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Thursday 27 August 2009
Cervical cancer screening saves lives
General Practitioners (GPs) across the NSW central west are reminding women aged between 18 and 70 that the best way to prevent cancer of the cervix is to have a Pap test every two years.

Dr Prue Greenwell, a general practitioner (GP) from the Brisbane St Medical Practice in Cowra and a Board member and spokesperson for the NSW Central West Division of General Practice (CWDGP), says cancer of the cervix is one of the most preventable and curable of all cancers, and a Pap smear every two years can prevent the most common form of cervical cancer in up to 90 per cent of cases. 

“The biggest risk factor in cervical cancer is not being screened very two years, as 3 out of 4 women who develop cervical cancer have either never had a Pap smear or haven’t had one in the past 5 years,” Dr Greenwell said.

“A Pap test every two years could save a woman’s life because it checks for changes in the cervix before cancer can develop.
“In Australia, 86 per cent of women visit their GP at least once a year, but 40 per cent of women are not screened for cervical cancer in line with the national guidelines. If you are aged between 18 and 70 years and have ever had sexual intercourse you need to have a Pap test every two years, and if a woman starts sexual activity at a younger age, screening should start within two years of first sexual intercourse. 

“Women who have any unusual symptoms, such as unexpected bleeding, discharge or pain, or who last had a Pap test more than two years ago, should see their GP as soon as possible.

“The risk of developing cervical cancer increases with age, so it is important to continue having Pap tests after menopause. Women who have had a hysterectomy still need to check with their doctor to make sure they can stop having Pap tests. If you smoke you may increase your risk of cancer of the cervix,” Dr Greenwell said. “My advice to women is talk to your GP about having a Pap smear.”

Each year in Australia over 1,000 new cases of cervical cancer are diagnosed and over 300 women die from the disease. The Pap test is actually a screening test for well women to detect any abnormal cells before they can affect their health and wellbeing. The Pap smear looks at the cells of the cervix and can pick up any early changes. Abnormal cells can easily be treated but if these early changes are not found, cancer of the cervix can develop. There is no substantial advantage in being screened more frequently than every two years.
The NSW Central West Division of General Practice supports the National Cervical Screening Program and the NSW Cervical Screening program.

Media contact: 
Dr Prue Greenwell, Brisbane St Medical Practice, Cowra – (02) 6342.2555
Ms Deb Bardon, Practice Support Manager, NSW CWDGP – (02) 6332.6646
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