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Acute hepatitis B virus infection in Turkey: epidemiology
and genotype distribution
H. Leblebicioglu, C. Eroglu and members of the Hepatitis Study Group

Department of Infectious Diseases and Clinical Microbiology, Ondokuz Mayis University Medical
School, Samsun, Turkey

ABSTRACT

The aim of this study was to investigate the prevalence of hepatitis B virus (HBV) genotypes in Turkey.
Epidemiological and clinical data for 158 patients with acute HBV infection from 22 medical centres in
the period February 2001 to February 2002 were collected prospectively. HBV genotyping was based on
analysis of restriction fragment length polymorphisms and nested PCR. There were 59 female and
99 male patients, with a mean age of 34.2 ± 15.6 years. The most common probable transmission route
was blood contact in 63 (41.1%) cases, but was unknown in 78 (49.4%) cases. The mean alanine
aminotransferase level was 1718 ± 1089 IU ⁄L. Four of the 158 patients (2.5%) died because of fulminant
hepatitis. One year after discharge, 11 (10.6%) of 103 cases were positive for hepatitis B surface antigen
(HBsAg) and 80 (77.7%) were positive for anti-HBsAg. Genotype determination was unsuccessful in
11 cases because of a negative PCR; genotype D was found in the remaining 147 cases. The results
suggested that acute HBV infection constitutes a significant health problem in Turkey and that genotype
D is predominant.
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INTRODUCTION

Hepatitis B virus (HBV) infection is a global
health problem, with an estimated 400 million
being chronic carriers of the virus [1]. HBV is
associated with acute and chronic hepatitis, liver
cirrhosis and hepatocellular carcinoma [2]. HBV
strains were classified originally into six different
genotypes, namely HBV genotypes A–F [3], but
two new genotypes, G and H, have been reported
recently [4,5]. Previous studies have shown char-
acteristic geographical distributions of different
HBV genotypes [6–8]; however, few data are
available regarding the distribution of HBV gen-
otypes in acute hepatitis B patients [9], partic-
ularly in the Turkish population. The aim of this
study was, therefore, to investigate the prevalence
of HBV genotypes in Turkey, as well as the

epidemiology, clinical course and outcome for
patients with acute HBV infections.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Patients

Consecutive adult patients (n ¼ 158) with acute HBV infec-
tion who were admitted to 22 medical centres in Turkey
between February 2001 and February 2002 were included
prospectively in the study. The medical centres were repre-
sentative of all the geographical regions of the country. Acute
HBV infection was defined by the presence of positive
hepatitis B surface antigen (HBsAg) and anti-Hepatitis B core
(HBc) IgM in patients with an acute onset of alanine
aminotransferase (ALT) elevation (more than twice the
normal upper limit; see below). None of the patients had a
previous history of liver disease, or reported any other causes
of liver injury (e.g., alcohol-, metabolite- or drug-induced
injury) or heart failure. Epidemiological and clinical data
were obtained prospectively during the first week after the
onset of viral hepatitis (initial visit) and after 6 and
12 months. The possible transmission route of HBV, with
regard to blood contact, sexual, or horizontal transfer (e.g.,
the presence of HBV in close contacts), was investigated at
the initial examination. If the probable method of transmis-
sion could not be established, it was recorded as unknown.
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Biochemistry and serology

Liver biochemical tests, including albumin (normal range,
3.5–5 g ⁄dL), ALT (7–46 IU ⁄L), aspartate aminotransferase
(8–46 IU ⁄L), alkaline phosphatase (95–280 IU ⁄L), gamma-
glutamyltranspeptidase (7–49 IU ⁄L) and total bilirubin
(0.1–1.5 mg ⁄dL) levels, were done for all patients at initial
examination and during the follow-up at each institution.
Serological markers for hepatitis viruses were tested at each
institution during first evaluation with commercially available
kits (Axsym; Abbott Laboratories, North Chicago, IL, USA)
for HBsAg, Hepatitis B early antigen (HBeAg), anti-HBeAg,
anti-HBc IgM, anti-HBc IgG, anti-HBsAg, anti-hepatitis A
virus (anti-HAV) (IgM and IgG), anti-hepatitis C virus (anti-
HCV), and anti-hepatitis D virus (anti-HDV) (IgM + IgG).

Genotyping of HBV

Serum samples from each subject were taken at first examina-
tion and stored at ) 70 �C until they were studied. HBV DNA
was isolated with a High Pure Viral Nucleic Acid kit (Roche
Diagnostics, Mannheim, Germany), according to the manufac-
turer’s instructions. In brief, 200 lL of serum were used for
DNA extraction, and 50 lL of elution buffer were used to elute
the DNA. An aliquot (5 lL) of HBV DNA eluate was then
added to 45 lL of reaction mix (containing 200 mMM of each
nucleotide triphosphate, 0.4 mMM of primers HBV-1 and HBV-2
[10] (Table 1), 1.5 mMM MgCl2, 75 mMM Tris-HCl, 20 mMM

(NH4)2SO4, and 1.25 U Taq polymerase). PCR amplification
comprised 40 cycles of 1 min at 94 �C, 1 min at 55 �C, and
2 min at 72 �C. PCR amplicons were separated by electro-
phoresis on an agarose 1.5% w ⁄v gel, stained with ethidium
bromide, and visualised under UV light. Standard procedures
for reducing contamination were followed strictly.

The six major genotypes of HBV, i.e., A, B, C, D, E and F,
were recognised by analysis of the restriction fragment length
polymorphisms (RFLPs) created by digestion with AvaII and
DpnII of an amplified segment of the pre-S region as described
previously [10]. If genotype determination was not successful
by this method, a second method [11] was used in which the
HBV genome was amplified by nested PCR, first with the
universal primers HBV-1 and S1-2, followed by amplification
with mixtures containing type-specific inner primers (BD1:
type D-specific sense; BE1: type E-specific sense; BF1: type
F-specific sense; B2R: types D- to F-specific antisense). PCR
products were separated by electrophoresis on an agarose 3%
w ⁄v gel, stained with ethidium bromide, and visualised under
UV light. HBV genotypes were determined by identifying the
genotype-specific DNA bands (c. 119 bp, 167 bp and 97 bp for

genotypes D, E and F, respectively). This method did not allow
subtypes of genotype D to be identified.

Data in the text and tables are expressed as means ± stand-
ard deviation (SD). Differences between groups were exam-
ined by v2 and Fisher’s exact test. A p value of < 0.05 was
considered to be significant.

RESULTS

Of 158 patients with acute HBV infection, 59 were
females and 99 were males (female ⁄male ¼ 0.59)
with a mean age of 34.2 ± 15.6 years (Table 2). All
patients were native residents of Turkey.
Although the HBV transmission route remained
unidentified in 49.4% of the patients, the most
common probable transmission route was blood
contact (41.1%), following recent surgery, dental
treatment, tooth extraction or body piercing,
followed by heterosexual transmission (Table 2).
Neither homosexual transmission nor a history of
intravenous drug use was documented for any
patient. The vast majority (154 ⁄ 158) of patients
had symptomatic and icteric infection. All
patients had elevated ALT levels (i.e., more than
twice the normal upper limit). The mean ALT,
aspartate aminotransferase and total bilirubin
levels were 1718 ± 1089 IU ⁄L, 1266 ± 806 IU ⁄L
and 11.3 ± 7.8 mg ⁄dL, respectively (Table 2).
Of the 158 patients, 74 were positive for HBeAg

and 60 were positive for anti-HBeAg on first
examination. One (0.6%) patient was serologically
positive for HDV, and one patient (0.6%) had
HCV infection. Of 109 patients investigated,
102 (93.6%) were positive for anti-HAV IgG.
Four (2.5%) of the patients died because of

fulminant hepatitis. Six months after the initial
evaluation, 103 patients came for re-examination;
of these, only patients who were positive for
anti-HBc IgG, with or without HBsAg (n ¼ 31),
were invited for follow-up after a further
6 months. Overall, HBsAg, isolated anti-HBc
IgG, and anti-HBs positive rates were 10.6%,
11.7% and 77.7%, respectively, in control pa-
tients. There was no significant difference in the
spontaneous HBsAg clearance rate according to
the HBeAg status (HBeAg-positive ⁄ anti-HBe-
negative) determined at the first diagnosis of
HBV infection (90.2% vs. 83.3%). All HBsAg
carriers, except one, had normal ALT values at
final follow-up.
Genotype determination was unsuccessful in

11 cases because of a negative PCR; therefore,
the HBV genotypes were investigated for

Table 1. Primer sequences used for HBV genotyping by
PCR-RFLP and nested PCR

HBV-1 5¢-TCACCATATTCTTGGGAACAAGA-3¢ (nt 2823–2845, sense)
HBV-2 5¢-TTCCTGAACTGGAGCCACCA-3¢ (nt 80–61, antisense)
S1-2 5¢-CGAACCACTGAACAAATGGC-3¢ (nt 685–704, antisense)
BD1 5¢-GCCAACAAGGTAGGAGCT-3¢ (nt 2979–2996, type D-specific, sense)
BE1 5¢-CACCAGAAATCCAGATTGGGACCA-3¢ (nt 2955–2978,

type E-specific, sense)
BF1 5¢-GYTACGGTCCAGGGTTACCA-3¢ (nt 3032–3051,

type F-specific, sense)
B2R 5¢-GGAGGCGGATYTGCTGGCAA-3¢ (nt 3078–3097,

types D- to F-specific, antisense)

Y represents a nucleotide that could be either a C or a T.
nt, nucleotide.
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147 patients. Genotype D was recognised in
129 serum samples on the basis of RFLP patterns.
There was no amplicon in 13 samples, while five
samples yielded inconclusive RFLP patterns.
Fig. 1 shows the RFLP patterns observed follow-
ing analysis of the pre-S region of HBV from
serum samples. Subtype D2 was found in 122
(94.6%) of 129 patients with genotype D, with
subtype D1 in five (3.9%) and D2 + deletion in
two (1.5%) cases. For the remaining 18 patients,
the genotypes were determined by nested PCR,
with genotype D being found in all cases.

DISCUSSION

The present study showed that blood exposure is
still the major means of acquiring HBV infection
in Turkey. Heterosexual contact was the second
most important transmission route (8.2% of
patients), but this percentage was below the
reported rates for other countries in Europe [9].
It is possible that sexual transmission was under-
reported because of social pressure. Intravenous
drug use is an important risk factor for transmis-
sion of HBV and HCV, but no drug use was
identified in the present study. Acute HBV infec-
tion is generally a self-limited disease, but four
patients in the study had fulminant hepatitis
characterised by encephalopathy and coagulopa-
thy, accompanied by deterioration in liver func-
tion, including elevated bilirubin levels. All four
of these patients died because of complications.
The overall mortality rate was 2.5%.
In Turkey, an area of intermediate endemicity,

the prevalence of HBV is highly variable in
different geographical regions within the country,
but HBV carriage is estimated at c. 6% in western

parts of Turkey, rising to 12.5–14.3% in eastern
and southeastern Turkey. High rates of HBsAg at
6 and 12 months after acute infection were detec-
ted in this study, possibly reflecting this geo-
graphical difference. However, the number of
follow-up patients was small. Discharged patients
who feel well do not usually present for follow-
up, which may affect the apparent carriage rate of
HBsAg. These patients should be monitored, as
the spontaneous clearance of HBsAg can be seen
later. There was no significant difference in the
spontaneous HBsAg clearance rate according to
HBeAg status (HBeAg-positive ⁄HBeAg-negative)
determined at the first diagnosis of HBV infection.
This study also demonstrated some character-

istics of infections with other hepatitis viruses,
such as HAV, HCV and HDV. Most of the adult
patients were immune to HAV infection. In early
studies, the prevalence of HDV infection was
reported as 23.9% in chronic HBV carriers, and
the delta coinfection was detected in 20 (8.4%) of
237 patients [12], but in the present study, the rate
of delta coinfection was only 0.6%. In Turkey, the

Table 2. Characteristics of patients
with acute HBV infection

Characteristics

Patients

Total

n ¼ 158

HBeAg-positive

n ¼ 74

Anti-HBeAg-negative

n ¼ 60

Age (years) 34.2 ± 15.6 33.9 ± 15.4 32.9 ± 15.4
Female ⁄male 59:99 (0.59) 29:45 (0.64) 19:41 (0.46)
Probable transmission route
Unknown 78 (49.4%) 36 (48.7%) 32 (53.3%)
Blood contact 65 (41.1%) 28 (37.8%) 25 (41.7%)
Heterosexual 13 (8.2%) 9 (12.2%) 2 (3.3%)
Horizontal 2 (1.3%) 1 (1.3%) 1 (1.7%)

ALT (IU ⁄L) 1718 ± 1089 1772.7 ± 1082.2 1681.8 ± 113.4
AST (IU ⁄L) 1266 ± 806 1337 ± 798.3 1171.3 ± 751.7
Total bilirubin (mg ⁄dL) 11.3 ± 7.8 11.3 ± 7.7 10.6 ± 7.7
Died 4 2 2

There was no significant difference for all parameters between HBeAg-positive and anti-HBeAg-negative patients
(p > 0.05).
ALT, alanine aminotransferase; AST, aspartate aminotransferase.

Fig. 1. Examples of RFLP patterns obtained by analysis of
the pre-S region of HBV from serum samples.
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incidence of delta hepatitis is decreasing, especi-
ally in the western parts of the country, but it is
common in eastern and southeastern Turkey [13].
Interestingly, patients with delta coinfection lived
in eastern parts of Turkey. The prevalence of
chronic HCV infection was reported to be 1.5% in
Turkey in 1994 [14], but was found to be 0.6% in
the present study; the difference may be associ-
ated with regular screening of blood donations
since 1996, or may reflect the small size of the
study population used to determine HCV preval-
ence.
Eight genotypes (A–H) of HBV have now been

described [3–5]. In brief, genotypes B and C are
prevalent in Asia and the Far East, while geno-
type A is prevalent in northwestern Europe,
North America and Africa. Genotype D predom-
inates in the Mediterranean area and India [15],
while genotype E circulates in sub-Saharan Africa
[8]. Genotype F is found in Central and South
America. Genotype G has been reported from
France and North America [5]. Genotype H has
been described only recently, and its distribution
is not yet understood [4]. The distribution of HBV
genotypes in patients with acute HBV infection in
Turkey has not been reported previously, but in
this study, the most common genotype was
genotype D, in agreement with previous data
derived from patients with chronic HBV infection
in the same geographical region [6,8,15].
Previous studies have reported a correlation

between HBV genotypes and HBeAg clearance
[16–18], cirrhosis [18,19], hepatocellular carci-
noma [18–21], and response to antiviral therapy
[22–24]. Mayerat et al. [25] found that genotype A
was more common among patients with chronic
HBV infection, whereas genotype D was more
prevalent among patients with resolving acute
HBV infection, suggesting that HBV genotype D
was associated with a lower rate of chronic HBV
infection; however, Thakur et al. [26] concluded
that genotype D was associated with more severe
liver disease and may predict the occurrence of
hepatocellular carcinoma in young Indian pa-
tients. Erhardt et al. [23] reported that the rate of
interferon-induced HBeAg seroconversion was
lower among patients with genotype D than
among those with genotype A (6% vs. 37%). In
the present study, the relationship between HBV
genotypes and the outcome of acute HBV infec-
tion was inconclusive because only genotype D
was detected.

The present study used RFLP analysis to
classify HBV genotypes. RFLP is a simple method
that can be applied easily in clinical diagnostic
laboratories. In 18 serum samples, the genotype
could not be detected by PCR-RFLP analysis, but
could be determined by nested PCR, reflecting the
fact that nested PCR is c. 1000-fold more sensitive
than PCR-RFLP. There was no detectable rela-
tionship between subtypes and the outcome of
HBV infection. However, it is clear that acute
HBV infection constitutes a significant health
problem in Turkey. The Turkish goverment
implemented a universal HBV immunisation
programme in 2000 [27], and it is hoped that
routine vaccination may protect adults from acute
HBV infection.
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