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Am | Number 12? — Dr. Th. Dhabali Singh

When the fact that Hepatitis C deaths are more than HIV/AIDS related deaths in Manipur was
revealed by the Opposition leader in Manipur Assembly a few days ago and the same was published
in different morning dailies the next day, many people must have been caught unawares. The
severity of the prevalence of Hepatitis C in Manipur was also previously made known through the
11" February 2013’s edition of The Telegraph in its front-page news with the headline “Manipur
worst hit by Hepatitis C”. In this news, besides highlighting Hepatitis C prevalence in Manipur, the
Centre was urged to provide a separate budget for tackling Hepatitis C and also the inclusion of
drugs used for the treatment on the list of National Essential Medicines. Because of the high number
of intravenous drug users, Manipur has been the worst hit among the North-Eastern states. Second
comes Nagaland and the third is Mizoram. Manipur’s case is unique because of the high
HIV/Hepatitis C co-infection rate and according to a recent survey conducted by the Indian Council
of Medical Research, 98 percent of HIV-infected people in Churachandpur district were co-infected
with Hepatitis C.

AM | NUMBER 12?

One in 12 people worldwide is living with either chronic Hepatitis B or C. The numbers are absolutely
staggering and the prevalence is far higher than HIV or any cancer. While the public awareness
about HIV is high mainly due to relentless campaigns and the media, the awareness of Hepatitis B or
C is abysmally low and the majority of those infected are unaware. In 2008, the World Hepatitis
Alliance launched the global awareness programme under the banner, ‘Am | Number 127’ to
communicate the fact that one in 12 people worldwide is living with either chronic Hepatitis B or C.
The campaign encourages people to question themselves rather than stigmatise others and to GET
TESTED if they think they could be at risk.

HEPATITIS B AND HEPATITIS C

Hepatitis B and Hepatitis C represent two of the major threats to global health. Because many
people feel no symptoms, both Hepatitis B and C are ‘silent’ viruses, and one could be infected for
years without knowing it. Both Hepatitis B and C can lead to liver cirrhosis where one is exposed to
life-threatening complications such as bleeding, ascites, liver cancer and liver failure.

Hepatitis B virus is highly infectious and about 50-100 times more infectious than HIV. The virus is
transmitted through blood and other body fluids like saliva, semen and vaginal fluid of an infected
person. According to the World Health Organisation (WHQ) estimates, two billion people have been
infected with the Hepatitis B virus worldwide and approximately 350 million people are living with
chronic infections. Unlike Hepatitis C, there is a vaccine that can prevent the infection.

Four out of five people infected with Hepatitis C develop chronic infection, which may cause
cirrhosis and liver cancer after 15-30 years. Hepatitis C is spread mainly through blood-to-blood
contact, and like Hepatitis B, usually, there are no obvious symptoms. WHO estimates that about
three to four million people are newly infected with Hepatitis C every year.



DIAGNOSIS AND TESTS

For Hepatitis B: To diagnose the infection of Hepatitis B, the blood needs to be checked for the
Hepatitis B surface antigen (HBsAg). The HBs is a part of the virus that mostly appear six to twelve
weeks after infection. If the test is positive, it is very likely that one has Hepatitis B and further tests
are required for confirmation, to check if the infection is new or old and, to see if one needs
treatment or not. WHO recommends that all blood donations are tested for this marker to avoid
transmission to recipients. Other tests include:

e Testing for antibodies to Hepatitis B surface antigen — A positive test indicates that one has
naturally cleared the virus or has been vaccinated against it. Having antibodies to Hepatitis B
(anti-HBs) is actually good because it means one is protected against future infection by the
virus and is no longer contagious.

e Testing for antibodies to Hepatitis B core antigen — A positive test means one has had a
recent infection or an infection in the past. A positive test for antibodies to Hepatitis B core
antigen combined with a positive HBsAg indicates one has chronic infection.

e Hepatitis B virus DNA polymerase chain reaction (PCR) test — HBV DNA PCR is used for both
Qualitative as well as Quantitative (viral load) testing.

For Hepatitis C: The blood is checked for HCV antibodies (anti-HCV). If the test is positive, it means
either one is infected with it or was infected with it but has already cleared the virus. The test is
mandatory for blood donations in almost all countries. Hepatitis C antibodies usually take seven to
nine weeks to appear in the bloodstream after infection. Hepatitis C virus RNA testing is used to
confirm the diagnosis. PCR detection of Hepatitis C virus-RNA in serum is mostly used to confirm
acute Hepatitis C infection and also to identify viraemia in the chronic disease, particularly in anti-
Hepatitis C virus antibody-negative individuals.

AWARENESS CAN CHECK THE SPREAD OF HEPATITIS B AND C

World Hepatitis Day is observed every year on July 28 and on this day, health authorities and NGOs
across the world hold special programmes to make people aware of these viral infections. Hepatitis
C has claimed more lives than HIV because the cost of medicines is very high, and presently, in India
there is no government policy to help patients as in the case of HIV/AIDS. A patient has to spend six
to eight lakh rupees annually for treatment. Unlike HIV/AIDS, there is no official data as there is no
survey conducted to know the exact status of Hepatitis C or B in Manipur. Spreading awareness
remains the key to fighting against Hepatitis B and C. Like in one of the poster campaigns for World
Hepatitis Day says, “The clock is ticking. Act now to protect a new generation.”
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(The writer is Senior Consultant Pathologist and Managing Director, BABINA Diagnostics, Imphal)



