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The most common transmission route for hepatitis C is from sharing
HCV infected needles and drug preparation tools. Before the discovery
of an HCV cell culture system there was basically only one solid science
study that told us the length of time that HCV can survive outside the
body. Now that there have been many cell cultures, however, there
have been many important findings for knowledge and prevention of
HCV transmission.
This fact sheet will summarize the findings to date.
Surfaces
The first study that looked at the time that HCV could live on surfaces was
conducted by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). At the
time a cell culture was not available so a chimpanzee—the only other animal
that could be infected with HCV—was inoculated with HCV. The chimpanzee’s
blood was dried (7 days, 4 days and overnight) and reconstituted. It was
found that the hepatitis C virus could survive on surfaces for at least 16 hours
but no longer than 4 days. 1 In a study released in 2013, Yale researchers
found that the hepatitis C virus could live on surfaces for up to six
weeks at room temperature (39.2 to 71.6 Fahrenheit). 2

Syringes
In 2010 a study was released detailing how long the hepatitis C virus lives
inside a syringe. The study found that the hepatitis C virus can live for up
to 63 days in a high volume tuberculin syringe with a detachable needle
compared to 7 days in a low volume syringe (insulin syringe with permanent
needles). 3
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Syringes & Works
Researchers lead by V. Thibault studied pooled
works (50 swabs/cotton pads, 20 cups, 20 vials,
10 filters and 60 syringes) and analyzed them for
HCV RNA and found that 43.8% of all pooled
materials tested positive for HCV RNA.
Swabs accounted for the highest rate of
detectability with 80% testing positive for
HCV RNA. In the second part of the study (to
validate the findings in the first part) pooled works
were collected (60 swabs, 90 cups, 50 vials of
water, and 260 syringes). HCV RNA was detected in
28% of the pooled works and 83% of the swabs. 4
J. Doerrbecker and colleagues conducted the most
recent study: “Sharing drug preparation equipment
a potential source of hepatitis C transmission.”5 The
authors addressed the length of time that HCV RNA
could be detected in water, water containers and filters.
Key findings of the study include:
• Water: HCV RNA was detectable in the water
for greater than 3 weeks.
• Bottles: HCV RNA was detectable in water
bottles even after the bottles were rinsed out.
Water bottles made of aluminum or plastic
retained HCV RNA longer than water bottles
made of glass.
• Filters: about 10% of filters wrapped in foil—a
common practice among injectors—remained
positive for HCV RNA after 24 and 48 hours.

Disinfectants
A study released in 2011 looked at the effect
of commercially available disinfectants and the
temperature required to kill the hepatitis C virus.
The published results found that commercially
available
disinfectants
reduced
the
infectivity of HCV to undetectable levels with
1-propanol as the most effective disinfectant.
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The results on the effect of heat on the hepatitis C virus
found that when spoons and cookers were heated for
80-95 seconds to a temperature of 67-70 °C (152.6 –
158 °F) HCV was undetectable. Injectors use spoons
and a cooker to heat heroin, but Holly Hagen, in an
accompanying editorial, stated that based on research
only about 15% of people who inject drugs (PWID) heat
drug solutions for more than 45 seconds, with most
injectors heating solutions for less than 15 seconds.6,7
These studies provide important information about
the survival of the hepatitis C virus. The studies
also shed light on why the prevalence of HCV is
high among PWIDs. While sterile syringes is a
well-recognized and critical component of HCV
prevention, educating PWID’s to either only use
their own works or not to share any works is as
important, but an even more difficult message. In
order to reduce the prevalence of HCV in PWID’s we
must provide resources in the form of funded needle
exchange programs that can provide education,
supplies and services.
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For more information
• Americans with Disabilities Act
www.ada.gov

• Mayo Clinic
www.mayoclinic.com

• Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention
www.cdc.gov

• MedlinePlus
www.nlm.nih.gov/medlineplus

Visit our websites to learn more about
viral hepatitis:
www.hcvadvocate.org • www.hbvadvocate.org
www.hepatitistattoos.org
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