Vaginal and
Vulvar Cancers

What are vaginal and
vulvar cancers?

Cancer is a disease in which cells
in the body grow out of control.
Cancer is always named for the
part of the body where it starts, even
if it spreads to other body parts later.

When cancer starts in the vagina,
it is called vaginal cancer. The
vagina, also called the birth canal,
is the hollow, tube-like channel
between the bottom of the uterus
and the outside of the body.

When cancer forms in the vulva, it
is vulvar cancer. The vulva is the
outer part of the female genital
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organs. It has two folds of skin,
called the labia. Vulvar cancer most
often occurs on the inner edges of
the labia.

When vaginal and vulvar cancers
are found early, treatment is most
effective.

Who gets vaginal and
vulvar cancers?

Vaginal and vulvar cancers are

very rare. While all women are at
risk for these cancers, very few will
get them. In 2005, vaginal cancer
accounted for only 1 to 2 percent of
all gynecologic cancers.

Vulvar cancer accounts for
approximately 5 percent of all
gynecologic cancers. In 2005,
1,027 women in the United States
were told that they had vaginal
cancer and 3,738 women were
told that they had vulvar cancer.”

* The most recent year for which statistics
are currently available.
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Can the HPV vaccine
prevent vaginal and
vulvar cancers?
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What are the signs and
symptoms of vaginal
and vulvar cancers?

What raises a woman’s
chance of getting
vaginal or vulvar cancer?

There is no way to know for sure if
you will get vaginal or vulvar cancer.
Some women get these cancers
without being at high risk. However,
there are several factors that may
increase the chance that you will
get vaginal or vulvar cancer,
including if you:

e Have HPV.
e Smoke.

e Have a condition that weakens
your immune system (such
as having HIV, the virus that
can lead to AIDS), making it
hard for your body to fight off
health problems.

e Have had cervical precancer
or cervical cancer.

If one or more of these things is true
for you, it does not mean you will
get vaginal or vulvar cancer. But
you should speak with your doctor

to see if he or she recommends
more frequent exams.

How can | prevent vaginal
and vulvar cancers?

e Get the HPV vaccine. It protects
against the types of HPV that
most often cause cervical,
vaginal, and vulvar cancers.

If you are between the ages
of 9 and 26, talk to your doctor
about the HPV vaccine.

e [f you smoke, stop.

e Take steps to reduce your
risk of getting HPV or HIV.
For instance, you may avoid
sex or limit your number of
sexual partners.
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Are there tests that
can rind vaginal and
vulvar cancers early?

You should visit your doctor regularly
for a checkup. During your checkup,
your doctor may perform a pelvic
examination to look for signs of
vaginal and vulvar cancer. When
these cancers are found early,
treatment is most effective.

What should | do if my
doctor says | have
vaginal or vulvar cancer?

If your doctor says that you have
vaginal or vulvar cancer, ask to be
referred to a gynecologic oncologist
—a doctor who has been trained
to treat cancers like these. This
doctor will work with you to create
a treatment plan.
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