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Recently someone from a local health department asked me how many Americans are living with
the hepatitis C virus (HCV). “Three to five million,” I responded. “That doesn’t seem like very
many. Why should I care, given all the other public health concerns?” While I was surprised by this
question, it made me realize many others may be wondering the same thing.

In honor of May as Hepatitis Awareness Month and May 19th as National Hepatitis Testing Day, I
want to take this opportunity to present ten reasons why HCV should be a national priority.

Why HCV matters to Americans:

HCV kills more Americans than 60 other infectious diseases combined, including HIV.1.
While many cancers in the U.S. are declining, liver cancer is increasing sharply and HCV is the2.
biggest contributor to this epidemic.
Most people (45-85%) living with HCV do not know it, which prevents them from seeking3.
appropriate medical care and taking measures to avoid transmitting the virus.
Only half of Americans who have an initial HCV test indicating they are infected have the necessary4.
medical follow up.
African American, Latino, and Native American communities suffer disproportionately high rates of5.
HCV.
HCV is the leading indication for liver transplants in the U.S.6.
While commonly associated with the liver (“hepa” means liver and “itis” means inflammation), HCV7.
is a systemic disease that affects the whole body. HCV is associated with heart disease, lymphatic
cancers, head and neck cancers, kidney disease, diabetes,rheumatoid arthritis, and more.
The serious opioid epidemic that is associated with overdose fatalities around the country is also8.
associated with a new wave of HCV infections caused by syringe sharing, particularly among young
people under 30 years of age.
Like with HIV, HCV treatment is prevention, or rather, cure is prevention. We have medications that9.
can cure almost everyone living with HCV, improving their health and limiting onward transmission.
We can eliminate HCV in our lifetimes! Syringe access, evidence-based drug treatment, HCV10.
testing, and linkage to and retention in care services are the cornerstones of an effective strategy
to eliminate HCV. We have the tools to eliminate HCV, but currently lack sufficient resources to
deploy them.

In California, the California Hepatitis Alliance (CalHEP)—a statewide coalition managed by Project
Inform—has been advocating for such resources, recently securing state funds to support HCV
services and working to ensure Medi-Cal (the state Medicaid program) provides HCV treatment to
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all beneficiaries living with HCV.

CalHEP’s advocacy with the legislature and governor secured $3 million a year in the state’s
Department of Public Health (DPH) budget for a syringe access supply clearinghouse, through
which authorized programs can secure free syringes and other injection and disposal equipment
for distribution to people who inject drugs. CalHEP also secured $2.2 million a year for three years
for DPH to fund HCV demonstration programs to develop models for increasing HCV testing and
linkage to care.

Many state Medicaid programs have expressed concern over the price of HCV medications (for
example, they often cite the $84,000 wholesale acquisition cost for 12 weeks of Solvadi, the first
of a number of new hepatitis C medications that cure the disease). In an effort to control costs,
many implemented restrictive policies, such as prohibiting treatment for people who use drugs
and providing treatment only to people with advanced disease. In California, CalHEP engages in
letter writing campaigns and provides public testimony to advocate that all Medi-Cal beneficiaries
with HCV should have access to the cures. While more work needs to be done, our advocacy
contributed to Medi-Cal changing many aspects of its policy and greatly improving access.

Liver Disease Required for Medicaid Coverage of Solvaldi as of December 2014 (note that some
states have changed their policies since publication of this map).

If you are inspired to advocate for resources to eliminate HCV, here are some ways to get
involved:

Join the National Viral Hepatitis Roundtable’s (NVHR) mailing list. NVHR is a broad coalition

working to fight, and ultimately end, hepatitis B and HCV. Join here.

Call or email your members of Congress and ask them to support $62.8 million for the Division

of Viral Hepatitis at the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention in the Fiscal Year 2017

spending bill. Find your elected officials here.

Apply to the Caring Ambassadors Program’s Hepatitis Leadership Corps, a community

training/mentoring program. Apply here.

Contact me, Emalie Huriaux, at ehuriaux@projectinform.org and I will connect you to advocates

in your state (or, if you’re in California, add you to the CalHEP listserve).

The relationship between HCV and HIV advocacy work is symbiotic. Approximately 25 percent of
people living with HIV are co-infected with HCV. Liver disease, largely due to HCV, is a leading
cause of non-AIDS-related death among people living with HIV. Many of the tools and
strategies—such as syringe access, evidence-based drug treatment, testing, and linkage to and
retention in care—are needed to eliminate both epidemics.

http://cqrcengage.com/aidsunited/file/caPwhHh0Hi9/namd_sovaldi_letter_to_congress_10-28-14.pdf
http://annals.org/article.aspx?articleid=2362306
http://nvhr.org/civicrm/contribute/transact?reset=1&id=1
http://www.cqrcengage.com/aidsunited/voting
http://hepcchallenge.org/hepatitis-leadership-corps/
mailto:ehuriaux@projectinform.org
http://www.cdc.gov/hepatitis/hiv-hepatitis-coinfection.htm
http://www.cdc.gov/hepatitis/hiv-hepatitis-coinfection.htm
http://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736%2814%2960604-8/abstract
http://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736%2814%2960604-8/abstract


The reach of HCV advocacy goes beyond the virus itself, but rather extends into other areas of
health, including people living with HIV, heart disease, and diabetes. So when another person asks
me, “Why should I care about HCV?” I will respond, “If we have effective curative medications and
tools to eliminate HCV and save lives, while simultaneously combating other diseases and saving
millions of dollars, why shouldn’t we?”

Emalie Huriaux is Director of Federal & State Affairs for Project Inform (www.projectinform.org),
chair of the California Hepatitis Alliance (a coalition of over 90 organizations working to end
hepatitis B and C) (www.calhep.org), and chair of the National Viral Hepatitis Roundtable’s
Steering Committee (www.nvhr.org). In these roles she leads California’s hepatitis prevention,
care, and treatment policy advocacy efforts and works in coalition with national partners to
advocate for a robust federal response to viral hepatitis.

This article originally appeared in the AIDS United blog, May 10, 2016 and is reprinted with
permission.
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