May is Viral Hepatitis Awareness Month
Governor Jon S. Corzine, the Department of Health and Human Services, public health agencies and community organizations throughout New Jersey are recognizing May as Viral Hepatitis Awareness Month with events and public education.
"Hepatitis impacts more than a quarter million people in New Jersey, and the damage it does to individuals, families and communities is incalculable," said DHSS Commissioner Fred M. Jacobs, M.D., J.D.  "Viral Hepatitis Awareness Month is an opportunity to educate the public on how to protect themselves and their loved ones from this devastating disease."

Viral hepatitis is an infection that attacks the liver, through three very different viruses labeled A, B and C.  Hepatitis C is the leading single cause for liver transplants, and B and C are common causes of liver cancer and cirrhosis.  Vaccines have been developed for hepatitis A and B, but there is no vaccine for hepatitis C to date.

In addition to ongoing education and public health activities, DHSS staff from the Communicable Disease and HIV/AIDS Prevention and Education divisions has been holding education sessions throughout the state during Viral Hepatitis Awareness Month, including in Trenton on May 17, and in Flemington and in Newark.  DHSS is also developing an educational video with the Department of Corrections focused on educating inmates at state and county prisons.
Hepatitis C is most often transmitted through direct blood-to-blood contact, including mucus membranes or broken skin, and is not  spread through casual contact.  This can occur  by needle stick injury or sharing of  needles, sexual contact, or from a mother to her baby at birth. Hepatitis B is primarily spread through sexual contact. Both hepatitis B&C can be asymptomatic, and people can be infected and transmitting the disease for years and even decades without knowing it.
The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) estimates that more than 160,000 New Jerseyans have been infected with the hepatitis C virus and 128,000 – or 80 percent – of these are chronically infected.  The hepatitis B virus has infected approximately 426,000 New Jerseyans, with 21,000 chronically infected.  

Hepatitis A can be acquired when an individual eats or drinks food or water contaminated with hepatitis A virus, or has direct contact with an infected person who has poor personal hygiene.  Shellfish, such as clams and oysters, may be contaminated if they have been harvested from waters that have been contaminated by sewage containing hepatitis A virus.

This version of the disease does not result in chronic infections, and usually lasts approximately six to 10 weeks without permanent damage to the patient.
More information on hepatitis A, B and C is available from the DHSS web site at nj.gov/health/cd/ or from the CDC website at www.cdc.gov/hepatitis/.
