No scientific justification to suspend Hepatitis B immunization
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NO SCIENTIFIC
JUSTIFICATION
T0 SUSPEND

1995, the
French Ministry ol Health

n October |,

announced a decision 1o
suspend routine hepatitis B3 (LB
immunization ol adolescents in
French schools while continuing the
immunization of infants and high risk
adulis. This decision Tollowed con-
cerns, despite Tack ol scientific ovi-
dence establishing a causal relation-
ship. that hepatitis B immunization
might be linked 1o the deselopment
or tlare-up of demyelinating discases
such as multiple sclerosis (A IS1 and
comes in the wake of enormous pres-
sure [rom anti-vaccine groups.

Ihe World Tealth Organization.
with the assistance of external
experts in neurology, epidemiology,
immunology and public health, s
carclully reviewed the scientific ¢vi-
dence on whether T vaccine can
cause demvelinating discases such as
MS.WHO believes that available
scientific data do not demonstrate a
causal association between HB
immunization and central nervous
svstem discases, including MS

Over 1 billion doses of HIB vac-
cine have been used simce 1981 with
an outstanding record of safers and
clficacy. and the vaccine is 937 ¢ftoc
tive in preventing the development of
the chronic caevier state of hepatitis 13,
HB vaccine is the lirst vaceine against
a major human cancer. as it is the
chronic carriers of hepatitis B whao are
at a high risk of death from cirrhosis of

the liver and liver cancer.
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Recognizing the enormous value
of TIB vaccine, the World Health
Assembly recommended in 1992 that
all countries incorporate it into ther
routine immimization programs. 1o
date, 100 countries have added B
vaccine to their national immuniza-
tion programs. and many industiial
countries have begun programs of
immunizing adolescents as well,

Although France will continuc
infant and high risk adult immuniza-
tion. WHO is concerned that
France’s decision may lead 1o loss o
public confidence i this vaceine and
decisions by other countries 1o sus-

pend or delay the vaceine's mtroduc-

tion. Worldwide there are over 330
million chronic carriers of hepatitis B
at high risk Tor cirrhosis of the liver
and liver cancer: discontinuing
immunization of adolescents could
cause an increase in this number.

Previous experiences with other
vaceines, such as the diphtheria.
tetanus, and pertussis (DY vac-
cine, have shown how unsubstanti-
ated [1)[1:)111(‘5L‘s and anti-vaccine
information can lead to loss of public
confidence and reduced coverage.
Millions of cases of pertussis and
hundreds of deaths Tollowed reduced
usc of DTP in several countries.

WHO strongly recommends that
all countries alrcady including rou-
tine hepatitis B vaccination in their
national immunization programs con-
tinue to do so, and that countries not
vet using the vaceine I)cgin as soon
as pussil)]c.

For further information contact
Gregors Hartl, Health Communica-
tions and Public Relations, WH(O),
Genevas tel 4122 791 4438 fax 41 22
7914838 e-mail < Imrtlg@ who.chz.

AT WHO press releases,
Fact Sheets, and TFeatures are avail-
able o the WIHO home page at
www.who.ch/. |
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