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New Hepatitis Vaccine

It is estimated that 200 million persons throughout the
world suffer from chronic infection due to hepatitis virus
B and that the prevalence rate is as high as 20 per cent in
some areas. A vaccine that provides protection against
this disease is now available. It was developed by a group
headed by Dr. Maurice Hilleman of the Merck Institute
for Therapeutic Research (West Point, Pennsylvania)
and consists of a virus suspension separated from human
plasma and then inactivated by an appropriate method.
The first clinical trial, which was conducted in 1975 in a
group of Merck employees, was rapidly followed by
larger-scale trials; these led to the study designed and
conducted by Dr. Wolf Szmuness, Director of the Epi-
demiological Laboratory of the New York Blood Bank. '

The report of the Blood Bank 2 on the first large-scale
trial in 1,000 volunteer homosexuals in the metropolitan
area of New York showed that the vaccine was effective
in 92 per cent of the cases as protection in high-risk sub-
jects against hepatitis B and 96 per cent effective in in-
ducing antibodies in vaccinees.

Other clinical trials on the efficacy of the vaccine are
being conducted by the same group in high-risk popula-
tions such as health personnel and technical personnel

Szmuness. W. et a. Hepatitis B vaccine: Demonstration of efficacy
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Vol. 6, No. 20, October 10, 1980.

responsible for or patients undergoing renal dialysis.
These studies are expected to be completed by late 1981.

(Source: Program for the Control of the
Production and Quality of Biological Prod-

ucts, Division of Disease Prevention and
Control, PAHO.)

Editorial Comment

Hepatitis is a major public health problem for most of
the world's population. In developed countries the an-
tigen carrier rate is 1 per 1,000 to 1 per 2,000 population.
In developing countries the average is 5-10 per cent, but
as high as 75 per cent has been reported in some areas.
The role of this virus in the etiology of hepatic cell car-
cinoma is becoming clearer.

The development of a very effective vaccine opens the
door to prevention of this disease. At present, the vaccine
cost (approximately US$20-50 per dose) makes it
impractical for large-scale use in most developing coun-
tries. However, new technology, together with more in-
formation on the local epidemiology of hepatitis B. will
eventually lead to more widespread use of the vaccine
and prevention of the disease.
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