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Hepatitis B

Route of Transmission

HBV is found in blood and bodily fluid such as semen
and vaginal secretion.

90% of chronic HBV infection in Hong Kong is due to
mother-baby transmission, which occurs around the
time of delivery.

Other routes include sexual contact and sharing of
needles among intravenous drug users.

Many years ago, some people may have contracted
the disease via blood transfusion. Nowadays, donated
blood in Hong Kong has all been screened and the risk
of contracting viral infection through transfusion is
exceedingly low.

Natural History

The chance of becoming a chronic carrier after

contracting the virus depends on the age of infection.
Babies who contract the disease from mother during
birth have a 90% chance of becoming a chronic carrier.
Adults who contract HBV have 10% chance of
becoming a chronic carrier.

Some chronic carriers may eventually clear the virus

and suffer no undesirable sequelae.

Others may have persistent inflammation of the liver,

resulting in cirrhosis (severe scarring of liver), which in

turn causes various complications including liver failure.

Some patients develop primary liver cancer.

Over 350 million people in the world are chronic cé‘rriers of hepatitis B virus (HBV). In China and Hong
Kong, 10% of the population are carriers of the virus. It is the most important cause of primary liver cancer,
which is the third most common cause of cancer—relbted death in Hong Kong. In addition, many people
suffer from and eventually die of complications of chronic HBV infection.

Symptoms

Most of the time, patients with
chronic infection have no symptom.

Sometimes, non-specific symptoms
such as tiredness and right upper
abdominal discomfort may be present.

Symptoms may eventually appear in
patients with advanced disease.

For example, patients with cirrhosis may
present with abdominal distension due to
accumulation of fluid in the abdominal cavity. p
Patients with primary liver cancer may present

only after the cancer has reached a certain

size and symptoms may include loss of
appetite, weight loss, right upper abdominal

pain, yellow discolouration of eye and skin

and tea-coloured urine.

Diagnosis and Evaluation

Blood tests

Hepatitis B surface antigen (HBsAg) - persistently
positive results for 6 months confirm chronic carrier status.
Hepatitis B e antigen (HBeAg) - positive results
indicate active replication of virus in liver.

HBV DNA - a measure of quantity of HBV in the blood,
reflecting the degree of viral replication.

Liver function tests — a panel of blood tests to measure
the levels of bilirubin, albumin and liver enzymes such
as alanine transaminase (ALT) and aspartate transaminase
(AST). These tests help decide if there is inflammation
in the liver and reflect some functions of the liver.

Alpha fetoprotein — a marker of liver
cancer. Level is raised in some cases
of liver cancer.

In addition, ultrasound examination or
Computerised Tomography scan of
abdomen helps to detect presence of
cirrhosis or liver cancer. Fibroscan can
also be performed to check the degree
of fibrosis (i.e. scarring) of the liver.

Prevention is better than
treatment
Since 1988, all babies born in Hong
Kong are immunized with HBV vaccine
to minimize the risk of contracting the
disease from mother or other carriers.

Those without the disease and have

not been vaccinated should be

immunized regardless of age.

Treatment of chronic HBV
infection

Patients with chronic HBV infection
need to be monitored regularly with
blood tests.

Those with evidence of inflammation of the liver or
cirrhosis may consider receiving therapy.

Current approved treatments include:

Pegylated Interferon alpha (injection once a week, for
6-12 months)

Oral anti-viral drugs:
Entecavir Lamivudine
Tenofovir Telbivudine

Adefovir

The decision to commence treatment and the choice
of therapy should be made only after detailed discussion
with specialists since many issues have to be considered.
These include suitability for treatment, side effects of
drugs, duration of treatment, long-term costs and
benefits, severity of liver disease, etc.

Chronic carriers of HBV may get more severe illness if
infected with other types of hepatitis virus. They should
thus be vaccinated against hepatitis A virus.

Long-term monitoring

Whether the patient is on treatment or not, regular
check-up by doctor and blood tests should be
performed.

Patients with inflammation or cirrhosis should have
regular ultrasound scan of liver for early detection of
liver cancer.

In patients with moderate or severe cirrhosis, endoscopy
should be performed to detect abnormally dilated blood
vessels in the oesophagus or stomach which require
proper treatment if present.
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