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As this Association reaches its 20 year anniversary, it seems like a good time to reflect on our history and acknowledge our achievements to date. It is my pleasant task to take you on a brief stroll down memory lane. Since even our collective memory is not infallible, I apologize in advance for any errors or omissions.

At the very beginning, at a national cancer nursing symposium held in Winnipeg, discussion started about whether Canada was ready for an oncology nursing society. The following spring, May 1984, the 10th ONS Congress was held at the Sheraton Hotel in Toronto. ONS was keen to have Canadian nurses form a Canadian chapter of the existing American society. During this ONS Congress, 7 Canadian nurses got together to discuss the pros and cons of forming an oncology nursing society and which direction would be the best one to take. This was a very informal discussion (legend has it that most of it took place on a bed in a hotel room) but the consensus was that we were ready to have our own oncology nursing association. About this time Ross Laboratories offered an unrestricted grant for cancer nurses and the decision made to use this grant to support association formation activities.

In November of 1984 a group of 16 nurses, representing all ten provinces, met for three days in Toronto under the chairmanship of Heather Porter to start the work of creating a national organization. During that meeting a mission statement, philosophy, objectives and by-laws were drafted. From the outset it was agreed that this Canadian association would be bilingual. A name was chosen and the Canadian Association of Nurses in Oncology/Association canadienne des infirmieres en oncologie ( CANO/ACIO) became an entity. The following spring this group met for a second time to continue the formative work, strategize the launch and enrollment of members and design a formal proposal.

In September, 1985, at another oncology nursing symposium – this time in Edmonton – the proposal was presented and was passed unanimously by the more than 300 nurses attending. Membership in the new organization reached 115 the first day! Immediately an Interim Executive was formed and the first National Council Meeting was held. The Interim President appointed was Heather Porter. Communique, the CANO/ACIO newsletter, began publication in French and English in November of 1985 under the editorship of Louise Hughes.

In the summer of 1986 the first election was held and a full slate of candidates was fielded. A membership of 241 elected an executive and Dr. Margaret Fitch became the first elected president. That same year the fledgling association sponsored a nurse from a third world country to attend the 4th International Conference on Cancer Nursing. CANO/ACIO applied and was accepted by the Canadian Nurses Association (CNA) as a special interest group. Membership was now at 522 nurses.

September 1988 saw the 1st Annual CANO/ACIO National Conference, “Bridging the Nation” held in Vancouver. The keynote speaker was oncology nursing pioneer, Robert Tiffany. For this first conference, ICI Pharma pledged an annual scholarship to be awarded to CANO members engaged in academic studies and a partnership between the sponsor, the Canadian Nurses Foundation and CANO was formed. Also for this first conference, Adria Laboratories provided partial travel support to nurses presenting papers.

The Halifax conference in 1989 hosted the first Schering Lecture, delivered by Sandra Mitchell. Around this time, CANO/ACIO started to talk about launching a quarterly, scholarly, peer-reviewed nursing journal. This was a huge step for such a young organization. Other nursing associations were quick to tell us we were quite mad to entertain such a grandiose scheme. Nevertheless, in January 1991, the first issue of the Canadian Oncology Nursing Journal/Revue canadienne de soins infirmiers en oncologie rolled off the press. It was (and remains) the only bilingual nursing journal in North America. The first editor in chief was Beverley Page.

By 1994 a national office and management service was established with a company located in Toronto.  That year CANO/ACIO hosted 1200 nurses from around the world at the International Conference on Cancer Nursing which was held in Vancouver. The first Helene Hudson Memorial Lecture was delivered at this event by Stella Dyck in memory of our fallen colleague from Winnipeg. The CANO/Pharmacia Awards of Excellence in Clinical Practice, Education, and Research started this year.

The first CANO Standards, (Clinical Practice, Nursing Education, Patient and Public Education, and Chemotherapy Administration) were published in individual booklets in 1995. Partnerships with the pharmaceutical industry became more formal and led to the Feeling Your Best During Cancer Therapy and the Fatigue in Cancer programs. CANO/ACIO was invited to send a representative to the board of the International Society of Nurses in Cancer Care.

Work with CNA on a certification exam for cancer nurses began in 1996. Leslie Vincent led this initiative. In September of 1997 oncology nurses sat the first certification exam, followed by a second writing in April 1998. As of 2004, twelve hundred nurses have obtained CON(C).

In 1998 the CANO National Education Project (CONEP) began. Another partnership with industry led to the three-year, comprehensive pain program and the CANO Pain Initiative, which were introduced in 1999. This year also saw the development of the CANO/ACIO web pages. Recognition, in the form of invitations for CANO appointees to represent cancer nurses at national boards and meetings, was now a regular occurrence. 

In the new millennium, CONJ was still in publication and got a new editor and a new look. The organization went back to basics to take stock and a new CANO Mission, Vision and Values were established. CANO/ACIO was invited to participate in the Canadian Strategy for Cancer Control stakeholders meeting. The CANO Fatigue Initiative was introduced.

In 2001 the CANO Standards of Care document was published and disseminated to members. A new National Office and Management Company, located in Vancouver, was selected.
The original structure of the organization was no longer working efficiently and so in 2002 was reorganized to be more streamlined  and more cost effective. The work of CONEP continued. In December 2003, CANO/ACIO participated in the National Cancer Leadership Forum.

What about the present? This year on April 20, 2004, oncology nurses across the country celebrated the first National Oncology Nurses’ Day. CANO/ACIO has 25 representatives on 18 national and international committees, subcommittees, and working groups. The 2004 CANO/ACIO annual conference features new faces and several new awards, new partnerships with industry are under consideration, and new leaders continue to emerge. 

When that small group first started discussions in 1983 and 1984 there were only a few oncology nurses with masters degrees and one, Dr. Lesley Degner, with a doctorate – although Betty Davies and Margaret Fitch were then doctoral candidates. That situation has changed dramatically in twenty years. A look at CANO’s past presidents and executive members, its editorial board and reviewers, and its conference program shows an amazing proliferation of graduate degrees. Have the oncology nurses grown academically with this organization or has the organization grown with the nurses?

While the vision and leadership of CANO/ACIO’s nine presidents is apparent, it is more difficult to identify and acknowledge individually, the many provincial representatives, directors, editors and reviewers who have participated. Their work on the Board, on various initiatives and committees, and with CONJ, has enabled the association to grow and produce. These nurses are the backbone of the association, and without all of them, nothing would have been possible. We owe them a tremendous debt of gratitude.

Our first two decades have been exciting, challenging, rewarding, and busy! I trust the next 20 years will be even more so. Thanks for accompanying me on this  stroll down memory lane. Let’s do it again in 2024!

Beverley Page, RN, BScN, CON(C)

Education Specialist in Nursing, and

Coordinator, Centre for Continuing Education in Oncology Nursing,

Toronto Sunnybrook Regional Cancer Centre

* Beverley was a CANO founding member and the Saskatchewan representative to Board of Directors for 4 years. She co-chaired the 3rd CANO annual conference held in Saskatoon in 1990, and was founding Editor in Chief of the Canadian Oncology Nursing Journal/Revue canadienne de soins infirmiers en oncologie. 

Editor’s note;
Highlights of this speech were given at the 20th anniversary celebrations at the CANO conference in Calgary, September 2004. Ms Page was invited to submit her complete presentation for inclusion in this issue.

