	Publication: Charlotte Sun; Date:2008 May 11; Section:Feeling Fit; Page Number: FF10
	

	May is National Hepatitis Month - get tested 

By Eric Stockley SPECIAL TO FEELING FIT 
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According to the Florida Department of Health, it is estimated that more than 
300,000 Florida residents are infected with the hepatitis C virus and most are not aware of their infection. 
   Here in Charlotte County, there were 341 cases of hepatitis C in 2007, making it the most reportable disease in Charlotte County that year. 
   In addition, hepatitis A and hepatitis B continue to cause significant morbidity and mortality for those who are infected. The Florida Legislature has recognized the importance of hepatitis, appropriating $2.5 million in 1999 and $3.5 million in each subsequent year for hepatitis prevention and control. In recognition of the increasing dangers of hepatitis to the citizens of Florida, Governor Charley Christ signed a proclamation making May Hepatitis Awareness Month in Florida. 
   In March 2001, the Florida Hepatitis Program was expanded to make hepatitis A and hepatitis B vaccines available in all counties at no cost to adults at increased risk for hepatitis or the serious consequences of hepatitis. The expanded program also provides chronic hepatitis B and hepatitis C testing for adults at increased risk for hepatitis or the serious consequences of hepatitis. 
   What is hepatitis? 
   The word hepatitis means an inflammation of the liver. Its cause can be from any one of many things. Examples are liver injury from toxins or an infection of the viral or bacterial kind. 
   There are three viruses that will will look closer at that are found to cause hepatitis: hepatitis A, hepatitis B, and hepatitis C. 
   What is hepatitis A? 
   This virus can be caught by coming in contact with the feces of people that are already infected with the virus. This is done by drinking water or eating food that has been in contact with the infected feces. 
   The good news about this form of the hepatitis virus is that it very rarely leads to permanent liver damage. 
   After a person catches it, the symptoms fade, then eventually disappear completely. Once you are over hepatitis A, you will be immune and won’t get it again. Technology now allows us to be vaccinated against this version of hepatitis. 
   What is hepatitis B? 
   Hepatitis B is the second version of the virus. You can catch this virus from blood contact, usually by using drugs or having unprotected sex. 
   This one is more serious, because is can lead to liver damage, or even cancer of the liver. While some people who have hepatitis B can recover and become immune, some might have it for the rest of their lives. Like Hepatitis A, there are vaccines available for this virus. 
   What is hepatitis C?  This version of hepatitis also passes from person to person through infected blood.   You can also get hepatitis C by having unprotected sex with an infected partner. 
   Hepatitis C is the most dangerous version of the disease because there's no cure and no vaccine for it. If you catch it, there is a chance you will need a liver transplant or die from this disease. 
   There are medications that are used to help control the disease, but these could have side effects, and have to be taken for a long period of time. 
What are the signs and symptoms of hepatitis?  According to kidshealth.org, people with hepatitis often get fatigue, nausea, vomiting, fever, abdominal pain, light colored feces, jaundice, dark urine and yellow eyes and skin as the disease progresses. 
   Symptoms might not show themselves at first. But even if you don’t know you have it, you can still pass the disease on to other people. 
How would I know if I have    hepatitis?   A blood test is needed to see if a person has hepatitis. 
   In recognition of World Hepatitis Day, the Charlotte County Health Department will be offering free hepatitis screening at all its clinics on May 19. Testing will be by appointment, so call early: 
• Port Charlotte: 941-613-0950. 
• Englewood: 941-474-3240. 
• Punta Gorda: 941-639-1181. 
   How can I protect myself against hepatitis? 
   If you get tested and find that you have hepatitis A or B, there are vaccines for those diseases. Right now, a vaccination for hepatitis B is part of a child’s immunization program. 
   But by avoiding things that are known to pass the disease along is the best way to not get the disease. 
   Wash you hands every time you use the bathroom and before you eat or prepare food. Don’t have unprotected sex or use needles. 
   For more information go to www.charlottechd.com. Eric Stockley works for the Charlotte County Health Department. 




� INCLUDEPICTURE "http://www.sunonline.com/Repository/getimage.dll?path=SCC/2008/05/11/60/Img/Pc0600500.jpg" \* MERGEFORMATINET ���


ERIC STOCKLEY 








