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Dear Colleague 
 
AGE EXTENSION TO THE BREAST SCREENING PROGRAMME 
 
Summary 
Breast Screening for women aged between 50 and 64 years was introduced in Northern Ireland 
in 1989.  The UK National Screening Committee has recommended that screening should be 
extended to include women aged 50-70 years.  Health and Social Services Boards and Health 
and Social Care Trusts should make arrangements for the implementation of the age extension 
to the Northern Ireland Breast Screening Programme by March 2009. 
 
Northern Ireland Breast Screening Programme 
The Northern Ireland Breast Screening Programme which commenced in 1989 invites women 
aged 50-64 to attend for mammography screening every three years.  Women aged 65 or over 
who wish to be screened can make an appointment through their local screening centre.  
 
Age Extension of Breast Screening to Age 70 
The UK National Screening Committee has recommended that breast screening should be 
extended to include women up to age 70.  This policy change was endorsed by the DHSSPS in the 
Regional Cancer Framework – A Cancer Control Programme for Northern Ireland published in 
2006.  However because of recruitment difficulties and other capacity issues at that time it was 
acknowledged that age extension could not be implemented until these were resolved.  RQIA in 
their Governance Review of the Northern Ireland Breast Screening Programme 2006 concurred 
with that view. 
 
 
 



 

 

Resources 
Revenue funding of £100k was made available in 2003/04 and £250k since 2004/05 to support 
the implementation of age extension of the breast screening programme.  With plans for age 
extension being suspended in 2006 the third tranche of revenue funding was withheld.  An 
additional £215k revenue has now been allocated in 2008/09 for full implementation of age 
extension to include women age 50 to70 years and to support the additional regional quality 
assurance of the programme. 
 
Action 
Chief Executives of Health and Social Services Boards and Health and Social Care Trusts 
should ensure that arrangements are in place: 
 

• To extend the breast screening programme to include women aged 65 to 70 years by 
March 2009.  Women aged over 70 will not be invited routinely but if they wish to be 
screened they should be able to do so by making an appointment through their local 
screening centre. 

 

• For ongoing monitoring of the quality and performance of the programme at local and 
regional level.  The extended programme should meet nationally agreed standards. 

 

• For treatment and follow up of those women diagnosed with breast cancer through 
screening. 

 
For further information please contact: 
 
Dr Margaret Boyle 
Senior Medical Officer 
Department of Health, Social Services and Public Safety 
Castle Buildings 
Stormont 
BELFAST, BT4 3SQ 
Tel:  028 9052 0713 
Email:  Margaret.boyle2@dhsspsni.gov.uk 

 
Yours sincerely 

 
_____________________  
Dr M McBride  
Chief Medical Officer  
 
cc  Mr Hugh Mullen, Director of Performance and Provider Development 
 Mr Brian McKeown, DIS 
 Members of the Breast Screening Regional Advisory Group 

Mr A Elliott 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

This letter is available at www.dhsspsni.gov.uk and also on the DHSSPS Extranet which can 

be accessed directly at http://extranet.dhsspsni.gov.uk or by going through the HPSS Web at 

http://www.n-i.nhs.uk and clicking on DHSSPS. 


