
What is hepatitis B?
Hepatitis B is an infection of the liver caused by a
virus called hepatitis B. ‘Hepatitis’ means
‘inflammation or swelling of the liver’.

What are the symptoms of 
the infection?
Many people will have no symptoms when they are
newly infected.When symptoms are present they
usually include jaundice (yellowing of the skin and
eyes), dark urine, fatigue, abdominal pain, loss of
appetite, nausea, vomiting, and joint pain.

How does hepatits B infection affect
people in the long term?
Once infected, people will either:

� clear the infection and have no further problems;

� not clear the infection and become chronically
infected. People with chronic infection are
sometimes known as ‘carriers’.

Chronic infection
Some carriers of hepatitis B can have health problems
related to the infection, while others will not.
Whether a person clears the infection or becomes
chronically infected depends mainly on their age: 90%
of babies, 20-50% of children aged 1-5 years, 1-10%
of older children and adults, become chronically
infected. People with chronic infection are usually
infectious for life, and may develop ongoing hepatitis.
After many years this can result in complications such
as cirrhosis or liver cancer.

How do you catch hepatits B?
Hepatitis B is passed on to others when blood or
body fluids (for example, saliva, semen, and vaginal
secretions) that contain the hepatitis B virus enters a
person’s body through:

� broken skin

� mucous membranes

� the bloodstream by:

– sharing contaminated injecting equipment, or
using needles after an infected person, or a
needlestick injury.

– having sex with an infected person without
using a condom.

Hepatitis B can also be passed on to a baby at birth
from an infected mother.

People at risk of infection include:

� injecting drug users

� babies born to infected women

� people with multiple sexual partners

� sexual contact with carriers

� men who have sex with men

� haemodialysis patients

� health care workers

� children of people born in countries with high
rates of hepatitis B infection

� household contact with people infected with
hepatitis B.

Is there a test for hepatits B?
A blood test can show if a person has been infected
with hepatitis B in the past, and whether a person is
chronically infected. Other tests, such as a liver
function test, can show if any damage has been done
to the liver.

Is there any treatment for hepatits B?
Viral infections such as hepatitis B can be very
difficult to treat. Some people may benefit from
treatment.Talk to your doctor about possible
treatments. People with chronic infections should take
care of their livers. Drinking alcohol can make your
liver disease worse.

Hepatitis B



H E P A T I T S  B

December 2001 SHPN (CDU) 010214

Prevention
Immunisation

Hepatitis B vaccine is very effective in preventing
infection:

� All children should be vaccinated at birth, and
aged two, four, and six months of age.These
vaccines are given by your doctor or clinic as part
of the routine childhood vaccinations;

� All 10 year old children who were not immunised
as babies should receive three doses of vaccine
from their general practitoner;

� These vaccines are free.

Others who should be vaccinated are:

� those who have household or sexual contact 
with carriers

� men who have sex with men

� people with sexually transmissible infections

� injecting drug users

� haemodialysis patients

� people who receive blood products for clotting
disorders

� people with chronic liver disease or hepatitis C
infection

� residents and staff of facilities for persons with
intellectual disabilities

� inmates and staff of correctional facilities

� health care workers

� embalmers

� staff of emergency departments and services.

Preventing spread

To prevent the spread of hepatitis B infection:

� use condoms if you are having sex with new
sexual partners or with partners infected with
hepatitis B

� if you are pregnant, you should have a blood test
for hepatitis B; infants born to hepatitis B infected
mothers should be given hepatitis B
immunoglobulin and vaccine within 12 hours 
after birth

� do not share injecting equipment

� do not share personal items that may have blood
on them, (for example, razors or toothbrushes)

� if having a tattoo or your body pierced, make 
sure that the practitioner uses disposable and 
sterile equipment.

If you are infected:

� do not donate blood, organs or tissue if you have
hepatitis B

� advise your doctor and dentist that you are infected

� be very careful to make sure that other people are
not exposed to your blood or body fluids. Clean up
any spills with a paper towel and clean thoroughly
with detergent and water until no obvious stains
are left. If a large blood spill occurs on carpet, it
may need to be shampooed or steam cleaned

� cover your wounds with a waterproof bandage

� use condoms with new sexual partners.

Further information
For more information please contact your doctor, local
public health unit or community health 
centre – see under NSW Government at the front of
the White Pages.

Public Health Units in NSW
Metropolitan

Central Sydney 9515 3180
South Eastern Sydney 9382 8333
Northern Sydney 9477 9400
South Western Sydney 9828 5944
Western Sydney 9840 3603
Wentworth 4734 2022

Rural

Central Coast 4349 4845
Mid North Coast 6588 2750
Mid Western 6339 5500
Hunter 4924 6477
Illawarra 4275 4600
New England 6766 2288
Northern Rivers 6620 7500
Macquarie 6841 2216
Southern NSW 4827 3428
Greater Murray 6021 4799
Far West (08) 8080 1219
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