
Fighting for 
healthier lives

in Lao.
How the Kadoorie Foundation can support the  
fight against cholangiocarcinoma in Lao PDR.



Chonlangiocarcinoma: a preventable killer.

Around 40 million people in the poor, rural communities of the Mekong Basin 
are at risk of opisthorchiasis, a disease caused by infection with the Southeast 
Asian liver fluke (Opisthorchis viverrini). The disease is spread by the 
consumption of the raw fish in which the fluke larvae are present, an ancient 
and widespread practice in the region. Although opisthorchiasis is largely 
symptom-free, if left untreated it leads to cholangiocarcinoma (CCA), a cancer 
of the biliary ductal system. 

CCA is a disease with few symptoms in its early stages, meaning that patients 
typically present late, when treatment options are limited. CCA is resistant to 
chemotherapy, meaning that surgery offers the only hope of a cure. However, 
the complex shape of the tumour, and the fact that imagining techniques do 
not give a detailed picture of its morphology prior to resection, make surgery 
extremely challenging. Recurrence rates are high and the five-year survival rate 
is effectively zero. 

Most of those presenting with CCA are in their early 40s – typically parents of 
working age. The vast majority will die within a few months or years, depriving 
the family of a key breadwinner and throwing those left behind into poverty. 
Across the region, the economic impact of these lives lost early is huge, 
estimated at $120 million a year.  

There is cause for hope, however. CCA is a preventable cancer, with 
well-understood risk factors. If we can reduce the prevalence of 
opisthorchiasis through raising awareness of the risks of eating raw fish and 
by diagnosing and treating the disease earlier, we can reduce the impact of 
this terrible disease. Community-level prevention and treatment programmes 
established at Khon Kaen University (KKU) in North-East Thailand have been 
shown to be effective in securing earlier diagnosis and in raising awareness of 
the role of diet in developing CCA. 

A gift of £1 million from the Kadoorie Foundation will enable the adaptation 
and expansion of these programmes into Lao PDR, one of the world’s least 
developed nations where there are currently no co-ordinated efforts to 
control opisthorchiasis and CCA. With the Lao government now signalling 
its willingness to support such a programme, there is an unprecedented 
opportunity to bring the hope of a healthier life to tens of thousands of 
Laotians.
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Learning from CASCAP: expanding a successful model 
for control of opisthorchiasis and CCA into Lao PDR.

Khon Kaen in North-East Thailand is at the epicentre of the liver fluke and CCA 
epidemic. Scientists and clinicians from the Faculty of Medicine at Khon Kaen 
University (KKU), Khon Kaen University Hospital and the Cholangiocarcinoma 
Research Institute (CARI) operate the national Cholangiocarcinoma Screening 
and Care Programe (CASCAP), an holistic programme that combines screening 
programmes for the at-risk population, education aimed at reducing 
dietary risk factors for liver fluke and a world-renowned centre for imaging 
and surgery. Since its launch in 2010, CASCAP has screened over 150,000 
individuals at risk of liver fluke-induced CCA and will target another 300,000 
by the end of 2018. 

The CASCAP screening model is based on the fact that during chronic liver 
fluke infection, some individuals develop periductal fibrosis, which elevates 
their risk of developing CCA. These changes can be detected by ultrasound 
screening, which CASCAP health workers carry out in community settings. 
People at risk are then referred to hospital centres for confirmative diagnosis 
and possible early surgical intervention.

Imperial has been a CASCAP collaborator from its inception, contributing 
to the screening programme and applying our world-leading expertise 
in imagining and biomarker research to efforts to improve diagnosis and 
characterisation of opisthorchiasis and CCA.  

With support from the Kadoorie Foundation, we can enable the expansion 
of CASCAP methodology into Lao PDR. The existing CASCAP infrastructure at 
KKU will remain at the centre of the expanded programme, ensuring stability, 
strong management and robust financial governance. Partner organisations in 
Lao will be provided identical software and methodologies for data collection 
and analysis, equipping them with proven patient management methods 
and facilitating the sharing of data and best practice between the KKU 
administrative centre and in-country programme workers. 

Screening for opisthorchiasis 
can be done by checking for the 
eggs of the liver fluke in stool 
samples. CCA is detected by 
ultrasound examination. 



How your philanthropic investment will have impact.

The Kadoorie Foundation’s gift will enable the three core elements of the 
Lao-CASCAP initiative: awareness-raising, screening and clinical training. 

Awareness-raising: Despite the prevalence of CCA in the Mekong Basin, local 
people continue to consume the raw and fermented river fish that harbour 
liver fluke. Public health campaigns have since the 1950s have had limited 
success in effecting behaviour change and reducing the prevalence of liver 
fluke infection and CCA. To change this risk-taking dietary practice, we need 
to better understand the socio-cultural factors involved in its perpetuation 
and in its resistance to educative initiatives aimed at behaviour-change. With 
support from the Kadoorie Foundation, the Lao-CASCAP programme will adapt 
existing learning from the Thai context to develop a programme of educational 
activities tailored to Lao cultural sensitivities, and delivered by local health 
workers with a deep understanding of Lao society.  

The aim is to take a thoughtful and effective response to the culturally 
embedded behaviour and practices at play in persistent liver fluke infection 
and subsequent CCA. In the longer term, we will engage with government 
authorities in developing national education programmes to combat the 
problem of infection through education and culturally-sensitive societal 
change.

Screening: Much epidemiological and screening work has been done in North-
East Thailand, aimed at early disease detection in rural communities through 
assessment of stool egg counts and portable liver ultrasound screening. To 
date, little or no comparable work has taken place in Lao PDR. A gift from the 
Kadoorie Foundation will provide the screening equipment, staff salaries and 
associated training costs needed to deliver a community-level programme of 
screening across the most at-risk areas of the country. 

Clinical training: KKU and KKU Hospital are world-leading centres for 
research into CCA, its diagnosis and treatment. With support from the 
Kadoorie Foundation, a programme will be created to train specialist 
staff in the preclinical and clinical methodologies needed to identify and 
treat populations at risk of the different forms of liver fluke CCA within the 
wetlands of Lao. The aim is to build local capacity and ensure the longer-term 
sustainability of the programme in Lao. 

Raw and partially fermented 
cyprinoid fish are commonly 
eaten by communities in the 
Mekong Basin. The fish contain 
the larvae of the parasitic liver 
fluke that causes opisthorchiasis 
in humans. 



Engaging future medical leaders with the problem.

Imperial offers Year 2 medical students the opportunity to do an eight-week 
research experience with the aim of giving them a first taste of medical 
research. 

The research experience, which can be done in the UK or overseas, enriches 
students’ training by deepening their understanding of how research can 
improve health care. Many of those who take part choose to revisit their 
placement in the remaining years of their course, developing a specialist 
knowledge of the research challenges involved. 

Last year, Imperial was able to offer 12 places at Khon Kaen University, with 
over 100 students applying. With support from the Kadoorie Foundation we 
can provide additional opportunities for students to gain research experience 
at KKU, as part of the CASCAP programme.

In addition to the benefits that participating students will receive, such 
a programme will raise awareness of CCA amongst the next generation of 
researchers and clinicians, building a pipeline of expertise that will ensure 
efforts to tackle this disease are sustained into the future.  

Recognising your support.

A gift of £1 million would have a transformative impact on our work and finding 
an appropriate way to recognise your support and report back on the impact of 
your gift is a priority for us all. We would welcome the opportunity to discuss 
with you how best to achieve this. Possible options include: 

• Meetings with senior academics and College leaders
• An annual report on the activities supported by your gift
• Invitations to events held for the College’s closest friends and benefactors
• Recognition in Imperial’s Annual Fundraising Report.

Thank you.

The CASCAP project is the result of decades of collaboration between 
Imperial and its regional partners. The opportunity to translate this wealth 
of knowledge and expertise for application in Lao PDR is immensely 
exciting. With support from the Kadoorie Foundation we can offer the hope 
of a longer, healthier life to tens of thousands of people in Lao who are 
affected by opisthorchiasis and CCA. Thank you for your interest in our work 
and willingness to consider this proposal. We look forward to hearing your 
thoughts.  



Appendix: academic leadership

Dr Narong Khuntikeo is a surgeon at KKU Faculty of Medicine and brings 
more than 25 years of experience in training young doctors in hepato-biliary-
pancreatic surgical techniques. He co-founded and now runs CASCAP, while 
also elevating opisthorchiasis and CCA on the Thai national agenda. 

Dr Paiboon Sithithaworn is a Professor of Parasitology at KKU and principal 
investigator for CASCAP. He has a PhD in parasitology from Imperial College 
London. For more than 30 years he has focused research on population 
genetics of the liver fluke, molecular diagnosis of Opisthorchis viverrini 
epidemiology, and biomarkers of CCA.

Professor Simon Taylor-Robinson is a clinical hepatologist with much 
experience of global health problems around the world including liver cancer 
in sub-Saharan Africa, Egypt and South-East Asia. He has been working with 
KKU on biomarker development for CCA for the past decade and has travelled 
to Thailand more than 20 times. 

Professor Richard Syms is an electrical engineer and has been working on 
imaging solutions for CCA for 17 years. He now has a lab at KKU and is a 
frequent visitor.


