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What is hepatitis C?

Hepatitis C is an infection of the liver caused by a virus called the hepatitis C virus (HCV). Over
time, the infection causes swelling and damage to the liver.

How do people get hepatitis C?

Hepatitis C is spread through contact with blood, or bodily fluids containing blood, of a person
infected with the HCV virus. You can get HCV from sharing any object that carries infected
blood. These include:

• needles used for injecting drugs, tattooing or body piercing

• razors, scissors or toothbrushes

• other equipment used for injecting or snorting drugs, such as straws, spoons, cookers
and filters

• transfusion of blood products before 1990

HCV can also be spread through unprotected sex with a person infected with HCV.

A small percentage (5%-10%) of women who have hepatitis C may also pass it on to their babies
during pregnancy or at birth.

What are the symptoms of hepatitis C?

Most people who get infected with hepatitis C do not have any symptoms.

Some people may get sick for a short time with tiredness, joint pain, stomach discomfort and
jaundice (yellowing of the skin and the white parts of the eyes) within six months of infection.
Most people will recover from these symptoms within a few weeks. However, even after the
symptoms disappear, the virus continues to live inside the body and causes damage to the liver
over time.

After 10 or more years of being infected with HCV, people may develop scarring of the liver
(cirrhosis) and have an increased risk of developing liver cancer.

How do I find out if I have hepatitis C?

There are blood tests available that can check whether you have been exposed to HCV. Talk
with your doctor or nurse to find out more about these tests.

What can I do if I have hepatitis C?

The liver is an important organ that regulates and process many nutrients, vitamins, minerals
and chemicals in the body. It also produces important proteins and stores energy for the body’s
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function. The hepatitis C virus damages the liver and affects its ability to function properly.
Therefore, it is very important to keep the liver healthy.

You can help your liver stay healthy by:

• Maintaining a healthy lifestyle by eating a balanced diet and getting regular exercise, rest
and sleep.

• Avoiding or reducing substances that are harmful to the liver, including alcohol, street/
recreational drugs, tobacco and some medications.

• Getting vaccinations to protect yourself from other forms of hepatitis (A and B). There is
no vaccine for hepatitis C.

• Working with your doctor to monitor the health of your liver. This can be done with
regular blood tests, ultrasound scans and, if necessary, a liver biopsy (taking a very small
piece of the liver for examination).

There are medications available to treat hepatitis C. The medications usually prescribed include
a combination of two antiviral drugs, interferon-alpha and ribavirin, for about 12 months, which
can help clear the infection in some people. However, the treatments have certain side effects
and may not be suitable for everyone with hepatitis C. Talk with your doctor about possible
treatment options for you.

What other things should I be careful about?

If you have hepatitis C, you can pass on the virus to others. To avoid infecting other people:

• Do not donate blood, organs or semen.

• Do not share your razor or toothbrush.

• If you use drugs, do not share needles or other drug-use equipment. Be aware that even
cleaning the equipment with bleach may not prevent hepatitis C transmission.

• Tell your doctor, nurse and dentist that you have hepatitis C.

• Practice safer sex by using a condom.

What if I have both hepatitis C and HIV?

Hepatitis C and HIV may affect each other in many ways.

Some studies show that people with both infections may develop AIDS-related complications
sooner. Therefore, all of the previous suggestions for reducing harm and maintaining health are
even more important if you have both infections.

Research also suggests that people with both infections may develop cirrhosis more quickly and
may respond differently to drugs used to treat HIV.

Being co-infected makes the treatment of both conditions more complicated because many of
the drugs used to treat HIV can cause damage to the liver. As a result, not everyone with both
HIV and HCV infections receives treatment for both of these conditions at the same time. When
and what you are treated with depends on the stage of each infection and the level of damage
to your liver. Talk with your doctor about treatment options that are right for you.
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Decisions about particular medical treatments should always be made in consultation with a qualified
medical practitioner knowledgeable about HIV-related illness and the treatments in question.

The Canadian AIDS Treatment Information Exchange (CATIE) in good faith provides information
resources to help people living with HIV/AIDS who wish to manage their own health care in partnership with
their care providers. Information accessed through or published or provided by CATIE, however, is not to be
considered medical advice. We do not recommend or advocate particular treatments and we urge users to consult
as broad range of sources as possible. We strongly urge readers to consult with a qualified medical practitioner
prior to undertaking any decision, use or action of a medical nature.

We do not guarantee the accuracy or completeness of any information accessed through or published or provided
by CATIE. Persons relying on this information do so entirely at their own risk. Neither CATIE nor the Public Health
Agency of Canada nor any of their employees, directors, officers or volunteers may be held liable for damages of
any kind that may result from the use or misuse of any such information. The views expressed herein or in any
article or publication accessed or published or provided by CATIE are solely those of the authors and do not reflect
the policies or opinions of CATIE or the views of the Public Health Agency of Canada.

Copyright:This Fact Sheet is made available through a collaboration between Asian Community AIDS Services (ACAS)
and the Canadian AIDS Treatment Information Exchange (CATIE). Original content developed by ACAS, 2001.

This information is also available in French, Chinese, Tagalog, Vietnamese, Swahili, and other languages at
languages.catie.ca and www.acas.org
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