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	Hepatitis C clinic to open soon 

By Eric Stockley SPECIAL TO FEELING FIT 
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We have a lot to be proud about in Charlotte County. 

   Not only did we survive a category four hurricane, but we came back stronger and better than before. 

   Of all of our successes, probably one of our greatest, yet least recognized achievements, is that Charlotte County is rapidly becoming one of the states leading counties in its cutting edge approach to Hepatitis C care and treatment. 

   This article is about hope — the increased hope our residents who are infected with the hepatitis C virus will have to receive affordable treatment and hope that our community can access hepatitis screening. 

   Or to be more specific, it’s about the HOPE Clinic of Charlotte County that will be opening shortly at the Charlotte County Health Department in Punta Gorda. 

   The creation of a Hepatitis C-specific clinic first began when Dr. Mark Asperilla, an infectious disease specialist in Port Charlotte, recognized the increasing threat that Hepatitis C was bringing to our communities. 

   Dr Asperilla, with support from the health department, secured a grant through the Charlotte County Commission to begin addressing the treatment and care of persons living with hepatitis c infection in Charlotte County. 

   The St.Vincent De Paul Community Pharmacy, the health department, and the Charlotte County Medical Society/Volunteer Physicians Program began partnering and sharing their resources. 

   Both pharmaceutical manufacturers of Hepatitis C antiviral medications and LAB Corp laboratories were favorable of the HOPE project and supportive of its common mission to: “Provide prevention and treatment services associated with the impact of Hepatitis C” 

   The HOPE clinic will be located in the health department’s Punta Gorda facility at 514 East Grace Street. Persons seeking Hepatitis C screening, and possible treatment, will first register as a health department client, which will include financial screening. 

   All health department fees for services will be based on financial eligibility determined through the financial screening process. 

   Clients will then be screened for Hepatitis C and blood drawn for specific hepatitis testing. The client will be given an appointment to return the health department in two weeks for their test results. 

   The clients with negative (no Hepatitis C) will receive counseling on how to remain free of the disease. Those with a positive test result (persons infected with hepatitis C virus) will then be referred to the HOPE clinic for care. New HOPE patients will be examined and evaluated by the physician and, if necessary, begin a treatment regime. 

   The length of treatment may vary from six months to 18 months and can typically cost between $25,000 to 30,000.This is a substantial saving when compared to a liver transplant costing around a million dollars. 

   Jeanne Wyman, ARNP, former director of nursing at the Charlotte County Health Department, was in the planning phases of the HOPE Clinic from its inception. 

   “Giving hope to those less fortunate is what we are all about,” Wyman said. “Hepatitis C can be conquered, and with all of the partnerships and community support in Charlotte County, we will bring our resources and knowledge together to fight this illness and perhaps over time even eliminate it.” 

   To commence a drug treatment regime, HOPE clients are first given a prescription for anti-viral and other supportive medication and referred to St. Vincent De Paul’s Community Pharmacy. 

   Here they will be assigned a personal patient advocate to guide them through accessing their medications. The patient advocates have received training from Alan Franciscus the Executive Director of Hepatitis C Support Program, expert in the field of Hepatitis C care and treatment. 

   St Vincent De Paul’s Community Pharmacy Director of Patient Advocacy Noreen Chervinski, and Hope Clinic Liaison Anne Cusick are determined and committed to seeing that all patients will be treated in a compassionate caring manner respecting the client’s privacy and dignity. St. Vincent De Paul’s Community Pharmacy has developed a synergistic working relationship with the pharmaceutical manufactures of HCV medications. Because of this relationship ,when a client advocate completes an application that meets the criteria for inclusion into a compassionate care program, the patient will receive their medications free of charge. 

   Once the treatment regime has begun, the patient will be monitored through scheduled visits to the HOPE Clinic for ongoing assessment and care. 

   Like many other medications, anti-viral medications are not without side affects, most of which can be managed with “supporting medications”. 

   St. Vincent De Paul’s Community Pharmacy has taken an aggressive approach to boost its inventory of “support medications” in preparation for the HOPE clinic opening. 

   What makes all of this all so unique? Through the support of private providers, and the partnering of St. Vincent De Paul’s Community Pharmacy, Charlotte County Health Department, Charlotte County Medical Society and local physicians, treatments previously cost prohibitive to those with no health insurance are now available on a sliding-pay scale. 

   It is this bringing together of for-profit and not-for-profit agencies that makes Charlotte County one of the state’s premier counties in addressing HCV in a positive manor. This is something we can all be proud of. Paul Ringenberger, executive director of St. Vincent DePaul Community Pharmacy states, “We want people who have Hepatitis C to know that if they lack the financial resources for treatment, we are there to help. We will help enroll you into the compassionate care program to get you the interferon drugs and we will help you get the support medications. All of this is done free of charge at the St. Vincent De Paul Community Pharmacy. All that truly matters is the need.” 

   Ringenberger also added, “We believe the support group is very important, not only because of those impacted by the virus sharing information and providing emotional support, but also because we want everyone to know that we, as a community pharmacy, will be there to help. As the name states — don’t despair, because now there really is HOPE. 

   All clients of the HOPE clinic are encouraged to attend the Charlotte County Hepatitis Support group. 

   Attendance at the support group, understandably, declined following hurricane Charley. The support group was “re-booted” late last year and about eight members turned up for the November meeting. However, the number of attendees at the meetings keeps growing, confirming that there is a need for service and willingness from those with the disease to bond and support each other. 

   The Hepatitis C Support Group meets at 7 p.m. on the first Tuesday of each month at the Charlotte County Cultural Center in Port Charlotte. The meetings are confidential, no records are kept, and there is no enrollment process or sign-in sheet, as names are never asked or required. 

   One member of the support group said, “When I was first diagnosed, my doctor told me to go home and live with it. I could not afford the treatment. Now I have hope”. 

   The Charlotte County Hepatitis C Support Group is the newest of six chapters of The Tampa Bay Hepatitis and Live r Disease Support Group started in 1994 by Don and Dale Viauso. 

   The current president of the Tampa Bay support group and director of the Chance Center, which provides community outreach and treatment to the uninsured, is Debbie Barnes. 

   Barnes, herself a survivor of the disease thanks to a liver transplant, has served Charlotte County in an advisory capacity to the HOPE project and her experience and insight were invaluable to the process. 

   Earlier this year Debbie emailed me that, “There are 300,000 Floridians with chronic Hep C, and 3,000 of them live in Charlotte County alone. That’s four times the number of people with HIV/AIDS. The majority of those infected have not been diagnosed. I am honored that we have played a part in getting the Hope Clinic to the people of Charlotte County.” 

   Hepatitis C, like several other diseases, can be a silent killer. People infected with the disease may have been infected for many years and are still totally without symptoms. 

   Symptoms may not appear until the disease is in its advanced stages. The key to managing and hopefully curing many diseases, including Hepatitis C, lies in early intervention, early diagnosis and starting treatment as soon as possible. 

   Diagnosis for the presence of the Hepatitis C virus can only be confirmed by specific blood testing, so any one who feels they are at risk of having Hepatitis C should seek testing through their primary physician or through the Charlotte County Health Department by calling 941-633-1181. 

   Eric Stockley is with the Charlotte County Health Department. 
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