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New clinical guidelines
committee moves forward
after 2024 breast cancer
screening debacle
‘The methodology has to be rebuilt,” says new committee
chair Dr. David Keegan about a research process that was
previously criticized for being insular and relying on
outdated data.
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Dr. David Keegan says applied to join the National Advisory Committee on
Preventive Health Services when the feds' external review of the last task force
made it clear that any new body would need a ‘revolutionary approach’ with a
greater focus on consultations with experts and patients.Photograph courtesy
of Stacey Watson
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The chair of the new National Advisory Committee
on Preventive Health Services for clinical
guidelines says it’s focusing on rebuilding the
foundation for how it will conduct its work—and
that decisions about which health conditions it will
study are to come—more than two years after a
predecessor task force shocked cancer advocates
and then-health minister Mark Holland with breast
cancer screening guidelines that maintained the
status quo. 

“The methodology has to be rebuilt. … As I read it,
it’s clear—how did Canada get to a point where
there was research and research studies to guide the
development of guidelines, and yet there was felt to
be poor transparency and—I think it would be fair
to say—a loss of trust?” said Dr. David Keegan, a
family physician and chair of the federally
appointed National Advisory Committee on
Preventive Health Services, in a virtual interview
with The Hill Times.  

The new advisory committee, which falls under the
Public Health Agency of Canada (PHAC), replaces
the Canadian Task Force on Preventative Health
Care, whose work was paused in March 2025 by
Holland after its May 2024 breast cancer screening
guidelines recommended that the minimum age for
routine mammograms remain at 50, and not 40 as
recommended by many cancer groups. 

Michael Collins, vice-president of PHAC’s
Health Promotion and Chronic Disease
Prevention Branch, says the 2024 breast
cancer screening guidelines currently ‘have
no o!cial status other than they’re sitting in
a website in draft [form].’ Photograph
courtesy of the Public Health Agency of
Canada

When the guidelines were released on May 30,
2024, the Canadian Cancer Society said it was
“disappointed” in the result, while Breast Cancer
Canada called on the task force to “rescind” them.
That same day, Holland held a press conference in
the West Block saying that while he respected the
task force’s status as an independent body, “there
isn’t a woman that I’ve spoken [with] today who’s
okay with these recommendations.”

The issue made national news headlines when
physicians and advocates said one of the problems
with the guidelines was that the committee had
relied on outdated studies. 

At the time, Holland ordered the acceleration of the
external review of the task force’s work that had
already been started. The subsequent report was
published in June 2025. 

The external review does not analyze the task
force’s deliberations in producing the breast cancer
guidelines, but reviews the group’s processes as a
whole. Although noting the task force was “widely
respected for its scientific rigour,” the review also
stated “there is a pressing need to modernize its
approach,” which would include being more
inclusive and transparent. 

Recommendations included that the methodology
expand to welcome more substantial and formal
input from subject-matter experts, patients, and
individuals from diverse populations such as Black
Canadians and Indigenous Peoples. The review also
recommended a “living guidelines” model focused
on the continuous monitoring of existing guidelines
while allowing for more flexibility in how they are
updated—such as by adopting or adapting guidance
from other relevant committees—so that the federal
task force could focus on areas in which there is a
significant lack of evidence-based guidelines. 
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Keegan, who’s also a professor at the University of
Calgary’s Cumming School of Medicine, said the
external review’s call for a “revolutionary
approach” that leans into more external
consultations is why he applied when PHAC put out
the call for new members for what has now been
renamed the National Advisory Committee on
Preventive Health Services. 

‘There’s a public expectation’ the
committee will return to 2024
guidelines, says chair

The committee has met once since PHAC
announced its creation back in June. Keegan said
members are working on issues related to
transparency, and are working with the agendy to
allow more flexibility for members to advocate
publicly on health issues. They are also developing
an equity framework to respond to the external
review’s recommendations for more active
collaboration and consideration of diverse
populations. 

As for which clinical subjects the committee plans
to tackle—and whether that includes another look at
the 2024 breast cancer guidelines—those decisions
are to come. 

“If we just jump to specific topics, well then, how
can we deliver on the mandates of the [external
review]? We can’t. It’s kind of like building a
house. We’ve got to make sure we have a strong
foundation,” Keegan said of the work that’s
underway. 

Health Minister Marjorie Michel is in charge of the Public
Health Agency of Canada, which announced in June the
creation of the National Advisory Committee on
Preventive Health Services to replace the Canadian Task
Force on Preventive Health Care. The Hill Times
photograph by Andrew Meade

On the issue of the 2024 breast cancer guidelines,
Keegan—who told The Hill Times that he
personally doesn’t refer to them in his own medical
practice—said, “There’s a public expectation that
we do need to figure this piece out.” 

Michael Collins, vice-president of PHAC’s Health
Promotion and Chronic Disease Prevention Branch,
said the 2024 guidelines “have no official status
other than they’re sitting in a website in draft
[form].”

Collins, who took part in the virtual interview with
Keegan, was referring to the previous task force’s
website, which includes a note stating the task force
is no longer functional, and the website is neiter
being updated, nor monitored. 

Whatever work is done on any breast cancer
guidelines is up to the new national advisory
committee, according to Collins. 

But noting the guidelines’ “political baggage,” it
might not be “incredibly sage” to go back to the
2024 guidelines for a “quick refresh,” Collins said,
because of concerns from groups about the
methodology and the type of expertise used in their
development.

Representatives for both the Canadian Cancer
Society and Dense Breasts Canada told The Hill
Times that the new committee must return to the
breast cancer guidelines and produce a resource that
is more relevant to the current context. 

Brandon Purcell, the Canadian Cancer Society’s
advocacy manager for prevention and early
detection, said his organization doesn’t have a
position on whether the committee “should start
from scratch or work from what’s already there,”
but maintains that the 2024 guidelines should be a
part of its early discussions. Purcell noted that any
new work on those would have to account for
changes to breast cancer screening environments
nationally, as more provinces have independently
chosen to lower their routine screening age to 40
since 2024.

Following the previous task force’s May 2024 decision not
to recommend lowering the age for routine
mammograms, then-health minister Mark Holland,
pictured, ordered that an external review of the Canadian
Task Force on Preventive Health Care be accelerated. The
Hill Times photograph by Andrew Meade

The Canadian Cancer Society also requested in a
letter last month to the advisory committee that it
prioritize working on updated guidelines for
prostate cancer, which the previous task force last
reviewed in 2014. 

When prostate cancer was studied more than 10
years ago, the method of testing for the disease was
very different, which is why an update is required,
according to Purcell. 

Jennie Dale, founder and executive director of
Dense Breasts Canada, said she’s calling for a
“fresh start” for updated breast cancer guidelines. 

Saying that she’s told PHAC officials that the
previous task force’s methodology should not be
used, Dale added, “We need a total fresh look
because the process that was used for the previous
guidelines was flawed. So, they have reformed the
methodology now. They have improved the
transparency, the accountability, the expert input.” 

Dale also said she’s calling for a more expansive
review of breast cancer screening considerations
including supplemental screenings, programs for
high-risk cases, and the ages at which routine
screening ends. 

Jennie Dale, founder and executive director of Dense
Breasts Canada, says she has been advocating for the
reform of the Canadian Task Force on Preventive Health
Care since 2016. Photograph courtesy of Jennie Dale

Dale said she has been advocating to Ottawa for
task force reform since 2016, citing a lack of
consultation with subject matter experts and patients
as some of the reasons why change is necessary. 

Going forward, efforts by the new advisory
committee—none of whom were members of the
previous task force—to rebuild trust will require the
involvement of experts and patients in reviews, a
commitment to living guidelines, recognition that
“one size does not fit all,” and increased use of
more recent observational studies, according to
Dale. 

Purcell said the previous task force was considered
to have a “pretty insular process” in its work to
develop guidelines though it had been making some
steps to consult relevant individuals and groups. 

He said the Canadian Cancer Society supports the
external review’s recommendations regarding
greater input from subject matter experts and those
with lived experience, and their hope is the new
committee will move forward with the “opportunity
to grab that consensus” so that future guidelines are
“reflective of the needs currently and can best serve
the people who are actually going to be using this at
the end of the day.”

PHAC sets aside nearly $3-million for
committee funding

The 2025 external review of the previous task force
also included recommendations regarding its
governance structure in connection to PHAC. The
review stated that input from current and previous
members as well as other individuals cited
“opportunities to enhance transparency, strengthen
accountability, and improve clarity around the task
force’s relationship with PHAC.” 

The Canadian Cancer Society’s Brandon Purcell
believes the advisory committee should complete work
on the 2024 breast cancer guidelines and prioritize
updated guidelines for prostate cancer. Photograph
courtesy of Brandon Purcell

The review calls on PHAC to reconstitute a new
task force as an external advisory body (which it
currently is, Collins confirmed to The Hill Times),
provide a dedicated or shared secretariat to provide
support, and ensure long-term and stable funding. 

“The committee does its work, I am going to say,
independently,” Collins said. 

“We just don’t have the bandwidth or the expertise
to be involved in the day-to-day knitting, and they
provide recommendations to the Public Health
Agency. For sure, the Public Health Agency, per the
terms of reference, can accept or not accept those
recommendations,” Collins said. 

PHAC provides operational, administrative, and
some tech support to the committee, but it is the
committee that “is calling the shots,” Collins
added. 

Collins also said the issue of sufficient, predictable,
and ongoing funding came up at the committee’s
recent first meeting and that “this is a priority for
this agency.”
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Collins said the funding level has been decided, but
was unable to provide the figure at the time of the
interview. 

A follow-up email from PHAC to The Hill Times
states the committee’s budget is $2.98-million,
“which may be adjusted following the finalization
of the committee’s workplan.”  

The external review, which did not recommend any
specific funding levels, noted the task force receives
fewer dollars as compared to similar bodies
internationally. 

A separate evaluation of the task force, published in
2022 and prepared by PHAC, stated the group
received approximately $2-million per year, while a
similar body in the United Kingdom received £3.6
million in 2019-20 (approximately C$6.7-million)
and the American equivalent is typically funded to
the tune of US$11.5-million (approximately $16.4-
million). 

Purcell told The Hill Times that the Canadian
Cancer Society’s pre-2026 budget recommendation
is that the committee’s budget be doubled to $6-
million per year. 
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