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Lung cancer nurses: Federal Budget 

request   

Australians understand, now more than ever, that our respiratory health determines how we live and 

work. A respiratory disease (COVID-19) has, in a blink of the eye, destroyed livelihoods, killed hundreds 
of Australians, crippled the national and global economy, and radically altered our way of life.  

Australians affected by respiratory illnesses, especially those diagnosed with lung cancer, faced 

difficulties accessing appropriate care and support long before COVID-19 reached our shores. Now, in 
light of the COVID-19 pandemic, our nation has an opportunity to increase our respiratory expertise 

and capacity by creating specialist lung cancer nurse positions to address the current and emerging 

needs of Australians diagnosed with lung cancer (including mesothelioma and silicosis) and boost a 
workforce that is skilled in complex respiratory health care, as outlined in the National Strategic Action 

for Lung Conditions.  

Lung cancer is the leading cause of cancer death in Australian men and women1.  

Prior to COVID-19, it was estimated that more than 160,000 Australians would be diagnosed with lung 

cancer between 2020-20302; however, emerging evidence suggests that COVID-19 may be a risk 

factor for lung cancer3.  Lung cancer can affect anyone, not just smokers. Approximately one-fifth 

(21%) of people currently living with lung cancer are life-long non-smokers4. Genetics, environmental 

factors including air pollution, workplace exposures and respiratory illnesses can cause lung cancer.  

Only 18.6% of Australians diagnosed with lung cancer will be alive five years after diagnosis; 91% of 

women diagnosed with breast cancer and 95% men diagnosed with prostate cancer will be alive at 
the five-year mark5. Breast and prostate cancer patients are cared for by more than 450 dedicated 

specialist breast and prostate cancer nurses. The majority of Australians with lung cancer do not 

receive care from a specialist lung cancer nurse. There are only 12 specialist full-time lung cancer 
nurses in Australia, and two of those nurses are in Queensland. One specialist lung cancer nurse is 

funded by the Queensland Government and Lung Foundation Australia to operate a nation-leading, 
Australia-wide telephone advice and support service. This support service has a waiting period of up 

to 4 weeks, due to unmet service needs at the multidisciplinary team (MDT) level.   

The management of patients with lung cancer is complex, requiring multidisciplinary care to ensure 
patients receive timely treatment leading to the best outcomes6. While a MDT review is the gold 

standard for determining a patient’s diagnosis, cancer staging and subsequent treatment plan7 in 

Queensland (where lung cancer data collection and reporting is nation-leading), only 55% of lung 
cancer patients were reviewed by MDTs, and none of those MDTs had a participating specialist lung 

cancer nurse.  

People experiencing lung cancer care have unmet needs, lower quality of life and poorer outcomes.  

Specialist lung cancer nurses, like breast cancer and prostate cancer nurses, are proven to facilitate 

crucial care and support for people diagnosed with cancer, by ensuring:  
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• Timely patient access to treatment and navigation of complex needs – by helping patients 

through avoidable and unavoidable health system delays.  

• Increased receipt of anti-cancer therapy – principally through holistic assessment practice.  

• Decreased inadvertent and avoidable hospital admissions – through timely accessibility via 

phone or in-person support and guidance.  

• Increased health-related quality of life in the post-treatment to end of life phase.  

 

Lung Foundation Australia has asked the Morrison Government to fund a trial of nine specialist lung 

cancer nurses in the 2021/22 budget to be delivered in May. In the scheme of a billion-dollar health 

budget, this is a small request that will make a big difference to the lives of Australians affected by 

lung cancer.  

Six of these nurses would operate in Queensland locations experiencing the highest identified lung 

cancer needs and would match a Queensland Government commitment. Two nurses would be 

deployed to bolster Lung Foundation Australia’s national telephone support service, which is 

experiencing demand that we presently cannot meet, and one nurse practitioner would be 

employed to manage and assess the trial. The trial would occur across two years and involve a co-

design phase, recruitment/training phase, service delivery and evaluation phase.  

The McGrath Foundation has generously agreed to provide access to its breast cancer nurse  

framework for trial of this model in lung cancer.  

We remain committed to advocating for improved access to treatment, care and support for all 

Australians impacted by lung cancer. Together, we can make a lung cancer diagnosis a fair fight. 

You can help by joining our Your Voice advocacy training program to engage in targeted campaign 

activities across our portfolio of activities in lung cancer and lung disease.  

 

 

https://lungfoundation.com.au/your-voice/
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