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The New Cervical Cancer Vaccine
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So what’s all this about a cervical cancer vaccine?

You may have heard about the new Cervical Cancer Vaccine in the news. The government is debating if and when to add it to the routine immunisation schedule. I am a great supporter of the vaccine, and I hope it makes it to the schedule soon. Meanwhile it is now available on a private script. 

How does it work?

The vaccine immunises against the 4 most important strains of the HPV virus (wart virus). It immunises against strains 16 and 18 which are responsible for 70% of cervical cancer, and strains 6 and 11 which are responsible for 90% of genital warts. 

How good is it?

The vaccine has not been around for very long, but the techniques that are used to make it are very tried and tested. As a result, although the manufacturers can only commit to it being effective for 5 yrs at the moment, the likelihood is that it will give immunity for life. The same happened when the hepatitis B vaccine was introduced. Trials have shown it to be very safe with no serious adverse effects, and more than 99% of candidates becoming immune to the four viruses. 

When is the best time to have it?

It is most important to give the vaccine early! Once sexually active, the risk of being exposed to one or more of the strains of HPV goes up, and so therefore does the risk of getting warts and Cervical Cancer. (It has been shown that within their first 5 years of sexual activity, 60% of young adults have been exposed to at least one of these four wart viruses.) The vaccine may still help at this stage as it will immunise you against the strains you have not been in contact with, but the vaccine obviously becomes less useful. The best time to give the vaccine then is before sexual activity begins. I believe that in the next 2 or 3 years, the vaccine will become part of the immunisation schedule and therefore be free, but even then it will take a few years before everyone who needs it gets it. This is what has happened with new vaccines in the past. 

If you are a parent of young teenagers, I would recommend getting them immunised now rather than waiting for the vaccine to be free. …immunise them before they become sexually active.

Will the girls still need paps smears?

Unfortunately, having the vaccine will not prevent the need for paps smears as it does not entirely remove the risk of cervical cancer. However it is possible that the paps will be needed less frequently as time goes by. Currently the recommendation is to have a paps smear every 2 yrs, and for the moment, this will not change. 

What about boys?

I am recommending boys to have the vaccine as well as girls. They don’t have a cervix, so they can’t get cancer of the cervix, but they can still get genital warts, and they can still pass the viruses on to their girlfriends who are then at risk of genital warts and cervical cancer. Just remember that you don’t have to have visible warts to be infected with the wart virus or to pass it on. 

Around 50-60 women currently die in WA from cervical cancer each year. This is has come down by about a third since paps smears were introduced, but can come down further with the new immunisation.

How much does it cost?

 The vaccine currently costs around $150 a shot, and 3 shots are needed over a period of 6 months. It is worth shopping around to find a good price. It sounds expensive, but it helps to know that most of the private health funds are giving a $30 to $50 rebate, and your kids will thank you in the future!

So that’s it in a nutshell. It’s a great step forward, and certainly something to seriously consider……Talk to your GP about Gardasil for further information. 

