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High risk of contracting Hepatitis C for patients from the UK during holiday haemodialysis outside of the UK
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Introduction: Hepatitis C virus is endemic in many countries but relatively rare in the UK dialysis population. The haemodialysis (HD) population in the UK is extremely multicultural and many patients choose to travel overseas to visit family and friends.  Such patients may therefore acquire HCV while dialysing out of the UK.

Methods: We conducted a retrospective analysis to determine the risk of acquisition of hepatitis C during holiday dialysis abroad for HD patients (n=1253) from our dialysis population. All patients who dialysed outside the UK had hepatitis B and C serology performed on return, then fortnightly for three months, liver function tests and further viral testing as appropriate.

Results: Four patients across eight dialysis centres acquired HCV after dialysis outside the UK in the 18-month period from 1 January 2008. A total of 104 patients had dialysed abroad. There were no seroconversions among the patients who had remained in the UK. 

The overall risk of acquisition of HCV was therefore 3.85% (4/104), a mean absolute risk per year of 2.57%. Three of the four patients came from a single dialysis unit, and therefore the risk from this unit was much greater at 8.11%, a mean absolute risk of 5.41% per year. 

The mean time to seroconversion from return was 93.5 days, mean viral load at seroconversion 7 864 127 iu/ml and mean ALT 271.  Three of the four patients contracted HCV in India, representing 23% of patients who dialysed there in that time period.

Conclusions: The risk of contracting HCV while dialysing outside of the UK is significantly higher than previously appreciated, at between 2.57 and 5.41% per year.  This is an important factor to consider, both when counseling patients prior to holiday dialysis, and in their management upon their return to the UK.

