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Objectives: To investigate whether Helicobacter spp. infection and the cagA of H. pylori are

associated with hepatobiliary pathology, specifically biliary inflammation, cell proliferation and

cholangiocarcinoma (CCA).

Methods: Helicobacter species including H. pylori, H. bilis and H. hepaticus were detected in the speci-

mens using the polymerase chain reaction (PCR). Biliary inflammation of the liver and gallbladders was

semi-quantitatively graded on hematoxylin and eosin (H&E)-stained slides. Biliary proliferation was

evaluated by immunohistochemistry using the Ki-67-labelling index.

Results: Helicobacter pylori was found in 66.7%, 41.5% and 25.0% of the patients in the CCA,

cholelithiasis and control groups (P < 0.05), respectively. By comparison, H. bilis was found in 14.9% and

9.4% of the patients with CCA and cholelithiasis, respectively (P > 0.05), and was absent in the control

group. The cagA gene of H. pylori was detected in 36.2% and 9.1% of the patients with CCA and

cholelithiasis, respectively (P < 0.05). Among patients with CCA, cell inflammation and proliferation in the

liver and gallbladder were significantly higher among those DNA H. pylori positive than negative.

Conclusions: The present findings suggest that H. pylori, especially the cagA-positive strains, may be

involved in the pathogenesis of hepatobiliary diseases, especially CCA through enhanced biliary cell

inflammation and proliferation.
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Introduction

Cholangiocarcinoma (CCA), a subtype of primary liver cancer
arising from bile duct epithelial cells, is a rare malignant tumour
worldwide but it is highly prevalent in Asian countries, particu-
larly in Thailand.1 Both epidemiological and experimental evi-
dence have implicated the liver flukes, Opisthorchis viverrini and
Clonorchis sinensis, as important carcinogenic agents in the devel-
opment of CCA.2 However, only a small proportion of liver fluke-
infected patients develop CCA.3 Other factors, such as bacterial
infection in the hepatobiliary tract, may therefore synergistically
trigger tumour development. In this regard, it has been postulated

that Helicobacter spp. may be involved in the development of
CCA.4

Helicobacter spp. (including H. pylori, H. hepaticus and H. bilis)
have been found in the bile,5 gallbladder6 and liver tissue7 of
patients with hepatobiliary diseases. Helicobacter pylori is a well-
recognized causative factor of gastrointestinal diseases, and has
been strongly linked to the development of gastric adenocarci-
noma.8 Previous experimental studies showed that H. bilis and
H. hepaticus were found in the bile and hepatobiliary tissues of
patients with biliary tract diseases using a polymerase chain
reaction (PCR) assay.5,9 Helicobacter pylori has frequently been
detected in patients with liver carcinoma and CCA;7,10–12 however,
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there were only small numbers of CCA cases in these studies and
the results are still under debate.13 In order to increase the under-
standing of the association and pathogenesis of Helicobacter spp.
infection and the development of hepatobiliary disease including
CCA, we performed a systemic investigation of the Helicobacter
infection and its associated pathology in a large number of benign
and malignant hepatobiliary diseases and normal controls.

Materials and methods
Patients and specimens
Bile samples were collected from 140 patients including 87 with
CCA (the malignant group) and 53 with cholelithiasis (the benign
group) who underwent surgery at Srinagarind Hospital, Faculty of
Medicine, Khon Kaen University. From the 87 patients with CCA,
liver (n = 21) and gallbladder tissues (n = 44) were additionally
collected. From the 53 patients with cholelithiasis, an additional
35 gallbladders and 16 gallstones were collected. The bile samples
from the normal control group were collected from 16 autopsied
cases. Patients with gastrointestinal diseases and hepatitis virus
infection were excluded. The human ethics committee at our
institution reviewed and approved the present study (HE 450525).
All of the patients provided informed consent before participating
in the study.

DNA extraction
Approximately 50 mg each of gallbladder tissue, liver tissue (can-
cerous and non-cancerous) and gallstone were transferred to
respective sterile normal saline solution under cold conditions.
Each of the specimens was homogenized with a glass tissue
grinder in 500 ml of lysis buffer. As for the bile specimens, 2 ml of
bile sample were diluted with 1 volume of sterile phosphate-
buffered saline (PBS). After centrifugation at 13 000 ¥ g, the bile
pellet was re-suspended in 500 ml of lysis buffer.

DNA was extracted using a genomic DNA purification kit
(Puregene; Gentra System Inc., Minneapolis, MN, USA), accord-
ing to the manufacturer’s instructions. Briefly, the bile pellet – or
ground sample in lysis buffer – was treated with 4 ml of protein-
aseK (20 mg/ml) for 3 h at 55°C. The lysate was incubated at 98°C
for 10 min; then 4 ml of RNaseA (25 mg/ml) was added to the cell
lysate and incubated at 37°C for 1 h. Then, 300 ml of protein
precipitation solution was added and centrifuged at 13 000 ¥ g for
5 min. The supernatant was collected and precipitated by 2
volumes of absolute ethanol and centrifuged at 13 000 ¥ g for
5 min. After washing the DNA pellet with 70% ethanol, the DNA
was dried and suspended in TE buffer and stored at -20°C until
needed.

As for the bile samples, after precipitation by two volumes of
absolute ethanol, the DNA pellet was purified using a column and
washed twice with a washing buffer. Finally, the DNA was eluted
with 50 ml of elution buffer. The DNA was stored at -20°C until
needed.

Detection of Helicobacter spp., H. pylori, H. bilis,
H. hepaticus and cagA by PCR assay
Primer sequences for the detection of Helicobacter spp.; H. pylori,
H. bilis, H. hepaticus and cagA gene were designed as previously
described10,14–16 with slight modifications (Table 1).

All reactions were carried out in a 50-ml solution containing
500 ng from the hepatobiliary specimens. The reaction mixture
contained 1¥ PCR buffer (RBC; Bioscience, Taipei, Taiwan),
0.2 mM dNTP, 1.5 mM MgCl2+, 0.2 mM primers and 1.25 U of Taq
DNA polymerase (RBC, Bioscience, Taipei, Taiwan). PCR was per-
formed in an automated thermocycle (GeneAmp, PCR 2400;
PerkinElmer, Waltham MA, USA). The amplified product was
identified by electrophoresis in 1.5% agarose gel. The DNA was
stained with ethidium bromide and visualized under a UV
illuminator.

Bacterial culture
For the Helicobacter spp. cultivation, the ground tissue and 100 ml
of bile from each respective sample was inoculated onto the Belo
Horizonte medium and Columbia blood agar supplemented with
10% human whole blood cell, 10 mg/ml of vancomycin, 5 mg/ml
of trimethoprim, 5 mg/ml of cefsulodin and 5 mg/ml of ampho-
tericin B. The media was incubated under microaerophilic
conditions at 37°C for up to 2 weeks. For the other bacterial
cultivations, 100 ml of ground tissue or bile sample was inoculated
onto a blood agar base and MacConkey agar. The plates were
incubated at 37°C for 24–48 h. The colonies that grew on the
plates were identified using biochemical tests.17

Biliary inflammation
Evaluation of inflammation was performed according to Fukuda
et al.5 The paraffin-embedded tissues of the gallbladder and
liver tissue were cut onto glass slides coated with 5-
aminoprophyltriethoxy saline and stained with hematoxylin and
eosin (H&E). Inflammatory cell infiltration along the portal triads
and gallbladder mucosa were semi-quantitatively graded:
0 = unremarkable (0–25% of mononuclear cell infiltration),
1 = mild chronic inflammation (25–50% of mononuclear infiltra-
tion), 2 = moderate chronic inflammation (50–75% of mono-
nuclear cell infiltration) and 3 = severe chronic inflammation
with lymphoid aggregation (>75% of mononuclear cell infiltra-
tion). All tissue sections were examined in a blinded fashion
without knowledge of the clinical data or PCR results at the time
of the assessment.

Biliary proliferation
Biliary cell proliferation was determined by immunohistochemis-
try using Ki-67. Tissue sections were incubated overnight with
mouse monoclonal anti-Ki-67 (Dako, Glostrup Denmark,
Denmark) at dilutions of 1 : 100 at 4°C. After incubation with the
primary antibody, the tissue section was incubated with goat anti-
mouse conjugated with peroxidase (Santa Cruz Biotechnology,
Santa Cruz, CA, USA). The reaction was visualized using diami-
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nobenzidine as a substrate. The Ki-67 protein expression was ana-
lyzed by calculation of the percentage of Ki-67 labelled biliary
cells, with respect to the total number of biliary epithelial cells
(labelling index, LI).

Statistical analysis
The c2 or Fisher’s exact test was used for statistical analysis of the
H. pylori infection, virulence genes and patient groups. Associa-
tions between biliary inflammation, Ki-67-LI and the disease
groups were analyzed using the Student’s t-test. Differences at
P < 0.05 were considered statistically significant.

Results
Detection of Helicobacter spp. (H. pylori, H. bilis and
H. hepaticus) by PCR
Helicobacter spp. was detected in the bile samples of CCA patients
(71.3%) significantly more often than in patients with cholelithi-
asis (47.2%) or the control group (25%). The total number of
H. pylori found in the CCA patients (66.7%) was significantly
greater than in patients with cholelithiasis (41.5%) or the control
group (25.0%). While the respective total number of H. bilis
found in patients with CCA and cholelithiasis was 14.9% and
9.4%, none was found in the control group. Similarly, no PCR

product from H. hepaticus was found in either the malignant or
the benign group.

Each species of Helicobacter was analyzed. We found that
H. pylori infection alone was detected in significantly more CCA
patients (58.6%) than in patients with cholelithiasis (22.6%) or
the control group (25%) (Table 2). By comparison, H. bilis infec-
tion alone was detected in 3.4% of patients with CCA and 5.7%
with cholelithiasis (no significant difference between groups). A
mixed infection of H. pylori and H. bilis was detected in 8% and
1.9% of CCA and cholelithiasis, respectively (Table 2).

In order to confirm that the major Helicobacter spp. found was
H. pylori, we performed DNA sequencing analysis for 16srRNA
Helicobacter spp. The results showed that the amplicons, which
were randomly sequenced, were at least 98% similar to the 16S
rRNA gene of H. pylori (GeneBank accession number CP001680.1
and AY364440.1).

For other hepatobiliary specimens, the gallbladder, liver tissues
and gallstone were also tested for Helicobacter spp. The result
showed that the H. pylori was detected significantly more fre-
quently in the gallbladder of the malignant group than in the
benign group (P < 0.05). In addition, H. pylori was detected in the
liver tissues and gallstones of patients with CCA and cholelithiasis,
respectively. The presence of H. bilis was also detected but the
number was lower than H. pylori in both the malignant and
benign group (data not shown).

Table 1 Primer sequences and PCR conditions for amplification of Helicobacter spp.

Gene specific for Genes Primer sequences PCR condition PCR size Ref.

Helicobacter spp. 16S rRNA
(nested PCR)

OF-ATTAGTGGCGCACGGGTGAGTAA 94°C 30 s, 55°C 30 s, 72°C
1.5 min (35 cycle)

1300 10

OR-TTTAGCATCCCGACTTAAGGC

IF-GAACCTTACCTAGGCTTGACATTG 94°C 30 s, 60°C 30 s, 72°C
30 s (35 cycle)

480

IR-GGTGAGTACAAGACCCGGGAA

H. pylori ureA
(nested PCR)

OF-GCTAATGGTAAATTAGTTCCTGG 94°C 30 s, 62°C 30 s, 72°C
30 s (40 cycle)

411 14

OR-CTCCTTAATTGTTTTTACATAGTTG

IF-AGTTCCTGGTGAGTTGTTCTTAA 94°C 30 s, 59°C 30 s, 72°C
30 s (40 cycle)

350

IR-AACCACGCTCTTTAGCTCTGTC

H. pylori cagA
(nested PCR)

OF-AGACAACTTGAGCGAGAAAG 94°C 30 s, 55°C 30 s, 72°C
30 s (40 cycle)

320 15

OR-TATTGGGATTCTTGGAGGGG

OF-AGACAACTTGAGCGAGAAAG 94°C 30 s, 57°C 30 s, 72°C
30 s (40 cycle)

307

IR-GGAGGCGTTGGTGTATTTGA

H. bilis 16S rRNA
(nested PCR)

OF-CTATGACGGGTATOCGGC 98°C 10 s, 55°C 30 s, 72°C
1 min (35 cycle)

718 16

OR-CTCACGACACGAGCTGAC

IF-CAGAACTGCATTTGAAACTAC 98°C 10 s, 55°C 30 s, 72°C
30 s (35 cycle)

418

IR-AAGCTCTGGCAAGCCAGC

H. hepaticus 16S rRNA
(nested PCR)

OF-CTATGACGGGTATOCGGC 98°C 10 s, 55°C 30 s, 72°C
1 min (35 cycle)

718 16

OR-CTCACGACACGAGCTGAC

IF-GAAACTGTTACTCTG 98°C 10 s, 55°C 30 s, 72°C
30 s (35 cycle)

405

IR-TCAAGCTCCCCGAAGGG

PCR, polymerase chain reaction.
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Detection of H. pylori cagA gene by PCR
All of the H. pylori PCR positive samples were further analyzed for
the presence of the cagA gene. The cagA gene was detected in
36.2% and 9.1% of the CCA and cholelithiasis patients, respec-
tively. The difference between the two groups was statistically
significant (P < 0.05), and no PCR positive cagA gene was found
in the control group (Table 3).

Bacterial culture
After prolonged incubation of up to 2 weeks under microaero-
philic conditions, no Helicobacter spp. from the hepatobiliary
specimens were grown. The other bacteria found included
Escherichia coli, Klebsiella spp., Acinetobacter anitratum, Citro-
bacter freundii, Enterobacter spp., Pseudomonas aeruginosa and
Staphylococcus aureus. In patients with cholelithiasis, we found
that the types and numbers of other bacteria were significantly
higher than in the patients with CCA or in the control group
(Table 2).

Biliary inflammation
In the liver and gallbladder tissues of CCA patients, the average
inflammatory grade for H. pylori-DNA-positive tissues was sig-
nificantly higher than for patients with H. pylori-DNA-negative
tissues: In the latter cases the inflammatory grade was similar to
the gallbladder tissues of patients with cholelithiasis (Table 4).

When we evaluated the inflammatory grade of non-infected
tissues and H. bilis-PCR-positive tissue, the result was not signifi-
cantly different for either the patients with CCA or cholelithiasis.
In a mixed infection of H. pylori and H. bilis in the liver tissues, the
grade of inflammation was significantly higher than in non-
infected liver tissues (Table 4).

Furthermore, we found that gallbladder tissues of patients with
cholelithiasis infected with other bacteria (or with a multiple
infection of Helicobacter spp. and other bacteria) showed a signifi-
cantly higher inflammatory grade than that of the non-infected
gallbladder (P < 0.05). Biliary inflammation determined by H&E
staining is presented in Figs 1a, c and 2a, c.

Biliary proliferation
The liver and gallbladder tissues of CCA patients had a signifi-
cantly higher average Ki-67-LI in the H. pylori-PCR-positive
tissues than in the non-infected tissues. By comparison, among
the average Ki-67-LI in H. bilis-PCR-positive tissues and non-
infected tissues was not significantly different (Table 5). Interest-
ingly, CCA patients with a mixed infection (of H. pylori- and
H. bilis-PCR-positive) showed a significantly higher level of
Ki-67-LI than non-infected tissues in either the liver or gallblad-
der tissues. By contrast, there was no significant difference in the
average Ki-67-LI between infections and non-infections in the
gallbladder tissues of patients with cholelithiasis. The biliary pro-
liferation as determined by immunohistochemistry of Ki-67 is
presented in Figs 1b, d and 2b, d.

Discussion

The association between Helicobacter spp. infection and hepato-
biliary diseases has been reported but its roles in the pathogenesis
are still under debate.9,10,13 The present study demonstrates a
significantly higher frequency of Helicobacter spp., especially
H. pylori in the bile from CCA patients than in those with
cholelithiasis and the controls, as reported in patients with hepa-
tocellular carcinoma and CCA.7,12,13 This suggests that H. pylori
infection may be associated with the severity of hepatobiliary
diseases. Chronic cholestasis is one of the key predisposing factors

Table 2 Helicobacter spp. and other bacteria detected in bile samples of hepatobiliary diseases

Diseases Number of Helicobacter positive (%) No. of other
bacteriab

positive (%)

No. of
bacterial

negative (%)
H. pylori H. bilis H. pylori

and H. bilis
Helicobacter spp.a

and other bacteria
Total No. of
Helicobacter spp.

CCA (n = 87) 48*† (58.6) 3 (3.4) 7 (8.0) 4 (4.6) 62*†(71.3) 3 (3.4) 22 (25.3)

Cholelithiasis (n = 53) 12 (22.6) 3 (5.7) 1 (1.9) 9‡ (17.0) 25 (47.2) 12‡§ (22.6) 16 (30.2)

Control (n = 16) 4 (25.0) 0 (0) 0 (0) 0 (0) 4 (25.0) 1 (6.25) 10 (62.5)

*Statistical significance between CCA and cholelithiasis (P < 0.05).
†Statistical significance between CCA and control (P < 0.05).
‡Statistical significance between cholelithiasis and CCA (P < 0.05).
§Statistical significance between cholelithiasis and control (P < 0.05).
aHelicobacter spp. such as H. pylori and/or H. bilis.
bOther bacteria was found in bile samples, gallbladder tissues and stones samples, but was not found in liver tissues.
CCA, cholangiocarcinoma.

Table 3 Helicobacter pylori cagA positive in bile samples of hepato-
biliary diseases

Diseases Total No. (%) of H. pylori
PCR positivea

No. (%)of cagA
gene positive

CCA (n = 87) 58*† (66.7) 21*† (36.2)

Cholelithiasis (n = 53) 22 (41.5) 2 (9.1)

Control (n = 16) 4 (25.0) 0 (0)

*Statistical significance between CCA and cholelithiasis (P < 0.05).
†Statistical significance between CCA and control (P < 0.05).
aTotal number of H. pylori PCR positive was H. pylori infection alone and
mixed infection of H. pylori with H. bilis or other bacteria.
CCA, cholangiocarcinoma.
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to the development of CCA.18 Interestingly, although, cholestasis
is commonly found in bile duct obstruction caused by CCA but it
is not common in cholelithiasis.19 Previous studies have shown
that chronic cholestasis can induce lowering of the bile pH,20

creating conditions that favour H. pylori survival.21 Therefore, the
present study suggests that H. pylori can survive in the bile and
can be detected more in patients with CCA than those with
cholelithiasis and control subjects.

We found that the H. pylori was the predominant Helicobacter
species in the present study which agrees with previous
reports.22,23 Additionally, we found very few H. bilis in hepatobil-

iary specimens and no significant difference between H. bilis and
the disease groups suggesting H. bilis might play a minor role in
the pathogenesis of CCA. Our results agree with Huang and col-
leagues who reported that H. pylori was only found in liver tissues
of hepatocellular carcinoma patients but was undetectable in the
control group, according to PCR and DNA sequencing.7 The
present findings, however, disagree with Fukuda et al. who showed
that H. bilis was frequently found in hepatobiliary cancer patients
in Japan, whereas H. pylori was found in small numbers.5 This
may be explained by the variation in Helicobacter spp. across
regions.22

Table 4 Evaluation of inflammation in liver and gallbladder tissues infected with Helicobacter pylori, H. bilis or other bacteria compared with
non-infected tissues

Diseases Tissues
collected

Average of inflammatory grade

Non-infection H. pylori+ H. bilis+ H. pylori and
H. bilis+

Other
bacteria+

Helicobacter
spp. and other
bacteria+

CCA Liver (n = 21) 1.17 � 0.41
(n = 6)

2.33 � 0.87*
(n = 9)

1.00 (n = 1) 2.40 � 0.89*
(n = 5)

ND ND

Gallbladder
(n = 44)

1.00 � 0.67
(n = 10)

2.20 � 0.77*
(n = 17)

1.00 � 1.00
(n = 3)

1.86 � 1.35
(n = 7)

1.00 � 0.58
(n = 2)

1.60 � 0.55
(n = 5)

Cholelithiasis Gallbladder
(n = 35)

1.13 � 0.83
(n = 15)

2.40 � 0.55*
(n = 5)

1.67 � 1.53
(n = 3)

2.00 (n = 1) 2.20 � 0.84*
(n = 5)

2.17 � 0.75*
(n = 6)

*P-value < 0.05 was considered a statistically significant difference between the non-infected and infected tissues.
ND, not determined (other bacteria were not found in liver tissues).

Figure 1 Evaluation of biliary inflammation by hematoxylin and eosin (H&E) staining and proliferation by immunohistochemistry staining with
Helicobacter pylori-PCR-positive and -negative in liver tissues (200¥ magnification). (a) Severe chronic inflammation of the bile duct in
H. pylori PCR-positive liver tissue. (b) High score of average Ki-67-LI of the bile duct in H. pylori-PCR-positive liver tissue. (c) Low grade
inflammation (unremarkable) of bile duct in H. pylori-PCR-negative liver tissue. (d) Low score of Ki-67-LI of the bile duct in H. pylori-PCR-
negative liver tissue
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In the present study, the DNA of the H. pylori cagA-positive
strains was detected more frequently among patients with CCA
than patients with cholelithiasis and was undetectable in the
control group. This is important because the cagA gene is an
important virulence gene in the H. pylori strain, which is known
to induce severe inflammation associated with gastric cancer.24

Based on our previous finding in vitro25 and this present study, we
suggest that H. pylori-cagA-positive strains may be associated with
the carcinogenesis of CCA.

It is generally accepted that there is a relationship between
chronic inflammation of the stomach caused by H. pylori and
gastric carcinogenesis.26 Chronic inflammation is a major cause of

oxidative DNA damage by stimulation of NO production, leading
to a high risk of cancer development.27 In the present study,
patients with CCA and H. pylori-PCR-positive liver tissue pre-
sented with a significantly higher inflammatory grade at the portal
zone around the bile ducts than patients with a non-infected liver.
Similarly, the gallbladder mucosa in both malignant and benign
groups exhibited a statistically significant, higher level of mono-
nuclear cell infiltration in the H. pylori-PCR-positive samples
than the negative ones. Moreover, we found that co-infection of
H. pylori with other bacteria resulted in significantly more aggres-
sive inflammation (i.e. severe chronic inflammation) in the gall-
bladder mucosa of the cholelithiasis patients than in those with

Figure 2 Evaluation of biliary cell inflammation by hematoxylin and eosin (H&E) staining and proliferation by immunohistochemistry staining
with Helicobacter pylori-PCR-positive and -negative gallbladder tissues (200¥ magnification). (a) Severe chronic inflammation of H. pylori-
PCR-positive gallbladder tissue. (b) High score of average Ki-67-LI of H. pylori-PCR-positive gallbladder tissue. (c) Mild chronic inflammation
of H. pylori-PCR-negative gallbladder tissue. (d) Low score of Ki-67-LI of H. pylori-PCR-negative gallbladder tissue

Table 5 Evaluation cell proliferation in liver and gallbladder tissues infected with Helicobacter pylori or H. bilis compared with non-infected
tissues

Diseases Tissues
collected

Average of the Ki-67 labelling index

Non-infection H. pylori+ H. bilis+ H. pylori and
H. bilis+

Other
bacteria+

Helicobacter
spp. and other
bacteria+

CCA Liver (n = 21) 4.50 � 3.62
(n = 6)

13.44 � 9.15*
(n = 9)

5.00 (n = 1) 14.83 � 10.85*
(n = 5)

ND ND

Gallbladder
(n = 44)

5.50 � 3.95
(n = 10)

14.25 � 10.24*
(n = 17)

1.33 � 2.31
(n = 3)

14.71 � 12.27
(n = 7)

5.00 � 7.07
(n = 2)

6.60 � 8.10
(n = 5)

Cholelithiasis Gallbladder
(n = 35)

9.73 � 13.57
(n = 15)

12.80 � 14.18
(n = 5)

2.67 � 2.52
(n = 3)

5.00 (n = 1) 2.00 � 2.12
(n = 5)

10.33 � 6.59
(n = 6)

*P-value < 0.05 was considered a statistically significant difference between the non-infected and infected tissues.
ND, not determined (other bacteria was not found in liver tissues).
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CCA, indicating multiple bacterial infections may be associated
with the progression of gallstone formation in patients with
cholelithiasis.

Ki-67 has been used for the determination of cellular prolifera-
tive activity.28 In inflammation, several inflammatory cytokines
can induce cell proliferation, oxidative DNA damage and sur-
vival.29 In patients with CCA, a high level of inflammation at the
periportal area and gallbladder mucosa parallels a significantly
higher cell proliferative index in the H. pylori-PCR-positive
samples compared with the negative ones. This suggests that
H. pylori may have a role in the development of bile duct cancer
through the induction of cell inflammation and biliary cell pro-
liferation. This result agrees with our previous in vitro study25 and
Fukuda et al. who demonstrated that the proliferating cell nuclear
antigen labelling index (PCNA-LI) in the biliary epithelium of
Helicobacter DNA-positive patients was significantly higher than
in Helicobacter-DNA-negative ones.5

As with a previous report on an animal model, a very low level
of apoptotic cells was detected (by TUNEL assay) compared with
marked proliferation (by PCNA) in H. pylori-infected mouse liv-
ers.30 We also studied apoptosis in both liver and gallbladder
tissues using caspase-3-LI and very few apoptotic biliary cells were
detected (Data not shown). Similar to our previous in vitro report,
a low number of H. pylori stimulated biliary cell proliferation
rather than apoptosis.25

Although a few previous studies have reported on the detection
of Helicobacter spp. or H. pylori-like spiral bacteria in hepatobiliary
samples,7,31 all were not proven by bacterial cultivation.7,32 Simi-
larly, we were unable to detect Helicobacter spp. in hepatobiliary
tissues by cultivation or immunohistochemical staining (data not
shown) as with previous reports.5,7,33 The inability to detect these by
cultivation may be as a result of (i) the small number of these
bacteria in hepatobiliary specimens7 and/or (ii) the unfavourable
environment in the biliary tract which may cause transformation
of Helicobacter into its non-culturable coccoid form.34,35 A previous
study showed that the coccoid form of H. pylori has persistent
urease activity, so it is able to adhere to the epithelial cell line and
this persistence caused disease in mice; suggesting that the coccoid
form of H. pylori possesses some pathogenicity.36 Studies in animal
models, however, showed that H. pylori promoted hepatic fibrosis
and was involved in the development of hepatocellular carci-
noma.30,33 On comparing our previous findings in vitro25 with the
present study, we suggest that even although there may be a very
small number of H. pylori in the hepatobiliary tract, they still play
a role in the development of CCA.

In addition, we observed that Enterobacteriaceae was the most
frequently found family, which agrees with other reports.37 Other
bacteria were found most often in patients with benign hepato-
biliary disease rather than in those with malignancies, suggesting
a possible role of other bacteria in the pathogenesis of cholelithi-
asis. These results indicate that H. pylori may have a potential role
in hepatobiliary diseases greater than other bacteria, particularly
in CCA.

In conclusion, we investigated the presence of Helicobacter spp.
especially H. pylori with a concurrent pathological study on
biliary inflammation and proliferation. The results suggest that
H. pylori and cagA may be involved in the development of CCA.
Thus, the eradication of Helicobacter spp., and in particular
H. pylori, may be useful for the treatment of CCA. Notwithstand-
ing, it is possible that the high frequency of Helicobacter infection
among CCA patients may result from cholestasis.19,20,38 In future
studies, therefore, the cultivation of Helicobacter spp. from hepa-
tobiliary samples should be improved and animal models to
clarify the pathogenesis of Helicobacter spp. in the hepatobiliary
diseases should be studied in depth.

Acknowledgements

The authors thank the Commission on Higher Education, Thailand, for support

from the grant fund under the program Strategic Scholarships for Frontier

Research Network for the Joint Ph.D. Program Thai Doctoral degree, Khon

Kaen University for some of the financial support, the Liver Fluke and Cho-

langiocarcinoma Research Center for specimens provided, the staff of the

Surgical Unit at Srinagarind Hospital for help with specimen collection and Mr

Bryan Roderick Hamman for assistance with the English preparation of the

manuscript.

Conflicts of interest

We declare that we have no conflicts of interest.

References

1. Shin HR, Oh JK, Masuyer E, Curado MP, Bouvard V, Fang Y et al. (2010)

Comparison of incidence of intrahepatic and extrahepatic cholangiocar-

cinoma – focus on East and South-eastern Asia. Asian Pac J Cancer Prev

11:1159–1166.

2. Sripa B, Kaewkes S, Sithithaworn P, Mairiang E, Laha T, Smout M

et al. (2007) Liver fluke induces cholangiocarcinoma. PLoS Med 4:

e201.

3. Haswell-Elkins MR, Mairiang E, Mairiang P, Chaiyakum J, Chamadol N,

Loapaiboon V et al. (1994) Cross-sectional study of Opisthorchis viverrini

infection and cholangiocarcinoma in communities within a high-risk area

in northeast Thailand. Int J Cancer 59:505–509.

4. Pellicano R, Menard A, Rizzetto M, Megraud F. (2008) Helicobacter

species and liver diseases: association or causation? Lancet Infect Dis

8:254–260.

5. Fukuda K, Kuroki T, Tajima Y, Tsuneoka N, Kitajima T, Matsuzaki S et al.

(2002) Comparative analysis of Helicobacter DNAs and biliary pathology

in patients with and without hepatobiliary cancer. Carcinogenesis

23:1927–1931.

6. Chen W, Li D, Cannan RJ, Stubbs RS. (2003) Common presence of

Helicobacter DNA in the gallbladder of patients with gallstone diseases

and controls. Dig Liver Dis 35:237–243.

7. Huang Y, Fan XG, Wang ZM, Zhou JH, Tian XF, Li N. (2004) Identification

of helicobacter species in human liver samples from patients with primary

hepatocellular carcinoma. J Clin Pathol 57:1273–1277.

8. Kusters JG, van Vliet AH, Kuipers EJ. (2006) Pathogenesis of Helico-

bacter pylori infection. Clin Microbiol Rev 19:449–490.

9. Murata H, Tsuji S, Tsujii M, Fu HY, Tanimura H, Tsujimoto M et al. (2004)

Helicobacter bilis infection in biliary tract cancer. Aliment Pharmacol Ther

20 (Suppl. 1):90–94.

HPB 183

HPB 2012, 14, 177–184 © 2012 International Hepato-Pancreato-Biliary Association



10. Pellicano R, Mazzaferro V, Grigioni WF, Cutufia MA, Fagoonee S,

Silengo L et al. (2004) Helicobacter species sequences in liver samples

from patients with and without hepatocellular carcinoma. World J

Gastroenterol 10:598–601.

11. Xuan SY, Li N, Qiang X, Zhou RR, Shi YX, Jiang WJ. (2006) Helicobacter

infection in hepatocellular carcinoma tissue. World J Gastroenterol

12:2335–2340.

12. Abu Al-Soud W, Stenram U, Ljungh A, Tranberg KG, Nilsson HO,

Wadstrom T. (2008) DNA of Helicobacter spp. and common gut bacteria

in primary liver carcinoma. Dig Liver Dis 40:126–131.

13. Leelawat K, Suksumek N, Leelawat S, Lek-Uthai U. (2007) Detection of

VacA gene specific for Helicobactor pylori in hepatocellular carcinoma

and cholangiocarcinoma specimens of Thai patients. Southeast Asian J

Trop Med Public Health 38:881–885.

14. Oliveira AG, Sanna M, Rocha GA, Rocha AM, Santos A, Dani R et al.

(2004) Helicobacter species in the intestinal mucosa of patients with

ulcerative colitis. J Clin Microbiol 42:384–386.

15. Ito Y, Azuma T, Ito S, Miyaji H, Hirai M, Yamazaki Y et al. (1997) Analysis

and typing of the vacA gene from cagA-positive strains of Helicobacter

pylori isolated in Japan. J Clin Microbiol 35:1710–1714.

16. Goto K, Ohashi H, Takakura A, Itoh T. (2000) Current status of Helico-

bacter contamination of laboratory mice, rats, gerbils, and house musk

shrews in Japan. Curr Microbiol 41:161–166.

17. Koneman EW. (1992) Color Atlas and Textbook of Diagnostic Microbiol-

ogy, 4th edn. Philadelphia, PA: Lippincott.

18. Yang H, Li TW, Peng J, Tang X, Ko KS, Xia M et al. (2011) A mouse model

of cholestasis-associated cholangiocarcinoma and transcription factors

involved in progression. Gastroenterology 141:378–388, 388 e371–374.

19. European Association for the Study of the Liver. (2009) EASL Clinical

Practice Guidelines: management of cholestatic liver diseases. J Hepatol

51:237–267.

20. Magnuson TH, Lillemoe KD, Zarkin BA, Pitt HA. (1992) Patients with

uncomplicated cholelithiasis acidify bile normally. Dig Dis Sci 37:1517–

1522.

21. Tompkins DS, West AP. (1987) Campylobacter pylori, acid, and bile. J Clin

Pathol 40:1387.

22. Silva CP, Pereira-Lima JC, Oliveira AG, Guerra JB, Marques DL,

Sarmanho L et al. (2003) Association of the presence of Helicobacter in

gallbladder tissue with cholelithiasis and cholecystitis. J Clin Microbiol

41:5615–5618.

23. Bulajic M, Maisonneuve P, Schneider-Brachert W, Muller P, Reischl U,

Stimec B et al. (2002) Helicobacter pylori and the risk of benign and

malignant biliary tract disease. Cancer 95:1946–1953.

24. Akopyants NS, Clifton SW, Kersulyte D, Crabtree JE, Youree BE, Reece

CA et al. (1998) Analyses of the cag pathogenicity island of Helicobacter

pylori. Mol Microbiol 28:37–53.

25. Boonyanugomol W, Chomvarin C, Baik SC, Song JY, Hahnvajanawong

C, Kim KM et al. (2011) Role of cagA-positive Helicobacter pylori on cell

proliferation, apoptosis, and inflammation in biliary cells. Dig Dis Sci

56:1682–1692.

26. Honda S, Fujioka T, Tokieda M, Satoh R, Nishizono A, Nasu M. (1998)

Development of Helicobacter pylori-induced gastric carcinoma in Mon-

golian gerbils. Cancer Res 58:4255–4259.

27. Lechner M, Rieder J, Tilg H. (2007) Helicobacter pylori infection, iNOS,

and gastric cancer: the impact of another possible link. J Surg Oncol

95:271–272.

28. Ihmann T, Liu J, Schwabe W, Hausler P, Behnke D, Bruch HP et al. (2004)

High-level mRNA quantification of proliferation marker pKi-67 is corre-

lated with favorable prognosis in colorectal carcinoma. J Cancer Res Clin

Oncol 130:749–756.

29. Balkwill F, Mantovani A. (2001) Inflammation and cancer: back to

Virchow? Lancet 357:539–545.

30. Goo MJ, Ki MR, Lee HR, Yang HJ, Yuan DW, Hong IH et al. (2009)

Helicobacter pylori promotes hepatic fibrosis in the animal model. Lab

Invest 89:1291–1303.

31. Kawaguchi M, Saito T, Ohno H, Midorikawa S, Sanji T, Handa Y et al.

(1996) Bacteria closely resembling Helicobacter pylori detected immuno-

histologically and genetically in resected gallbladder mucosa. J Gastro-

enterol 31:294–298.

32. Tiwari SK, Khan AA, Ibrahim M, Habeeb MA, Habibullah CM. (2006)

Helicobacter pylori and other Helicobacter species DNA in human bile

samples from patients with various hepato-biliary diseases. World J

Gastroenterol 12:2181–2186.

33. Wang X, Willen R, Svensson M, Ljungh A, Wadstrom T. (2003) Two-year

follow-up of Helicobacter pylori infection in C57BL/6 and Balb/cA mice.

Apmis 111:514–522.

34. Azevedo NF, Almeida C, Cerqueira L, Dias S, Keevil CW, Vieira MJ. (2007)

Coccoid form of Helicobacter pylori as a morphological manifestation of

cell adaptation to the environment. Appl Environ Microbiol 73:3423–

3427.

35. Hamada T, Yokota K, Ayada K, Hirai K, Kamada T, Haruma K et al. (2009)

Detection of Helicobacter hepaticus in human bile samples of patients

with biliary disease. Helicobacter 14:545–551.

36. She FF, Lin JY, Liu JY, Huang C, Su DH. (2003) Virulence of water-

induced coccoid Helicobacter pylori and its experimental infection in

mice. World J Gastroenterol 9:516–520.

37. Al Harbi M, Osoba AO, Mowallad A, Al-Ahmadi K. (2001) Tract microflora

in Saudi patients with cholelithiasis. Trop Med Int Health 6:570–574.

38. Leong RW, Sung JJ. (2002) Review article: Helicobacter species and

hepatobiliary diseases. Aliment Pharmacol Ther 16:1037–1045.

184 HPB

HPB 2012, 14, 177–184 © 2012 International Hepato-Pancreato-Biliary Association


	Helicobacter pylori in Thai patients with cholangiocarcinoma and its association with biliary inflammation and proliferation
	Abstract
	Keywords
	Correspondence
	Introduction
	Materials and methods
	Results
	Discussion




