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W HEN it comes to
one’shealthandpre-
vention of disease,
few people think of
protectingtheir liver.

Manypeopledonotevenknowwhat
this essential organ does.

The liver is both an organ and a
gland,performingawiderangeoffunc-
tions to keep the body healthy.

For example, it cleans toxins from
blood and stores glycogen for energy.
It also produces bile, which helps to
break down proteins, carbohydrates
and fats.

However, these important func-
tionscanbethreatenedbythehepatitis
virus,ofwhichtherearefive—hepatitis
A,B,C,DandE.Anyof thesecancause
the liver to become inflamed.

HepatitisAandEareusuallyspread
when people consume infected food
and/or water, often due to conditions
where personal hygiene or sanitation
ispoor.This isknownasthefaecal-oral
route, explains IMUUniversity general
physicianandrheumatologistDrChua
SiewHouy.

“The hepatitis A virus (HAV) can
remain infectiousonhands forseveral
hours,onfoodsforseveraldays,andon
frozenfoods,surfacesandinfaecesfor
severalmonths,” adds Dr Chua.

Meanwhile, consuming under-
cooked animal liver is the most com-
moncauseofhepatitisE,whilehepati-
tis B, C andDare transmitted through
infected blood and other bodily fluids,
while hepatitis B (HBV) is commonly
passed froman infectedmother toher
child during pregnancy or childbirth.

Other forms of transmission of
hepatitis B, C and D viruses include
unprotected sexwith an infected part-
ner, sharing of needles and exposure
to contaminated blood.

MALAYSIANS AND HEPATITIS
Hepatitis A, B and C are common in
Malaysia and most cases are self-
limiting, says Dr Chua but that does
notmeanwe should take it lightly.

“Approximatelyonemillionindividu-
als are chronically infected with HBV,
which accounts for more than 80 per
cent of liver cancer inMalaysia.”

As viral hepatitis infections can be
asymptomatic,many remain unaware
thattheyareinfected.Moreworrisome
isthefactthatevenwithoutsymptoms,
these individuals are still contagious
and could unknowingly infect others,
explains Dr Chua.

The onlyway to confirm viral hepa-

titis is to get a blood test. Asmany are
asymptomatic, viral hepatitis is often
discoveredincidentallythroughroutine
screening tests.

PROTECTION
Vaccination is an effective method to
protectagainstbothHAVandHBV,with
the hepatitis B vaccine given to infants
within24hoursofbirth.Thereafter, the
follow-up doses are given in a combi-
nation vaccine at 2, 3 and 5months of
age.

Thosewho are unsure of their vac-
cinationstatusorathigherriskofHBV
should be screened for their immune
status and consider booster doses if
needed, advises Dr Chua.

Treatment isavailable forviralhep-
atitis toeradicatethevirusandprevent
progression of liver disease.

Break the
chain of viral
hepatitis

THOSEWHODO
EXPERIENCE
SYMPTOMS FROMA
HEPATITIS INFECTION
WILL EXHIBIT:

• Fever
• Fatigue
• Loss of appetite
• Nausea and/or vomiting
• Abdominal pain
• Dark urine
• Jaundice (yellowing of
the skin/eyes)

• Pale-coloured stool
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Expectantmotherswhotestpositive
for hepatitis B, especially those with a
high viral load, can be given antiviral
medications, alongside hepatitis B
vaccinationandimmunoglobulininjec-
tions for the child immediately after
birth, to reduce the risk of perinatal
HBV transmission.

While there is no vaccine available
for hepatitis C, effective treatment is
available in the form of direct-acting
antivirals, an effective therapy with a
success rate ofmore than95per cent,
says Dr Chua.

To further reduce the risk of infec-
tion to yourself and avoid passing it
to others, it is important to practise
goodpersonal hygiene, andasafe and
healthy lifestyle.

Avoid contact with infected blood
andbodily fluid, cleanbloodspillswith

bleach, cover wounds or cuts and dis-
card blood-stained items (including
femininehygieneproducts) inseparate
plastic bags to avoid contamination.

Ensure good sanitation and wash
hands thoroughlywith soapandwater
beforeeatingandafterusingthetoilet.

In addition, it’s also important
to avoid high-risk activities such as
unprotected sex and injecting drugs,
andensuringthatanyneedlesusedfor
acupuncture,bodypiercingandtattoos
are new and sterile.

Dr Chua says where food is con-
cerned, alwaysmake careful choices.

“Hepatitis A and E are often trans-
mitted through contaminated food
and water, especially in foods like raw
shellfish and always wash fruits and
vegetables before eating.”

All these precautions—screening,
vaccination and lifestyle— are impor-
tant tohelp reduce the riskof infection
and prevent hepatitis from spreading
further among our population.

Vaccination not only protects you,
but others too, especially the ones
closest to you.
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Break the chain of viral hepatitis
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