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Blood donors with a history
of jaundice
Up till 1975 people with a history of jaundice were not
acceptable as blood donors. The recommendation that this
policy should be changed was made by an advisory group on
testing for the presence of hepatitis B surface antigen (HBsAg;
the "Australia" antigen) and its antibody.' The group's
recommendation was that potential donors should no longer
be excluded provided that their blood did not contain detectable
HBsAg and that they "had not suffered from hepatitis or
jaundice during the previous 12 months."

In 1979 the group was reconvened to consider any changes
in policy that might be desirable in the light of advances in
knowledge, and its report appeared in 1981.2 Techniques for
detecting HBsAg and its associated viral antigens and anti-
bodies have improved rapidly, enzyme-linked immunoassay
and radioimmunoassay taking the place of counterimmuno-
electrophoresis and reverse passive haemagglutination. As a
result, progressively fewer HBsAg-positive donations have
been found, most positive donors being rejected early.
Regional transfusion centres in Britain now find between
one in 500 and one in 1000 new donors to be HBsAg positive
with an overall incidence of about one in 4000 in the donor
population as a whole. Yet despite the increased rate of
detection not all carriers can be identified, and HBsAg-positive
hepatitis (hepatitis B) still remains a hazard of blood trans-
fusion.
The sensitivity of the method of testing is especially

important for the use of some plasma products, rather than
whole blood or packed cells. The products manufactured for
treating the haemophilias, factor VIII and IX concentrates,
are prepared from up to 5000 plasma donations, and the risk
of contamination of these large pools is high. As a result the
group has recommended that only the most sensitive tech-
niques should be employed for all plasma donations sent for
fractionation. The major difficulty in attempts to eliminate
post-transfusion hepatitis, however, remains the absence of
markers for the non-A, non-B viruses. So, though increased
sensitivity of donor screening (together with the prospects3
for immunisation of at-risk groups) will virtually, but not
completely, remove the threat of HBsAg-positive disease, the
diagnosis of non-A, non-B hepatitis remains non-specific, and
its true incidence remains unknown. Experience with
haemophiliacs suggests that the non-A, non-B infection is
often subicteric, presenting as a short incubation influenza-like

illness, and diagnosed correctly only by maintaining a high
level of suspicion and finding disordered liver function values.
Because of this the extent and severity of post-transfusion
hepatitis due to non-A, non-B viral infection have yet to be
determined, though it is thought to account for 90%0 of all
such cases in the United States.4 The diagnosis is important,
because non-A, non-B infection may progress to chronic liver
disease.

In Australia the only measures used to prevent post-
transfusion hepatitis are the exclusion of donors jaundiced in
the past two years and those whose donations are HBsAg
positive on radioimmunoassay, and Cossart et a15 have recently
reported the development of hepatitis in 18 of 842 patients
undergoing cardiac surgery. Three infections were caused by
hepatitis B, one by cytomegalovirus, and 14 by probable
non-A, non-B viruses. The authors found a correlation between
the non-A, non-B infections and the presence of antibodies
against hepatitis B core antigen (HBcAg) and HBsAg in the
donor blood but concluded that only about half the non-A,
non-B infections might be avoided if routine surveillance for
these markers was introduced. Aach and Kahn4 have suggested
that screening of liver function, specifically by measuring
alanine transaminase activity, would help eliminate some
non-A, non-B infective donors.

Probably, then, the incidence of non-A, non-B infection
might be reduced by routine testing for antibodies against
HBcAg and HBsAg and measuring alanine transaminase
activity, but on present evidence about half the infective
donations would still pass scrutiny. From the donor viewpoint
the additional tests would be both expensive and time
consuming. In Britain the risk implied in accepting donors
with a history of jaundice is minor. But what of the recipient ?
From his viewpoint the present risk of developing disordered
liver function after transfusion of volunteer HBsAg-negative
blood is about 10%,6 7 and the risks rise with the number of
donations he receives. Most of the experts at a recent inter-
national forum8 thought that this risk was unacceptable. Their
conclusion was that donors with a history of jaundice (some
0.5%0 ofthe donor population6) should continue to be excluded.

British policy differs from this view, but the advisory group
has recommended that doctors should be encouraged to
report all cases of post-transfusion jaundice. Where these
might be due to non-A, non-B hepatitis, the facts should be
reported to the appropriate advisers in blood transfusion at
the DHSS or Scottish Home and Health Department.2
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