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Letter to the Editor
Hepatitis A - the neglected sexually
transmissible disease
Mark J Ferson, Director, South Eastern Sydney Public
Health Unit, Zetland, New South Wales, Locked Bag
88, Randwick NSW 2031
To the Editor: Dore and Kaldor provide valuable guidance
on the directions a coordinated national system for
surveillance of sexually transmissible diseases (STD)
might take.1 They did not attempt to provide an outline of
what diseases might fall into this group, or what data
should be collected for each disease, although a recent
review of a decade of STD surveillance in Victoria
examined data on syphilis, gonorrhoea, chlamydia, genital
herpes, genital warts, hepatitis B, chancroid,
lymphogranuloma venereum and donovanosis. 2
However, it would seem timely to draw attention again to
hepatitis A as a sexually transmissible disease, at least in
some urban populations. The epicentre of a prolonged
epidemic of hepatitis A in 1991-92 among homosexual
men, was the gay community of the inner Sydney suburbs.
A crude incidence of 136 cases per 100,000 population
was recorded for 1991 in eastern Sydney, compared to 13

per 100,000 for Australia as a whole.3 The same epidemic
was observed in Melbourne4 and simultaneously in other
cities around the world.5 A similar, though smaller,
epidemic occurred in 1995-96 in Sydney.
At the onset of the 1991-92 epidemic, the then Eastern
Sydney Public Health Unit established a standalone
hepatitis A database where risk factor information, in
particular sexual preference, was kept in de-identified
format. Maintenance of the database through subsequent
epidemics in other risk groups 6,7 has been invaluable in
helping direct prevention activities, including education
regarding hygiene and appropriate use of normal human
immunoglobulin and hepatitis A vaccine. Analysis of the
data revealed that during the 1991-92 and 1995-96
epidemics, adult males comprised almost 90% of all cases.
This lead to a peak incidence among young males,
approaching 500 cases per 100,000 (or 0.5%) per year.
Information on sexual preference was recorded in 75% of
adult males, and of these, men who have sex with men
contributed 80-90% of cases. In Australian cities, hepatitis
A appears to behave as a sexually transmissible disease,
and its proper surveillance requires collection of
comprehensive risk factor data including sexual
preference.
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Notice to readers
Master of Applied Epidemiology - scholarships
The Master of Applied Epidemiology is a challenging, hands-on program which develops high level expertise in
applying epidemiological methods to surveillance, outbreak investigation and disease control. The program is a
leading member of the global Network of Training Programs in Epidemiology and Public Health Interventions that is
collaborating with WHO’s training and emergency response activities.
It is predominantly field-based, involving 21 months of field placement in a public health department or institution, and
12 weeks of intensive coursework (in four blocks) in Canberra.
Graduates of the medical and health sciences, with at least two years’ health-related work experience, are eligible to
apply for the two-year, full-time scholarships. Selection will be on the basis of academic merit and work experience.
Scholars will receive a tax-free stipend of $32,032 pa.
Applications close: 10 July 1998.
For further information and application papers, please contact:
Ros Hales, MAE Administrator, NCEPH, The Australian National University, Canberra ACT 0200
Telephone: (02) 6249 2790
Facsimile: (02) 6249 0740
Email: Ros.Hales@anu.edu.au
http://www-nceph.anu.edu.au/student.htm
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