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The liver cleanses all the body’s blood and helps
us to absorb nutrients. Everything we eat and drink is
absorbed through the stomach and intestine into the
blood. The blood then carries this fuel to the liver. The
liver stores some of the nutrients and uses others to
make proteins, carbohydrates and fats. Toxic
substances such as alcohol and other drugs
are neutralised and detoxified by the liver.
Hepatitis C and drinking too much alcohol can both
reduce your liver’s ability to do its job.

What does the l iver do?



Hepatitis C is a disease caused by a virus that
affects the liver, making the liver cells
inflamed. With time, this persistent inflammation
causes scarring on the liver. If the liver becomes
very scarred it will not be able to do its job
properly. Severe scarring, called cirrhosis, is
irreversible. Some people will experience no
obvious effects from hepatitis C; others will
develop mild scarring; others will develop
severe scarring. It may, however, be 30 years
before the liver’s function is greatly impaired.

What does the
hepatitis C virus do?



Are there d ifferent
stra i ns of the

hepat it is C v i rus?
There are a few different strains (genotypes) of the
hepatitis C virus, and some of them are more
difficult to treat than others. A person with
one strain of hepatitis C can be infected
with other strains of the virus. This
means that you may catch a different strain of
hepatitis C each time you have contact with another
person’s infected blood. 

Another problem is that each strain changes
character slightly once in the body, which makes it
difficult for the body to fight it. The body might fight
off one form, but if the virus then changes character
(mutates) the body must fight the mutation too. If
you have more than one form of the virus on your
liver your liver comes under added strain.



How your body is affected by hepatitis C depends on
a variety of factors—how long you have had the
virus, how many strains of the virus you have been
infected with, how much of the virus you have in
your system (viral load), your health, and so on.

When you are first infected you probably won’t even
know: there are usually no symptoms. Most people
discover they have hepatitis C after they’ve had a
blood test for some reason.

Everyone experiences hepatitis C differently, although
many people with the virus do not notice any symptoms
for at least 10 years and often 20 years. The first
symptom may be tiredness and generally
feeling unwell. Sometimes there are no symptoms
until the liver is seriously damaged. Other people may
have some, or all, of the following symptoms: 

What are the symptoms of
hepatitis C?



A Healthy Liver
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Hepatitis C lives in the blood and can be present
wherever infected blood is to be found. The
virus can even exist in amounts of blood
that are too small to see and can cause
hepatitis C infection if it enters the bloodstream.

Hepatitis C is most commonly spread when
people share or re-use injecting equipment. To
find out about protecting yourself when
injecting, see AIVL’s Guide to Safer Injecting.

How is hepatitis C
transmitted?



The hepat it is C v i rus l ives i n the b lood and can
be present wherever b lood has been . Even if you
cant see any traces of b lood , the v i rus can be
there i n m icroscop ic amounts and can cause hepat it is
C i nfect io n if it enters your b loodstream .

Remember that blood particles can be invisib le 



Re-using a syringe 
Re-using someone else’s syringe is very risky
because their blood particles can remain in the used
syringe. If you re-use someone else’s syringe
you run the risk of infecting yourself with
hepatitis C, HIV or any other blood-borne
communicable infection, such as hepatitis B.
Cleaning needles with water and bleach is not
necessarily enough to prevent hepatitis C infection,
so use a  new syringe every time you inject.

Sharing a spoon
Sharing a spoon to mix up drugs is risky. If a used
syringe has been in the spoon it may have
left behind hepatitis C and you might then draw
up the virus. If you must re-use a spoon make sure
that you wash it properly with detergent and water.

Sharing water
Sharing water is risky if a used syringe has
been in the water. The syringe might have left
behind hepatitis C and you could then draw up the
virus.

transmission



Injecting in a group
When injecting in a group you need to be
extra careful. Use your own equipment
and be aware of blood on hands,
clothes, benches and tourniquets. If,
for example, a person injects themselves
and stops the blood with their finger, that
finger will have blood on it—even if you
can’t see the blood. If they then help
someone else inject and put the same
finger over that person’s injection site, or
touch any of their injecting equipment,
there is a risk of transmitting hepatitis C.

On a tourniquet
Blood can be left behind on a
tourniquet. If another person uses the
tourniquet they might get that blood on
their own skin and the blood could then
enter their injection site. Always have
your own tourniquet and keep it clean by
washing it in soapy water.



In addition to unsafe injecting, whenever there is
an opportunity for blood to be carried from one
person’s bloodstream to another person’s the
hepatitis C virus can spread. For example, a
comb, toothbrush or razor can cause tiny
cuts and scratches and allow infected blood to be
carried from one person to another. Tattooing
and body piercing are also risky if they are done
in non-sterile conditions.

Hepatitis C is not usually transmitted through sex,
but if blood is involved—say, from menstruation
or from cuts or lesions caused by sexually
transmitted diseases—the risk increases. In
Australia, blood products used for medical
purposes are screened and are generally safe.



Heavy drinking can have the same effect on the liver
as hepatitis C, causing inflammation and scarring.
People with hepatitis C who drink heavily
are more likely to develop complications of
their liver disease than others who drink little or
no alcohol.

It is not clear how much alcohol is ‘safe’ for a person
with hepatitis C, or indeed if any amount is ‘safe’. It
might be a good idea to think about reducing your
alcohol intake or giving it up completely.

Does alcohol
affect hepatitis C?



Remember that amounts of blood that are too
small to see can carry hepatitis C. To avoid getting
hepatitis C through injecting, use safer injecting
techniques and always be ‘blood aware’. This
means avoiding any potential for blood-to-blood
contact: use a new syringe, new water, a
clean spoon and a personal tourniquet, and
don’t let anyone help you inject or handle your
injecting equipment if they haven’t washed
their hands.
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AIVL
1/17 Napier Close
Deakin
Australian Capital Territory
02 6281 7851

CAIN
119 Todd st
Alice Springs
Northern Territory
08 8953 1118

CIN
Room G33, Griffin Centre
19 Bunda St, Civic
Australian Capital Territory
02 6262 5299

GAIN
17 Laverack Rd
Nobbys Beach
Queensland
07 5575 5144

For further information contact AIVL
or AIVL�s member organisations:

HINT
6 Manton St
Darwin
Northern Territory
08 8941 1711

NUAA
42 Bedford St
Newtown
New South Wales
02 9557 1476

QuIVAA
185-191 Brunswick St
Fortitude Valley
Queensland
07 3252 5390

SAVIVE
64 Fullarton Rd
Norwood
South Australia
08 8362 9299

SCIVAA
59 Sixth Ave
Maroochydore
Queensland
07 5443 9576

TUHSL
319 Liverpool St
Hobart
Tasmania
03 6234 1242

VIVAIDS
765A Nicholson St
North Carlton
Victoria
03 9381 2211

WASUA
440 William St
Northbridge
Western Australia
08 9227 7866

www.aivl .org.au


