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Cervicalscreeningcontroversy

SARAHBARDON
PoliticalReporter

The Health Service Executive
yesterday confirmed 162 wom-
en – including 17 who have died
– were not informed of a delay
in their cervical cancer diagno-
sis.

A review conducted by the
HSE has confirmed 208 wom-
en should have received earlier
intervention than they did but
only 46 individuals were made
aware of this.

The examination, conducted
by national director of quality
assurance at the HSE Patrick
Lynch, confirmed 17 of these

women have died. The cause of
their deaths is not known.

Mr Lynch said he could not
state if these women were in-
formed of the delayed diagnosis
before they died but insisted
their next of kin would be con-
tacted by today at the very lat-
est.

All of the other women affect-
ed would also be informed by to-
day and given an appointment
with a clinician free of charge.

HSE director general Tony
O’Brien apologised to all of the
women involved and to their
families for the “completely un-
acceptable” practices.

Asked who was to blame for

this failure, Mr O’Brien said he
did not have sufficient informa-
tion at present to state who had
been at fault. However, it was
“very clear” that there had been
poor communication with the
patients involved, he added.

Mr O’Brien said: “We are en-
suring the loop is closed. Clear-
ly what happened here was re-
lated to individuals being asked
to pass on information and
there being no closing of the
loop as to whether that informa-
tion had been passed on.

“From this point forward,
that loop will be closed . . . This
will not happen again.”

US-basedlaboratory
The controversy came to light
through the case of Vicky
Phelan, a terminally ill mother
of two, who last week settled a
High Court action against the
US-based laboratory subcon-
tracted by CervicalCheck to as-
sess the smear tests.

Ms Phelan had a smear test
in 2011 which showed no abnor-

malities. In 2014, an audit
found this was incorrect but she
was not informed of the out-
come of that review until late
2017.

The legal case led to confir-
mation from the HSE that the
CervicalCheck programme had
been notified of 1,482 cases of
women who had developed cer-
vical cancer since 2008.

In the majority of these cases
there had been no requirement
for further review. However,
the cases of 442 women were re-
viewed and for 208 women ear-
lier intervention was suggest-
ed.

This information was given
to 13 hospitals caring for the
208 women. These include

Mayo University Hospital in
Castlebar, the Coombe hospital
in Dublin, Cork University Hos-
pital, Louth County Hospital in
Dundalk, the National Materni-
ty Hospital in Dublin, Letterk-
enny General Hospital, Univer-
sity Hospital Limerick, the Ro-
tunda in Dublin, Sligo Universi-
ty Hospital, Tallaght Hospital
in Dublin, University Hospital
Galway, University Hospital
Waterford and Wexford Gener-
al Hospital.

However, the outcome of the
review in their cases was com-
municated to only 46 individu-
als, meaning 162 were kept in
the dark until now.

Mr O’Brien stressed the re-
view conducted by the HSE
over the weekend could not de-
termine why women were not
notified, but he stressed the ex-
ternal review established by the
Government should be able to
answer these questions.

The issue has raised signifi-
cant concern regarding the
screening tests for cervical can-

cer. Mr O’Brien acknowledged
there were legitimate ques-
tions being asked of the pro-
gramme but he stressed Cervi-
calCheck was a very important
tool, which has provided three
million smears to over 50,000
women.

The screening is not a diag-
nostic test and is not 100 per
cent accurate,he added. The is-
sue here, Mr O’Brien said, was
the delay in intervention in the
cases of women who had devel-
oped cervical cancer.

Asked if he was confident
such failures were confined to
the CervicalCheck pro-
gramme, he said he had no con-
cerns regarding BreastCheck.

BreastCheck is a Govern-
ment-funded programme that
provides free mammograms to
eligible women aged 50-69 eve-
ry two years.

However, Mr O’Brien said
other screening programmes
were newer and the HSE
would move to satisfy itself in
that there were no other gaps.

The controversy surrounding
the cervical screening service
has led to widespread fear and
concern among women
across the country.

The case of Vicky Phelan,
the mother of two from Co
Limerick who was given
incorrect cancer test results in
2011 and is now terminally ill,
shocked the nation. She was
diagnosed with cancer in 2014
but told of the false negative
in the earlier smear test only
in September 2017.

The revelation that a
retrospective audit of women
diagnosed with cervical
cancer found that more than
200 others should have
received earlier intervention
has added to anxiety .

At the same time the move
by Minister for Health Simon
Harris to publicly express a
lack of confidence in the
management of the Cervical
Check programme, leading to
the departure of its clinical
director late on Saturday
night, fuelled the belief that
something genuinely unusual
and alarming was going on.

In this context it is perhaps
unsurprising that about
6,000 women have since
Saturday phoned a helpline
set up by the Health Service
Executive to field calls from
patients on the controversy.

The controversy raises, on
a series of levels, concerns –
for doctors, the health service
in general and the Govern-
ment – which are likely to be
examined by the new inquiry
which is to be established.

It is accepted that the

screening test for cervical
cancer is not 100 per cent
accurate. However, given the
HSE has had a national policy
on open disclosure since 2013,
the fact that 165 women were
not given details of the
findings of audits of their
cases is staggering.

While there will undoubted-
ly be a lot of focus in the
immediate future on who
knew what and when about
the cervical screening contro-
versy, the most important
responsibility for the HSE and
the Government will be to
restore the confidence of
women in the screening
programme itself.

Since its establishment in
2008, the national cervical
cancer screening programme
has undoubtedly led to many
lives being saved. More than
1.1 million women have
undergone screening, leading
to about 50,000 high-grade
precancerous changes being
detected and treated, prevent-
ing a significant number of
invasive cancers.

Overall, since the introduc-

tion of the screening pro-
gramme, the incidence of
cervical cancer has fallen by
about 7 per cent a year.

New tests and technology
hold out the prospect of the
number of women contract-
ing the condition being
reduced further.

An information campaign
to highlight the benefits of the
screening programme may
now have to be considered.

The Government, the HSE
and the medical profession
may also have to show that
they have embraced the
concept of open disclosure
and ensure that patients in
future receive details of
information and results
concerning their health.

The Government delayed
in the past on introducing
mandatory open disclosure. It
now says it will do so for
serious incidents. It should set
out a timescale for this
measure to be put in place.

Martin
Wall

CONOR GALLAGHER

The woman whose High Court
case shone a light on the cur-
rent scandal surrounding cer-
vical screening has said she
never imagined so many wom-
en could be affected.

Vicky Phelan (43), from An-
nacotty in Co Limerick, is suf-
fering from terminal cancer af-
ter earlier receiving a negative
smear test under the HSE’s
CervicalCheck programme.

Yesterday, the HSE con-
firmed a total of 162 women
were not informed of a delay
in their cancer diagnosis.

A total of 17 of these women
have died, but the cause of
death is not yet known. The
HSE is still trying to contact an-
other 13 women.

Ms Phelan said yesterday
she was “very upset” by the fig-
ures.

“To think there was 17 wom-
en. It was bad enough that
there was three, but to think
there was 17,” she told the Ray
D’Arcy Show on RTÉ Radio
One.

“I could be another one of
those women. If I had died I
would have been on that list.
Thankfully I didn’t and I’m
here to tell the tale. And by
God I’m going to take these
guys on.

“I think it’s disgraceful
what they’ve been doing to the
women of Ireland.”

She said she never thought
the problem would be of this
magnitude.

“I really didn’t think I’d be
waking up this morning to this
type of news,” an emotional
Ms Phelan said, adding that
“they fecked with the wrong
women”.

Notrust
She said she does not have
“any trust in the management
of the programme as it cur-
rently stands” but urged wom-
en to continue getting smear
tests despite the controversy.

“Cancer screening does

save lives.”
Ms Phelan settled a High

Court action for ¤2.5 million
last week against a US labora-
tory over a 2011 smear test,
which wrongly gave a negative
result for cancer.

She was diagnosed with can-
cer in 2014 and told of the false
negative in the smear test only
in September 2017.

Varadkar
Taoiseach Leo Varadkar con-
firmed yesterday the Govern-
ment will hold an inquiry into
the failure of the screening
programme to tell women
they were falsely given
all-clear smear tests.

Ms Phelan said she does not
want to see an “inquiry or tri-
bunal that will take years” but
also doesn’t want an investiga-
tion taking place behind

closed doors.
“I am happy to see there is

going to be an inquiry. I’d be
very reluctant to see one that
can’t be reported on until it’s
finished.”

Upsetting
She said the inquiry should ex-
amine why the HSE fought
against her High Court case so
hard, including asking for de-
tails of how sick she was and
how soon she might die.

“It’s upsetting to think they
demanded proof that I was
likely to die earlier than ex-
pected.

“I mean Jesus, how dare
they?” Ms Phelan said.

In January, she was given
between six and 12 months to
live.

She is on a treatment drug
which costs ¤8,500 per dos-
age every three weeks. She
said she is paying for the drug
herself.
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JACKPOWER

Rebecca O’Malley, the woman
at the centre of a major breast
cancer diagnosis scandal sever-
al years ago, has expressed
shock at the cervical cancer
screening controversy.

Ms O’Malley praised Vicky
Phelan, a Limerick woman
whose recent court case ex-
posed failings in the Cervical-
Check programme.

“My heart goes out to Vicky
Phelan and her family. She has
bravely fought the system to
highlight her case and, hopeful-
ly, bring about urgently needed
change for the benefit of oth-
ers,” she said.

“Tragically, and not for the
first time within Irish health-
care, not putting the patient at
the centre of the whole process
has cost some people their
lives,” Ms O’Malley said.

In 2005 Ms O’Malley, who
then lived in Co Tipperary, went

for a biopsy to test for suspected
breast cancer, which came back
clear. However, a second biopsy
14 months later revealed she did
have cancer, before it emerged
later the first test did show ma-
lignancy.

Yesterday the HSE said 162
women who developed cervical
cancer had not been told previ-
ous smear tests which gave
them the all-clear had, on re-

view, indicated earlier interven-
tion in their cases was neces-
sary.

Ms O’Malley, who now lives
in the UK, said there should
have been no room for the with-
holding of information in rela-
tion to mistakes with past smear
tests. “How could it not have

been a priority to contact all
those women who had been mis-
diagnosed?” she told The Irish
Times.

“The public rely on complete
honesty, integrity and transpar-
ency from our health service
and those that work within it,”
Ms O’Malley said.

“Patients may be able to for-
give those in the medical service
for making mistakes – humans
do, and will always, make mis-
takes. What patients cannot ac-
cept or forgive is the deliberate
withholding of crucial informa-
tion from them that restricts
their rightful choices,” she said.

In June 2007 Ms O’Malley re-
ceived an apology from then
minister for health Mary Har-
ney. However, it would be five
years later, after a High Court
battle, that the HSE apologised
and admitted full liability.

A court settlement was
reached for an undisclosed
amount in July 2012. Her case
also led to a Health Information
and Quality Authority investiga-
tion into the misdiagnosis.

SARAHBURNS

General practitioners across
the country have been receiv-
ing calls from women worried
about their smear tests in the
wake of revelations in the Vicky
Phelan case.

Dr Illona Duffy said the
Swan Park Family Practice in
Monaghan town received
about five or six calls yesterday.
“We had a couple of calls from
women who have had their
smear tests and are just won-
dering can they be sure their
smear is okay,” Dr Duffy said.

“We’ve taken their names
and said we’ll get back to them
when we know what’s planned
or what is to happen. We’re
waiting to get some guidance
from the HSE and we’ll get
back to them.”

Dr Gary Stack from the Park
Medical Practice in Killarney,
Co Kerry said it had received
three calls from women look-

ing for “reassurance” regard-
ing their smear tests.

Dr Stack said the Irish Medi-
cal Organisation (IMO) had
been in touch to say they are
due to meet Department of
Health officials tomorrow to
clarify aspects of Minister for
Health Simon Harris’s an-
nouncement that all women
aged 25 to 60 will be entitled to
have a repeat smear test.

Entitlements
They are due to discuss precise
entitlements of patients, re-
sourcing, where smear tests
are to be sent, quality assur-
ance criteria and the process-
ing of claims.

“Again, everything falls back
to the GP, are we then trying to
create space for work,” said Dr
Stack.

“They just assume that this
can be added in.”

Dr Martin Daly from the Bal-
lygar Health Centre in Co Gal-
way said it provides about 20
smear tests per month but had
received no calls in relation to

cervical checks yesterday.
“We would be quite a busy

practice, but strangely enough
we haven’t got any calls.”

More than 6,000 people con-
tacted the CervicalCheck hel-
pline (1800 45 45 55) by yester-
day afternoon. The HSE said
the helpline is receiving a large
number of calls.

“We acknowledge that call-
ers may experience some diffi-
culties getting through and
apologise for this,” it said.

It began operating on Satur-
day morning, after a technical
glitch delayed its start.

One woman described the
helpline as “effectively use-
less”. “I rang wanting to know
the years of erroneous checks,”
she told The Irish Times. “The
woman on the phone refused to
answer the question and said
she would refer me to manage-
ment. “However, she wasn’t
able to tell me when manage-
ment would get in touch. What
is the point of this helpline if it
can’t tell us the window of the
erroneous checks?”
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