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What is an exposure to blood and body fluids?

There are three important elements to think about if you have been exposed to blood or a bodily fluid. 1) What is the
status of the source person whose fluid you have come in contact with? 2) What kind of fluid were you exposed to? 3)
How were you exposed to that fluid?

There are three major viruses that could theoretically be transmitted from person to person from contact with blood or
bodily fluids. These are the HIV virus and two kinds of hepatitis virus - Hepatitis B and Hepatitis C. It is helpful to know
the status of the person whose fluid you were exposed to. There are three groups: those who you know do not have any
infection or would be a low infectious risk (like your grandmother), those who you know are infected with HIV or Hepatitis
B or C or are high risk because they are injection drug users, prostitutes or people receiving large blood transfusions
between 1980 - 85, and those exposures where you have no idea what the status of the source patient is. Except under
very rare circumstances, the unknown source is considered to be negative. This is because the exposure to an unknown
source is usually from an old needle. The blood in these syringes is likely old and clotted so that you will not have
actually had infected blood come in contact with you. It will stay in the syringe.

If you have been bitten there is an additional risk of bacterial infection and a much smaller but theoretical risk of tetanus.
The physician will talk to you about these risks.

The bodily fluids that are at risk of transmitting infection are: blood, semen, vaginal secretions, other internal fluids like
peritoneal fluid or cerebrospinal fluid, breast milk or pus. "Clear" body fluids such as tears, saliva, sweat and urine
contain little or no virus and do not transmit HIV unless they are contaminated with blood. Vomit, fecal material also put
you at low risk if you are exposed and, in general, do not contain the HIV or Hepatitis C virus in sufficient quantity to be
transmitted. It is important to remember that different viruses are spread different ways so that while Hepatitis C is not
spread from person to person in stool, Hepatitis A is spread this way.

The route of exposure is also important. Most of the cases of transmission of HIV and Hepatitis C occur from needle
stick injuries. Exposure from a splash on your skin is usually not sufficient to spread these infections. Occasionally, if the
splash is massive and/or you have a fresh cut on your skin, there is a theoretical risk of transmission. In addition
splashes to your eyes or mouth may have a slightly higher risk of transmission. The physician will help you decide if you
need further treatment.

These three viruses also have different risks of being transmitted. If the source is definitely positive for HIV the risk of
you getting HIV from a needle-stick injury is less than about 2 - 3 in 1000 (99.7% of the time you would be fine). The risk
of the same exposure for Hepatitis C is about 1 in 100 (99% of the time you would be fine) and the risk of Hepatitis B
exposure is the highest at about 1 in 3 (33%). For a splash of blood where the source is definitely HIV positive your risk
of infection is less than 1 in 1000 (more than 99.9% of the time you would be fine).

Hepatitis B carries the highest risk of infection. However, there is a vaccine that can be given against Hepatitis B. It is
usually administered to all students in Grade 6 and it is also given to Health Care Workers. If you have received this
vaccine you have virtually no risk of getting Hepatitis B from this exposure.

Your treatment in the emergency department

If you have sustained a skin puncture, the area will have been washed thoroughly with soap and water. If skin or
mucous membranes have been splashed by body fluid, immediately rinse the area thoroughly with water. You will be
asked about your hepatitis B and tetanus status. If you have not had a tetanus booster in the last 10 years you will be
offered one. Likewise, if you have never been vaccinated for Hepatitis B you will have a first dose of the vaccine and a
shot of Hepatitis B antibodies (immunoglobulin) that helps to decrease your risk of getting Hepatitis B. There are
additional shots at 1 and 6 months that are required for life long Hepatitis B immunity.
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Your physician will have talked with you to determine your risk of infection from your exposure. Even if your risk is high,
most people do NOT get infected from these exposures. High risk patients will be offered medications called
antiretrovirals to decrease the risk of becoming infected. In British Columbia, no person put on antiretroviral medications
has become infected from a blood or body fluid exposure in the past 10 years.

Some of the medicines used can cause side effects. The most common side effects are fatigue, diarrhea, nausea, and
occasionally headaches. You will be given a 5 day course from the emergency department. After this, you or your family
doctor will need to get in contact with the Centre for Excellence in HIV/AIDS to determine if you need to take the full 28
day course of medications. The phone number is provided with the medications.

The government provides the antiretroviral medications free of charge for occupational exposure only. If your exposure
is the result of unprotected intercourse a prescription can be provided for you but you will have to pay for the
medications yourself.

Since there is only a minimal risk of transmission of infection you do not need to take special precautions with your
partner to prevent infection unless specified by the treating physician.

When should I return to the emergency department?

If you develop a flu-like illness 2 - 4 after your exposure this may represent a seroconversion (remember that this is very
unlikely to occur) you should seek medical attention either at your family doctor or here in the emergency department.
You should follow up with your family doctor to check the test results and to get additional Hepatitis vaccination should
you require this.

Page 2 of 2 - Last Updated: Apr, 2006 - Printed: 9/9/2011  1:39:34PM - Seen by: IS Test User1, ED MD - Pt: 10004541-7 / 1000000221096


