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Dear GP colleague 

 

RE: FIT testing for patients overdue Bowel Scope Screening 

 

I am writing to inform you that following the outcome of a UK National Screening Committee 

submission to the Secretary of State, NHS England and Improvement (NHSE/I) will be permanently 

discontinuing Bowel Scope as part of the NHS Bowel Cancer Screening Programme.  

 

This decision has been made within the context of prioritisation and risk-based improvement to the 

NHS Bowel Cancer Screening Programme to extend the home testing programme to include 50-59 

year olds from 01 April 2021. 

 

In making this decision, NHSEI considered the following 

• The introduction of FIT testing into the programme in 2019 which has enabled more sensitive 

testing; 

 

• Implementation of age extension into the programme over the next four years which aims to 

reduce inequities in service provisions that were created by Bowel Scope roll out to cover only 

the population of 60% of GP practices, across England;  

  

• The UKNSC recommendation to consider decommission Bowel Scope when FIT was available 

to 55-year-olds. 
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People whose bowel scope screening appointment was delayed due to the COVID-19 pandemic will 

be offered a FIT home testing kit from April 2021. Please find attached, the letter that will be sent to 

these individuals in January 2021.  

If you have any queries, please email Josephine.ruwende@nhs.net  

Yours Sincerely  

Josephine Ruwende,  

Consultant Lead and Screening and Immunisation Lead 

NHSE/I  & PHE London Region 

 

 

 Questions and Answers  

 

What is bowel scope screening?  

People aged between 55 and 60 are invited for a once-only bowel scope screen- a thin flexible tube 

with a tiny camera on the end to look inside the lower part of the large bowel for any polyps or cancers. 

People who are over 55 but have not attended for bowel scope could self-refer up to the time they 

are invited to receive the FIT home testing kit. While bowel scope screening was previously rolled out 

to people registered with around 60% of GP practices across the country the country, activity had 

already reduced prior to COVID-19 due to the increase in demand on bowel screening services 

following the introduction of the more sensitive and easier to use FIT kit. During the pandemic, bowel 

scope screening has stopped as the NHS prioritises available capacity for screening patients who need 

further tests following their bowel cancer screening FIT test result.  

 

Why was the decision taken to decommission bowel scope?  

There are a range of reasons, in discussion with experts and stakeholders, that went into the decision 

including: 

 

• Bowel scope screening was available in certain parts of the country creating variation in 

service delivery and people taking up the offer of the test was lower than expected. 

  

• To continue to ensure that people that need diagnostic tests following a positive FIT test are 

received in a timely way and, following the impact of the coronavirus pandemic, continuing to 

focus on fully restoring the home testing programme.  
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• Bowel Scope screening not being provided in our devolved nations, Wales, Scotland and 

Northern Ireland. 

 

It was also a recommendation by School of Health and Related Research (ScHARR) to consider 

decommissioning Bowel Scope when the FIT home test was available to 55- year olds following 

extensive research. Decommissioning bowel scope screening will support the extension of the FIT 

home testing programme, which was a key NHS commitment.  

Is a FIT kit better than a bowel scope?  

One test is not better than the other. There are different advantages to both. Uptake of bowel scope 

screening was lower than expected. The FIT home test kit is a much simpler test, done at home. Only 

a small proportion (currently 2-3%) of people who use the kit will need colonoscopy. The FIT kit detects 

bleeding from the whole bowel, whereas a Bowel Scope will only detect issues in the left side. The FIT 

kit is also universally rolled out across England which is an important part of reducing health 

inequalities across the country.  

 

What will the impact be on people that were due a bowel scope?  

Bowel scope screening is a one-off preventative test, to look for and remove any small growths 

(polyps). Of the 140,527 people that took up the offer of a bowel scope in 2019/20, an average of 3.6% 

needed further tests (colonoscopy) and 0.3% go on to have a cancer diagnosis. Around 56,000 people 

have been invited for bowel scope in 2020/21 but have not been screened. They will be offered the 

FIT kit from April 2021 as an alternative and we expect to have significantly higher uptake of this than 

we would have had following the offer of bowel scope screening.  

 

  


