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Corners of the world

Belarus is a country in Central Europe with 
a population of 9.5 million, which borders 
with Russia, Ukraine, Poland, Lithuania, and 
Latvia.1 The mean age of the population is 
39.6 years, almost 80% are living in urban 
areas, and the life expectancy for women is 
78.9 years and for men is 66.5 years.2 Based 
on the current Human Development Index 
(HDI), which combines measures of health 
(life expectancy at birth), education (years of 
schooling for adults), and standard of living 
(gross national income per capita), Belarus 
falls into the second tier of countries with high 
HDI, compared with other Eastern European 
countries with very high (first tier) and high 
HDI.1 2

The Belarusian health system aims to 
provide universal access to care, which 
is free at the point of use.3 Cancer treat-
ment in Belarus is carried out by nine 
well- equipped and fully staffed centers. 
N.N. Alexandrov National Cancer Center of 
Belarus is a leading clinical and research 

center, which also maintains the Belarusian 
Cancer Registry.4 In 2018, it was estimated 
that there were 303 119 individuals living 
with cancer in Belarus. Following the 1986 
Chernobyl disaster, the number of people 
diagnosed with cancer annually increased 
from 26 000 in 1990 to 42 287 in 2018.5

The age- standardized incidence and 
mortality rates for gynecological cancers 
in Belarus per 100 000 of the female popu-
lation are: corpus uteri – 24.9 and 3.6; 
ovary – 15.4 and 4.6; cervix – 13.3 and 3.8, 
respectively.5 Belarus had the highest rate 
of endometrial cancer in the world in 2018 
and ranked third in the incidence of ovarian 
cancer among the top 25 countries with the 
highest rates of these cancers.6

The prevalence of high- risk human papil-
lomavirus (HPV) infection among the general 
population of women in Belarus is 7.1%. 
Furthermore, the HPV prevalence among 
women age 15–63 years with normal 
cervical cytology in Belarus is approximately 

25%, with 65.4% of invasive cervical cancers 
attributable to HPV 16 or 18.7 About 979 new 
cervical cancer cases are diagnosed annually 
in Belarus, with an age- standardized inci-
dence rate of 13.3, compared with 16.0 in 
Eastern Europe with only Poland and Czech 
Republic being lower.8 About 318 cervical 
cancer deaths occur annually in Belarus, 
with an age- standardized mortality rate of 
3.8 compared with 6.1 in Eastern Europe. 
It is known that most cervical cancers and 
related deaths can be avoided by integrated 
vaccination and HPV- based screening. As of 
today, there is no national HPV immunization 
program in Belarus. A nationwide screening 
program is under development with about 
75% of women being tested opportunistically 
during annual exams.

In April 2017, Belarus held an international 
conference 'Current Concepts and Controver-
sies in Gynecologic and Urologic Oncology' 
organized together with the International 
Gynecologic Cancer Society (IGCS) and the 
United States National Cancer Institute.9 
Leaders in the field of gynecologic oncology 
from the USA and Belarus met and began 
international cooperation (Figure  1). Within 
the framework of this cooperation, Dr Olga 
Matylevich from the Gynecologic Oncology 
Department at N.N. Alexandrov National 
Cancer Center of Belarus visited the Depart-
ment of Gynecologic Oncology at the Univer-
sity of Texas MD Anderson Cancer Center 
in Houston, Texas, USA, where she spent 
1 month under the guidance of international 
mentor Dr Kathleen Schmeler (Figure  2). 
In 2019, Dr Alexander Shushkevich was 
awarded the IGCS Visiting Scholar fellow-
ship, and spent 2 months in the Gynecologic 
Oncology Department at the Levine Cancer 
Institute, Carolinas HealthCare System in 
Charlotte, North Carolina, USA under the 
guidance of Dr Jubilee Brown and Dr Wendel 
Naumann (Figure  3).These observerships 
gave doctors from Belarus an opportunity to 
enhance professional skills in clinical care 
and clinical research, and provided them 
with mentorship on how to better imple-
ment prevention, screening, and treatment 

Figure 1 Drs Kathleen Schmeler, Olga Matylevich and Jubilee Brown (from left to 
right) during the international conference 'Current concepts and controversies in 
gynecologic and urologic oncology', Minsk, Belarus, 2017.
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programs for gynecological cancers in 
Belarus.

Supported by the IGCS, Belarus began 
utilizing the Project ECHO (Extension for 
Community Healthcare Outcomes) model to 
conduct global virtual tumor boards. It helps 
Belorussian participants to build expertise 

and competence in the diagnosis and treat-
ment of gynecologic cancers via case- based 
analysis of patients by using videoconfer-
encing technology to connect local care 
providers with world leading experts in gyne-
cologic oncology. The multidisciplinary team 
of IGCS participants for the Belarus ECHO 

tumor boards includes gynecologic oncolo-
gists, pathologists, and radiation oncologists 
from various regions. Each Project ECHO 
session is 1 hour in length with 30–45 min of 
case presentations and discussion followed 
by a 15–30 min didactic lecture. To date, 27 
ECHO virtual tumor boards have been held 
between 2017 and 2020. The Belorussian 
clinical team has presented over 50 diffi-
cult patient cases of women with cervical, 
endometrial, or ovarian cancer including 
rare histologies. International faculty consul-
tants provided their expert opinions on each 
case. Future developments of this ECHO 
project include the introduction follow- up 
discussions of cases under review. Primary 
mentors for the program include: Dr Kath-
leen Schmeler from MD Anderson Cancer 
Center, Houston, USA; Dr Anna Plotkin from 
the University of Toronto, Canada; and Dr 
Ofer Gemer from Barzilai University Medical 
Center, Ashkelon, Israel.

The Project ECHO tumor boards in 
Belarus along with faculty exchanges have 
proven to be useful to support interna-
tional clinical consulting opportunities that 
allowed gynecologic oncologists in Belarus 
to receive the best practice guidance from 
world leading specialists, and provide up to 
date care for women in Belarus with gyne-
cologic malignancies.
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Figure 2 Dr Kathleen Schmeler at the outpatient department of the University of 
Texas MD Anderson Cancer Center in Houston, USA, 2017.

Figure 3 Drs Wendel Naumann, Jubilee Brown and Alexander Shuchkevich (from 
left to right) with colleagues from the Levine Cancer Institute, Carolinas HealthCare 
System in Charlotte, North Carolina, USA, 2019.
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