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Comparison of hepatitis B, hepatitis C, and HIV
seropositivity of Syrian and Turkish pregnant women
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Abstract

Objective: In this study, we aimed to compare the seroprevalence of hepatitis B (HBV), hepatitis C (HCV), and human immunodeficieney viruse (HIV) in
Syrian pregnant women and Turkish pregnant women in our hospital.

Materials and Methods: In our study, a total of 68,169 Turkish pregnant women who received HB surface antigen (HBsAg), HB surface antibody (anti-
HBs), HCV antibody (anti-HCV), anti-HIV test, and a total of 11,015 Syrian pregnant patients who received HBsAg, anti-HBs, anti-HCV and anti-HIV tests
were examined retrospectively between January 2012 and January-2018 in Universty of Health Sciences Kanuni Sultan Stileyman Training and Research
Hospital, Obstetrics and Gynecology Clinic.

Results: In our study, the rates of HBsAg, anti-HCV, and anti-HIV seropositivity were 1.1%, 0.1%, and 0.03% in Syrian pregnant women between 2012
and 2018, respectively. In the other study group, in Turkish pregnant women, HBsAg, anti-HCV, and anti-HIV seropositivity rates for 2012 and 2018 were
found as 1.8%, 0.2%, and 0.08%, respectively.

Conclusion: Although there were no significant differences between the HBsAg, anti-HCV, and anti-HIV results of both groups, the anti-HBs positivity was
higher at a significant level in Turkish pregnant women. The reason of the significantly higher anti-HBs positivity levels in pregnant women might stem
from the fact that women are vaccinated and controlled regularly due to the policies in this regard in our country.
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Oz

Amac: Bu calismada hastanemizdeki Suriyeli milteci gebelerdeki hepatit B (HBV), hepatit C (HCV) ve insan immiin yetmezlik virtsit (HIV) seroprevalansinin
Ttirk gebeler ile karsilastirilmast amaclanmustir.

Gereg ve Yontemler: Calismamizda Ocak-2012 ve Ocak-2018 yillannda Saghk Bilimleri Universitesi Kanuni Sultan Stleyman Egitim ve Arastirma
Hastanesi Kadin Hastaliklar1 ve Dogum Kliniginde HB ytizey antijeni (HBsAg), HB ytizey antikoru (anti-HBs), HC antikoru (anti-HCV), anti-HIV testi
yapilan toplam 68,169 Ttirk gebe ve HBsAg, anti-HBs, anti-HCV ve anti-HIV testi yapilan toplam 11,015 Suriyeli gebe hasta retrospektif olarak incelenmistir.
Bulgular: Calismamizda 2012 ve 2018 yillarinda Suriyeli gebelerde HBsAg, anti-HCV, anti-HIV seropozitiflik oranlan sirasiyla %1,1, % 0,1 ve %0,03
olarak saptandi. Diger calisma grubu olan Ttirk gebelerde ise 2012 ve 2018 yillan icin HBsAg, anti-HCV ve anti-HIV seropozitiflik oranlar sirasiyla %1,8,
%0,2 ve %0,08 olarak tespit edildi.

Sonug: Her iki grup arasinda HBsAg, anti-HCV ve anti-HIV sonuglar arasinda anlaml fark izlenmezken, anti-HBs pozitifligi Ttirk gebelerde anlamh
olarak daha fazla bulunmustur. Gebelerde anti-HBs pozitifliginin anlamli olarak fazla bulunmasinin nedeni tilkemizdeki agilama politikalarnin diizenli ve
kontrollit olmasindan kaynaklaniyor olabilir.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Hepatit B, hepatit C, HIV, gebelik, seroprevelans

PRECIS: This study was conducted to compare the seroprevalence of hepatitis B, Hepatitis C, and HIV in Syrian pregnant women and Turkish
pregnant women.
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Introduction

Infection is one of the most important factors increasing
perinatal morbidity and mortality. Studies have shown that
infections that present during the gestational period have
the risk of infecting the fetus by exceeding the placenta and
increase fetal mortality and morbidity™.

Since 2011, because of the civil war, about 2.5 million
Syrian people have been forced to abandon their countries
and live in refugee camps in neighboring countries. Syrians
have been provided with temporary protection by Turkey
and are the densest group of asylum seekers in our country.
Approximately 2.7 million Syrian refugees have already been
distributed in Turkey, which has world’s largest population of
Syrian refugees”. Refugees may face housing, food, medical
accessibility, and language barriers when they come to
temporary or new host countries. The Turkish Government
has provided free healthcare for Syrian refugees, and the
facilities to health services has been increased.

The rates of pregnancy and birth are high in Syrian
refugees in our country®. Due to limited opportunities in
communication, healthcare workers are also affected and
difficulties are experienced in health services. For these
reasons, adequate measures against infectious diseases
cannot be taken and the mother, fetus, and health workers
are at risk. The failure of Syrian pregnant women to adapt
to Turkish screening and vaccination programs, and most
Syrian pregnant women being seen by physicians during the
first birth is a common problem.

This study was conducted to compare the hepatitis
B virus (HBV), hepatitis C virus (HCV), and human
immmunodeficiency virus (HIV) seropositivity of Turkish
pregnant women and that of Syrian migrant pregnant women
who gave birth in our hospital.

Materials and Methods

Our study was performed retrospectively after approval was
obtained from the Local Ethics Committee of University
of Health Sciences Kanuni Sultan Suleyman Training and
Research Hospital (approval number: 2018.10.36). A total of

Turkish pregnant women n (%)

Positive Negative
Anti-HCV 200 (0.2%) 67,560 (99.7%)
Anti-HIV 57* (0.08%) 67,814 (99.9%)
HBsAg 1257 (1.8%) 66,912 (98.1%)
Anti-HBs 1487 (26.3%) 5643 (79.1%)

*Only 12 out of 57 HIV positive patients were verified

Table 1. Comparison of serology results of Turkish and Syrian immigrant pregnant women

67,760
67,871
68,169

11,015 Syrian pregnant women and 68,169 Turkish pregnant
women who presented due to pregnancy and who gave birth
were included in the study. The women presented to University
of Health Sciences Kanuni Sultan Siileyman Training and
Research Hospital, Clinic of Obstetrics and Gynecology of
Istanbul University of Health Sciences between 2012 and
2018. Patients’ files were retrospectively scanned and their
ages and ethnicity (Syrian refugee-Turkish population) were
recorded. Venous blood samples from all patients were tested
for HBsAg, anti-HBs, anti-HCV and anti-HIV using the micro-
ELISA method. Suspected positive anti-HIV sera samples
were confirmed using the western blot method.

Statistical Analysis

The Statistical Program for the Social Sciences (SPSS Chicago,
IL, USA) program was used to evaluate all collected data.
Continuous variables with normal distribution were reported
as the average. P values less than 0.05 were considered
statistically significant.

Results

In the study, 11,015 Syrian immigrant pregnant women and
68,169 Turkish pregnant women were compared in terms of
serology. The serology results of the study and control groups
are given in Table 1. A total of 68,169 Turkish patients who
gave birth in our hospital and 11.015 Syrian patients were
examined for HBsAg, 67,760 Turkish and 11,004 Syrian
pregnant for anti-HCV, 67,871 Turkish and 11,015 Syrian
pregnant women for anti-HIV, and 7130 Turkish and 180
Syrian pregnant women for anti-HBs. The average age of the
Turkish women (28+6 years) was significantly higher than
that of the Syrian migrant women (25+6.02 years) (p<0.001).
Anti-HCV was positive in 0.2% of 67,760 Turkish pregnant
women and 0.1% of 11,004 Syrian pregnant women. There
was no statistically significant difference between anti-HCV
positivity of either group.

Anti-HIV was positive in 57 of 68,169 Turkish pregnant
women, 12 of these patients were confirmed and seen as
negative in our records. The other patients’ verification results
could not be obtained. Anti-HIV was positive in 4 cases of

Syrian pregnant women n (%)

Positive Negative

15(0.1%) 10,989 (99.8%) 11,004 0.241

4(0.03%) 11,011 (99.9%) 11,015 0.232

127 (1.1%) 10,888 (98.8%) 11,015 0.230
7130 20 (11%) 160 (88.8%) 180 0.001

**p values were calculated between positive groups and significance was accepted as p<0.05, HCV: Hepatitis C virus, HIV: Human immmunodeficiency virus, HBsAg: Hepatitis B surface

antigen, Anti-HBS: Anti hepatitis B surfage antigen
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11,015 Syrian pregnant women, and four of our patients were
found to be negative in our records of verification.

When HBsAg positivity of both groups was examined, HBsAg
was studied in all pregnant women who gave birth in our
hospital. HBsAg positivity was found in 1.8% of the 68,169
Turkish pregnant women and in 1.1% of the 11,015 Syrian
pregnant women.

Although the total number of patients studied for anti-HBs
was less than the others, 26.3% of 7130 patients with anti-
HBs in Turkish pregnant women were positive, and in Syrian
patients, only 180 patients were examined and 11% of them
were positive. When these two groups were compared with
each other, anti-HB outcomes were significantly higher in
Turkish patients.

Syrian pregnant women were divided into two groups, as
those who were under and over the age 35 years. When the
serologic results were compared between the two groups,
both anti-HCV and HBsAg were found as significantly higher
for patients over the age of 35 years (p<0.001 and p=0.002,
respectively). There was no statistically significant difference
of anti-HIV and anti-HB positivity between the two groups.
The serologic results of these groups are given in Table 2.

Discussion

Since 2011, Syrians have migrated to many countries due to
the Syrian civil war between rebels and government forces.
The majority of the refugees have chosen to be refugees in
Turkey. According to the April 2016 United Nations Refugee
Agency data, there were 2,749,140 registered Syrian refugees
in Turkey®. The increasing number of uncontrolled and
informal Syrian refugees causes many social and health
problems. It is important to know the hepatitis and HIV
prevalence in both the refugee and the local community.

There is no congenital anomaly or teratogenic effect of HBV
and it does not pass through the placenta®”. When the case
of infection from the mother to the infant is considered, it
may be due to contact with various maternal fluids during
or after childbirth or in the vagina during vaginal delivery,
or by swallowing mother’s blood or after a placental

Table 2. The analysis of Syrian pregnant women based on age

Syrian pregnant women aged under 35 years

injury®. HBsAg has been shown in the mother’s milk, and
theoretically, it can be considered as a breast milk infectious
agent; however, infectiousness is decreased by 85-95% with
the newborn vaccination program, which is routine in our
country®.

HBV infection is an important health problem in our
country as it is in developing countries. In recent years,
the screening of donors for hepatitis infection, progress in
the sterilization of instruments used in healthcare, and the
increase of disposable materials has reduced the infectivity
of the infection to a relatively small extent. In addition, HBV
vaccination has been routinely practiced in our country since
1998 at the 0 years age group. Considering that HBV vaccine
administered in newborns and immunoglobulins significantly
prevent vertical passage, it shows us how important it is for
pregnant women to be screened for HBsAg.

HCV infection may also pass vertically through the newborn.
Babies of high-viral-loaded mothers are at greater risk.
However, this ratio is lower than that of HBV™. It has been
observed that most HIV infections are seen in childhood in
the perinatal period and this transition is between 13-43%.
It is known that infants of pregnant women who are known
to be HIV-positive and who are treated with zidovudine
during their pregnancies have a 25% reduction in the risk of
transmission from mother to infant with ongoing postpartum
6-week zidovudine treatment®.

There are many studies in the literature showing the maternal
outcomes of refugees from different ethnic groups, but there
are few studies comparing HBV, HCV, and HIV infections of
the Syrian population in Turkey. In the study conducted by
Inci etal.,”” on 4186 pregnant women including 2158 Syrians
and 2028 Turks, the rate of vaccination of pregnant women
was investigated, and the HBsAg positivity rates before and
after vaccination were analyzed. HBsAg positivity was 1.4%
among all pregnancies, which was 1.8% among Turkish
women and 1.1% among Syrian women.

In the study of Cift et al.,"” comprising 297 Syrian refugees
and 300 Turkish women, a total of 597 participants who
presented due to pregnancy and giving birth, the anti-HBs

Syrian pregnant women aged over 35 years

n (%) n (%)

Positive Negative Positive Negative
Anti-HCV 10 (0.1%) 10,083 (99.9%) 10,093 5 (0.5%) 906 (99.5%) 911 <0.001
Anti-HIV 4 (0.0%) 10,104 (100%) 10,108 0 (0.0%) 905 (100%) 905 0.549
HBsAg 107 (1.1%) 10,001 (98.9%) 10,108 20 (2.2%) 885 (97.8%) 905 0.002
Anti-HBs 18 (10.8%) 148 (89.2%) 166 2 (14.3%) 12 (85.7%) 14 0.694

*p values were calculated between positive groups and significance was accepted as p<0.05, HCV: Hepatitis C virus, HIV: Human immmunodeficiency virus, HBsAg: Hepatitis B surface
antigen
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immunoglobulin G (IgG) positivity ratio in Turkey (13.9%)
was found to be statistically higher than in Syria (8.5%).
Again, in this study, the rates of HBsAg and anti-HCV in Syrian
pregnancies were found as 0.3%, and they were 0.8% and
0%, respectively, in Turkish pregnant women. In our study,
HBsAg and anti-HCV positivity were found as 1.8% and 0.2%
in Turkish women and 1.1% and 0.1% in Syrian pregnant
women, respectively. However, the difference between this
study and our study is that there were no anti-HBs IgG and
IgM data of the patients.

In the study conducted by Madendag et al., "V which only
investigated Turkish pregnant women, 1,910 HBsAg positivity
of 90.351 pregnancies (2.11%), anti-HCV positivity in 102
of 60,729 pregnant women (0.17%), and anti-HIV positivity
was detected in 3 of 60,562 pregnancies (0.004%).

In a study conducted by Coppola et al."? on HBV infection
on 1212 immigrants in Italy, they found HBsAg positivity
in 116 patients (9.6%). A total of 606 (50%) patients had
negative HBsAg/anti-HB antibody values. It has been reported
that immigrants have to undergo HBV vaccination after 4.5
years of living in Italy because immigrants’ serology has
not been assessed, no vaccination has been performed, and
immunization has not been provided so far.

Considering the number of Syrian pregnancies in our country
and a group of patients who were not previously on the
screening program, HBV, HCV, and HIV screening of patients
is very important both for newborn health and for the safety
of our healthcare. Vaccination against hepatitis B is possible
and immunity is mandatory for both Syrians and people who
were born before 1998 and who are not on the vaccination
schedule. There is no vaccine or prophylactic treatment
developed for HCV and HIV, and therefore, all pregnancies,
especially among Syrian pregnancies, should be routinely
screened, materials such as gloves, masks, and glasses should
be used during the examination or surgery and the risk of
infection should be reduced””.

The authors also reported maternal and infant infections
(including HILV,
infections and rubella seronegativity) to be worse amongst
migrant women in 63.6% of included studies and better
in 9.1%; the remaining studies showed mixed results and
reported that admission to an neonatal intensive care unit

toxoplasmosis, sexually transmitted

(NICU) or special care was higher amongst offspring of
migrant women'?.

In the European Union, a number of communicable diseases
have been reported to spread in the refugee population
including acute respiratory tract infections, louse-borne
relapsing fever, cutaneous diphtheria, scabies, measles,
meningococcal meningitis, shigellosis, typhoid fever,
hepatitis A (HAV), tuberculosis, and malaria. Across studies,
tuberculosis - particularly latent - and HBV are the most

commonly reported diseases. A recent study including only

98

Syrian refugees found leishmaniasis, tuberculosis, hepatitis,
and vitamin D insufficiency to be the most prevalent health
concerns™. A study from Italy of 529 asylum seekers
found 8.3% to be HBsAg positive and 45.6% to be anti-HBV
positive.

The inclusion of Syrian pregnant women and their newborns
in our country in the national vaccination and screening
program, in addition to providing them with treatment,
should become the priority health policy. According to our
study, it is suggested that hepatitis and HIV screening should
be performed in medical treatments because Syrian refugees
migrate from regions where the disease is prevalent.

Study Limitations

The limitation of the present study was its retrospective
nature, and therefore, the anti-HBs IgG and IgM results of the
patients could not be obtained. However, the strong side of
the present study is that the number of the cases was higher
and it provided insight on seropositivity comparison.

Conclusion

As a result, although there were no differences between
HBsAg, anti-HCV, and anti-HIV results in our study, anti-
HB positivity was found to be higher at a significant level
in Turkish pregnant women. The reason why the anti-HB
positivity scores were higher in Turkish pregnant women
might be because of the regular and controlled vaccination
policies in our country. We believe that it is important that
the routine screening and awareness programs are organized
on the prevalence of HBV, HCV, and HIV among both Turkish
pregnant women and in refugees due to the increasing Syrian
population living in our country. We also believe that planning
new treatments such as immunization, immunoglobulin or
zidovudine is a preventive and therapeutic method. Thus, it
will be possible to reduce postnatal mortality and morbidity
due to infection. In addition, healthcare staff who are at risk
will be safeguarded in this way in terms of infectious diseases.

Ethics

Ethics Committee Approval: The study was approved by
the Local Ethics Committee of University of Health Sciences
Kanuni Sultan Siileyman Training and Research Hospital
(approval number: KAEK/2018.10.36).

Informed Consent: Consent form was filled out by all
participants.

Peer-review: External and internal peer-reviewed.

Authorship Contributions

Surgical and Medical Practices: G.T., Concept: G.T., PY.B,,
Design: G.T., PY.B,, B.Y.O., Data Collection or Processing:
G.T., Analysis or Interpretation: PY.B., Literature Search: G.T,,
K.B.C. Writing: G.T.



Yalcin Bahat et al. Serology positivity rate in pregnant women

Turk J Obstet Gynecol 2019;16:95-9

Conflict of Interest: No conflict of interest was declared by
the authors.

Financial Disclosure: The authors declared that this study
received no financial support.

References

1. Weiner CP. The elusive search for fetal infection: Changing the gold
standards. Obstet Gynecol Clin North Am 1997;24:19-32.

2. Gammouh OS, Al-Smadi AM, Tawalbeh LI, Khoury LS. Chronic
Diseases, Lack of Medications, and Depression Among Syrian
Refugees in Jordan, 2013-2014. Prev Chronic Dis 2015;12:140424

3. Cherri Z, Gil Cuesta J, Rodriguez-Llanes JM, Guha-Sapir D. Early
marriage and barriers to contraception among Syrian refugee
women in Lebanon: a qualitative study. Int J Environ Res Public
Health 2017;14:836.

4. Kurt M, Tayfur O, Harmana O, Batman F Pregnancy related liver
diseases. Hacettepe Tip Derg 2005;36:53-64.

5. Tasyaran MA. HBV infeksiyonu epidemiyolojisi. Viral Hepatit
2001;98:94-100.

6. Ozdemir S, Akin P. Liver diseases in pregnancy. Cerrahpasa ] Med
2004;35:131-39.

7. Inque Y, Miyamura T, Unayama T, Takahashi K, Saito I. Maternal
transfer of HCV. Nature 1991:353:609.

8. Gabbe SG, Niebeyl JR, Simpson JL, Maternal and perinatal

infection. In: Duff P. Obstetrics Normal and Problem Pregnancies.

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

5% ed. Churchill Livingstone, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania; 2002.
P1293-1345.

Inci A, Yildinm D, Seckin KD, Gedikbast A. Analysis of HbsAg
positivity rate before and after vaccination in Turkish and Syrian
refugee pregnant women. JIDC 2017;11:815-8.

Cift T, Temur M, Korkmazer E, Sayg: 1A, Balh O, Ustiinyurt E.
Comparison of pregnancy outcome and serology results in turkish
and syrian refugees women. Smyrna Tip Derg 2017;2:5-9.
Madendag Y, Col 1, Celen S, Unlti S, Danisman N. Seroprevalence
of hepatitis b, hepatitis ¢ and hiv at whole obstetric and gynecologic
patients who applied our hospital. Turkiye Klinikleri ] Gynecol
Obst 2007;17:442-46.

Coppola N, Alessio L, Gualdieri L, Pisaturo M, Sagnelli C, Minichini
C, et al. Hepatitis B virus infection in undocumented immigrants
and refugees in Southern Italy: demographic, virological, and
clinical features. Infect Dis Poverty 2017;6:33.

Heslehurst N, Brown H, Pemu A, Coleman H, Rankin J. Perinatal
health outcomes and care among asylum seekers and refugees: a
systematic review of systematic reviews. BMC Med 2018;161:89.
Eiset AH, Wejse C. Review of infectious diseases in refugees and
asylum seekers-current status and going forward. Public Health Rev
2017;381:22.

Tafuri S, Prato R, Martinelli D, Melpignano L, De Palma M, Quarto
M, et al. Prevalence of hepatitis B, C, HIV and syphilis markers
among refugees in Bari, Italy. BMC Infect Dis 2010;10:213.

99





