CERVICAL CANCER
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What is Cervical Cancer?
Cervical cancer is cancer that occurs in the lining of the lower part of the woman’s uterus or womb.  The womb is the place where a baby grows and develops when a woman is pregnant.  The cervix connects the womb to the vagina or birth canal.  

Cervical Cancer is the 14th Leading Cancer Killer in Women

The US Preventive Services Task Force recommends that women begin cervical cancer screening when they reach the age of 21 or within three years of having vaginal sexual intercourse (whichever comes first).  

Facts:

· Cervical cancer is the second leading cause of cancer in the female reproductive system

· The Pap test can detect more than 90% of all cervical cancers
· Women who don’t have Pap tests at recommended intervals are more likely to develop cervical cancer than women who regularly have Pap tests

· Death from cervical cancer is generally preventable

Symptoms:

Cancer of the cervix does not form suddenly; it can take a number of years.  First, some cells begin to change from normal to pre-cancer and then to abnormal cancer cells.  Symptoms of cervical 

Symptoms (cont’d)

cancer don’t usually appear until the abnormal cells invade the nearby tissue.  Symptoms can include:

· Abnormal bleeding

· Heavier, long-lasting periods

· Unusual vaginal discharge

· Pelvic or back pain

· Pain on urination

· Blood in the stool or urine

Abnormal bleeding may occur:

· Between menstrual periods

· After menopause

· After intercourse

· After pelvic examination

These symptoms are not always a sign of cervical cancer.  They can be caused by sexually transmitted diseases or other conditions.  If you have any of these symptoms, see your primary care provider.  

Risk Factors:

1. Sexual History

Women have a higher-than-average risk of developing cervical cancer if they:

· Have had more than one sexual partner

· Started having sexual relations before the age of 18

· Have a sexual partner who has had sexual contact with a woman with cervical cancer.

2. Human Papilloma Virus (HPV)

HPV is a virus that can infect the genital tract, external genitals and the area around the anus.  HPV has nothing to do with HIV, the virus that causes AIDS.  There are many types of HPV virus, but only certain types can be transmitted from one person to another during sexual contact.  There is a test available that can detect the 

presence or absence of HPV viruses of low risk or medium-high risk for cervical cancer.  It is important to note that condoms may not protect against infection with HPV.  This is because HPV can be passed from person-to-person through any skin-to-skin contact 

Risk Factors (cont’d)
with any HPV-infected area of the body, such as the skin of the genital or anal area not covered by the condom.  But using condoms is important to lower the chance of getting other sexually transmitted diseases or becoming pregnant.

3. Smoking and Cervical Cancer
Women who smoke are about twice as likely to develop cervical cancer as women who do not.  The more a woman smokes – and the longer she has been smoking – the greater the risk.

4. Pap Test History

Not having regular Pap tests increases the chance of unrecognized cervical cancer.  Between 60% and 80% of women with newly diagnosed cervical cancer have not had a Pap test in at least five years.

5. Weakened Immune System

Women whose immune systems are weakened have a higher-than-average risk of developing cervical lesions that can become cancerous.  These include women infected with the HIV virus that causes AIDS.  It also includes women who received organ transplants and must take drugs to prevent the body from rejecting the new organ.

6. Poverty

Women who are poor may not have access to medical services that detect and treat cervical cancer.  Women who are poor are often undernourished, and poor nutrition can also increase the risk of cervical cancer.

Treatment:

Treatment options will depend upon the specific type of cervical cancer diagnosed and could include:

· Surgery

· Radiotherapy

· Chemotherapy

[image: image2.jpg]


There are advantages and disadvantages to each of the different treatment options.  You can work with your primary care provider to come up with the best treatment for you based on your own health, personal values and wishes, as well as side effects you may wish to avoid.

Follow-Up Testing:

Once you have been treated for cervical cancer, you will need to be closely followed to make sure that the cancer does not come back.  Your primary care provider will tell you when he or she wants to see you.  The provider will also do regular pelvic examinations during your office visits.  It is very important that you keep all of your follow-up appointments and let the provider know about any symptoms you are experiencing.

Prevention:

· If found early, cervical cancer and precancerous cervical conditions are almost 100% curable!

· The best way to detect early cervical cancer and precancerous conditions of the cervix is to have a Pap test at least every three years.

· Pap tests are not recommended for women older than age 65 if they have had regular screening with normal results before age 65.

· Pap tests are not recommended in women who have had hysterectomies (cervix and uterus removed by surgery) for reasons other than cervical cancer.
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