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VILSECK, Germany – January is Cervical Health Awareness Month and Bavaria Medical Department Activity officials are urging women to kick off the New Year by taking charge of their health.

“It’s about getting the appropriate screenings, but it’s also about taking the time to learn more about your body and how it functions,” said Ann Petersen, community health nurse at the Vilseck Health Clinic. “So this month we’re focusing on how to prevent cervical cancer. Cervical cancer is the easiest female cancer to prevent with regular screening tests and follow-up. It’s also highly curable when found and treated early.”

According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, about 12,000 women were diagnosed with cervical cancer and approximately 4,000 women died from the disease in 2005. However, cervical cancer remains one of the most preventable diseases because of the screenings available for women, such as the Pap smear.

“The Pap smear is the greatest defense for cervical cancer,” Petersen said. “Because the Pap smear can detect cervical changes early before they turn into cancer.”

Per the CDC, six of every 10 cervical cancer cases occur in women who have never had a Pap smear or had not been tested in the previous five years. The American Academy of Family Physicians, as well as Petersen, recommends women have their first Pap smear when they turn 21 years old. Women should also schedule a Pap smear if they are under the age of 21 and have been sexually active for three or more years.

Other preventive measures include limiting the number of sexual partners you have, not smoking, using condoms, following up with abnormal Pap smears and getting vaccinated against the Human Papillomavirus, or HPV.

“An important recent discovery is the vaccination for girls and women called the HPV vaccine,” said Ruth Rochat, a nurse practitioner at the Grafenwoehr Health Clinic. “It protects you from some of the viruses that may cause abnormal Pap smears and cervical changes that can lead to cervical cancer.”
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The vaccine, which is known by the trade name Gardasil, is available at all of the Army health clinics in Bavaria. Rochat recommends asking your health care provider if you are eligible for the vaccine.

Women who are waiting to see symptoms before they go in for a wellness screening may be surprised to know that cervical cancer is asymptomatic. 

“Unfortunately, there are no specific signs or symptoms,” Rochat said. “That’s why it’s so important to understand all you can about your body and be aware of all the things you can do to make sure you live a long and healthy life.”

Women interested in scheduling a Pap smear should contact their local Army health clinic and make an appointment for a well-woman exam. For more information on cervical cancer, visit the CDC at www.cdc.gov.
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SIDEBAR: How often should you have a Pap smear?

· If you are younger than 30, you should get a Pap smear every year.

· If you are 30 and older, have had three normal Pap smears three years in a row, and are in a monogamous relationship, talk to your provider about spacing out Pap smears to every two or three years.

· If you are ages 65 to 70, and have not had an abnormal Pap smear in the last 10 years, ask your provider if you can stop having Pap smears.

· You should have a Pap smear each year regardless of age if: you have a weakened immune system because of organ transplant, chemotherapy, or steroid use; your mother was exposed to diethylstilbestrol while pregnant; you are HIV positive; you have multiple sexual partners; or you suspect you may need a screening for a sexually-transmitted infection. 
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