
[image: image1.png]West Virginia
x Immunization Network

Improving Imy jon Rates Across the Lifespan





January is National Cervical Cancer Prevention Month
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Cervical Cancer:   A Shot of Prevention

What is the connection between HPV infection and cervical cancer?  All types of HPV can cause mild Pap test abnormalities which do not have serious consequences. Approximately 10 of the 30 identified HPV types can lead, in rare cases, to development of cervical cancer. Research has shown that for most women (90%), cervical HPV infection becomes undetectable within two years. Although only a small proportion of women have persistent infection, persistent infection with "high-risk" types of HPV is the main risk factor for cervical cancer. 

What is HPV?  HPV infection is a sexually transmitted disease (STD) that is caused by human papillomavirus (HPV). Human papillomavirus is the name of a group of viruses that includes more than 100 different strains or types. More than 30 of these viruses are sexually transmitted.  Most people who become infected with HPV will not have any symptoms and will clear the infection on their own.

Some of these viruses are called "high-risk" types, and may cause abnormal Pap tests. They may also lead to cancer of the cervix and other areas. Others are called "low-risk" types and they may cause mild Pap test abnormalities or genital warts. 

How common is HPV?  Approximately 20 million people are currently infected with HPV. At least 50 percent of sexually active men and women acquire HPV infection at some point in their lives. By age 50, at least 80 percent of women will have acquired HPV infection. About 6.2 million Americans get a new HPV infection each year.

What are the signs and symptoms of HPV infection?
Most people who have an HPV infection do not know they are infected. The virus lives in the skin or mucous membranes and usually causes no symptoms. Some people get visible genital warts or have pre-cancerous changes in the cervix.

How is the HPV infection diagnosed?  Most women are diagnosed with HPV on the basis of abnormal Pap tests. A Pap test is the primary cancer-screening tool for cervical cancer or pre-cancerous changes in the cervix, many of which are related to HPV. Also, a specific test is available to detect HPV DNA in women. The test may be used in women with mild Pap test abnormalities or in women over 30 years of age at the time of Pap testing. The results of HPV DNA testing can help health care providers decide if further tests or treatment are necessary.  No HPV tests are available for men.
Is there a cure for HPV?  There is no "cure" for HPV infection, although in most women the infection goes away on its own.  The treatments provided are directed to the changes in the skin or mucous membrane caused by HPV infection, such as warts and pre-cancerous changes in the cervix.

How is HPV detected?  A Pap test can detect pre-cancerous and cancerous cells on the cervix. Regular Pap testing and careful medical follow-up, with treatment if necessary, can help ensure that pre-cancerous changes in the cervix caused by HPV infection do not develop into life threatening cervical cancer. The Pap test used in U.S. cervical cancer screening programs is responsible for greatly reducing deaths from cervical cancer. For 2007, the American Cancer Society estimates that about 11,150 women will develop invasive cervical cancer and about 3,670 women will die from this disease. Most women who develop invasive cervical cancer have not had regular cervical cancer screening.

How can HPV be prevented?  Women who begin having sex at an early age or who have many sexual partners are at an increased risk.  However, a woman may be infected with HPV even if she has only one sexual partner.  Importantly, HPV infections are common in healthy women and only rarely result in cervical cancer.  
The US Food and Drug Administration (FDA) has approved Gardasil (Merck), the first vaccine developed to prevent the most common HPV infections that cause cervical cancer, for use in females aged 9-26 years.  Another vaccine (Cervarix) is currently awaiting approval by the European Agency for the Evaluation of Medicinal Products. (Source:  American Cancer Society; Cancer Facts and Figures 2007). 
For More Information Contact your health care provider or local health department
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