REPORT ON THE 9TH CONTINENTAL MEETING OF THE INTERNATIONAL SOCIETY OF PAEDIATRIC ONCOLOGY (SIOP) IN AFRICA
The 9th Continental Meeting of the International Society of Paediatric Oncology (SIOP) in Africa was held at the La Palm Royal Beach Hotel in Accra, Ghana from 10th – 12th March 2010. The theme was – “Childhood Cancer in Africa: Improving Access to Care.”
Pre-conference Workshop

A pre-conference workshop on “How to Perform Fine Needle Aspirates” was held on 9th March 2010 at the Korle Bu Teaching Hospital, Accra, at the conference room of the Department of Obstetrics and Gyanecology from 2.30pm to 5.30pm. There were 39 participants from six countries – Ghana, Morocco, Cote d’Ivoire, South Africa, Australia and Nigeria.

The resource person was Dr Pawel Schubert, a consultant Pathologist from Stellenbosch, South Africa. The participants were taken through all the steps required to ensure a good technique when performing fine needle aspirates (FNAs) so as to obtain good samples from tumour tissues for pathological diagnosis. Practical demonstrations were given and all the participants took turns at doing FNAs using fresh chicken breasts and liver. The participants did not pay any fees for this workshop as all the funding for this was provided by AfrOx who also covered the costs of the resource person.
Main Meeting

The conference programme started on Wednesday, 10th March and ended on Friday, 12th March 2010. There were 188 registered participants from countries mainly in Africa but also from Europe, Oceania, Asia, North and South America. The African countries included South Africa, Nigeria, Cote d’Ivoire, Cameroon, Morocco, Zimbabwe, Egypt, Malawi, Tanzania, Angola and Ghana. 
There were some combined but mostly separate sessions for doctors, nurses and parents. There were 21 lectures during the main programme. These included two special guest lectures by O.B. Eden and M. Egeler on Childhood Cancer in Africa: Improving Access to Care and Allogeneic bone marrow transplant respectively. The other lectures were on various topics including Rights of a hospitalized child, Burkitt’s lymphoma, HIV related cancers, Abdominal tumours including Wilms’ tumour, Stress management, Leukaemia, Retinoblastoma, Brain tumours, Oncological emergencies, supportive and palliative care, Hodgkins lymphoma, Research collaborations, Optimizing diagnostic capacity, Radiotherapy in Africa,  Paediatric Oncology in Developing Countries, the Indian Experience and Parent groups. The session on HIV related cancers was sponsored by the National Aids Control Programme. There was a total of 12 main sessions. The speakers included all the members of SIOP council, the continental presidents as well as experts in various areas in paediatric oncology and associated specialties from America, Europe, South Africa and Ghana. 
The lectures were followed by oral presentations during 6 sessions with a total of 37 papers presented by participants. The Moroccan participants made a significant contribution to the oral presentations as they presented 11 out of the total oral papers. 
There were a total of 34 posters and on Thursday, 11th March, one hour was allotted for poster discussions during which selected posters were presented by their authors. 
The Nurses programme was combined with the parents’ programme for the morning of the first day, 10th March. They then had separate sessions which were in the form of lectures and mini-workshops for the remainder of the meeting. About 40 participants attended the nurses’ sessions. Session topics included Parent groups, Nutritional needs of paediatric patients, End of life support, Administration of medication, Pain control, Palliative care, communication, essential observations and Networking in Paediatric Oncology. Three participants, one each from Ghana, Spain and South Africa, made oral presentations on nutrition, pain relief and central venous access devices respectively. There was a visit to the Korle Bu Teaching hospital on the morning of the 12th. The nurses’ programme was coordinated by Carola Freidank, SIOP Council. Resource persons included S. Macfarlane, C. Freidank, P. Hesseling, and T. Mosby.
The Parents’ session was mainly sponsored by ICCCPO who also covered the accommodation and conference fee costs of the speaker on nutrition, Terezie Mosby. There were about 30 participants.The sessions included talks with the nurses combined, as above, for the first morning and then on Palliative care in resource constrained settings, Psychological aspects of dealing with children with cancer and siblings, Overview of various childhood cancer parent groups in Africa and fundraising ideas. There were two presentations from Ghana that were very moving by a sibling on his experiences and then by a child on his experiences from diagnosis to completion of treatment. Resource persons included J. Poole, A. Ofori-Atta, E. Molyneux, L. Schutte, J.Thompson and S. Cutland, There was an open discussion time for the parents on the way forward for parent groups.
This is the first time that SIOP Africa meeting has had parents’ and nurses’ sessions for the duration of the full meeting with active participation. 
There was a combined discussion forum on Thursday, 11th March, the panelists were H.P.Wagner, M. Egeler, C. Freidank (representing nurses viewpoint) and K. Dollman (representing the parents). There was active participation by the delegates. Some of the proposals for the way forward are contained in the recommendations below. Several delegates expressed an interest in becoming members of SIOP and about thirty completed application forms were handed in by the end of the three day meeting.

Opening Ceremony
This took place at the historic Kwame Nkrumah Memorial Park on Wednesday, 10th 5.30pm – 7.00pm. it was chaired by Prof Grace Parkins, Dean Dental School. The special Guest of Honour was His Excellency, the President of the Republic of Ghana, ably represented by the Deputy Minister of Health, Mr Rojo Mettle-Nunoo. In his speech, he stated the commitment of the Government of Ghana to Cancer control. There were short speeches given by the chairperson of the local organizing committee, Dr Lorna Awo Renner, The SIOP continental President, Prof. Janet Poole and SIOP International President represented by Prof Max Coppes. There were performances by the Brave Ones (Survivors and some friends), The Korle Bu Youth choir and the National Symphony Orchestra. This event had broad media coverage both television and print media and went a long way to increase public awareness of childhood cancer.
Dinner/dance
This was held at Next door beach resort on Thursday, 11th from 7.30pm. It was open to all conference participants at no extra cost to them. There was a live band in attendance and a female drumming group with cultural dancers. The highlight of the evening was the SIOP President, Maarten Egeler, being escorted by the cultural dancers and he emulating their dance steps onto the stage. He then addressed all the participants. 
Closing ceremony

The meeting ended on Friday, 12th March at 300pm. There was a short award winning film shown on the Avenir Association from Morocco. This was followed by closing remarks by M. Egeler, J. Poole and L.A.Renner. Gifts of Kente cloths were given to all the main speakers as souvenirs from Ghana. The next continental meeting will be in South Africa in 2012.
Scholarships

Scholarships to cover conference fees and full accomodation were given to 18 participants from funds raised locally by the LOC. This included 4 invited speakers. The LOC also took care of the conference fees for all the speakers who made lecture presentations.
Funding

The LOC is most grateful to the Ministry of Health of Ghana who were the main sponsors of this conference.

We are also very grateful to the other sponsors who were:

Pfizer Pharmaceuticals, AfrOx, International Confederation of Childhood Cancer Parent Organisations (ICCCPO), Rock Chemists, National AIDS Control Programme, Paediatric Society of Ghana, Nestle Ghana Ltd, Sanofi-Aventis, Astra Zeneca, College of Health Sciences (U.G), Korle Bu Teaching Hospital, Ghana Health Service, Coca Cola Ghana Ltd.
The International Network for Cancer Treatment and Research (INCTR) publicized the meeting in their newsletter. 

Special Appreciation

The LOC acknowledges the contribution of the Paediatric Oncology experts on SIOP Council who together with the other speakers really enriched the scientific content of this meeting. This was made possible because the SIOP annual council meeting was held in Africa for the first time and took place immediately after the continental meeting in Accra.

Recommendations:
Several people registered online but were unable to attend, including some who had abstracts accepted for presentation. Some of these could not even take up the offer of scholarships for accommodation and conference fees as they did not have funds to cover airfares. 
It is recommended that scholarships, including some airfares should be made available by SIOP for doctors, nurses and parent groups from some countries in Africa to enable them attend such educational meetings. This would be in line with the mission of SIOP which is to bring the best possible care for children with cancer to the farthest corners of the globe. 

It is suggested that SIOP should dialogue with some international agencies for support for the African meeting so that a substantial amount could be made available to support eligible participants.

Proposals for The Way Forward from the open forum:

· Training of specialized paediatric oncology nurses and doctors.

· Better equipped laboratories to improve diagnostic and monitoring capacity

· Nutritional support for children

· Affordable care including chemotherapy

· More centres needed for initiation and continuation of care

· Improved supportive care – blood products etc.

Suggested approaches to tackle some of the above:
Training:
Training programmes with trainers from more advanced centres teaching short courses which are repeated.
Distance learning modules over possibly a two year period with periodic attachments to a centre in Africa/elsewhere. 
Need funding and possibility of writing a proposal to the Gates foundation.
Training of nurse educators for some months who will then educate other nurses.

Drug availability:
WHO essential drug list has cancer care drugs, including that for palliative care on it. Cancer has been lumped together with non-communicable diseases. SIOP should set up an active working group to put pressure on WHO so that cancer is considered more of a priority..

Finally:

We hope all who participated will go back to their various countries and make an impact so as to improve childhood cancer care in their various units/communities in Africa.
The LOC is grateful to all who contributed to making this 9th Continental Meeting of SIOP in Africa a success. 

We would like to also express our sincere thanks to the International Scientific Committee from SIOP for their very important input - Prof Janet Poole, Prof Gabriele Calaminus, Prof. Maarten Egeler, Prof Bharat Agarwal, Carola Freidank and Rosalinde Kennis. Also to Mr Kenneth Dollman from ICCCPO.
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