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What is hepatitis A?

Hepatitis A is a liver disease caused by the hepatitis A virus.

In general, it is transmitted through fecal-oral route. Food

contaminated with the virus is the most common vehicle

transmitting hepatitis. The hepatitis A virus can be transmitted
by -

* cating contaminated food
without proper cooking
(especially bivalve shellfish
such as oysters, clams,
mussels, and scallops, etc.)

* drinking contaminated water

* close personal contact with
infected person

The disease is mild in children, but can be more severe in

adults. Adults who get hepatitis A usually may result in a

series of symptoms such as:

* mild fever

tiredness

muscle pain

headache

loss of appetite, nausea, vomiting, diarrhoea, upper

abdominal pain

* jaundice (yellow discoloration of skin and eyes) and tea-
coloured urine

Hepatitis A would rarely cause liver failure and death. Persons

recovered from the infection develop lifelong immunity

against the infection.

Is hepatitis A common in Hong Kong?

Hong Kong is a region with intermediate prevalence of
hepatitis A. The recent outbreak in 1992 resulted in more
than 3000 cases and 4 deaths. Most people in Hong Kong
below the age of 30 have never been exposed to hepatitis A,
and are therefore susceptible to the virus.

Are food handlers at higher risk for hepatitis A?
Food handlers are not at higher risk than other persons for
becoming infected with hepatitis A. However, food handlers
can get infected with constant exposure ¢ 453

to some contaminated food. ’ n&
Once they are infected, they
have the potential to infect
hundreds of people.

&

How can food handlers prevent the spread of
hepatitis A?

The key is to observe good hygiene practices at all stages of

food preparation. Food handlers should pay attention to the
followings:

* Personal hygiene

* Keep hands clean. Wash hands with
soap and water before handling food,
before meals or after using the toilet.

¢ Don't handle food in case of fever,
vomiting or diarrhoea. Seek medical advice
immediately.

* Purchase - Use raw materials from reliable
sources for food production. Buy live

fish and shellfish which are fresh and
free from abnormal odour.

* Food hygiene 2

* Handling and storage of food - All
food should be washed thoroughly
before cooking. Raw and cooked food
should be handled with separate utensils.

Raw meat, fresh seafood and other perishable food items
should be kept in the refrigerator, if they are not consumed
immediately.

* Cooking of food - Ensure thorough cooking of food and
reheating of leftovers before consumption.
The hepatitis A virus is killed by heating
to 85°C for 1 minute.

* Environmental hygiene - Always keep
the environment clean. Particular

attention should be paid to the kitchen <Y

and toilet.

* Hepatitis A vaccine can be used to
prevent infection in food handlers.
However, hepatitis A vaccine does not

substitute personal and food hygiene.

What is hepatitis A vaccine?

The hepatitis A vaccine is essentially an inactivated form of
the virus. Being vaccinated against hepatitis A helps produce
antibodies to the virus. As adults who are over 30 years old
may already developed immunity against hepatitis A, hepatitis
A serostatus should be checked before vaccination

so as to avoid unnecessary injections.

A complete course of vaccination @
requires 2 injections, given 6 months

to 18 months apart. The body takes

4 weeks to develop antibody against

hepatitis A after the first vaccine
injection.

Hepatitis A vaccine is not licensed for children younger than
one year of age.

What are the adverse effects of the vaccine?

Like any medicine, hepatitis A vaccine could possibly cause
adverse reactions. These reactions are usually mild and often
last for only one to two days. The most commonly seen
undesirable effect is injection site soreness. Other reactions
include headache, loss of appetite and tiredness. Severe allergic
reaction that occurs within a few minutes to a few hours of
the shot is very rare.

Who should not get the vaccine?

* Anyone who has ever had a severe life-threatening allergic
reaction to the previous dose of hepatitis A vaccine or
allergy to any vaccine component should not get another
dose.

* Anyone who is moderately or severely
ill should postpone the shot.

* The safety of hepatitis A vaccine for
pregnant women has not been
determined. Although there is no
evidence that it is harmful to either
pregnant women or their unborn
babies. If the food handler is
pregnant, it is preferable to inform
the doctor.

Where can food handlers get the vaccine?

For arrangement of hepatitis A vaccination, please consult
your family doctor.
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What should be done if a food handler is
experiencing symptoms of hepatitis A?

An infected person can spread the hepatitis A virus for one
to two weeks before symptoms start; and up to one week or
longer after symptoms develop. Therefore, any food handler
experiencing symptoms of hepatitis A should observe high
standard of personal hygiene, and seek medical care
immediately.

To know more about viral hepatitis and
food hygiene

24-hour hotline

* Hepatitis Hotline Tel: 21129911

e Centre for Food Safety Tel : 2868 0000

Website

* Viral Hepatitis Preventive Service
http://www.hepatitis.gov.hk

¢ Centre for Food Safety
http://www.cfs.gov.hk
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