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Head and neck squamous cell carcinomas (HNSCCs) constitute a 
worldwide public health problem of a magnitude larger than often 
generally recognized. The incidence of new cases of  HN  tumors were 
643,000 for the 2002, with 349,000 deaths. Human papillomaviruses 
(HPV) have been associated with head and neck tumors in a variable 
percentage.  In a series case of patients attending our Institutions, the 
presence of HPV was analyzed and correlated to tumor localization, 
clinical-pathological aspects, and alcohol and tobacco exposure. In 
about 20% of patients HPV DNA was detected, confirming the value 
reported by other groups for this virus-attributable fraction. The HPV 
types 6, 16, 33, 35, and 58 were found and the HPV16 was the most 
prevalent type. HPV status was not related to age, gender, tumor stage 
or grade, and use of alcohol and/or tobacco. In particular, high risk 
HPV sequences were detected in 75% of the tonsil carcinomas. This 
percentage was significantly higher than that found in tumors from any 
other site (P<0.002). Viral transcripts of the early oncogenic genes  
were detected in all HPV16 positive tumors. The results suggest that 
the HPV16 is actively involved in the genesis of a subset of the head 
and neck cancers and that the tonsil localization may be considered a 
hot spot for viral transformation. Moreover a better prognosis in term 
of overall survival was evidenced in HPV positive patients. In the 
mean time the presence of E6-E7 transcripts indicates that new 
therapeutic strategies against the HPV could be useful in the control of 
this subset of tumors. At the present,   two vaccines against the genital 
HPV are expected to be licensed in the near future and would be able 
to prevent primary viral infection and, consequently, to reduce the 
incidence of cancer. However, due to the long latency period between 
infection and cancer, the benefits of a prophylactic vaccination would 
be visible after decades. Thus, a real need exists to develop therapeutic 
vaccines able to hinder the progression of HPV associated  tumors, or 
even to eliminate them. In head and neck tumors E7-based HPV-
specific therapeutic vaccines are currently being explored. Preliminary 
promising results have been disclosed but they still need further 
improvement by the association with more appropriate adjuvants able 
to stimulate efficacious cell mediated immunity. The development of 
‘second generation’ vaccines, that are more active and more accessible 
for developing countries, is an urgent issue. Data will be presented on 
new therapeutic vaccines based on DNA immunizations and on plant-
derived antigens. We thank Lega Italiana Lotta Tumori. 
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