
Genital Human Papillomavirus (HPV)

Anal Warts

What are you going to be reading about?...
•     What is it?
•     How do you get or pass on Genital Human   
      Papillomavirus (HPV)?
•     Symptoms
•     Testing
•     Treatment 
•     Prevention

What is it?
Genital human papilloma virus, also called (HPV), 
is one of the most common sexually transmitted 
infections (STIs) and is highly contagious. There are 
lots of different types of HPV that can infect people’s 
genitals, reproductive systems, mouth and throat. A lot 
of people who have HPV may not be aware they have 
it, and less than 1% of people infected develop obvious 
signs of having HPV although they can still transmit 
the virus. You can also become infected with more than 
one type of HPV, meaning you could have the type of 
HPV that causes cervical cancer or anal cancer at the 
same time as having genital warts.

HPV includes genital or anal warts and can cause cell 
changes that can progress to become cervical cancer 

Penile Shaft Warts

(which is why woman get regular Pap smears) or anal 
cancers. There are many different types of HPV some 
cause Genital warts and others are linked with
cancerous changes, therefore if someone has visible 
warts it does mean they have any higher risk to develop 
cancer.

How do you get or pass on Genital Human 
Papillomavirus (HPV)?
HPV is transmitted through direct skin-to-skin contact 
during oral, anal or genital sex with an infected partner. 
About two-thirds of people who have sexual contact 
with someone who has HPV will develop HPV
themselves, usually within 3 months, although it can 
take years to develop physical signs. 

This means you can get HPV, including genital warts by:
• having sex without a prophylactic (condom,  
 dental dams)
• having unprotected sex in your personal life
• have sex with someone who has HPV.

The type of HPV you have will determine the symptoms 
you may get. These include:

Genital warts—These will generally appear either as 
single bumps or bumps clumped together in the genital 
area. They can be small, large, flat, raised and even shaped 
like a cauliflower. The warts can show up anywhere 
between a week and several months after sexual contact 

Genital Human Papillomavirus (HPV) 1



with an infected person, with the infected partner not 
necessarily showing any physical signs of having it.

In women, genital warts can grow on the vulva, anus, 
walls of the vagina and the cervix. On men they can 
grow on the anus, balls, shaft of the penis and head of 
the penis. Men and woman can have warts grow in
their mouths or throats if they have oral sex without a 
condom or dental dam.

People can also feel itchiness around their genital area, 
or even bleed, during and after sexual contact. 

If you don’t have the warts treated, they may either go 
away by themselves or increase in number and spread. 
They are highly infectious to anyone else who may 
come in contact with them.

Cervical HPV—Usually someone will not feel any 
physical symptoms caused by this form of HPV.. Even 
cancerous changes can develop without someone 
being aware.  For this reason it’s important for woman 
to go for regular Pap tests to check HPV is not having 
an effect on the cervix. If detected early enough, most 
women will not go on to develop cancer because it can 
be treated. 

Testing
Testing for HPV is done in different ways, depending on 
what type of HPV you have. For the HPV that affects a 
woman’s cervix, doctors do Pap smears to detect any 
changes that HPV may be having on your cervix. This 
can be done at the same time you have your STI check 
done and involves the doctor doing an extra swab. It’s 
really quick and is no more uncomfortable than the 
other swabs you’ll have taken.

There is no current test for other types of HPV, including 
the type that causes genital warts. At this stage you 
need to have a wart for a doctor to be able to look at it 
and diagnose it. 

Treatment
Treatment is done when people become symptomatic, 
however as sex workers it’s important that we have
them removed ASAP if possible, because they are highly 
contagious. Even if you have them treated however, the 
symptoms may reappear because the virus remains in 
your system even though the wart may disappear. 

There are medications (paints or creams) that can be 
applied to the wart by your doctor, or different types of 
surgery can be used to remove warts. These may  
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include freezing with liquid nitrogen, electrocautery 
(electrocutting them off ), surgical excision or laser 
treatment. Your doctor will talk with you to work out 
which is the best option for you.

When you have a Pap smear it helps finds pre-cancerous 
cell changes in the cervix, which if the body doesn’t 
clear naturally, may have to be removed to stop them 
turning into cancerous cells. Depending on how 
significant the cell changes are and how many places 
you have cells affected by change, your doctor may 
choose to leave it and test you again in three months 
to see if your body clears them naturally. Alternatively, 
they may choose to do a biopsy and take further action. 
If you have an abnormal Pap smear result, it’s really 
important you discuss all treatment options with your 
doctor carefully. 

Prevention
Ways to cut down the risks of transmitting or acquiring 
HPV include:

Vaccines—There are vaccines that can be given to both 
sexes to protect people from common types of HPV and 
are most effective if given before someone’s first sexual 
contact. This includes a vaccine to protect women from 
the type of HPV that can cause cervical cancer.

Regular Pap smears—By having regular Pap smears, 
you reduce the risks of HPV developing into cervical 
cancer. 

Safer sex equipment—Using dental dams, condoms 
and gloves reduces the risks of transmitting or 
acquiring HPV through skin-to-skin contact. However, 
it’s important to remember it only reduces the risks 
because genital warts can be present in places that a 
condom or dental dam does not cover, and you may not 
necessarily be able to see them.

Visual STI check—Whenever possible, do a thorough 
visual check of your client’s genital region and your own 
to see if there are any visual signs of a genital wart.

Body sliding—Be careful when doing a body slide not 
to rub up against a client’s genitals in case they have 
warts that you cannot see. Remember that genital warts 
don’t have to be visible for you to acquire one from your 
client.

One hand each—Try and practice, as much as possible, 
the one hand for them and one hand for you technique. 
This means using one hand to apply lube and touch 
yourself and the other hand to touch your client. 
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This helps stop cross-contamination of anything that 
may be on the genitals, including HPV.

STI tests—Go for regular STI screening because you 
may have a little wart you didn’t realise you had 
somewhere you can’t see but the doctor can.

Penile Warts

Precancerous Lesion Caused by Warts

Thanks to Dr. Stuart Aitkin and Brisbane Sexual Health Service



Places to go if you need a sexual health check or 
want to discuss medical issues further

Sexual health & HIV clinics
AIDS Medical Unit Brisbane
07 3837 5622 (existing client or your partners is, only)
Bamaga Sexual Health Clinic 
07 4090 4219
Brisbane Sexual Health Clinic 
07 3837 5611
Bundaberg Health Clinic (Q Clinic)
07 4150 2754
Cairns Sexual Health Clinic (The Dolls House)
07 4050 6205
Cape York Health Service District Program
07 4082 3651
Gold Coast Sexual Health Service (Miami)
07 5576 9033
Ipswich Sexual Health Service (S.H.op101)
07 3817 2428
Mackay Sexual Health and Sexual Assault Service
07 4968 3919
Mt Isa Sexual Health Services
07 4744 4805
Palm Island Sexual Health Service
07 4752 5100
Redcliffe/Caboolture Sexual Health and HIV Service
07 3897 6300
Rockhampton Sexual Health and HIV Service
07 4920 5555
Sunshine Coast – Wide Bay Sexual Health & HIV Service   
07 5470 5244
Thursday Island – Men’s and Women’s Health
07 4069 0413
Toowoomba (Kobi House)
07 4616 6446
Townsville Sexual Health Unit
07 4778 9600
Weipa Sexual Health Program
07 4090 6206
Wolloongabba Princess Alexandra Sexual Health
(PASH or PA)
07 3240 5881

Gay, lesbian and transgender friendly doctors
Central Brunswick Street Medical Centre (Brisbane)
07 3852 2733
Gladstone Road Medical Centre (Brisbane)
07 3844 9599
Stonewall Medical Centre (Brisbane)
07 3857 1222

Fact Sheets Respect Inc has that may interest you...

15 different STI fact sheets with pictures
Broken condoms
Client relationship management
Dealing with difficult clients
Drink spiking
Drugs and alcohol at work
Looking after your health
Negotiating the booking
Post Exposure Prophylaxis
Pregnancy and working
Safer sex using prophylactics
Safer sex with lube
Safer sex cleaning and caring for your sex toys
Sex work and burnout 
Sexual assault
Sexual health and the law
Sex work in Queensland and the law
Stalkers
Telling people you are a sex worker
Working with your period

Disclaimer
All material in this fact sheet is provided for your 
information only and may not be construed as medical or 
health advice or instruction.

Respect Inc contacts 

Brisbane 
28 Mein Street
Spring Hill QLD 4000
07 3835 1111  (phone)  
07 3835 1122  (fax)

Cairns 
7/24 Florence Street
Cairns City QLD 4870 
07 4051 5009  (phone)
07 4051 0009  (fax)

Townsville 
118a Charters Towers Road
Hermit Park Townsville QLD 4812
07 4724 4853  (phone)
07 4724 1122  (fax)

www.respectqld.org.au
info@respectqld.org.au
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