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Hepatitis A Summary and Frequently Asked Questions  
Updated 06/26/2017  
 
Summary of Santa Cruz Hepatitis A Outbreak, 2017  
The Public Health Division in the County of Santa Cruz has been investigating an increased 
number of Hepatitis A cases. Since April 2017, the County has 20 confirmed cases. The County 
usually has 1-2 confirmed cases per year. The investigation is ongoing. It has been challenging 
because of the long incubation period of the disease (15 to 50 days) and the difficulty 
experienced to contact many individuals sickened with the illness who are homeless and/or 
illicit drug users.  
 
Vaccination efforts are being implemented in targeted locations by County staff and in 
collaboration with health care partners. Contact Public Health Division’s Communicable Disease 
Unit at (831) 454-4114 or www.SantaCruzHealth.org/HepA for information on vaccination 
locations.   
 
For weekly updates on total cases, deaths, hospitalizations, additional educational resources, 
and the latest public communications (e.g., press releases and health alerts), please go to the 
County’s Hepatitis A webpage at www.SantaCruzHealth.org/HepA. 
 
What is Hepatitis A?  
Hepatitis A is a highly contagious liver infection caused by the Hepatitis A virus (HAV). It can 
cause liver disease, which may last a few weeks and sometimes progress to a serious illness 
lasting months. In some cases, people can die, but in most cases the infection is self-limiting.  
 
How Is It Spread?  
The Hepatitis A virus is spread primarily by the fecal-oral route. This is when an uninfected 
person ingests food or water that has been contaminated with even a tiny or microscopic 
amount of the feces from an infected person.  
 
This can occur when:  
• Touching objects or eating food that someone with HAV infection handled, or  
• Having sex with someone who has a HAV infection (not limited to anal-oral contact).  
 
What Are the Symptoms?  
HAV does not always cause symptoms. Adults are more likely to have symptoms than children 
and can develop symptoms 15 to 50 days after being infected.  
 
Symptoms include fever, fatigue, nausea, loss of appetite, yellowing of the eyes (jaundice), 
stomach pain, vomiting, dark urine, pale stools, and diarrhea. HAV can cause liver failure and 
even death – this is rare and is more likely to occur in persons 50 or older and individuals with 

other forms of liver disease (Hepatitis B or C).  

http://www.santacruzhealth.org/HepA
http://www.santacruzhealth.org/HepA
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HAV can be spread up to two weeks before and one week after noticing symptoms. It can also 
be spread by individuals who are infected, but do not have symptoms. 
How Can HAV Be Prevented?  
• The best way to prevent Hepatitis A is with the safe and effective Hepatitis A vaccine. Get 
two shots of the HAV vaccine, six months apart.   
• Don’t have sex with someone who has HAV infection.  
• Use your own towels, toothbrushes, and eating utensils.  
• Don’t share food, drinks, or smokes with other people.  
• Wash hands after using the bathroom, changing diapers, and before preparing food.  
 
Where can I get vaccinated? 
Please contact your local healthcare provider to request the HAV vaccine. 
Click here for a list of Immunization Clinics in Santa Cruz County. 
 
Is the Hepatitis A Vaccine Safe and Effective?  
• Yes, the vaccine is safe and highly effective in preventing Hepatitis A virus infection. You will 
be protected approximately 2 to 4 weeks after the first injection and longer-term defense is 
gained with the second injection. If you do not remember whether you were vaccinated, 
repeating the vaccination series is not harmful.  
 
Check out these vaccine information statements for more information. 

- Hepatitis A Vaccine Information Statement 
- Hepatitis A Vaccine Information Statement (Spanish) 

 
According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), before the Hepatitis A 
vaccine became available in 1995, more than 25,000 people developed Hepatitis A each year in 
the U.S. In 2014, there were about 2,500 cases reported.  
 
Who Is At Increased Risk for Getting HAV Infection?  
• Travelers to countries with high or medium rates of HAV.  
• Men who have sex with men.  
• Users of injection and non-injection illegal drugs.  
• Persons with clotting factor disorders.  
• During this outbreak, individuals with ongoing, close contact with homeless and illicit drug 
using individuals in Santa Cruz County may also be at increased risk.  
 

I routinely work with homeless and/or illicit drug using individuals and am NOT a health care 
worker. What precautions should I take?  
• Most employees have a low risk of contracting Hepatitis A, if they comply with hand-washing 
and other hygiene requirements associated with their jobs.  
• The best way to protect yourself is to continue to always use standard precautions AND get 

vaccinated.  

http://santacruzhealth.org/HSAHome/HSADivisions/PublicHealth/ImmunizationsandVaccines/ImmunizationClinicsinSantaCruzCounty.aspx
http://www.immunize.org/vis/hepatitis_a.pdf
http://www.immunize.org/vis/spanish_hepatitis_a.pdf
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• Under usual (non-outbreak) circumstances, occupational exposure does not warrant a routine 
recommendation to provide HAV vaccination. However, given the current outbreak, the County 
Public Health Officer recommends HAV vaccination for individuals with ongoing, close contact 
with homeless and illicit drug using individuals in Santa Cruz County. This includes persons 
working in public safety, homeless shelters, and homeless and behavioral service provider 
agencies (not including health care personnel).  
 
I routinely work with homeless and/or illicit drug using individuals and am a health care 
worker. What precautions should I take?  
• Staff in healthcare environments would be expected to be protected by utilizing standard 
precautions; however staff should also consider HAV vaccination for long-term protection.  
• CDC recommends that everyone 12 months of age and older should be vaccinated for 
Hepatitis A.  
• Please discuss with your primary care clinician and/or occupational health if you are unsure.  
 
What can local businesses do to prevent the further spread of Hepatitis A?  
• Remind employees of the importance of hand-washing with soap and warm water after using 
the bathroom, and before preparing, serving, or eating food.  
• Maintain routine and consistent cleaning of bathrooms using a chlorine-based disinfectant 
(bleach) with a ratio of ¾ cup of bleach to one gallon of water. Include bathrooms that are for 
employees only and those that are open to the public.  
• For employees in physical contact with others, especially those at risk for Hepatitis A, wear 
disposable gloves and wash hands after each encounter.  
• Coordinate with your occupational health provider to determine if Hepatitis A vaccine should 
be offered to employees.  
 
What If I Need Additional Assistance?  
If additional assistance is needed, please contact your healthcare provider, occupational health 
provider, or call the following:  
• California AIDS, STD and Hepatitis Hotline—800-367-AIDS (2437) (24 hours/day, 7 days/week)  
• Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) Information Hotline—800-CDC-INFO (232-
4636) (24 hours/day, 7 days/week)  
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There’s a growing hepatitis A outbreak in Santa Cruz. 

Each year in Santa Cruz County, one or two people get sick with hepatitis A. Right now, there are 

multiple people getting sick with hepatitis A every day. This outbreak is growing fast.  

8 out of every 10 people who got sick, have had to stay in the hospital. In rare cases people die.  

The people you work with may be vulnerable. 

This outbreak is affecting people who share any of these characteristics: 

 homelessness  

 dense living conditions 

 and/or illicit drug use 

Don’t become an outbreak site. 

1. If your site serves food, remind food handlers that: 

It is especially important to wash hands with soap and warm water after using the bathroom, 

and before preparing, serving, or eating food.  

People with symptoms of hepatitis A should not handle food until they are well. Symptoms 

include: fever, fatigue, nausea, vomiting, loss of appetite, stomach pain, Jaundice (yellowing of 

the skin or eyes), or dark urine, pale stools, or diarrhea.  

2. Your Bathrooms 

Maintain routine and consistent cleaning of bathrooms using a chlorine-based disinfectant 

(bleach) with a ratio of ¾ cup of bleach to one gallon of water. Include bathrooms that are for 

employees only and those that are open to the public. 

3. Encourage people to get vaccinated 

 

Please post the provided Hepatitis A outbreak flyers in your 

bathrooms, kitchens and other communal areas.   

If you need additional flyers, contact the Public Health Public Information Officer @ 831-566-4370.  

For more information, visit www.santacruzhealth.org/hepa or contact the County Public Health 
Department @ 831-454-4114.  
 

http://www.santacruzhealth.org/hepa
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