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	County hepatitis C victims will soon have Hope 

   The menace of hepatitis C in Charlotte County has been growing to its present rate of 143 cases for every 100,000 people. This exceeds the statewide average of 114 per 100,000 — ranking our county the seventh-highest in the state for hepatitis C.    With a current population of about 158,000 people (growing 11.2 percent from 2000 to 2005), Charlotte has more than 200 new cases of the disease reported annually. 
   While these numbers are bad enough, one more negative statistic must be added: Charlotte County has the secondhighest uninsured rate in the state. A full quarter of our work force is uninsured. That means fewer hepatitis C victims will see a doctor, get tested or seek treatment because they just don’t have the money. The result: Since many of them may not even be aware they’re affected (symptoms can be mild at first, and infection must be confirmed through testing), they will continue to spread this potentially fatal disease.  The good news is the opening of Hope Clinic, currently scheduled for March 2007. Hope will provide prevention and treatment services to hepatitis C patients — even if they can’t afford to pay a dime. 
   Hepatitis C is a liver disease caused by the hepatitis C virus (HCV). The virus is spread by contact with the blood of someone who is infected. 
   HCV is the most common blood-borne infection in the nation, infiltrating the bodies of about 5 million Americans. About 70 to 80 percent of patients with HCV develop chronic liver disease; up to 5 percent of them die of it. That’s 8,000 to 10,000 deaths every year. 
   In Florida, HCV has claimed an estimated 300,000 victims. But the true number is unknown, since it is believed hepatitis C often goes unreported. 
   As of yet, there is no vaccine to prevent the spread of this virus.  In the face of this challenge, Hope Clinic will provide not only treatment but prevention. Its services will include education and screening, as well as clinical and case management services. 
   Consider that a liver transplant — which becomes a necessity for many HCV patients — costs $500,000. Hope Clinic’s expenses are estimated at just more than $1 million. Since about 60 percent of patients respond to treatment, we’ll be able to prevent 30 patients from needing expensive transplant surgery for the same cost as two of those transplants. 
   The very existence of Hope Clinic is a miracle of social engineering, where numerous entities participate to see the project to fruition. The Charlotte County Commission graciously supplied $50,000 in much-needed seed money.  The Charlotte County Medical Society will not only oversee the operation; it will recruit and supply the physicians and health care workers to staff the clinic. The society will also provide fundraising, diagnostic and laboratory services, and peer review. 
   The Charlotte County Health Department (under the auspices of Steve Mitnick and Jeane Wyman) will provide the facilities where the clinical services will be available. St. Vincent de Paul Pharmacy, the state’s only freestanding charitable pharmacy, will store medications needed by Hope Clinic patients and educate those patients as to side effects. 
   LabCorp will provide testing and laboratory services at the lowest prices available. And pharmaceutical manufacturers Roche and Schering Plough will provide numerous medications free of charge, in addition to training and support materials.  Also joining the effort are the local hepatitis C support group (under the direction of Kathy McDowall), Peace River Rotary Club, Knights of Columbus 3933 (based at St. Charles Borromeo R.C. Church), and numerous volunteer physicians, including Drs. David Klein, Orlando Doria, Antonio Gabarda and Karl Damiani. 
   Public donations can be made through my office, but must be made out to Hope Clinic of Charlotte County.  We who have been involved in this project are proud of the prospect it presents to HCV victims, and are extremely grateful for the contributions — financial and otherwise — of the participants. More important, the people of Charlotte County who suffer from hepatitis C – especially those who cannot afford treatment — will finally have a place to go to receive the care they need. Where once there was despair and isolation, these fellow residents will now have Hope. 
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Dr. Mark Asperilla    Asperilla is an infectious disease specialist, volunteer physician and community health care activist. His office is at 3300 Tamiami Trail, Suite 102A, Port Charlotte, 941- 624-4499. 








