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Europa Donna ‒ The European Breast Cancer Coalition’s 17th Pan-European Conference 

Builds Bonds in Paphos, Cyprus  

The 17th Europa Donna Pan-European Conference brought together more than 200 
participants from 36countries for interactive, strategy-sharing sessions with a view to “Building 
Bonds and Shaping Networks for Tomorrow”. High-level policymakers -- from the Minister for 
Health for Cyprus, the Director-General for Health and Food Safety (DG SANTE) of the 
European Commission, to the former Commissioner for Health and Food Safety, and an MEP 
and Vice-Chair of the EU Committee on Public Health (SANT) -- were participants and speakers 
alongside top scientists and clinicians. They all joined the protagonists of this conference who 
were the Europa Donna breast cancer advocates who also travelled across the continent to 
learn from these experts and from each other in Paphos, Cyprus on 22-23 November 2025. This 
17th biannual conference followed a more interactive format with various workshops for 
brainstorming and team building. These all reflected the interconnected roles of patient 
advocates, policymakers and clinicians, where the recurring theme throughout the conference 
was “access” and how to achieve it for everyone. 
  
Europa Donna President Stella Mastora echoed this in the conference opening, welcoming the 
more than 200 advocates, medical professionals and leaders from across Europe who are 
united in advancing breast cancer awareness, prevention and care. She welcomed the Cyprus 
Minister for Health: “His presence here today highlights the vital importance of collaboration, 
including government, health care institutions and civil society in the fight against breast 
cancer. This commitment reflects our shared call for improving outcomes for patients and 
supporting families across Europe. This conference represents a modern exchange of 
knowledge,” she said.  
 
Michael Damianos, the Minister for Health of Cyprus, applauded the initiatives and tireless 
efforts of Europa Donna Cyprus and outlined the progress in screening coverage and imaging 
techniques now in place in his country. He wished for the knowledge gained at the conference 
to translate into tangible improvements: “May the work that you do here save lives tomorrow.”  
 
As keynote speaker, Stella Kyriakides, the past EU Commissioner for Health and Food Safety 
and a former ED President, spelled out the situation: “Breast cancer is not only a medical issue. 
It is a political one.” With shifting political landscapes and budgets across the EU, she said we 
must hold strong and advocate for the implementation of Europe’s Beating Cancer Plan. 
“Implementation only happens when leaders choose courage over complacency,” she said. She 
presented the arguments for advocacy for equal access to modernised screening, innovative 
therapies, specialist breast units, survivorship strategies, and for achieving the end to 
inequalities. She told the advocates, “Cancer care does not improve on its own. It improves 
because people like you demand it.” 
 
DG SANTE Sandra Gallina said that there are large gaps in the uptake and affordability of new 
medicines among EU countries and that this uneven access is the core of the EU 
pharmaceutical legislation reform that is currently under way. The reform aims to make 
medicines more available, accessible and affordable. “Without health, there is not an economy 
anymore,” she said. Health represents 10% of the GDP of Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development (OECD) countries, which is a large piece of the pie and must be 
managed strategically.  
 



Ms Gallina’s contribution came in a panel discussion on balancing cost-effectiveness and 
cancer care equality. Her co-panellists included Stella Kyriakides, Matti Aapro, President of 
Sharing Progress in Cancer Care (SPCC) and a past president of the European Cancer 
Organisation (ECO), and Chris McCabe, a health economist from the Centre for Public Health 
and Business School of Queens University Belfast in the UK.  
 
In a separate presentation, Dr McCabe gave a frank account of the challenges Europe is now 
facing since recent changes to the pharmaceutical pricing system in the United States. As a 
likely repercussion, Europe will see increased drug prices and changing priorities for 
innovation. He said that EU countries will need to collaborate and need to compete: “Fight 
together or die apart.” One of the strategies he targeted for advocacy was supporting EU-wide 
drug price negotiation and procurement.  
 
The science track of the conference was divided into four “Burning Topics” that ran in 
simultaneous interactive workshops. The Breakthroughs in Breast Cancer Treatment session 
featured Georgios Marios Makris, a gynaecologist and obstetrician from Athens, Greece, and 
Yiola Marcou, a consultant medical oncologist at the Bank of Cyprus Oncology Centre. Dr 
Makris discussed the wide gamut of gynaecological issues with breast cancer, from 
menopausal symptoms, bone health, fertility preservation, sexual dysfunction, and pregnancy. 
Dr Marcou covered the equally vast topic of the latest treatments and data for the various 
breast cancer subtypes.  
 
On Integrating Radiation and Surgical Excellence, Philip Poortmans, a radiation oncologist at 
Iridium Network and an affiliated professor at the University of Antwerp in Belgium, and Fiorita 
Poulakaki, a breast surgeon and Head of the Breast Surgery Department at Athens Medical 
Centre and Vice-President of Europa Donna, discussed the fine balance between their two 
disciplines. The trend is towards de-escalation across the board, from radiotherapy doses, 
breast-conserving surgery, and axillary dissection/lymph node removal. 
 
Christos Sotiriou, Director of the Bordet Cancer Research Laboratories and a Full Professor at 
the Jules Bordet Institute in Brussels, Belgium, covered the Evolution of Biomarkers in Breast 
Cancer Diagnostics, including new molecular subtypes, tissue and blood-based biomarkers to 
define molecular subtypes of breast cancer and to ultimately guide therapy. 
 
Discussing Exploring New Horizons in Treatment and Care for Metastatic Breast Cancer 
(MBC), Vivianne Tjan-Heijnen, a medical oncologist at UMC+ Comprehensive Cancer Center in 
Maastricht, The Netherlands, covered new developments in therapies for MBC subtypes, in 
molecular diagnostics, and increased understanding of how breast cancer cells function in 
these main MBC subtypes. 
 
In the afternoon, the focus switched to advocacy-related topics and the “how” to go about 
making a difference. Isabel Mestres, CEO of City Cancer Challenge (C/Can), described how her 
organisation aims to improve cancer care by implementing their framework process primarily 
in lower resource areas with locally led projects carried out at a city level. City-targeted 
projects engage health care professional and political stakeholders to identify gaps and 
implement a strategic plan to address them. Ana Mazanishvilifrom ED Georgia described the 
project carried out in Tbilisi that led to decisions that reflect patient needs not political needs, 
and, for example, led to pharmacies being established in-hospital.  
 
A panel discussion “From Theory to Practice – Addressing Inequalities and Advocating for 
Underserved Communities” featured Isabel Mestres, Sandra Gallina, Matti Aapro and Fiorita 



Poulakaki. Dr Aapro reiterated that multistakeholder support and working together are 
fundamental.  
 
Starting off the session on Collaborating Across Borders – Building Regional Cluster and 
Advocacy Strategies, ED CEO Marzia Zambon and its Research and Liaison Officer Teresa 
Saracino presented preliminary findings from the ED Fora Mapping Exercise. This is a survey of 
the national organisations to identify their interests and needs. For this year, the three main 
recurring topics were awareness campaigns on topics such as prevention and early detection 
as well as MBC, patient and survivor support and mammography screening, whether 
implementation or improving participation. 
 
A dynamic workshop run by Kathy Redmond, a strategy consultant and oncology nurse, then 
ensued to put some of the learnings into practice with active exchange of ideas to promote 
“power in unity.”  The workshop was divided into three topics, beginning with a short 
presentation, followed by a “1-2-4-all” exercise where advocates first silently reflected on a 
topic, then generated ideas in pairs and then in foursomes, before sharing a main idea before 
the group or via Slido. For the topic of increasing the impact of Breast Health Day campaigns, 
ideas included holding events at universities and advertising in public transportation. For topic 
2, ED The Netherlands presented an initiative they created to inform patients about beneficial 
lifestyle approaches in the consultation room. The groups then brainstormed opportunities for 
improving the experience of living with breast cancer, one of which was promoting the role of 
nurse navigators for the entire breast cancer experience. The third topic focused on improving 
care of people with MBC and highlighted campaigns run by ED Italy. The groups suggested 
prioritising financial assistance and reintegration into work, while also removing barriers 
between early breast cancer and MBC in patient organisations.  
 
As a parenthesis of calm between the conference days, short yoga and mindfulness sessions 
helped attendees “shake the day away” and then start the next day anew.  
 
In the Sunday morning session, Marzia Zambon described Europa Donna’s European 
Parliament event held in Brussels on Breast Health Day, 15 October 2025, to encourage MEPs 
to declare the date as European Breast Health Day. She recapped ED’s advocacy journey of 
“persistence, perseverance and patience” to have population-based mammography screening 
implemented across Europe according to European guidelines, from European Parliament 
Resolutions and Declarations to contributing to Europe’s Beating Cancer Plan. Yet offering 
screening needs to be matched by participation, which is lacking many programmes. She 
showed the ED Breast Health Day 2025 campaign video to this effect. To address this gap, she 
asked those present to sign a poster requesting declaring a European Breast Health Day so that 
MEP Romana Jerković, Vice-Chair of the SANT Committee, could bring it back to Brussels. Dr 
Jerković then took the floor and echoed the call that she is championing in the Parliament and 
said that declaring 15 October as European Breast Health Day would “send an important 
message that women’s health really matters.” She urged ED advocates to ask their MEPs to 
support the resolution so that it receives a unanimous vote. 
 
Stephanie Christodoulidou, Head of Psychosocial Services of ED Cyprus, then discussed the 
importance of emotional resilience in any breast cancer experience. Resilience is an ability to 
recover or adjust easily to misfortune or change, which she said is a capacity everyone has and 
can be taught. She said that a cancer diagnosis fundamentally alters a person’s sense of safety. 
Measuring resilience using standardised scales can help to identify patients who will benefit 
from psychological support. In closing she said, “We can teach ourselves resilience; we can 
enhance resilience. We may not be able to choose the storms that we face, but together we 
can learn how to bend without breaking.”  



 
The conference ended with “Amazing Projects,” where three ED fora won the honour to 
present the project that makes them proud. For ED Slovakia it was focussed on breast cancer 
and pregnancy, featuring a photo project and book of stories of women and motherhood. ED 
Sweden presented a project on MBC and the unequal access to care across the country. It 
featured a “Give me time” media campaign that resulted this year in the government 
proposing a national plan for precision medicine and a new national strategy for access to 
drugs and medical treatments. ED Switzerland presented the “Pink Cube Initiative” mobile 
unit to raise awareness of screening in cantons where population-based screening programmes 
were lacking. Nine of eleven of these cantons are now taking action to introduce screening 
programmes. 
 
The Europa Donna Pan-European Conference is held every two years and brings together 

patient advocates and breast cancer experts from the Coalition’s 47 member countries.  

A full report on this conference will be produced for easy access to key advocacy items and 

messages. 

About EUROPA DONNA 

EUROPA DONNA – The European Breast Cancer Coalition – is an independent, non-profit 

organisation whose members are affiliated groups from countries throughout Europe. EUROPA 

DONNA works to raise public awareness of breast cancer and to mobilise the support of 

European women in pressing for improved breast cancer education, appropriate screening, 

optimal treatment and care and increased funding for research. Member countries currently 

number 47. 
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