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Abstract

Background: Hepatitis C virus (HCV) infection with its associated sequelae is a disease of major public health importance
worldwide. This study analyzed the results of Hepatitis-C screening among blood donors at the Federal Medical Centre, Makurdi
over a 12—month period (January — December, 2008), with a view to establishing the prevalence rate in this area of the Middle
Belt of Nigeria.Methods: Results of hepatitis — C screening from the blood bank unit of the study Centre were reviewed for the
twelve month period (Jan. — Dec. 2008). Screening for antiHCV was done using a commercial enzyme linked immunosorbent
assay. (ELISA kit)Results: A total of 1,400 samples were screened for hepatitis C over the one year period. The overall
seropositivity rate was found to be 5.4%Conclusion: HCV infection is common in Makurdi, a metropolitan city in the middle belt
of Nigeria. Adequate screening of prospective blood donors and the institution of adequate public health measures is advocated

in order to reduce the transmission of this virus.

INTRODUCTION

HCV infection occurs frequently and is highly endemic in
Nigeria ' . This high prevalence has been confirmed by
various studies from different parts of Nigeria among
selected groups "*®” . The high prevalence of HCV
infection and its sequelae, such as liver cirrhosis and
diabetes mellitus makes HCV infection a disease of major
public health importance world wide and in Nigeria in

. 1-5.8-13
particular

. This study aims at analyzing the results of
antiHCV screening among blood donors at Federal Medical
Centre, Makurdi over a 1 year period, Jan — Dec 2008 with a
view to establishing the prevalence rate in Makurdi
metropolis in Middle Belt of Nigeria. It is also hoped that

the data generated will assist in the formulation of a hospital
biohazard policy for the laboratories and other clinical
departments here, and elsewhere in the Middle Belt region of

Nigeria.

SUBJECTS AND METHODS

Subjects consisted of all blood donors who reported to the
blood bank for bleeding between Jan and December 2008.
Their blood samples were screened for antiHCV using
ELISA based kits.

RESULTS

Over the one- year period under study, a total of 1,400
samples wee screened, out of which 76 samples (5.4%) were
positive for HCV antibodies. (Table 1) All donors were
males. The peak age prevalence was in the fifth decade and
above (10%), followed by a prevalence of 8% in the 3rd
decade (21 — 30 yrs).

Figure 1

Table 1: Samples screened for antiHCV at the Federal
Medical Centre Makurdi (Jan — Dec 2008)

Age No screened Mo Positive % Positivity
[in years)

0-10

11-20 20

21- 30 300 40 8
31-40 760 30 3.95
41-50 100 | 3 | 4
Above 50 20 2 10
Total 1400 | ) | 5.4
DISCUSSION

The results of this study have highlighted the fact that
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Hepatitis C virus infection is common among blood donors
in Makurdi, Middle Belt region of Nigeria. The blood donors
were all males between the ages of 20 and 60 and comprised
mostly relatives and friends of hospital in-patients and some
touts (paid donors). These donors represent a largely “well”
segment of the adult male population and should mirror
more closely the overall prevalence of HCV infection in the
general adult male population.

The mean prevalence rate of 5.4% among blood donors in
Makurdi is higher than that found in blood donors in some
other cities in Nigeria such as Port Harcourt (0.5%), and Jos
(4.3%) >* . This suggests that Makurdi might be an area of
higher prevalence as compared to these other parts of
Nigeria. Thus the rejection rate of blood donors in Makurdi
based on antiHCV Positivity may be significant.

The reason for this higher prevalence of HCV infection in
Makurdi, as compared to these other Nigerian cities is not
clear for now. However, considering the fact that Benue
State has the highest prevalence of the Human
immunodeficiency virus (HIV) in Nigeria '* , it may not be
entirely surprising to have a high prevalence of other similar
sexually transmitted diseases like Hepatitis — C in Makurdi.
In other words the high seroprevalence rate of HCV
infection obtained in this study may simply be a reflection of
the high burden of sexually transmitted diseases in the
general population of Benue state as a whole.

The observed prevalence rate of 5.4% however is lower than
that found in Benin City (12.3%) ' . This Benin prevalence
rate is one of the highest, if not the highest reported among
blood donors anywhere in Nigeria. This suggests that Benin
City is an area of higher prevalence, compared to Makurdi.
The peak age prevalence of HCV infection in this study
(10%) was in donors aged 50 years and above. This is at
variance with a peak age prevalence of “18 — 27" years
obtained in the Port Harcourt study *, but slightly close to
the “41 — 50” years’ peak age prevalence observed in the
study in Benin City, Nigeria ' . The age group “18 — 27"
years coincides with the more sexually active group who are
expectedly more vulnerable to sexually transmitted
infections, like Hepatitis — C infection. Most other studies
both within and outside Nigeria have documented a clear
trend of decreasing Positivity for antiHCV with increasing
age among blood donors and other selected groups **'” . Our
study, on the contrary observed highest seroprevalence in
donors aged 50yrs and above. This underscores the
importance of routine screening of all donors before

transfusion, regardless of donor demographic characteristics
like age.

In conclusion, the results of this study show that the
prevalence of Hepatitis—C virus among healthy blood donors
in Makurdi, Middle Belt region of Nigeria is considerably
higher than the reported seroprevalence of HCV in some
other parts of Nigeria and this indicates a large reservoir of
infection capable of inflicting significant disease burden on
the entire Middle Belt region. This also suggests a possibly
higher rate of donor rejection based on HCV positivity. In
addition, donors from this region of Middle Belt of Nigeria
showed a trend of higher seroprevalence in older donors,
possibly implying a higher exposure rate to HCV in older
subjects. These findings call for adequate screening of all
prospective blood donors to reduce the transmission of the
infection. Other general measures like public awareness
programmes to educate the public on modes of transmission
of HCV infection (including sexual promiscuity) and the
institution of adequate public health measures are advocated.
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