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I N  T H E  S P O T L I G H T

The basics 
of cervical 
cancer

Dr Cattleya Gaspar 
highlights the basics 

of cervical cancer with 
importance on HPV 

vaccines and regular 
Pap smears. 

Cervical cancer is the fourth 
most common cancer among 
women globally and the second 
most common cancer among 
women in South Africa.1,2 However, 
it’s one of the most preventable 
forms of cancer. 

As a South African female, it’s 
therefore pertinent to educate 
yourself about this disease. 
Empower yourself by getting 
to know your risk factors, which 
screening methods are available 
and how to prevent this illness. 

HOW DOES CERVICAL 
CANCER DEVELOP?

The uterus (womb) is made up of 
several parts; the lowest part, being 
the cervix is found within the 
vagina. Exposed to certain 
carcinogens (substances capable 
of causing cancer), the cells within 
the cervix become abnormal and 
start to multiply, forming a cervical 
mass (tumour). 

Cervical tumours begin to grow 
locally and may invade 
surrounding structures. In slower 
growing tumours, growth may 
occur over several months. In more 
aggressive tumours, growth is more 
rapid and you may experience 
symptoms within weeks. 

If left undiagnosed and 
untreated, the abnormal 
tumour cells will spread to 
the lymph nodes nearby and 
eventually spread to different 
parts of the body, such as the 
liver, lung and even the bone. 

WHAT ARE THE RISK FACTORS?

In most cases, the human 
papillomavirus (HPV) is the virus 
that causes cervical cancer. This 
virus alters (changes) the DNA 
within a normal cervical cell, 
thereby changing a normal cell 
into an abnormal cancer cell. 

HPV is usually transmitted 
sexually. Therefore, risk factors 
are:
•	 Unprotected sexual intercourse,
•	 Intercourse at a young age,
•	 Having multiple sexual 

partners, or having a partner 
who has had multiple sexual 
partners,

•	 A history of other sexually 
transmitted diseases, including 
HIV. 

Other risk factors may 
also include other forms of 
immunosuppression, smoking, 
high exposure to oestrogen 
(hormone) and obesity.  

PREVENTION

The HPV vaccine prevents an 
HPV infection and thus reduces 
the risk of developing HPV-
related cervical cancer. 
Generally, these vaccines are 
indicated for girls aged 9 – 14 
years. However, should you 
have multiple risk factors, this 
vaccine can be recommended 
at any age. Prevention is better 
than cure.  

Currently, there are two HPV 
vaccines that are available in 
South Africa. 

COMMON SYMPTOMS 

•	 Abnormal vaginal bleeding, 
•	 Vaginal bleeding and pain 

after intercourse,
•	 Post-menopausal bleeding, 
•	 Pelvic pain, with increased 

urinary frequency and an 
abnormal vaginal discharge.

In advanced cases of 
cervical cancer, you may 
present with swelling of the 
lower limbs, deep venous 
thrombosis, severe lower 
backpain, weight loss, jaundice 
and even kidney failure. 
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a Pap smear within three years of 
their first sexual debut. Once again, 
Pap smears should be repeated 
according to your risk. A healthcare 
provider will be able to provide 
guidance. HIV positive women 
are advised to have a Pap 
smear at diagnosis. 

MANAGEMENT 

Once you have been diagnosed 
with cervical cancer, you should 
be referred to a gynaecological 
oncologist or a clinical and 
radiation oncologist for an 
examination, workup and for 
staging investigations. Treatment 
options would then depend on 
the stage of the disease. 

In general, earlier stages of 
the disease are usually managed 
surgically (fertility-sparing surgery 
or a hysterectomy) with or without 
chemo-radiation. Patients 
who are diagnosed with more 

MEET THE EXPERT
Dr Cattleya Gaspar is a 
radiation oncologist and 
practices at the Groenkloof 
Radiation Oncology and 
Mûelmed Radiation 
Oncology Centres. Her 
special areas of interest 
include gynaecological-, 
gastro-intestinal-, genito-
urinary- and breast cancers.

DMO aims to bring the newest, tested-and trusted 
technologies, within the reach of cancer patients in a 

professional, compassionate and supportive environment.  
 

We offer clinically proven, evidence-based treatment 
solutions such as:

• External Beam Radiation Therapy
• Stereotactic Brain and Body Radiosurgery
• VMAT (Volumetric Modulated Arc Therapy)

• Brachytherapy
• Orthovoltage Radiation Therapy

• Gamma Knife Radiosurgery

CANCER SPECIALISTS
Patient Focused Care

DMO centers are available at five locations 
in Johannesburg and Pretoria.

To book an appointment call us at 011 883 0900 
or visit our website.

www.cancersa.co.za

DR INGO DE MÛELENAERE DR SUDESHEN NAIDOO DR MARLENE SOARES DR NIRASHA CHIRANJAN DR MARYKE ETSEBETH DR SHIVONA MOODLEY DR CATTLEYA GASPAR

Im
ag

es
 b

y 
st

oc
k.

ad
ob

e.
co

m

advanced stages benefit from 
chemo-radiation alone. 

Irrespective of the stage of 
the illness, you need to be treated 
holistically. Although medical 
treatment is important, it’s also 
vital that your psychological and 
social needs are attended to. 
Finding an oncologist who you 
are comfortable with is crucial 
when it comes to cancer care. 

Cervical cancer is a common, 
yet preventable cancer. Knowing 
the risks of developing this illness, 
preventative measures that can be 
taken and screening methods that 
can be adhered too will go a long 
way in avoiding this dreaded illness.  

SCREENING 

Regular Pap smears decrease 
the incidence and mortality of 
cervical carcinoma by at least 80%1.
The earlier the detection of cancer 
cells or HPV infections, the sooner 
effective management can 
commence. 

A Pap smear is a five-to-ten-
minute procedure that can be 
performed by your healthcare 
provider. Although it may be an 
uncomfortable procedure, it’s 
potentially life-saving and well 
worth the brief discomfort. 

During the procedure, an 
instrument called a speculum is 
inserted into the vagina to visualise 
the cervix. A trained nurse or doctor 
then takes a small brush or spatula 
and removes cells from the cervix. 
Those cells are sent off for testing. 
Both pre-cancerous and cancerous 
lesions can be can detected and 
subsequently managed.  

There are various guidelines 
available regarding when a 
woman needs to go for a Pap 
smear. Making the decision on 
when to go for a Pap smear 
should be based your overall risk. 

In general, women should have 

To view references, 
visit oncologybuddies.com


