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WOMEN URGED TO PROTECT THEIR CERVICAL HEALTH
Make getting a pap smear part of your New Year’s resolution 

INDIANAPOLIS—As Hoosiers start working on making positive changes in 2011, state health officials urge women to make getting a pap smear part of any New Year’s resolution to be healthier.

“It is important to have regular pap smears (also known as pap tests) because they can often detect abnormal changes in cells before they have become malignant,” said Erin Triplett, director of the Breast and Cervical Cancer Program.  “Early detection is imperative to preventing cervical cancer.”
 
An estimated 12,000 women in the United States could develop cervical cancer in 2011, with more than 4,000 women potentially dying of the disease, according to the American Cancer Society.

According to the CDC, approximately six out of 10 women diagnosed with cervical cancer either have never received a pap smear or have not been tested in the past five years.  In Indiana, the reported cervical cancer screening rate for 2010 was 73.7 percent, according to the National Women’s Law Center.

Genital human papillomavirus (also called HPV) is the most common sexually transmitted infection. There are more than 40 HPV types that can infect the genital areas of males and females. These HPV types can also infect the mouth and throat. Most people who become infected with HPV do not even know they have it.

Triplett says at least half of all sexually active people will have HPV at some point in their lives.  For approximately 90 percent of infected women, the virus is either cleared by the body or becomes undetectable within two years; however, persistent infection with "high-risk" types of HPV can cause cell changes that, if left untreated, can lead to cervical cancer.   

Health officials recommend women begin getting annual pap smears at the age of 18.  After the age of 30, if women have had three consecutive negative pap smears, then the screenings can decrease to once every three years.  As always, it is recommended that women talk to their primary health care provider about screening and vaccination recommendations.

“Successful education, screening and an immunization program for women, youth and adolescents could help eliminate cervical cancer in the United States in our lifetime,” says Morgan McGill, director of the Office of Women’s Health.  “The message of cervical health is an important one for women to hear because knowing the facts can be life-changing at any age.” 

According to the CDC, two forms of the virus, HPV 16 and HPV 18, account for more than 70 percent of all cervical cancer cases.  A vaccine is available to prevent the high-risk types of HPV.  The three-dose series is recommended for females ages 11 through 26.  
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“Abstinence is the only 100 percent way to prevent HPV.  However, we recommend young women get vaccinated for HPV before they become sexually active,” said Triplett.  “It’s important for parents know what options are available to protect their daughters in the future.”  

Resources for parents on how to talk to their kids about sex can be found on the Indiana RESPECT Website at: www.indianarespect.com. 

To help inform the public about the HPV vaccine Indiana University, in collaboration with the Kristen Forbes EVE Foundation, recently launched the new Cervical Cancer-Free Indiana initiative.

“In 2011, we plan to partner with the locally-based Kristen Forbes EVE Foundation to educate parents and medical providers statewide about the opportunity to eradicate cervical cancer through the HPV vaccine and regular cervical cancer screening,” said Gregory Zimet, PhD, a professor of pediatrics and clinical psychology in the IU School of Medicine’s Section of Adolescent Medicine and co-director of the Cancer Prevention and Control Program at the Indiana University Melvin and Bren Simon Cancer Center.

Triplett says the Indiana State Department of Health appreciates the steps the Indiana General Assembly has taken to address cervical cancer prevention by improving access to preventive screenings, particularly for underserved women.  In addition, the legislature has supported efforts to increase awareness about human papillomavirus (HPV), the HPV vaccine, and the virus’ link to cervical cancer. 

The Breast & Cervical Cancer Program provides access to breast and cervical cancer screenings, diagnostic testing, and treatment for underserved and underinsured women who qualify for services.  To find out if you qualify for this program, call the Indiana Family Helpline at (800) 433-0746.
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