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Cervical Cancer: Can we prevent it?

YES!! And this is how:

Cervical Cancer is a disease in which malignant
(cancer) cells form in the cervix.

The cervix is the lower, narrow end of the uterus (the organ where a fetus
grows). The cervix connects the uterus to the vagina (birth canal).

Cervical Cancer usually develops slowly over time. Before cancer
appears in the cervix, the cells of the cervix go through a series of
changes in which cells that are not normal (but not yet frank cancer)
begin to appear in the cervical tissue. When cells change from being
normal cells to abnormal cells, it is called dysplasia. Depending on the
number of abnormal cells and the degree of abnormality, dysplasia may
go away without treatment. The more abnormal cells there are, the less
likely they are to go away. Dysplasia that is not treated may turn into
cancer over time. The cancer cells grow and spread through the cervix.
It can take many years for dysplasia to turn into cancer.

What is screening?)

Screening is looking for cancer before a person has any symptoms. This
can help find cancer at an early stage. When abnormal tissue or cancer
is found early, it may be easier to treat. By the time symptoms appear,
cancer may have begun to spread.

Scientists are trying to better understand which people are more likely
to get certain types of cancer. They also study the things we do and
the things around us to see if they cause cancer. This information helps
doctors recommend who should be screened for cancer, which screening
tests should be used, and how often the tests should be done.

Screening for cervical cancer is usually done by taking a “cervical or Pap
smear”. This is basically a scrape taken during routine gynaecological
examination. This is done in the outpatient clinic and does not
require anaesthesia, as the procedure is not more painful than the

regular gynaecological examination. Cervical smears should be done
ROUTINELY every 3 years for every woman who is sexually active. They
should be done even when there are no symptoms.

It is important to remember that your doctor does not necessarily think
you have cancer if he suggests a screening test. Screening tests are given
when you have no cancer symptoms.

If a screening test result is abnormal, you may need to have more tests
done to find out if you have cancer. These are called diagnostic tests. The
most important diagnostic test is Colposcopy.

What is Colposcopy?)

Colposcopy is a procedure during which the gynaecologist examines
the cervix via a magnifying microscope. It is performed is the cervical
smear shows abnormal cells. It helps to evaluate whether there really are
any abnormal cells, and if they exist how bad they are. It is done in the
outpatient clinic and does not require anesthesia, as the procedure is not
more painful than the regular gynaecological examination. Sometimes a
small biopsy (bite) is taken from the cervix to confirm the diagnosis. This
would be done under a local anaesthetic.

What is prevention?)

Cancer prevention is action taken to lower the chance of getting cancer.
By preventing cancer, the number of new cases of cancer is lowered.

To prevent new cancers from starting, scientists look at risk factors and
protective factors. Some risk factors for cancer can be avoided, but many
cannot. For example, smoking can be avoided and thereby the risk of
cancer cervix will be decreased. Again, some sexual habits that are not
common in our culture could increase the risk of developing cervical
cancer.
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The most important risk factor is having multiple sexual partners, and
starting to have sex at an early age. Avoiding such risk factors and
increasing protective factors may lower your risk, but it does not mean
that you will not get cancer.

Luckily, a vaccine has been recently developed to decrease the risk of
developing cancer cervix. It is now well known that this cancer develops
after a virus is acquired through sexual intercourse. This vaccine prevents
acquiring some types of this virus. It is important to know 3 facts:

1. The vaccine should be given to young girls before their first sexual
intercourse (around the age of 12-14).

2. It does not prevent all cases of cancer.

3. It should not stop you from having routine screening.

For more information, please, consult your gynaecologist.
Information Prepared by: Dr Hossam Eldin Fahem

Consultant Obstetrician / Gynaecologist, New Mowasat Hospital
Member of the Royal College of Obstetricians and Gynaecologists, London
Professor of Obstetrics and Gynaecology, Al-Azhar University, Cairo, Egypt

Lecturer in Obstetrics and Gynaecology, Royal College of Surgeons in Ireland

Further information is available on:
http://www.patient.co.uk/showdoc/23068699/
http://www.patient.co.uk/showdoc/27001374/
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