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Over 500 million people worldwide are affected by hepatitis B or C – that’s 1 in every 12 people on the planet. 

 
In Australia  - about 1 in 56 people 

Hepatitis C Estimated over 280,000 exposed – around 1% of population – approx 10,000 new infection pa 

Hepatitis B Estimated 90,000 – 160,000 with chronic hep B 

 
In South Australia 

Hep C Estimated over 18,000 people exposed 

Hep B Between 1996 – 2008, over 4,000 people diagnosed 

 
 
What is World Hepatitis Day? 
 

World Hepatitis Day will be observed on Tuesday the 19
th

 of May 2009 and was formulated in response to the 
concern that chronic viral hepatitis has nowhere near the level of awareness or the political will to tackle it that we 
see in other disease areas such as HIV/AIDS, TB and malaria, even though the numbers chronically infected with, and 
annually killed by, hepatitis B and C viruses are on the same scale.  
 
Hepatitis Australia and our state and territory councils are working with over 200 community groups worldwide to 
increase awareness, build knowledge and fight stigma. 
 
In South Australia, the first SA Hepatitis C Action Plan will be launched on World Hepatitis Day by the Hon Jane 
Lomax-Smith, Minister for Mental health and Substance Abuse. The Plan’s key aims are to enhance prevention 
efforts and increase access to treatment for hepatitis C. 
  
What are hepatitis B and hepatitis C? 
 

Hepatitis B and hepatitis C are both blood-borne viruses which attack the liver and cause inflammation.  
 
How many people have chronic* hepatitis b and chronic hepatitis C? 

 

 Hepatitis B Hepatitis C 

Worldwide 400,000,000 170,000,000 

Australia 160,000 200,000 
 

Worldwide, 4110 people die every day as a result of either hepatitis B or hepatitis C.  
 
How are hepatitis B and hepatitis C transmitted? 
 

Hepatitis B is found in blood and bodily fluids, and is potentially sexually transmissible. In Australia the most common 
ways hepatitis B is transmitted are via sharing injecting equipment and having unprotected sex with an affected 
person.  
 
Hepatitis C is found in blood, and is not generally considered sexually transmissible. In Australia the most common 
ways hepatitis C is transmitted are through sharing injecting equipment, unsterile tattooing or body piercing and 
receipt of blood products prior to 1990.     
 
How can hepatitis B and hepatitis C be prevented? 

Hepatitis B can be prevented with a safe and effective vaccine that has been available since 1982. In Australia, the 
hepatitis B vaccination program commenced in 1988, targeting groups at particularly high risk of infection. It is now 
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recommended that all babies and adolescents be vaccinated against hepatitis B. The program continues and ensures 
that babies and adolescents have access to free hepatitis B vaccine. 

There is no vaccine for hepatitis C, and avoiding exposure to the virus is the only way to stop the spread of hepatitis 
C. Hepatitis C can be prevented by: 

 The distribution of clean needles and syringes to injecting drug users through the government funded 
Needle and Syringe Programs (NSPs).  

 Ensuring tattoos, body art and piercings are only performed in a sterile way. 

 Not sharing toothbrushes and razors.  

 Adequate sterilisation of equipment used in medical and dental procedures 

 Ensuring blood and blood products are not contaminated 

 
Effects, treatment and discrimination 
 
What impact can living with hepatitis B or hepatitis C have on a person? 
 

Only about 30% of people living with hepatitis B have symptoms when first infected. Common symptoms include 
jaundice, fatigue, joint or abdominal pain, loss of appetite and flu-like illness.  
 

Most people with chronic hepatitis C do experience a reduction in their quality of life and some are severely affected. 
All facets of life can be affected, including health, relationships, finances and employment.  
 
Are people with hepatitis B and hepatitis C subject to discrimination? 
 

Discrimination has a major impact on people living with hepatitis B or hepatitis C.  It can result from unfounded fears 
of infection or from assumptions and judgments relating to the close link between hepatitis B and hepatitis C and 
injecting drug use. Discrimination can occur in all aspects of life including: 
 

 healthcare settings 

 employment 

 housing  

 insurance  

 superannuation 

 social networks 
 
Is there an effective treatment for hepatitis B and hepatitis C? 
 

Hepatitis B: Treatment is aimed at reducing the complications of hepatitis B. Treatment does not cure hepatitis B. 
However treatment that effectively suppresses viral replication has recently been shown to reduce the risk of diseases 
progression to liver cancer, and represents a paradigm shift in cancer prevention strategies.  
 
Hepatitis C: There is an effective medical hepatitis C treatment with a cure rate of 50-80% depending on the strain of 
hepatitis. Treatment involves a combination of pegylated interferon (a weekly injection) and Ribavirin (daily tablets. 
It can last 6-12 months and the side effects vary from person to person, and it does not suit everyone.  
 
Why don’t more people have treatment? 
 

Many factors impact on the treatment decision: 
 

 The chance of being cured 

 Support to deal with side-effects 

 Prior experience of discrimination in healthcare settings 

 The need to travel to liver clinics and long waiting times to see a specialist.  
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 Other complex social or health issues 
 
Reporting 
 
What is preferred terminology when reporting on hepatitis issues? 
 

Balanced and respectful reporting of hepatitis issues plays a major part in raising awareness and reducing 
discrimination against people living with hepatitis. Some examples of poor wording, and preferred alternatives are 
listed below: 

Unfavoured wording Preferred Wording 

Hepatitis victim or sufferer 
 
Implies a person living with hepatitis C is powerless and has 
little control over their condition 

Person living with hepatitis 

Junkie 
 
Marginalises people who are often disadvantaged socially and 
can act as a barrier to them accessing health  

Injecting drug user  
or person / people who inject 

Innocent victim 
 
This term is sometimes used to describe a person with a 
medically acquired hepatitis infection, and incorrectly implies 
people infected in other ways are ‘guilty’ victims. 

Person living with hepatitis/person 
with medically acquired hepatitis  

 

More examples of poor wording and preferred alternatives can be located at www.hepatitisaustralia.com under 
Media & News. 
 
Where can I get more information about hepatitis ? 

 
Contact the hepatitis info and support line on 1300 437 222.  
www.hepccouncilsa.asn.au or www.hepatitisaustralia.com  

http://www.hepatitisaustralia.com/
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