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A B S T R A C T   

2023 marks the 25th anniversary of the Good Friday Agreement, which led peace in Northern Ireland. As well as 
its impact on peace and reconciliation, the Good Friday Agreement has also had a lasting positive impact on 
cancer research and cancer care across the island of Ireland. Pursuant to the Good Friday Agreement, a Mem-
orandum of Understanding (MOU) was signed between the respective Departments of Health in Ireland, 
Northern Ireland and the US National Cancer Institute (NCI), giving rise to the Ireland – Northern Ireland – 
National Cancer Institute Cancer Consortium, an unparalleled tripartite agreement designed to nurture and 
develop linkages between cancer researchers, physicians and allied healthcare professionals across Ireland, 
Northern Ireland and the US, delivering world class research and better care for cancer patients on the island of 
Ireland and driving research and innovation in the US.   

2023 marks the 25th anniversary of the Good Friday Agreement, 
which led to the peace accord in Northern Ireland, ending 30 years of 
conflict. As well as its impact on peace and reconciliation, the Good 
Friday Agreement has had a lasting positive impact on cancer research 
and cancer care collaboration across the island of Ireland. Between 1990 
and 1996 Northern Ireland was a challenging environment for people 

with cancer [1,2]. Cancer services were fragmented and there was wide 
variation in treatment provision. For example, 64 % of surgeons in 
Northern Ireland treating breast cancer performed less than 10 opera-
tions per year [2]. Northern Ireland had the poorest outcomes in the 
United Kingdom for the majority of cancers [3]. The situation in the 
Republic of Ireland was little better, with almost 40 centres treating 
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breast cancer, most at low volumes [4]. This reflected a deficit in spe-
cialised cancer care in each jurisdiction. Research activities (for both 
discovery and clinical cancer research) were also at a low level across 
the island [1]. 

One trailblazing individual had the foresight to recognise that the 
Good Friday Agreement had the potential to transform cancer research 
and care on the island of Ireland. Professor Patrick (Paddy) Johnston had 
been based at the National Cancer Institute in Bethesda, and had just 
returned to Northern Ireland in the mid-1990s to Queen’s University 
Belfast (QUB) with a vision for developing a comprehensive cancer 
research and care programme. He saw in the Good Friday Agreement an 
opportunity to initiate a step-change in cancer research and care on the 
island, by creating what, at the time, was a unique initiative, brokered 
between the governments of Ireland, Northern Ireland and the United 
States (US). Pursuant to the Good Friday Agreement, Paddy pioneered a 
ground-breaking health diplomacy initiative [5], to forge critical part-
nerships that would lead to the signing of a Memorandum of Under-
standing (MOU) in November 1999 at Government Buildings in 
Stormont, Northern Ireland between the respective Departments of 
Health in Ireland, in Northern Ireland and the US National Cancer 
Institute (NCI) [6]. 

This MOU gave rise to the Ireland – Northern Ireland – National 
Cancer Institute Cancer Consortium, an unparalleled tripartite agree-
ment designed to nurture and develop linkages between cancer re-
searchers, physicians and allied healthcare professionals across Ireland, 
Northern Ireland and the US, with the aim of delivering world class 
research and better care for cancer patients on the island of Ireland and 
driving research and innovation in the US. The core aim of the Con-
sortium, captured in the MOU, was “to reduce cancer incidence and 
mortality on the island of Ireland through cross-border and transatlantic 
collaborations in cancer research and education” [6]. 

Paddy’s hard work and ambitious vision for improving world class 
cancer research and care on the island of Ireland was realized in his 
lifetime. Reflecting on breast cancer and the scenario indicated above in 
1995, enhanced screening, early detection and a reorganisation of breast 
cancer services contributed to a decrease in breast cancer mortality in 
Northern Ireland by 29.6 % by 2006, while by 2013, survival for breast 
cancer at 81.9 % was the highest in the whole of the UK [7]. An overall 
analysis of the impact of the Consortium that was performed in 2020 
indicated that collaborative cancer research had doubled between sci-
entists in Ireland and Northern Ireland and also with researchers in 
premier US cancer research institutions [8]. There had also been a sig-
nificant increase in the quality of the cancer research, reflected in 
increased citations and higher journal impact factors [8]. A more recent 
analysis confirms the significant impact of the Consortium on joint 
publications between Ireland, Northern Ireland and the US, both in 
terms of quantity and quality [9]. 

With respect to training and capacity building, over 550 clinicians, 
allied health care professionals and scientists received high quality 
training at the NCI from 2000 to 2020 and returned to bolster cancer 
research and cancer care on the island of Ireland [8]. Critically, in the 
context of enhancing clinical cancer research and clinical care, over 30, 
000 patients have been enrolled in cancer clinical trials in the last two 
and a half decades, saving thousands of lives and enhancing 
quality-of-life [8]. Thus, the Consortium has delivered something truly 
transformative for the island of Ireland that is recognised internationally 
[10]. In March 2023, a QUB-NCI Symposium took place at the NCI in 
Bethesda, showcasing a joint QUB-NCI Doctoral Training Programme in 
Precision Cancer Medicine, where students, supervised by both QUB and 
NCI mentors, are publishing papers in high impact journals and 
receiving international prizes for their work, boding well for the next 25 
years of the Consortium [11]. 

We stand at a significant inflection point for cancer research and 
cancer care, not only on the island of Ireland, but also in the wider US 
and European context, made all the more urgent by the recent disastrous 
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on cancer services and cancer 

patients [12]. Crucially, we have shown through the recent Lancet 
Oncology European Groundshot Commission (the most comprehensive 
analysis of cancer research activity in Europe ever performed) that 
cancer patients treated in research-active hospitals have significantly 
better outcomes than those who are not, emphasising the imperative to 
deliver the very latest advances in cancer research directly to our pa-
tients [13]. The European Cancer Groundshot, which resonates strongly 
with and in support of the US Cancer Moonshot, also reimagines cancer 
research and its implementation for optimal clinical care [13]. From an 
Ireland - Northern Ireland - NCI perspective, the joint discovery research 
and its translation that we are espousing, allied to collaborative cancer 
clinical trials between Ireland, Northern Ireland and the US is compel-
ling. Cancer knows no borders, neither should we [10]. On the island of 
Ireland, the creation of the All Island Cancer Research Institute (AICRI; 
https://www.aicri.org) is significant, and exemplifies shared values on 
the island. Universities and their associated clinical cancer centres are 
working together, developing ambitious goals and activities to reduce 
the burden of cancer. Such pan-island partnerships were unimaginable 
25 years ago, and may not have been possible without Paddy’s pio-
neering foresight to deliver a health diplomacy agenda. 

The other big change has been in the area of patient advocacy and 
Patient and Public Involvement and Engagement (PPIE) in research. 
Whereas 25 years ago there was essentially no opportunities for patient 
or members of the public to have any say in the research agenda, or-
ganisations such as the Northern Ireland Cancer Research Consumer 
Forum and the Patient Voice in Cancer Research have been extremely 
active in ensuring that patients and public both make meaningful con-
tributions to cancer research at all levels, while the PPIE subgroup of 
DATA-CAN, the UK’s Health Data Research Hub for Cancer are an 
exemplar of how best to drive the patient and public agenda of influ-
encing and enhancing cancer reseach and ensuring its timely imple-
mentation [14]. 

In April 2023, as part of the Agreement 25 Conference at QUB to 
recognise the 25th Anniversary of the Good Friday Agreement, we 
hosted a Cancer Showcase event, “Cancer Knows No Borders” [15] 
where we highlighted the substantial impact that the Good Friday 
Agreement has had on cancer research and cancer care on this island, 
highlighting not only the health benefits that have been delivered, but 
also the economic dividend that the Ireland – Northern Ireland – US 
partnership has and will continue to bring to this island. In this regard, 
nurturing the academia-industry-innovation intersect [1] is crucial, re-
flected in the Belfast Region Growth Deal and its ambition to deliver 
interdisciplinary Innovation Centres that address some of the most 
relevant health and life sciences challenges that we face as a society. 

Advancing the cancer and health care agenda has been an integral 
element of the sustained peace, security, and justice on the island that 
have resulted from the Good Friday Agreement. Indeed, the funda-
mental importance of health in global political and economic stability 
was aptly demonstrated during the recent COVID-19 pandemic - healthy 
populations build healthy economies. It is estimated that the cost of 
cancer to the global economy will reach 25.2 trillion international dol-
lars between 2020 and 2050, according to an analysis of 29 cancers 
across 204 countries [16]. 

Both the Ireland – Northern Ireland – National Cancer Institute 
Cancer Consortium and the All Island Cancer Research Institute will 
work together to expand cancer research and improve patient care and 
ensure cancer’s place at the centre of public health policy on the island 
of Ireland, making us optimistic for what can be achieved in the next 25 
years. Plans are in place to deliver an All Island – National Cancer 
Institute Doctoral Training Programme in Precision Cancer Medicine. 
Closer collaboration with Cancer Trials Ireland will explore the potential 
for transatlantic clinical trials. Three all island research programmes 
(AICRI-Start, the All Island e-Health Hub for Cancer and the All Ireland 
Cancer Liquid Biopsies Consortium are being supported through the 
North South Research Programme (NSRP), an initiative of the Shared 
Island Fund. Working together and in close cooperation with our 
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prestigious US partner, we can be a formidable team, delivering 
unparalleled benefits, both for our citizens and for our societies. To 
paraphrase our dear departed friend Paddy Johnston, – “Dream no little 
dreams, for they stir not the hearts of men nor women”. We need to be 
bold, we need to be ambitious and, most of all, we need to work 
together. We have an opportunity to do something that can be truly 
transformative for our planetary health – let’s not shirk our global 
responsibility. 
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