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Did the cost of
screening al
virus to spread? o

low a

Service has begun mass
screening for hepatitis
C, a rare bhlood-borre virus
which can eanse chronic liver
damage 2nd, ultimately,
desth. Up Lo 12 sufferers plan
to sue the Department of
Health because, they belleve,
screening should have begun
rearly (wo yesrs &go, when a
test was first available, They
flaim mstiwastg major fiactnr
i posiponing the screeaing.
'Fge Government lﬁfa’is
Fﬂentlzy %zld out £82million
to 1,200 hsemophiliascs
infected with BIV from con-
temineted supplies of Factor
VI, But It could win the pro.
sed sctien if
awyers Cem
prove that
sometimes the
health needs of
the many eut-
weigh those of
the individusl.
There are {we
ar three cases of
cgtl-freng-S
usion bepstitis g
ennuslly. The (¥
obvious symp- 1=
tom s jeendice.s%
Desth can result
sod, 30 years
sgo, it was a
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ies, @ problem slso encoun-
tered with the early Aids
tests, which had ceused hun.
dreds to be falsely dizgnosed
&s HIV-positive. ‘
With soch low bepatitis C
?reulence. the number of
slse positives was also likely
to be high. Also, givcn that
there was little evidence hepe
atitis C esnsed much disesse,
was the exercise worthwhile?
Screentng for the Aids virus
costs $8p to €0p per test;
screening for bepaltitis € costs
£2, but the con tory test
costs £21, and this is nsed five
times mwore frequently thenm .
thet fer HIV, Not sccounting
for the extra siaff require
esents, for 2-§
millicn klood
donstions & year
the estimated
totsl cost to the
NHS wes more
1han £10 mil-
- Hon, There is
slso &.delay,
<which conld the-
= ereticelly cost
tives, iz making
acceptable
tood availzble
The frst-gens
eretion. hepati-
tis C test was a’
oritliant piece

¢ virus was , - stive wor
hepatitis B, HepafltisColruswlth. pBut a msss
which was mot  singlestranded RNA  gereening fails

identified until 1985, It took
enother fve years to creele a
crude lshoratory test (o iden-
tify some of the blood dona.
tions which carrled the virns
gnd sncther 15 to give trans-
fosion izboratorfes the full
baftery of diaguestics to
detect gll stages ef the dis-
esse's progress, Only then
could =il donztions be confi-
dently shown to be clear.

Even then, sorme posi-{rans-
fusion hkepstitis still
occurred. Since it was oot doe
to hepatitis B, nor {o hepatitis
A, which is not blood-borne, it
was described as Non-A Non-
B bepatitis (NANEH). -

Trensfusion specislists,
anxious to determine the inel-
dence of NANBH, examined
the medical records of

atients with Hver disezse,

ut found no ebvions correla-
tion — except the well known
link with beavy drinking. Bt
took another decade before
the nature of KANBH was dis-
covered, sfier a Celifornian

biotechnology company, .

Chiron, firally devised a new
kind of test, :
Dr Marcela Contreras,
director of the North London
Blood Transfusion Service
{BTS),and Pr John Barbara, a
micrebiclogist, used the test
snd found that in 400 blood
samples, only two thowed
raised liver enzyme sctivities
consistent with NANBH. And
just one was sssociated with
exposure {o the virus now
cailed hepatitis C — a preva-
lence of 0-25 per cent. But the
new test was prone Lo Cross-
_reactivity with other antibad-

ure which gave resulis of
dubious value, :
Much of the hepatitis €
etory still needs (o be told. In
the process of anzlysing this
complex virus, a second-gen-
erafton test thet s more &
cific bes been ereated which
the BETS will wse for m=sss
SCree ; : T
Will the exercise now be
worthwhile? “In 1970 we
were e2¢ing 0 cases » year of
ost-transfusion hepaiilis-B
nfection with several fatsli-
ties —thal really was en obvi-
onisiproblem," Dr Barbara

said.
-1 Nevertheless, other West.

ern countries have adoptled
mass screening for hepatitis
C, snd this could leave the
BTS open to eriticism. An
estimated 1,500 people were
infected during the period
that BTS did not screen for
hepatitis C while a fest was
available. Many will never
come to light. The disease may
e silent for 20 years or more,
but if cennot be f(rerfed
lightli.

“Br dohn Du Sheike, reader
in medicine gt the Royal Free
Hospitel in London, says he
has found the virus in the
galiva of victims, “Whether it
czn be Grznemitted through
kissing, we don’t know,” he
said, “bul we must eliminate
it from blood.”

From the laberstory sclen-
tist’s point of view, the BTS
decision to wait for a reliable
hepatitis C test can be seen as
rationzl, but lawyers and a
judge and jury might tske
mare convincing.




