
 
 

 

 
No. 08         February 22, 2016 (Koh) 
 
March is Colon Cancer Awareness Month:  
Significant decline in rates of new cases and death after introduction of screening 
colonoscopy 
 
Since 2002, screening colonoscopy has been part of the national statutory cancer 
screening program in Germany. Between the years of 2003 and 2012, the age-adjusted 
rate of new cases of colorectal cancer in Germany dropped by approximately 14 percent, 
scientists from the German Cancer Research Center (DKFZ) have now calculated. The 
decline is most evident in the age group of persons aged 55 years or older, who are 
offered the examination. The age-adjusted death rate for colorectal cancer dropped by 
almost 21 percent amongst men and by 26 percent amongst women. 
 
Colonoscopy is cancer screening and prevention at the same time, since any precancerous 
stages that may be detected can be removed during the same examination. In October 2002, 
screening colonoscopy was introduced as part of the national statutory cancer screening 
program in Germany for all insured persons aged 55 or older. From 2003 to 2012, about 20-30 
percent of those eligible made use of the screening program.  
 
Hermann Brenner and his colleagues at the German Cancer Research Center (DKFZ) in 
Heidelberg, collaborating with scientists from the Saarland cancer registry and Lübeck 
University, have now studied whether screening colonoscopy already has positive effects ten 
years after it was introduced.  
 
Colon cancer develops very slowly over many years in most cases. Therefore, the full effect of 
the prevention program will manifest itself only in the longer term. However, the age-adjusted 
rate of new cases in Germany has already declined between 2003 and 2012, by 13.8 percent 
in men and 14.3 percent in women. The age-adjusted death rate for colorectal cancer dropped 
by almost 20.8 percent amongst men and by 26.5 percent amongst women.  
 
The strong decline in the number of newly diagnosed colorectal cancer cases manifested itself 
specifically in the age groups of those aged 55 and older. The rate of new cases had been on 
the rise over several decades prior to the period under investigation, when this trend reversed. 
In the age groups under 55 years, for whom the screening examination is not offered, a 
comparable drop in the number of newly diagnosed cases was not observed.  
 
The patterns now observed indicate that screening colonoscopy substantially contributes to 
reducing the rates of new cases and death from bowel cancer in Germany. Based on long-term 
experience in the United States, the scientists expect that this decline in the rate of new cases 
as well as in the mortality rate will continue and become even stronger in the next few years.  
 
“During a colonoscopy examination, many tumors are discovered at an early stage when the 
chances of cure are still good,” says Michael Hoffmeister, an epidemiologist at the DKFZ. 
“Therefore, mortality drops even more strongly than the rate of new cases.” Hermann Brenner, 
who is the study head, adds: “Today, there are more than 60,000 new cases of colorectal 
cancer in Germany each year and more than 25,000 deaths from colorectal cancer. Most of 
these cases could be prevented by colonoscopy – this is the best argument for making use of 
this effective prevention program!”  
 



The rate of new cases was calculated on the basis of data from the epidemiological cancer 
registries; mortality rates were determined based on the official statistics on death causes. 
Long-term trends were determined based on data from the Saarland cancer registry, which has 
kept complete records of cancer cases for a long time already.  
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The German Cancer Research Center (Deutsches Krebsforschungszentrum, DKFZ) with its more than 3,000 
employees is the largest biomedical research institute in Germany. At DKFZ, more than 1,000 scientists investigate 
how cancer develops, identify cancer risk factors and endeavor to find new strategies to prevent people from getting 
cancer. They develop novel approaches to make tumor diagnosis more precise and treatment of cancer patients 
more successful. The staff of the Cancer Information Service (KID) offers information about the widespread disease 
of cancer for patients, their families, and the general public. Jointly with Heidelberg University Hospital, DKFZ has 
established the National Center for Tumor Diseases (NCT) Heidelberg, where promising approaches from cancer 
research are translated into the clinic. In the German Consortium for Translational Cancer Research (DKTK), one of 
six German Centers for Health Research, DKFZ maintains translational centers at seven university partnering sites. 
Combining excellent university hospitals with high-profile research at a Helmholtz Center is an important contribution 
to improving the chances of cancer patients. DKFZ is a member of the Helmholtz Association of National Research 
Centers, with ninety percent of its funding coming from the German Federal Ministry of Education and Research and 
the remaining ten percent from the State of Baden-Württemberg. 
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