Your Health and Well-Being

From Community Health

Hepatitis
Hepatitis means inflammation (swelling and pain) of the liver. The liver is important for a range of functions in the body and if it doesn’t work properly, it can cause serious illness or sometimes even death. Hepatitis may be caused by viruses, chemicals, alcohol, drug use and other factors. ‘Chronic hepatitis’ means ongoing inflammation of the liver, irrespective of the underlying cause. Not everyone with hepatitis has symptoms. When symptoms do occur, they may include: fatigue, abdominal pain, irritability and depression.

The various forms of viral hepatitis are named after different letters of the alphabet. These include Hepatitis A, B, C, D and E. While all these viruses affect the liver, they are spread in different ways and have different treatments. The most common types in Australia are Hepatitis A, B and C. 
Hepatitis A
Spread through direct contact with food, drinks or objects contaminated by the faeces (poo) of an infected person. Symptoms may last several weeks but the person usually recovers completely. A vaccine is available to protect against Hepatitis A.
Hepatitis B
Found in blood and, to a lesser degree, in body fluids. Spread through unsafe sex, sharing contaminated injecting drug equipment and other activities where the blood of an infected person enters another person’s bloodstream. A vaccine is available to prevent Hepatitis B infection, and the condition can be treated.                                                                              Hepatitis C
Spread when blood from an infected person enters another person’s bloodstream. There is a low risk of sexual transmission. In Australia, the most common way is through sharing contaminated injecting drug equipment. 20 to 30 per cent of infected people clear the virus from their blood with no treatment. 70 to 80 per cent of infected people, if untreated, are likely to develop chronic Hepatitis C. Hep C can be treated but there is no vaccine available to prevent infection.
If left untreated, Hep B and C may lead to serious liver disease. One in twelve people worldwide is affected by either Hepatitis B or C. 

For more information call 1300 HEP ABC (1300 437 222).
(Information from www.betterhealth.vic.gov.au)
Community Health at Yea Hospital – phone 5736 0400 and at Alexandra Hospital – phone 5772 0800
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