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Firstly women of any age with symptoms of cervical cancer should go to see their doctor. The symptoms to look out for are: 
	unusual bleeding when you are not having your period, such as bleeding between periods or bleeding after sex; 
	a vaginal discharge that smells unpleasant; and 
	discomfort or pain during sex.

Your doctor will examine you but just because you have these symptoms don't presume you have cancer. Other conditions, such as an infection, can result in the same symptoms. If your doctor is worried you may have cancer you will be referred to see an expert in hospital within two weeks, rather than go for a screening test. Cervical screening only helps to identify abnormalities in the cervix in women with no symptoms. 
If you have any of these symptoms you should make an appointment to see your GP. Do not ask for a cervical screening test, this is not what you need. You need your GP to assess your symptoms.
 
If you are under 25 and wondering why you are not being screened this is because cervical cancer is very rare in young women. Research has found that cervical screening for under 25s can lead to unnecessary investigations and treatments which could cause harm. For this reason currently in England the NHS start screening at 25 years of age. 
Our current practice is in line with international World Health Organisation recommendations. They are also supported by leading scientists in this country. However the Department of Health has just announced that a panel of experts will be reviewing the latest available evidence in this area. So we will be waiting to see if their findings change current practice.
 
If you are under 25 and are concerned about abnormal bleeding in between periods or bleeding during or after sex then you should get these checked out.
Women of any age who have abnormal bleeding should seek advice. Even if you have just had a cervical screening test you should still go back and get any changes or abnormalities checked out. 
 
If you are sexually active you can take action to protect yourself from the virus that causes cervical cancer. 
We know that 99% of all cervical cancers are caused by some strains of the Human Papilloma Virus known as HPV. You can get HPV by having sex with someone else who has it. So if you are sexually active always use a condom. There's an HPV vaccination programme being delivered to girls aged 12 to 13 in school each year, with a catch-up for girls aged 13 to 17. The vaccination will help protect young women from HPV; however it's still really important for all girls to have cervical screening when they reach 25.
If you require further health advice about cervical screening you can call NHS Direct on 0845 4647 or contact your local GP surgery. You can find information about the NHS cervical screening programme by visiting www.cancerscreening.nhs.uk. There's frequently asked questions, advice and info about possible future developments. 
 
If you are 25 or over and didn't respond to a letter for a routine cervical screening do not panic! Ring up your GP practice and make an appointment to have one now. 
Cervical screening saves lives by detecting and treating any cervical abnormalities that could later become cervical cancer. So please be reassured that a short delay for a routine screen should not be a cause for concern. However completely ignoring all calls for screening is not in anyone's best interest.
 


