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Dear Col | eague

LONG TERM USE OF ORAL CONTRACEPTI VES AND RI SK OF CERVI CAL
CANCER I N WOVEN W TH HI GH RI SK TYPE HUMAN PAPI LLOVA VI RUS

A paper and editorial on long-termuse of oral
contraceptives (QOCs) and risk of cervical cancer in wonen
with high risk type human papilloma virus (HPV) appear in
this week s Lancet. The findings strengthen the evidence
that OCs may contribute to the devel opment of cervical
cancer but are not concl usive.

I T I'S ESSENTI AL THAT ALL SEXUALLY ACTI VE WOVEN,

ESPECI ALLY THOSE ON LONG TERM ORAL CONTRACEPTI VES, BE
ENCOURAGED TO HAVE REGULAR CERVI CAL SMEARS.

Thi s message provides infornation to help you advi se your
woren patients and gives infornmation for wonen thensel ves
and gui dance on where to seek further infornmation.

HPV AND CERVI CAL CANCER

HPV is a sexually transmtted infection. There are nore
than 80 HPV viruses, only a few of which are associ ated
with an increased risk of cervical cancer. Exactly how
these few high-risk strains cause cervical cancer is

unknown. It is already known that other factors such as



cigarette snmoking al so increase the risk of cervica
cancer. Many wonen are infected with HPV at sone point
intheir lives, but it is not yet possible to tell which
of these wormen will go on to develop abnormalities of the
cervix. Persistence of the virus is inportant. Most HPV
i nfections di sappear w thout causing any problem and even
t hose wonen who contract high risk HPVs rarely go on to
devel op cervical cancer. There is currently no routine
test for HPV.

ORAL CONTRACEPTI VES AND CERVI CAL CANCER

For many years the long-termuse of oral contraceptives
(CCs) has been associated with an increase in cervica
cancer. This is stated in prescribing information and
the leaflets in OC packets. What has been unclear is how
much of this association is due to oral contraceptives
and how rmuch to other factors such as snmoking or sexua
behaviour. This study adds to the evidence that OCs pl ay
arole in the devel opnent of cervical cancer

THE LANCET PAPER

The paper reanal yses several case-control studies on
cervical cancer conducted in Spain, South Anerica, Asia
and Africa by the International Agency for Research on
Cancer (I ARC) between 1985 and 1997. This reanal ysis
focuses on HPV positive wonmen, thus possibly reducing a
maj or source of confoundi ng.

It reports an associati on between increasing risk of
cervical cancer and increasing duration of use of OCs in
HPV positive wormen. \hile wonen who used OCs for up to 5
years had no increase in risk, there was a 3-fold

i ncrease in those who used OCs for 5-9 years and a 4-fold
i ncrease in those who used OCs for 10 years or nore.

It is inmportant to note that the original studies were
carried out in wonen who live in countries with no

nati onal cervical screening progranmes. These wonen are
therefore at much greater risk of devel opi ng cancer than
wonmen in the UK

ADVI CE FROM THE COWM TTEE ON SAFETY OF MEDI CI NES

The Conmittee on Safety of Medicines (CSM considered a
pre-publication copy of the paper. They advised that the
evi dence was not sufficiently robust to change the
current product information for OCs i mediately or to
take any other regulatory action. They also stated that
it was still not clear that it was duration of OC use
itself that was the cause of the increase in risk. HPV

i nfection was only measured once, which nmight exaggerate
t he observed association of OC use with cervical cancer.
Duration of OC use could also be related to duration of
HPV i nfection, which could be the true cause. In
addition, the main findings of increased risk are based
on small nunbers of cases. CSM al so advi sed that wonen



who have used OCs for nore than 5 years should be
particul arly scrupul ous about being screened for cervical
cancer.

THE NATI ONAL CERVI CAL SCREENI NG PROGRAMVE

The NHS Cervi cal Screening Progranmme has reduced the

i nci dence of cervical cancer by over 40% In the UK the
i nci dence and nortality of cancer of the cervix has been
falling in recent years. Cervical screening is not
perfect, but between 80% and 90% of cervica
abnormalities are detected and treated in wonmen who
attend for regular snears. It is essential that al
worren aged 20 to 64 who are or have been sexually active
be encouraged to have a cervical snear test every 3-5
years, regardl ess of whether they are using OCs.

CONCLUSI ON

The new Lancet paper strengthens the evidence that OCs
contribute to the devel opnent of cervical cancer in wonen
with HPV infection. However, it does not prove it. Due
to the effective national cervical screening progranme

t he absolute risk of devel oping cervical cancer in the UK
is |low, whether women use OCs or not. The benefits of
taking OCs outweigh the risks in the vast majority of
wonmen who use them

CONTACT
Further information is avail able on the ww. nta. gov. uk
the NHS Cancer Screening Programes website

(www. cancer scr eeni ng. nhs. uk) or fromthe MCA
Central Enquiry Point (tel ephone 020 7273 0000).

Yours sincerely

HENRI ETTA CAMPBELL (DR)
Chi ef Medical Oficer



| NFORVATI ON FOR WOVEN USI NG THE ORAL CONTRACEPTI VE PI LL

THE RI SK OF CERVI CAL CANCER FOR WOMEN WHO USE THE ORAL
CONTRACEPTI VE PILL FOR A LONG TI ME

You may have heard recently about new research suggesting
t hat wonmen who use oral contraceptives (comonly called
the pill) for nore than 5 years are nore likely to
devel op cervical cancer than women who have never used
it. This leaflet provides you with sonme information and
expl ains what this nmeans for you. The nmin nmessage is
that having regular snear tests is very inportant.

BENEFI TS OF THE PI LL

The pill is highly effective at preventing pregnancy and
general ly has an excellent safety record. Wi | st the
pill has been associated with a small increase in the

ri sk of thronbo-enbolic disease, it also reduces the risk
of ovarian and endonetrial (lining of the wonb) cancer

CERVI CAL CANCER

Cervical cancer is caused by Human Papilloma Virus (HPV),
which is a sexually transmitted infection. There are nore
than 80 types of HPV virus, but only a few of themare
associ ated with an increased risk of cervical cancer
Cancer only devel ops when infection with one of the high
risk types lasts for many years. Many wonen are infected
with HPV at some point in their lives, but in nbst wonen
the HPV infection disappears naturally w thout causing
any probl ens. Even those wonen who contract high risk
HPVs rarely go on to devel op cancer. Oher factors may
add to the risk of devel oping cervical cancer. There has
been sone evidence to suggest that taking the pill m ght
be one of these other risk factors. However it has not
been clear how nuch risk it mght add or whether the pil
itself or sexual activity is the cause.

LATEST EVI DENCE

A new study, mainly in devel oping countries, on the |ong-
termuse of the pill and risk of cervical cancer has just
been published in The Lancet. The findings of this study
suggest that wonen in those countries who use the pil

for nore than 5 years and have HPV have a risk of
devel opi ng cervical cancer three to four tines higher
than those who have never used it. HONEVER YOUR OVERALL
LI KELI HOOD OF GETTI NG CERVI CAL CANCER I N THE UK REMAI NS
LOW WHETHER YOU USE THE PILL FOR A LONG TI ME OR NOT.

SCREENI NG FOR CERVI CAL CANCER

The rate of cervical cancer is very lowin the UK due to
a highly effective screening programe. This detects and
treats cervical abnormalities before they develop into
cancer and prevents between 80 and 90% of cancer cases in
worren who attend for a snear at | east once every 5 years.
The results of this new study enphasi se the inportance of
havi ng regul ar snmear tests and attendi ng for your snear
test when you are invited. The NHS Cervical Screening



Progranmme invites wonen aged 20 to 64 for screening every
3 to 5 years. Wnen under 20 are not invited as their
bodi es are still devel oping and screening i s not
beneficial at that age. Wnen aged over 64 are entitled
to cervical screening if they have never been screened or
if their last two tests were not clear

ESSENTI AL | NFORVATI ON

* The various forns of pill are very safe and highly
effective at preventing pregnancy. Their benefits
outwei gh their risks for the vast mgjority of wonmen who
take them and you should not inmrediately stop taking your
pill because of this recent research

* | f you are concerned and feel that you would like to

stop using the pill in the longer termyou shoul d di scuss
alternative forms of contraception with your doctor. In
the nmeantinme continue to take your pill as you could

become pregnant at any tinme after stopping.

* Even if you have been using the pill for nore than 5
years, your risk of devel oping cervical cancer remains
| ow.

* Your chances of devel opi ng cervical cancer are
significantly reduced by having a snear at |east every 5
years, whether you use oral contraceptives or not.

* | f you have not had a snear in the last 5 years and
are, or have ever been, sexually active, you shoul d nake
an appointment with your GP, famly planning clinic or
GUM (genito-urinary nedicine) clinic as soon as possible.

Further information is available on the MCA's website at
WWW. nta. gov. uk
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