in LAC, has resulted from collaborative work to address 
an unmet need in essential medicines and diagnostics and 
improve care standards for children and adolescents affected 
by cancer.

The first five years of the GICC have led to numerous regional 
public goods produced by PAHO, St. Jude, GICC working 
groups and collaborators based on interventions to promote 
earlier diagnosis, psychosocial support, better nutrition, reduce 
treatment abandonment, optimize supportive care, nursing, 
and palliative care for childhood cancer (6). These public goods 
include virtual courses, guidelines, publications, communi-
cation campaigns, and other materials, which have reached 
hundreds of thousands of health professionals to improve their 
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from national and regional experiences in the Americas raising 
awareness and promoting evidence-based best practices.

If we are to achieve a future where no child dies from cancer, 
this can only be possible if we work collaboratively and in coor-
dination across all sectors of society and government, in our 
efforts to strengthen the health system response.

knowledge and awareness and contribute to enhancing child-
hood cancer care.

Childhood cancer is not only a regional concern, but also a global 
challenge. This special supplement aims to inspire both global 
and regional actions to strengthen health systems to improve the 
management of childhood cancer by sharing the lessons learned 
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