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In This Issue:

Hepatitis B Prevention:
Protect Early. Protect for Life.

Protecting Alaska Through
Prevention
Fall in Alaska is a season of change, connection, and
preparing for what comes next. In this fall edition, we’re
focusing on hepatitis B (HBV) and how prevention can
help protect our families and communities.

Hepatitis B is a virus that attacks the liver. It can cause
both short-term and long-term health problems,
including chronic infection, cirrhosis, and liver cancer.
The good news is that hepatitis B can be prevented.

The virus spreads through infected blood and certain
body fluids. It can be passed in several ways, including
through sharing needles or injection equipment, sexual
contact, sharing personal items that may have small
amounts of blood on them, or from a person with
hepatitis B to their baby during pregnancy or childbirth.
Hepatitis B is not spread through everyday contact like
hugging, sharing food, or breastfeeding.

Vaccination is one of our strongest tools for prevention.
Starting protection early helps prevent hepatitis B
before an exposure happens and can protect liver
health for years to come.

In this issue, we’ll explore why early vaccination
matters and how prevention continues to make a
difference across Alaska.
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Why Start Early?
Hepatitis C: Rapid Testing & Treatment at Four A’s
The First Cancer-Preventing Vaccine
Protection That Lasts
From Endemic to Eliminated: Alaska’s Hepatitis B Success Story

Hepatitis B is HIGHLY INFECTIOUS

Have an Idea for Our Next Newsletter?
Is there a liver health topic you’d like to learn more about? We
would love to hear from you! Send your ideas to Alyssa Williams,
the Liver Clinic Program Coordinator, at amwilliams@anthc.org.
Your idea could inspire our next edition!

In 1974, the Alaska Native Health Service and the Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention (CDC) conducted a four-year study in 8 rural
Alaskan communities to better understand hepatitis B transmission. The
findings of that study showed: 

Hepatitis B spreads through open cuts and scratches
It survives in dried blood on environmental surfaces for at least 7
days, remaining highly infectious
It was found on surfaces such as school tables, walls, toys, and
baby bottles
Children became infected when open cuts or scratches came into
contact with contaminated surfaces

Why Start Early?
Starting the hepatitis B vaccine series at birth provides protection before
babies have a chance to be exposed to the virus. This early protection
can help prevent infection and support a healthier future.



Every Tuesday from 11:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m.,
members of our Liver Disease and Hepatitis
Program are at Four A’s (Alaskan AIDS Assistance
Association), providing rapid hepatitis C testing
and helping connect people with the care and
support they need.
Our Hep C Team includes: Alyssa Williams,
Program Coordinator; Kathryn Snowball, Intensive
Case Coordinator; Kimberly Geiger, Hepatology
Nurse Specialist; and Lisa Townshend-Bulson,
Advanced Nurse Practitioner and Director of the
Liver Disease & Hepatitis Program.
Through this project we’re working to make
hepatitis C testing, treatment, and support easier
to access - one Tuesday at a time!

Hepatitis C: Rapid Test & Treat at
Four A’s

Our very own experts in the Liver Disease and Hepatitis Program
recently published a study highlighting more than 40 years of hepatitis
B prevention in Alaska and the remarkable impact those efforts have
had.

Western Alaska once had some of the highest rates of hepatitis B and
hepatitis B-related liver cancer in the world. In the 1970s, hepatitis B
was widespread in the region. Studies in 12 rural western Alaska
communities found 3,164 new hepatitis B infections for every 100,000
people each year. Alaska Native children also had very high rates of
hepatocellular carcinoma, a serious type of liver cancer related to
hepatitis B.

In the 1980s, Alaska began a major effort to stop the spread of hepatitis
B. More than 53,000 Alaska Native people were tested, over 43,000
people were vaccinated, and hepatitis B vaccination for all newborns
was introduced. More than 40 years later, the results have been
incredible. In those same western Alaska communities, new hepatitis B
infections dropped from 3,164 per 100,000 people each year to less
than 1 per 100,000 after 2000. Even more importantly, no Alaska Native
person under the age of 20 has tested positive for the hepatitis B
surface antigen (a marker of current hepatitis B infection) since 1993
AND there have been no cases of liver cancer in anyone under the age of
20 since 1999!

Alaska’s success shows just how powerful vaccination, testing, and
prevention can be. Several authors of the study, including Brian
McMahon, MD; Mary Snowball, RN; Lesleigh Kowalski, PhD; and Lisa
Townshend-Bulson, ANP, are clinical staff with the Liver Disease and
Hepatitis Program and continue to support hepatitis B care and
prevention in Alaska today!

From Endemic to Eliminated:
Alaska’s Hepatitis B Success Story

Research SpotlightResearch Spotlight

Land Acknowledgement
The Alaska Native Tribal Health Consortium
operates on the ancestral lands of the Dena’ina
People. We honor all Indigenous communities’
generational ties to Alaska and are thankful for
their enduring stewardship and care of these
lands.

The hepatitis B vaccine does more than protect against
infection—it also helps prevent liver cancer! In fact, it was the
first vaccine developed that can prevent a type of cancer!
Hepatitis B can cause liver cancer, even in people who have not
developed cirrhosis. By preventing hepatitis B infection,
vaccination also helps prevent serious liver disease later in life.

The First Cancer-Preventing Vaccine

Protection That Lasts
The hepatitis B vaccine doesn’t just provide protection for a few
years. Its benefits can last for decades. Studies in the Yukon-
Kuskokwim and Norton Sound regions found that people who
received the hepatitis B vaccine in 1981 were still protected 41
years later! Long-lasting protection is another reason why
starting hepatitis B vaccination early is so important.
Protection today can help support a healthier liver for years to
come.

Source:
McMahon, B.J., Johnston, J.M., Kowalski, L., Snowball, M., Bruce, M.G.,
Furukawa, N., Miernyk, K., & Townshend-Bulson, L. (2025). Elimination of
Hepatitis B Virus Transmission in an Endemic Area in Western Alaska.
IJID Regions, 17, 100774. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijregi.2025.100774
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