
IN ESCLUSIVA PER IGIENISTI ON LINE 

 

Intervista a: 

Professor Pierre van Damme 
Director Centre for the Evaluation of Vaccination 

WHO Collaborating Centre, Antwerpen, Belgium 

 

Your opinion on the conference organized by 

Professor Zanetti in Milan ? 

The Conference reviewed recent data on hepatitis B 

epidemiology worldwide and in Italy, the effectiveness and 

long term protection conferred by hepatitis B vaccines; 

results on the achievements in Italy were also presented at 

a this national meeting “Towards the elimination of 

hepatitis B”, held in Milan (19 November 2011) under the 

high patronage of the President of the Italian Republic. 

Distinguished figures from the world of Italian hepatology 

as well as international experts participated and paid 

tribute to the work of those who had contributed to the 

saving of lives, prevention of suffering, and the gain of 

savings to the State. This celebration also illustrated the 

many Italian research performed so far in viral hepatitis, 

that is cited and referred to all over the world. This 

conference represents a milestone in the history of 

epidemiology, hygiene and prevention in Italy and in 

Europe. 
  
Are there chances of eradication of hepatitis B in the 

next few years? 

The vaccination programme has to continue, until every 

generation has been immunized. New antiviral treatments 

are being introduced, offering hope to the 600,000 or so 

people who remain carriers of hepatitis B virus in the 

country (compared with 2 million 20 years ago) and those 

who still contract disease. Italy's success with hepatitis B 

vaccination should pave the way for the introduction of 

new vaccines nationally and in other countries, as well as 



reinvigorating existing campaigns against vaccine-

preventable diseases. 

Eradication of hepatitis B is not for the next few years, but 

elimination of disease becomes a very realistic objective, 

and if globally we all continue to follow Italy’s example, 

eradication can be considered. 

  

What do you think is the current situation of the 

Italian vaccination strategies and vaccine coverage? 

In the early 1980s about 7500 people developed acute 

hepatitis a year and about 1.7 million people (3% of the 

population) were chronically infected with hepatitis B 

virus.  About half of those chronic infections led to serious 

long-term consequences - mainly cirrhosis and liver cancer 

- causing the death of more than 10,000 people a year. 

High rates of infection were present in pregnant women 

who transmitted infection to their children, many of whom 

went on to become carriers (which dramatically increased 

their risk of developing liver cancer later in life) or 

contracted acute infection. Other groups at risk of infection 

included health-care workers, haemophiliacs, men who had 

sex with men and injecting drug users. 

Italy started in the early 80ies using the vaccine in 

targeted campaigns among at-risk populations. In 1991, 

Law 165 was adopted, mandating the universal vaccination 

of infants and 12-year-old adolescents. 

Take up of the vaccine was rapid. Within a few years 

coverage of more than 95% was regularly reported. Rates 

of hepatitis B virus infection fell. The vaccine ensured that 

the progress towards elimination of the disease became 

sure. Today some 16-17 million young people are immune 

against hepatitis B, and their immunity has been shown to 

be long-lasting. The incidence of liver cancer is falling. 

Italy is showing the world how performant it is with its 

hepatitis B universal immunization programme! 


