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KEY MESSAGES

Liver cancer is the sixth leading cause of cancer-related deaths in Europe, with most cases caused by 
viral hepatitis.1,2,3 Although cost-effective hepatitis interventions can prevent liver cancer cases, their 
implementation and uptake have stalled.4,5 Without significant action now, the number of liver cancer 
cases in Europe is expected to increase by 22% by 2040.5

Europe’s Beating Cancer Plan and the 2025 UN Political Declaration on Noncommunicable Diseases 
(NCDs) provide a clear framework to prevent liver cancer cases through scaling up hepatitis 
elimination.6,7 European Union (EU) Member States must translate these commitments into action by 
embedding hepatitis elimination into liver cancer programmes to reduce preventable deaths.

This toolkit is a resource for all stakeholders looking to strengthen liver cancer and hepatitis responses 
in Europe. It summarises the current policy landscape, highlights gaps driving inequities within both 
responses, and offers practical, actionable next steps to accelerate progress towards scaling up liver 
cancer prevention through hepatitis elimination. 

Hepatitis elimination is liver cancer prevention: 
there is a gap in the implementation of existing  
policies and cost-effective interventions, particularly  
for hepatitis C, resulting in a rise in preventable cases.

Addressing disparities is essential: disparities  
within and between EU Member States’ cancer and 
hepatitis programmes are creating gaps within  
Europe’s response and driving health inequalities for 
people at risk of liver cancer. 

Collective action is crucial: by collectively working 
together through scaled-up approaches, Europe  
can accelerate action now to prevent liver cancer 
cases and deaths caused by hepatitis.
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HEPATITIS AND LIVER  
CANCER IN EUROPE:
CONTEXT

In some European countries up to 

1 in 6 
people living with hepatitis are 
diagnosed late, presenting with 
advanced cirrhosis or liver cancer.5

Hepatitis caused more 
than half of liver cancer 
deaths, with the majority 
caused by hepatitis C.5

However...

HEPATITIS ELIMINATION 
IS CANCER PREVENTION
Most cases of liver cancer caused by 
hepatitis can be prevented through cost-
effective methods of testing, hepatitis C cure, 
and hepatitis B treatment and vaccination. 
Diagnosing hepatitis early can ensure people 
are linked to treatment and care, reducing the 
number of liver cancer cases and deaths. 

By investing in hepatitis elimination as liver 
cancer prevention, governments and health 
systems can decrease the incidence of liver 
cancer, increase early diagnosis, and reduce 
mortality. It also makes health systems 
stronger and more cost-effective.4

To read more about hepatitis 
elimination as liver cancer 
prevention, please visit: 

www.worldhepatitisalliance.org/
wp-content/uploads/2025/07/WHA-
Liver-Cancer-White-Paper-RGB.pdf

https://www.worldhepatitisalliance.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/WHA-Liver-Cancer-White-Paper-RGB.pdf
https://www.worldhepatitisalliance.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/WHA-Liver-Cancer-White-Paper-RGB.pdf
https://www.worldhepatitisalliance.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/WHA-Liver-Cancer-White-Paper-RGB.pdf


Europe’s collective response to hepatitis and 
liver cancer is hindered by uneven progress and 
disparities between and within Member States. 

There is a critical lack of robust and timely data 
from all countries, which prevents the EU from 
truly understanding both the health and economic 
impact of liver cancer and hepatitis.9,10 In 2023, 
several EU/EEA countries lacked a national 
action plan or strategy for hepatitis prevention and 
control, with only two thirds of countries reporting 
national funding for implementation.11 

Progress towards achieving hepatitis C 
elimination in Europe has particularly stalled in 
recent years. Most hepatitis related deaths are 
caused by hepatitis C, and they are linked to a 
growing number of liver cancer cases related to 
hepatitis C, despite a cure being available.12 

Social determinants of health increase the risk of 
hepatitis and make it more challenging to manage, 
with higher numbers of liver cancer cases reported 
in economically disadvantaged areas across 
Europe, particularly in lower income households.13 

Early diagnosis of hepatitis is essential to reduce 
the risk of developing liver cancer in the Europe.4 
Despite this, screening rates for hepatitis remain 
low in the EU and European Economic Area (EEA). 

Testing rates for both hepatitis B and C vary 
significantly across the EU, with countries 
with higher burdens often having the highest 
proportion of undiagnosed people living with 
hepatitis.5 Without implementing strong testing 
programmes, countries increase their future  
risk of a high liver cancer burden. 

These gaps result in inequalities that 
disproportionately impact vulnerable and 
marginalised populations, including some 
migrant groups, people who inject drugs, men 
who have sex with men, people in prison, and 
sex workers.5 These groups often face limited 
access to testing, harm reduction, treatment 
and hepatitis B vaccination.13 In 2023, there 
were restrictions and/or gaps in hepatitis testing 
and treatment programmes for key populations 
in several countries, further exacerbating 
challenges to early diagnosis.5

Complex healthcare systems, lower levels of 
educational attainment, language barriers and 
fear of disclosure can also create barriers for 
key populations in accessing liver cancer care 
pathways. In Europe, liver cancer surveillance 
is often only delivered by specialists. This can 
worsen other barriers to care including low 
awareness, limited health literacy, and limited 
access to services. This may lead to delayed liver 
cancer diagnosis due to poor linkage to care.13 

People living with hepatitis often have poorer 
liver cancer outcomes as a result of these 
challenges.5 To reach the hepatitis elimination 
goals it is essential to address these policy 
gaps and barriers to accessing care to improve 
health outcomes. Increased funding for testing is 
essential to advancing hepatitis elimination and 
liver cancer prevention, while ensuring strong 
linkage to care.

Increased investment in data and awareness is 
also particularly needed to fully understand the 
cost of inaction and enable impactful policies for 
people at risk of liver cancer. Without strong data, 
policy solutions cannot be truly evidence-based, 
and interventions will not reach the people that 
need them the most.

HEPATITIS AND LIVER CANCER IN EUROPE AND THE 
DISPARITIES AND INEQUITIES WITHIN BOTH RESPONSES
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In 2024, WHA in partnership with the European Centre for Disease Prevention and 
Control (ECDC) conducted a pilot survey to measure stigma experienced by people living 
with hepatitis B and C in nine selected European countries. The survey found that:

Stigma and discrimination continue to create 
barriers to hepatitis elimination and liver cancer 
prevention in Europe. Stigma, often caused 
by misunderstandings about how hepatitis 
is transmitted, can drastically affect people’s 
personal and professional lives and mental 
health.14 It can also adversely impact their health 
seeking behaviour.13,15 This in turn can lead to 
delayed diagnosis, poor treatment adherence, 
and loss to follow up, worsening health outcomes 
and further perpetuating disparities.15,16

Inequities contribute to and exacerbate stigma 
experienced by people living with hepatitis.13 

Hepatitis-related stigma can also crossover 
with other types of discrimination related to key 
populations such as migrants, people who inject 
drugs and sex workers.16

STIGMA: A KEY OBSTACLE TO SCALING UP IN EUROPE

To learn more about the impact of stigma on people living with hepatitis in Europe, 
please read WHA and ECDC’s pilot survey here: https://www.worldhepatitisalliance.
org/wp-content/uploads/2025/04/Hep-B-and-C-survey-on-stigma-FINAL.pdf

found it difficult to tell people that 
they are/were living with hepatitis.

57% of those affected 
by hepatitis C 
of those living 
with hepatitis B 46% 

reported avoided going to 
healthcare services when they 
needed it because they expected  
to be treated differently.

24% of those living 
with hepatitis C
of those living 
with hepatitis B 15% 

reported low self-esteem due 
their hepatitis status.

48% of those affected 
by hepatitis C 
of those living 
with hepatitis B 18% 

had a delay in treatment  
or medical procedure  
due to stigma experienced in 
healthcare settings.12

32% of those living 
with hepatitis C
of those living 
with hepatitis B 15% 

All stakeholders have a role to play in combatting 
the misinformation around hepatitis. While the 
Council of the European Union has scaled 
up efforts to address misinformation around 
hepatitis B vaccination, further education and 
awareness is needed throughout Europe, 
particularly for hepatitis C.17

To achieve the uptake in services required to 
reduce liver cancer cases, it is imperative that 
policies and programmes address stigma to 
reduce barriers to equitable, person-centred 
care. This should include combating stigma 
experienced in healthcare settings by increasing 
training and awareness programmes for 
healthcare professionals.15 

Civil society organisations and peers should also 
be empowered to deliver hepatitis testing and 
support liver cancer monitoring programmes 
to improve uptake of liver cancer screening, as 
they help make services more acceptable and 
accessible to communities by reducing barriers 
to care.4,18

https://www.worldhepatitisalliance.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/04/Hep-B-and-C-survey-on-stigma-FINAL.pdf
https://www.worldhepatitisalliance.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/04/Hep-B-and-C-survey-on-stigma-FINAL.pdf
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The EU’s new funding 
commitment to scale up liver 
cancer prevention through 
SHIELD

The EU recently funded Joint Action 
Strategies for Health Interventions to 
Eliminate Infection related Cancer (SHIELD), 
a new initiative which aims to address 
cancers caused by communicable diseases, 
including hepatitis-related liver cancer. 
Consisting of 69 partners from 25 European 
countries, SHIELD will bring together different 
strategies and stakeholders, including 
civil society, to develop a comprehensive 
prevention programme across Europe.22 

To learn more about SHIELD, please visit 
https://shield.chip.dk/ 

LOOKING FORWARD 
FROM EUROPE’S BEATING 
CANCER PLAN 

Europe has made significant political progress 
towards scaling up liver cancer prevention 
through hepatitis elimination in Europe, most 
notably through Europe’s Beating Cancer Plan. 

Published in 2021, the plan recommends ensuring 
access to hepatitis B vaccination and hepatitis C 
treatment to prevent liver cancer cases.6 The EU 
further demonstrated its leadership by adopting 
the 2025 UN Political Declarationon NCDs and 
the 2024 Council Recommendation on vaccine-
preventable cancers.7,19 

By adopting the political declaration, the EU 
pledged to scale up hepatitis testing as liver 
cancer prevention, in addition to its existing 
commitment to expanding access to vaccination 
and treatment.7 This was later codified in the 
5th edition of the European Code Against Code, 
which expanded its recommendations to include 
hepatitis B and C testing and treatment as 
recommended by an individual’s country, in 
addition to hepatitis B vaccination.20 

Europe must now translate these strong policy 
commitments into action by supporting and 
coordinating implementation within and across 
Member States. Policy, programme and funding 
gaps between countries contribute to unequal 
access to hepatitis testing and treatment across 
Europe. This has led to missed opportunities to 
scale up liver cancer prevention and unequal 
health outcomes for people at risk of liver cancer 
across the EU.

Stronger EU-level policy coordination is needed to 
address these programmatic gaps. Member States 
must secure sustainable funding to implement 
strong liver cancer prevention and hepatitis 
elimination programmes. The upcoming Multiannual 
Financial Framework (MFF) is a critical opportunity 
for the EU to prioritise health, liver cancer prevention 
and hepatitis elimination in its new budget. Every 
dollar invested to prevent liver cancer deaths returns 
more than double the value to the health system.4,21 

KEY GAPS, OPPORTUNITIES, AND FUNDING CHALLENGES

Several European countries are leading the way in scaling up liver cancer prevention 
through hepatitis elimination by implementing EU policy recommendations both 
nationally and in local communities. 

Hepatitis C is no longer the leading cause of 
liver cancer in Spain due to its leading efforts in 
hepatitis elimination. 

Since the introduction of Spain’s Strategic 
Plan for Addressing Hepatitis C in the 
National Health System (PEAHC) in 2015, the 
prevalence of hepatitis C decreased to 0.12% 
in 2022, with the number of liver cancer 
cases related to hepatitis C decreasing from 
43% in 2008 to 17.5% in 2022.23,24

A key feature of Spain’s strategy has been the 
implementation of micro-elimination initiatives 
targeting high-risk populations who are often 
underserved by routine healthcare services. This 
includes offering free hepatitis C screening in some 
emergency departments to patients who require  
a blood test using the same blood sample.25 

Patients who test positive for active hepatitis C 
and are eligible for treatment, are then referred to 
a hepatologist for further care.26 

The programme significantly expanded access 
to testing for those considered not at high risk 
for hepatitis C, with 60% of people identified not 
having any risk factors for hepatitis C in one of 
the participating hospitals.26 It also has been 
critical in reaching migrants and those less likely 
to have a general practitioner (GP).27 

Through these cost-effective programmes, 
Spain increased early diagnosis of hepatitis C 
and strengthened linkage to care, which are 
both key to liver cancer prevention, as hospitals 
have better resources to quickly refer patients 
to treatment.26 Participating hospitals have also 
demonstrated high rates of hepatitis C treatment 
retention.26,27 All these efforts contribute to 
eliminating hepatitis as a public health threat and 
reducing liver cancer cases. 

CASE STUDIES OF GOOD PRACTICE WITHIN 
THE EUROPEAN UNION AND KEY LEARNINGS

Reaching people at risk of liver cancer through emergency department 
testing in Spain

https://shield.chip.dk/
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Lithuania strengthened its liver cancer 
prevention efforts by introducing a national 
hepatitis C screening programme in 2022, aiming 
to increase early diagnosis rates and improve 
national data collection. 

To encourage participation in the programme,  
the government offered a special bonus to GPs 
who promoted and conducted:

	 Once in a lifetime testing for individuals born 
between 1945 and 1994, who had an increased 
risk of hepatitis C through blood transfusions 
or donations occurring before 1993. 

	 Annual testing for people with a greater risk of 
hepatitis C regardless of age, including people 
who inject drugs and people living with HIV. 

GPs were able to receive their bonus if they 
submitted information on the number of tests they 
conducted to the National Health Insurance Fund. 

In Greece, limited awareness of hepatitis 
contributes to low diagnosis rates for both 
hepatitis B and C.30,31 Without increasing 
awareness and improving early diagnosis of 
hepatitis, liver cancer will remain the sixth-leading 
cause of cancer related deaths in Greece.1

To help address this, the European Liver 
Patients’ Association (ELPA) partnered with 
Greek MEP Nikos Papandreou, the Piraeus 
Medical Association, and local healthcare 
professionals to deliver liver health screening 
in Piraeus, one of Greece’s largest cities.32,33 
The initiative focused on raising awareness and 
strengthening early detection through multi-
stakeholder collaboration.32

12
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All primary healthcare centres in Lithuania 
participated in the programme, with eligible 
individuals invited to be screened during their routine 
GP appointment. Anyone who received a positive 
test result was then referred to a gastroenterologist 
or a communicable disease doctor for 
confirmatory testing and if eligible, treatment.28 

Approximately 75% of the eligible population 
(about 1.3 million people) was screened 
between May 2022 and February 2025. 
The programme also tripled the number of 
people living with hepatitis C who received 
treatment.29 

By incentivising GPs, Lithuania significantly 
improved its national diagnosis rate within a 
short period. The government also strengthened 
its liver cancer prevention efforts by improving 
early diagnosis, increasing treatment uptake 
and supporting linkage to care, which are key to 
preventing liver cancer caused by hepatitis C. 
While Lithuania has made significant strides in 
accelerating liver cancer prevention, restrictions 
around treatment eligibility must be removed to 
ensure that all people living with hepatitis have 
access to curative treatment, which reduces their 
risk of developing cancer. 

The programme screened more than 200 
people over two days, many of whom had 
never previously been tested.

It also generated wider regional interest, with 
the nearby municipality, Perama, inquiring if 
similar screening could be delivered within its 
community.33 

By bringing together different stakeholders, 
the initiative not only improved awareness and 
understanding of hepatitis and liver disease but 
demonstrated how European-level policy can 
be translated into local action. The collaboration 
demonstrated how targeted outreach can 
support early diagnosis and support liver cancer 
prevention efforts in Europe. 

Establishing a national hepatitis C screening programme in Lithuania

Raising awareness through a multi-stakeholder partnership in Greece
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Hepatitis C is a leading cause of liver cancer 
in Germany.34 To increase hepatitis diagnosis 
rates, Germany began offering one-time optional 
hepatitis B and C screening during routine 
health checks as part of the national hepatitis 
elimination strategy in 2021.35,36 

‘Der Gesundheits-Check-up’ (‘The Health Check-
up’) is a free routine health check offered to people 
over 35 years of age who have statutory health 
insurance every 3 years.37 During the screening, 
GPs evaluate a patient’s medical history, conduct 
a physical examination, run laboratory tests, and 
offer counselling about the results.35,37 

The introduction of optional screening significantly 
increased testing uptake. 

In 2023, the routine checks increased newly 
diagnosed cases of hepatitis B by 160% and 
hepatitis C by 121% in comparison to 2021.38

Germany found that offering optional screening 
in an accessible setting increased uptake without 
requiring additional trained staff and significant 
resources. 

Following the success of the initiative,  
Germany is now looking to address challenges 
with linkage to care, low treatment uptake 
and stigma to further strengthen its hepatitis 
elimination and liver cancer prevention 
response.35,36 Additionally, Germany is looking to 
improve awareness of the importance of hepatitis 
testing among both healthcare professionals 
and the general public as the screening is not 
mandatory, to encourage continued uptake and 
further advance liver cancer prevention.

Offering hepatitis screening  
as part of routine health checks 
in Germany 

In Croatia, it is estimated that between 20 to 
30 percent of adults are living with chronic liver 
disease, with 15,000 people living with hepatitis 
remaining undiagnosed.39  To help address 
this, the Croatian Society for Liver Diseases 
“Hepatos” developed a community-based 
model that supports liver cancer prevention 
by expanding access to hepatitis testing, liver 
examinations and specialists’ consultations.   

Through its Mobile InfoHep Center (MIHC), 
Hepatos works with the general population as 
well as people who are don’t have easy access to 
healthcare due to stigma, social exclusion and/or 
geographical isolation. These include prisoners, 
beneficiaries of therapeutic communities, people 
experiencing homelessness, migrants, veterans, 
and residents of remote areas.

A key strength of the Hepatos model is that 
healthcare professionals from local hospitals 
and local public health experts participate in the 
outreach activities, in addition to Hepatos staff 
and volunteers. Healthcare professionals provide 
consultations, liver health exams, and immediate 
referral pathways, ensuring that individuals 
diagnosed with hepatitis are linked to care and 
treatment in local hospitals. Hepatos also offers 
educational materials and counselling sessions 
to emphasise the importance of early diagnosis, 
treatment, and regular liver monitoring to reduce 
the risk of liver cancer and disease. 

Importantly, Hepatos’ support continues 
after treatment completion. Through ongoing 
communication, counselling, liver examinations, 
and opportunities to consult with specialists, 
the organisation helps people at risk of liver 
cancer remain engaged in long term liver health 
monitoring. By combining outreach, specialist 
involvement, active linkage to care, and long term 
follow up, Hepatos demonstrates civil society’s 
vital role in scaling up liver cancer prevention 
through hepatitis elimination.

To explore other examples of how civil 
society organisations outside of the EU 
are supporting liver cancer prevention 
through hepatitis elimination, including the 
Hepatitis C Trust in the UK, please visit: 
worldhepatitisalliance.org/whitepaper

Preventing cancer through hepatitis elimination: a toolkit to accelerate action in Europe 

Civil society’s critical role 
in preventing liver cancer in 
Croatia’s general and isolated 
population through hepatitis 
elimination 

http://worldhepatitisalliance.org/whitepaper/


Healthcare professionals

	 Encourage uptake of hepatitis testing in healthcare settings, including hospitals, and  
participate in screening initiatives, both at the national and local levels. 

	 Participate in hepatitis and liver cancer training to help increase testing rates and combat  
stigma experienced in healthcare settings. 

	 Raise awareness of hepatitis and its link to liver cancer through posters, flyers, and other 
materials, in your hospital and/or local practice. 

	 Partner with local community groups to improve linkage to care and psychosocial support 
for people at risk of liver cancer, by raising awareness of and reducing barriers to healthcare 
services. 

Civil society and community representatives

	 Call on governments to integrate hepatitis elimination into cancer policies and programmes. 

	 Build coalitions of hepatitis and cancer organisations in your country and advocate together  
with once voice for enhanced liver cancer prevention and control.

	 Hold your country’s MEPs, ministry health, and other key decision makers accountable.  
Write or meet with them to ask how they plan to implement Europe’s Beating Cancer Plan and  
the 2025 UN Political Declaration on NCDs. 

	 Collaborate with other stakeholders to organise local screening initiatives to improve  
early diagnosis and linkage to care, reducing people living with hepatitis’ risk of developing  
liver cancer.

	 Support liver cancer monitoring programmes by reducing barriers to care to improve uptake  
of preventative services.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Everyone must work together to scale up liver cancer prevention through hepatitis 
elimination. To accelerate action, the World Hepatitis Alliance has outlined steps 
that different stakeholders in Europe can take to drive policy change and improve 
access to preventative services:

MEPs

	 Advocate for the complete implementation of Europe’s Beating Cancer Plan and the 2025 UN 
Political Declaration on NCDs at the EU and Member State policy levels. This includes through 
the update of national cancer strategies, provision of sustainable funding, and development of 
new strategies to improve uptake of hepatitis interventions to prevent liver cancer, particularly for 
hepatitis C. 

	 Advocate for increased and robust funding for health in the new MFF (2028 – 2034) to ensure 
strong hepatitis and liver cancer programmes across the EU.

	 Ensure your country’s national public health agencies report timely, comprehensive and robust 
data on liver cancer and hepatitis to organisations including ECDC and the European Cancer 
Information System (ECIS) to improve understanding of the associated health impact to inform 
strong and tailored European responses. 

	 Collaborate with civil society organisations to increase health literacy, expand community screening, 
raise awareness, fight stigma, and strengthen liver cancer prevention through hepatitis elimination. 

Member State policy and decision makers 

	 Embed hepatitis into national cancer strategies to strengthen liver cancer prevention, as outlined 
in Europe’s Beating Cancer Plan and the 2025 UN Political Declaration on NCDs. 

	 Improve the collection and reporting of data on liver cancer and hepatitis to European 
organisations, including ECDC and ECIS, to strengthen evidence-based European and national 
responses that require timely, comprehensive and robust data. 

	 Assess existing policies and programmes to remove barriers in hepatitis testing and care 
pathways for key populations to improve access to equitable preventative services and ensure 
services are supported by comprehensive awareness programmes.

	 Integrate and/or expand access to free hepatitis testing in easy-to-reach settings, such as 
emergency departments or during routine GP appointments, to expand reach of screening 
programmes and improve early diagnosis. 

	 Empower civil society organisations and peers to deliver hepatitis testing and support liver cancer 
monitoring programmes to improve hepatitis diagnosis and uptake of liver cancer screening.4
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