
 
 

 
 

 

 

 
 

Fears 130,000 women may be putting themselves  
at risk of cervical cancer 

 
  22 September 2014 
 
New research shows up to 130,000 women in NSW alone may be putting themselves at a higher risk of cervical cancer, 

admitting they are likely to delay their next Pap test beyond the recommended two years. 

 

The research commissioned by the Cancer Institute NSW was conducted amid concerns by health experts that women 
may put off screening after the Federal Government announced changes to the National Cervical Screening Program, 
which will not be implemented before 2016.  

The proposed changes include a switch from the traditional Pap test to a HPV DNA test which will detect the presence of 
the HPV virus. Also proposed is raising the start age of the program to 25 and increasing the interval between screening 
to five years in line with the evidence for this new testing method. 

Sarah McGill, Director of Cancer Screening and Prevention at the Cancer Institute NSW says that while the proposed 
changes are undoubtedly positive, it is vital that women don’t become complacent in the time until these changes are 
introduced, which is not expected to be before 2016. 

Women should also be aware that it is the pathology method, or how a sample is tested in the laboratory, that will 
change but the testing procedure itself will remain the same. Health experts fear that some women may decide to wait, 
due to a misconception that the procedure will be more comfortable. However, this is not the case and women should 
continue to participate in regular screening for the sake of their own health. 

“While the proposed changes are an exciting step forward in the early detection of cervical cancer, it is vital that women 
continue to have their Pap tests on schedule until these changes are fully implemented. The current Pap test can reduce 
the risk of developing cervical cancer by 96 per cent, but needs to be done every two years to be this effective.” 

The proposed new HPV test will be conducted every five years, but this interval is only safe and appropriate for this 
method of testing. 

There are also concerns that media reports last week of a possible urine test for HPV may confuse women and cause 
some to delay their Pap test for a more convenient option. Ms McGill says, “Although a urine test is a positive step 
forward in testing options, the research into this test is in the very early stages. It would require significant future 
research and clinical trials before even being considered an option for the national screening program. This could be many 
years away, if it is deemed an effective option at all.” 

Ms McGill continues, “Pap tests detect cervical changes before they progress to cancer and are very effective in reducing 
the amount of cervical cancer cases and subsequent deaths from the disease, with the rates for both being halved since 
the program was introduced in 1991. 

“Women need to be aware that putting off their Pap test can allow for changes to cells in the cervix to progress to high-
grade abnormalities and cervical cancer. This can put their lives, their health and even their fertility at risk. 

“Early detection is vital and all women between 18 and 70, even those who have had the HPV vaccine, should continue to 
be screened every two years, until changes to the screening program are fully implemented,” she said. 
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Kathy Sheeran, 38, was diagnosed with cancer in 2011, and says regular screening saved her life. 

“I’ll never forget the moment when my GP told me I had cervical cancer. She said if I had left my regular Pap test fall 
behind by even a few months, I may not even be here,” says Sheeran. 

“Because it was detected early, it was just a visit to my gynaecologist to remove the cancer, I returned home that day 
and I’ve been fighting fit ever since.  But I’m still horrified to think what may have been, had I delayed my regular Pap 
test,” she said. 

Cancer Institute NSW advises all women to consult with their GP if they are at all unsure about when they should have 
their next Pap test. More information on screening and cervical cancer can also be found on the Cervical Screening NSW 
website www.csp.nsw.gov.au, or you can phone the Infoline on 13 15 56. 
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