Item B

National Hepatitis Awareness Month – May 2002

31 Facts for the Month of May - National Hepatitis Awareness Month

1. FACT: Your liver is one of the largest and most important organs in your body. It stores nutrients from the food that you eat, builds chemicals that your body needs to stay healthy, breaks down harmful substances (like alcohol and other toxic chemicals), removes waste products from your blood, and makes sure that your body has just the right amount of other chemicals that it needs.

2. FACT: Hepatitis is a medical term that means "inflammation" of the liver.

3. FACT: Viruses that attack the liver cause some of the most common forms of hepatitis.  Three of the most common are hepatitis A, B, and C viruses.  

4. FACT: Hepatitis A is usually spread through contaminated food and water.  If you get hepatitis A, you may feel like you have the flu, and notice a yellowish color (called jaundice) in your skin or in the whites of your eyes.  Most people recover from hepatitis A without any problems.

5. FACT: Hepatitis B is spread through blood, semen and vaginal fluid.   You can get hepatitis B if you have sex with an infected person or if you share needles or works to inject drugs. Like hepatitis A, hepatitis B can make you feel sick for a short time. After that, most people with hepatitis B get better.

6. FACT: Hepatitis C is mainly spread through the blood.  If you share needles or works to inject drugs, you have a high chance of getting hepatitis C infection. People who had a blood transfusion before 1992 might find out that they are infected with hepatitis C as well. 

7. FACT: Hepatitis C infection may not make you feel very sick, and you may not  know that you have it. However, hepatitis C is a serious illness.  Over time, it can cause permanent liver problems, including cirrhosis and liver cancer. 

8. FACT:  Most people with hepatitis A or B get better; hepatitis C is more likely to cause permanent liver problems. 

9. FACT: Vaccines are the best way to prevent hepatitis A and hepatitis B.   A vaccine is a shot of inactive virus that stimulates your natural immune system.

10. FACT: There are no vaccines (shots) that will keep you from getting hepatitis C.
11. FACT: Almost 4 million people in the U.S. have been infected with hepatitis C. 

In some cases, veterans seem to have a higher rate of hepatitis C infection than others. 

12. FACT: Cirrhosis or scarring of the liver means that large amounts of the organ are damaged.   If so, it may not work as well as it should.  

13. FACT: Cirrhosis of the liver is often the result of drinking too much alcohol; another common cause is hepatitis C infection.   Cirrhosis can be very dangerous if it is not treated properly. It is important to follow your doctor’s advice if you have cirrhosis. 

14. FACT: Having hepatitis B or hepatitis C can increase your chances of getting liver cancer.  Liver cancer is a disease in which some of the cells in your liver begin to reproduce faster than they should. These cells form growths called tumors. 

15. FACT:  Injecting drugs like heroin or cocaine is the most common way of getting hepatitis C infection. 
16. FACT: Hepatitis C infection is the most common reasons for liver transplant.

17. FACT: VA has four transplant centers; they performed 60 liver transplants last year.  

18. FACT: Bleeding problems and infections are two common complications of liver cirrhosis. 
19. FACT:  Limiting your alcohol intake and avoiding exposure to hepatitis viruses will help keep your liver healthy.  

20. FACT: Many medications, including some over-the-counter products, can cause liver damage.  You can protect your liver by making sure your doctor knows what medications you are taking.   Be sure to tell your doctor about any over-the-counter medicines, supplements, 
and natural or herbal remedies that you use. Certain medicines taken at the same time can cause damage to your liver, even if you can buy them without a prescription. 

21. FACT: VA leads the country in hepatitis C prevention and treatment―VA is the largest single provider of medical care to people with hepatitis C infection in the United States.  

22. FACT:  The VA’s National Hepatitis C Program is a comprehensive approach to hepatitis C understanding, prevention and care that is carried out by VA medical facilities across the country.   The goal of the program is to ensure that patients with or at risk for hepatitis C virus infection receive the highest quality health care services from the VA system. 

23. FACT: The VA has a system-wide policy for screening all enrolled veterans for hepatitis C risk factors.   Over 1,250,000 veterans were screened in FY2001.

24. FACT: Patients with hepatitis C infections can help prevent transmitting the infection to others. 

25. FACT: Patients with hepatitis C can make lifestyle changes (particularly limiting alcohol intake) that will slow progression of the disease.  

26. FACT: VA has a Hepatitis C Internet site at www.va.gov/hepatitisc.  

27. FACT: People with hepatitis C infection need a variety of medical services.  The VA system is ideally structured to provide the continuum of care and multidisciplinary teamwork that hepatitis C requires.  

28. FACT: The VA National Formulary, the list of drugs available to all facilities, includes all currently available and approved drugs to treat hepatitis C infection.  

29. FACT:  VA employs internationally renowned researchers and clinicians in the field of hepatitis C.    Studies in basic science, patient (clinical) science, and health services delivery research related to hepatitis C are being carried out in VA facilities. 
30. FACT: A national Hepatitis C Case Registry has been created.  The registry will be used to manage data about VA patients with hepatitis C and help monitor treatment, outcomes, use of resources, and epidemiology (including disease frequency) of hepatitis C in the VA.  

31. FACT: Four new Hepatitis C Resource Centers (HCRCs) were funded by the VA beginning in January 2002.  These new centers will foster innovation and disseminate best practices in prevention, care and education.  They are located in major VA medical facilities at Minneapolis, Minnesota; San Francisco, California; West Haven, Connecticut; and Seattle, Washington, in collaboration with Portland, Oregon.  
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