
HEPATITIS B

WHAT IS HEPATITIS B
Hepatitis B, also known as Serum Hepatitis, is a type of viral hepatitis (inflammation of
the liver) that is caused by the Hepatitis B virus. It is a major health problem in many
parts of the world and is fairly widespread in India.

HOW IS IT SPREAD
The virus is present in large quantities in the blood and other bodily fluids (like semen,
saliva and vaginal fluid) of infected persons. Some people who have recovered from the
acute infection continue to carry the virus for prolonged periods of time – they are known
as carriers.

Newborn babies can be infected if they are born to a mother who carries the virus.

The other major form of transmission is exposure to blood or blood products that have
not been adequately screened for the presence of the virus.

The virus is also transmitted through sharing needles or syringes – this applies to both
hospitals that reuse syringes, needles or surgical instruments without adequate
sterilization and to intravenous drug abusers who share needles and syringes.

Unprotected sexual contact with an infected person will also transmit the virus. This is
especially a problem among homosexual men, but applies to heterosexual relationships as
well.

WHAT ARE THE CLINICAL MANIFESTATIONS OF HEPATITIS B
Many cases are asymptomatic. Those patients who are symptomatic generally have
vague symptoms, like lethargy, loss of appetite and malaise. They may also develop
various types of skin rashes and joint pain. Jaundice (yellowish discoloration of the skin,
mucous membranes and body fluids) will be present in about 25% of cases. There may
be abdominal pain.

WHAT ARE THE COMPLICATIONS OF HEPATITIS B
Hepatitis B is a dangerous disease. Patients may develop kidney or bone marrow
problems (aplastic anemia).

Occasionally, there will be devastating liver failure that progresses very rapidly. The
only known cure is liver transplantation and most of these patients will die unless
transplantation can be performed within a few days.

Hepatitis B also causes what is called Chronic Hepatitis, which is an ongoing process of
inflammation in the liver. Many of these patients will develop liver failure in the long
run due to cirrhosis and can develop liver cancer.



HOW IS IT TREATED
Your doctor will perform blood tests to determine whether you have viral hepatitis.
There is no specific treatment for Hepatitis B. Patients are given supportive care.

Chronic Hepatitis B in some patients can be treated with a medicine called Interferon
alpha-2b, but this is very expensive and is not available everywhere.

WHAT IS THE PROGNOSIS
The prognosis is guarded. Though many patients will recover completely, some can
develop acute liver failure and die. Others can develop Chronic Hepatitis, which
predisposes them to cirrhosis and liver cancer. Chronic infection occurs in almost 90%
of babies who contract Hepatitis B from their mothers at the time of birth. However, this
can be prevented (see below).

CAN HEPATITIS B BE PREVENTED
Prevention is the best method, since no cure is available.
Ensure that all blood products (blood for transfusion, platelets, plasma, Factor
concentrates for people with Hemophilia etc.) are adequately screened for the hepatitis B
and C viruses. Unscreened or inadequately screened blood is a major mode of
transmission in India, especially because many blood banks get their blood from paid
professional donors (who may continue to donate even if they are ill, because they need
the money).

Always insist that only new, sterile, disposable syringes and needles are used for giving
injections or drawing blood. If the outer packaging of the equipment is damaged, do not
use it.

Practice safe sex, if applicable. It is best to stick to one partner. Using a condom will
prevent transmission of Hepatitis B, AIDS and other sexually transmitted diseases.

Very effective vaccines are available against Hepatitis B. The vaccination schedule
consists of three injections. Vaccination against Hepatitis B is now part of the childhood
immunization schedule.

If someone has been accidentally exposed to Hepatitis B (such as a newborn baby born to
a mother who has the virus), they should be vaccinated. In addition, a dose of
Immunoglobulin should be given to provide extra protection.


