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Cholangiocarcinoma and opisthorchiasis 
in Northeast Thailand: 

raw fi sh intake may not be the sole cause
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Dear Editor,

Off late, the topic of infection-induced cancer has been of 
interest in regions of Northeast Thailand. Apart from uterine 
cervical cancer, which has been known to be correlated to 
human papilloma virus infection, cholangiocarcinoma is another 
important cancer that has been reported to be associated with 
trematode infestation(1). Cholangiocarcinoma is usually a fatal 
cancer of the biliary tract. In the Northeastern ortheastern region 
of Thailand and in Laos People’s Democratic Republic (PDR), 
where cholangiocarcinoma is highly prevalent, the association 
between chronic opisthorchiasis and cholangiocarcinoma has 
been reported. The liver fl uke, also known as Opisthorchis 
viverrini, can be found in fresh water fi sh, which is a staple 
diet of the locals in these regions. Raw fi sh intake, which is 
the common style of eating in these areas, has been reported 
to be an important risk factor for chronic opisthorchiasis 
and cholangiocarcinoma. Chronic inflammation due to 
biliary parasitoses is considered to be an underlying cause of 
carcinogenesis(2) (3). Dietary contamination with nitrosamines 
and opisthorchiasis has been reported to be strong predisposing 
factors for cholangiocarcinogenesis(4). The famous raw fi sh 
dishes in the endemic area are prepared by adding nitrosamine. 
Hence, the risk of contamination by both the liver fl uke parasite 
and nitrosamine is high. Although government of Thailand 
runs a campaign intended at curbing this disease, the problem 
continues to exist. 

Since intake of raw fi sh has been mentioned as an important 
cause of trematode infestation-induced cholangiocarcinoma, 
several studies have focused on parasitic contamination in the 
intermediate hosts of liver fl uke, such as snails and fi shes, in 
the endemic area. In this letter, the author would like to report 
the results of one such study and extrapolate an interesting 
new insight from the observation. The study was conducted in 
Hauytalaeng district located in Nakhon Ratchasima province in 
the Northeastern region of Thailand; this area has the highest 
prevalence of cholangiocarcinoma. A survey on parasitic 
contaminations in the intermediate hosts of liver fl uke, i.e., 

snails and fi shes, and on parasitoses among the local people was 
conducted(5) (6) (7). The results revealed the absence of liver fl uke 
among intermediate hosts, and 5.5% of the local people were 
reported to have had liver fl uke-induced parasitoses(5) (6) (7). This 
fi nding is of importance because if the infestation rate in local 
people is high, the contamination rate in intermediate hosts 
should have also been high. Hence, propagating consumption 
of cooked fi sh dishes might not be the sole solution for the 
problem. In fact, due to industrialization and modernization, 
the locals consume food from other remote non-local sources, 
and thus, the surveillance of intermediate host contamination 
might not be useful for disease control. Undeniably, several 
other factors, such as food contaminated by pesticides, can 
also cause liver fl uke-induced carcinogenesis, resulting in 
chronic opisthorchiasis(8).
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