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Over the last five years cancer has killed more than 2.5 million people in Africa and is 
expected to kill millions more in the coming decade if no action is taken. One of the 
first steps necessary for implementing a comprehensive cancer control programme 
is the training of health professionals. Unfortunately, due to limited budgets, lack of 
infrastructure and high student costs, aspiring health professionals are not given the 
opportunities necessary to foster their development as key players in the fight against 
cancer in Africa.

Expanded facilities and tools are required for the education and training of 
new health care professionals, as well as for retaining qualified staff through 
continuing professional development (CPD). 

The International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), through its Programme of Action for 
Cancer Therapy (PACT) in cooperation with its international partners in cancer control, 
launched an initiative in 2010 to establish a Virtual University for Cancer Control 
supported by regional cancer training and mentorship networks. 

This initiative, collectively referred to as VUCCnet, is supporting and strengthening 
Member States’ local programmes which build human resource capacity in cancer 
control. The VUCCnet initiative is helping to establish training and mentorship networks 
within and amongst low and middle income (LMI) countries, while building a web-
based platform to make educational materials more easily accessible to and affordable 
for trainees. 

A radiation therapy technician prepares to administer a dose of radiotherapy. In the developed world, between 
50% and 60% of patients diagnosed with cancer will receive radiotherapy at some point during their treatment.
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Through the VUCCnet, trainees have access to learning materials that can be used at 
their own pace, either alongside other course work, or as a means for practicing health 
care professionals to refine or update their knowledge base. The VUCCnet model aims 
to allow for more trainees to partake in cancer control training, directly affecting the 
number of health care professionals available in participating Member States. 

The four pilot countries for the VUCCnet Africa are: Ghana; Uganda; United Republic 
of Tanzania (hereinafter referred to as Tanzania); and Zambia. Two other countries, 
namely, the Arab Republic of Egypt and the Republic of South Africa, where cancer 
related professional training is fairly advanced, have been identified as mentor 
countries. 

Each of the pilot and mentor Member States are working together under a regional 
cooperative approach with the view of allowing, in the short term, capacity building 
within the pilot Member States and, in the longer term, paving the way for sub-
regional cancer control workforce training hubs (in addition to the existing regional 
VUCCnet).

Discussion on the regional approach to IT infrastructure requirements to support VUCCnet’s E-learning model 
at the 2013  VUCCnet Annual Stakeholders Coordination Meeting at IAEA headquarters in Vienna.
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Africa Pilot Project
The Virtual University for Cancer Control (VUCCnet) is a facilitating mechanism which 
enhances cancer control education and training capacity in Africa.  The development 
of VUCCnet builds on existing materials, African training networks and African 
infrastructure. 

The VUCCnet is delivering on three specific outcomes:

1. Development of a contextually appropriate e-Learning system that increases local 
access to accredited education and training in different aspects of cancer control;

2. Consolidation of the e-Learning system into a regional network that encompasses 
four hub Member States supported by two mentor Member States; and

3. A tested ‘implementation model’ (and content) for the VUCCnet that can potentially 
be translated to other regions.

1. A Website (the entry Point for prospective learners and teachers)

2. An Administrative System (to support the normal functions of formal and informal 
education and training system)

3. An e-Learning Platform (to deliver when appropriate online courses)

4. Curriculum and Content (also faculty to deliver the content)

5. Teaching and learning activities (including assessment)

6. A graduation and employment mechanism (including academic and professional 
recognition)

VUCCnet Key Components



Regional Design and Ownership
The VUCCnet is unique in that it has been designed to become a regionally owned 
and operated e-learning platform and coordination mechanism with academically 
accredited content.

The VUCCnet project commenced in 2010 and is due to be fully regionally owned 
and operated by early 2015.  During the recent VUCCnet Annual Stakeholders 
Coordination Meeting from 23-25 July, 2013, the six founding Member States agreed 
upon a regional sustainability plan, through which the VUCCnet would become 
an Intergovernmental Organisation hosted in one of the pilot countries.  Regional 
ownership of the VUCCnet will underpin its sustainability; and ensure it evolves in line 
with regional needs and priorities. 

Radiation Medicine

Radiation medicine is one of the best known methods 
of diagnosing and treating cancer. It can also be used 
to provide pain relieving therapy to those cancer cases 
too advanced to be cured. Radiation medicine includes 
radiotherapy, diagnostic radiology, nuclear medicine 
and medical physics. Radiotherapy or radiation oncology 
involves treating cancer by radiation through external beam 
or brachytherapy (internal radiation where the radioactive 
source is placed directly into or near the tumour).

IAEA/PACT Fighting Cancer 

A crucial aspect of cancer control is the availability of diagnostic and therapeutic services, especially 
radiation medicine, to patients in need. In Africa, 80% of the population lives without access to radiotherapy 
and/or other related services. Recognizing the global need for assistance in the acquisition of radiation 
medicine, for the past thirty years, the IAEA has worked in some 115 low and middle income countries to 
deploy radiotherapy and nuclear medicine programmes. The IAEA has expended over US $250 million on 
cancer related assistance under its Technical Cooperation Programme, with technical support provided by 
the Division of Human Health. 



Ten priority workforce areas have been identified by the pilot countries and inform the 
development of VUCCnet education and training solutions, which are a combination of 
e-learning resources, face to face resources and practical training. 

In-Service Pre-Service

Prevention •	 Community	Health	Workers	
(Cancer	Skills	Package)

Early Detection •	 Screening	Workers	(Cervical	
Cancer:	VIA)

Diagnosis & Treatment •	 Pathology	Technicians
•	 Surgeons	

(Surgical	Oncology	Modules)

•	 Radiation	Therapy	
Technicians

•	 Clinical	
Oncologists

•	 Oncology	Nurses
•	 Pathologists

Palliative Care •	 Palliative	Care	practitioners	
(short	courses)

Surveillance •	 Cancer	Information	Workers

The VUCCnet platform will also host

CME/CPD
•	Short	training	courses
•	Communities	of	Practice
•	Journal	club/	case	conferences
•	Professional	meetings

Informal Courses
•	Learn	at	your	own	pace
•Certificate	level
•	Less	pre-requisites
•Online	delivery
•	On-line	assessment	only

Library
•	Cancer	control	materials
•Journal	access
•Links

Formal Courses
•	Diploma,	degree,	post-grad
•Pre-requisites
•	Blended	delivery
•	Blended	assessment

VUCCnet regional stakeholders discuss governance arrangements for the region at the 2013 VUCCnet Annual 
Stakeholders Coordination Meeting at IAEA headquarters in Vienna. 

Cancer Control Content



Today, in Ghana, Tanzania, Uganda and Zambia, a cancer diagnosis is 
nearly a death sentence; with close to 78% of those diagnosed losing their 
battle with the disease. In order to offer comprehensive cancer control to 
their national populations, these countries aim to train 250 oncologists, 
over 8000 nurses, 2800 community health workers and several other 
health professionals, all within the next 10 years.
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“The development of human resources is going to be key in the fight against 
cancer... in Africa, training of cancer experts is expensive, it takes time, and 
getting efforts like the VUCCnet platform will greatly enhance the number and 
quality of people we are going to produce, therefore directly translating into 
more effective cancer control.” 
Mr James Maimbo Sichone, chief radiation therapy technologist at the Cancer Diseases 
Hospital in Zambia


