Killer Virus Hits Past Drug Users 


By Jo Revill   Health Editor
 
Thousands of middle-aged professionals who experimented with drugs during their student days will be warned in a major government health campaign this autumn that they may be infected with hepatitis C. 

  

It is thought that up to 400,000 British people may be carrying the potentially fatal virus without knowing it, because there is such a long delay between infection and symptoms appearing. 

  

Ministers have decided to go ahead with a national public awareness campaign in September, warning that anyone who has ever injected drugs, particularly sharing a needle, used straws to sniff cocaine or had a blood transfusion before 1991, is at risk and should consider having a blood test. However, they are worried about causing mass panic and want to adopt a 'softly-softly' approach by focusing on the treatment available for the disease, rather than its potential consequences. 

  

The co-ordinators are hoping to find a celebrity who has been infected with the virus to spearhead the campaign, but so far those approached have declined publicity, such is the embarrassment associated with the condition. The general public view about hepatitis C is that only hardened drug addicts are at risk, but increasingly doctors are seeing patients who have been infected after just one or two injections. 

  

The virus is passed on through blood-to-blood contact, and those at risk also include people who had a blood transfusion before blood screening was brought in 13 years ago. Sexual transmission, tattooing and piercing are the other possible methods of transmission. 

  

At present only 2,000 people a year are treated for hepatitis C on the NHS, but estimates of the numbers infected in the UK vary from around 0.4 per cent of the population, some 240,000, to 1 per cent, some 600,000. 

  

It is potentially fatal, but effective new antiviral drugs can cure between 50 to 80 per cent of sufferers who have a chronic form of the disease. Of those who carry hepatitis C, about 80 per cent go on to develop a chronic infection in the liver, and about one-fifth of these will develop serious liver disease. 

  

However, many people do not know they are carriers until they have serious symptoms such as severe liver pain. Many of those at risk will be people who experimented with drugs in their youth. Charles Gore, chief executive of the Hepatitis C Trust, said: 'How do you reach the man on the street, who might have had a blood transfusion 20 years ago, or who might have injected drugs in his youth. and warn him that he could be wandering around with this virus?' 

  

People can have the disease for 20 years or more before they develop symptoms, which means those who experimented at college might not realise the risks. 

  

'Typically, it might be someone who didn't know how to inject drugs into the vein and who borrowed a syringe from someone who was more experienced. The virus can then be passed directly into the bloodstream.' 

  

Gore added: 'Between 1975 and 1985, in particular, there was a huge experimentation with drugs. It was before the Aids crisis, no one was aware of the dangers of blood-borne viruses, and many more were injecting than was commonly supposed.' 

  

Gore, who backs the government's efforts, says that Britain is far behind other European countries in identifying patients. 'It is hard to get people to admit that they might be at risk. It involves them owning up to their past.' 

  

The chair of the Department of Health's advisory group on hepatitis, Professor Howard Thomas, re-iterated the warning that patients don't have to be drug addicts to be at risk. 'Many of those infected will be people in influential positions who dabbled with drugs years ago while at college,' he told the Health Service Journal last week. While admitting there is more to be done in making GPs aware of the disease, he said that they have now taken the first steps in setting up a national system of clinical centres for hepatology, or liver disease. 

  

The first signs of the disease are not easy to spot. They commonly include fatigue and aching joints, which are fairly usual for people in their middle age. Patients also experience differing degrees of pain. Some have a mild form of the virus and are in acute pain, others have serious liver damage before they realise anything is wrong. 

  

Ministers, highly aware of how the HIV campaign in the Eighties scared a generation of people, want to take a more 'softly-softly' approach. They started last week by sending out an action plan to all GPs and health professionals. 

  

A spokeswoman for the Department of Health would say little about the campaign, other than to state that an outside consultancy firm had been brought in to work on strategy. 'We will have a public awareness campaign, but in order not to get people panicked, you have to do it in stages, so the first stage is to make the professionals aware of the potential problems.' 
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Ontario to probe why teachers miss 12 days of school each year
 

The Ottawa Citizen    Letter Published: Monday, July 17, 2006 

I don't think it should come as a surprise why teachers take on average 12 days off per school year.

Teachers today are not only "instructors" but they're also educators in the true sense of the word -- guiding and raising citizens of tomorrow -- in some cases adopting a parental role in their students' lives. Teachers become psychologists, social workers, administrators and mediators (to name a few) on a daily basis -- both in and out of the classroom. It's no wonder they would need time to recuperate.

I challenge Education Minister Sandra Pupatello to set foot in a germ-infested classroom and perform in one week all the roles that come along with one of today's most noble professions. Oh, and perhaps she could also spend a few hours preparing for the following day's courses, since she will inevitably need time to catch her breath and think twice before returning to class.

Stephanie Sundue,

Orleans

Hantavirus found again in Saskatoon

Canadian Press
Saskatoon — The Saskatoon Health Region is dealing with what's believed to be its fifth case of hantavirus this year.

Little is known about the latest victim, except that the person is a male.

None of the cases has proved fatal.

Hantavirus can be contracted from exposure to airborne particles from deer mice droppings.

Dr. David Torr, the region's deputy medical health officer, says the virus is more common in rural areas.

Dr. Torr says the illness can begin with a headache and cough but rapidly develops into more severe respiratory problems.

He says there are ways to protect against the potentially fatal virus, such as using gloves and an appropriate mask when cleaning up areas where the mice have been.

Deadly fungus reaches B.C. mainland
Canadian Press   Thursday, June 2, 2005 Updated at 9:14 PM EDT
Vancouver — A fungal infection that in rare cases can cause death has extended its range to British Columbia's mainland from Vancouver Island, the B.C. Centre for Disease Control said Thursday.

New cases of the tropical Cryptococcus gattii fungus have been identified in three people and six domestic animals in the Vancouver area and Fraser Valley, the agency said in a news release.

The fungal infection previously was found only on the east coast of Vancouver Island, with 129 cases and four deaths reported since 1999.

Epidemiologist Laura MacDougall of the centre for disease control said none of those affected had travelled to the island, confirming expectations the fungus would eventually reach the mainland.

The centre has put out an advisory to doctors and veterinarians.

Most exposures result in no symptoms or illness but infection occasionally leads to disease of the lungs or the nervous system in both humans and animals. 

It is usually treatable with antifungal medication. In rare cases, it can cause death.

Dr. Eleni Galanis, another epidemiologist with the centre for disease control, said the risk of developing cryptococcal disease from breathing in the spores remains very low.

“At some point in their lifetime most people are likely to breathe in the fungal spores but will not develop an infection,” Dr. Galanis said. 

Dr. Galanis said people shouldn't change their behaviour because of the fungus.

“With summer coming, we want to encourage the public to get out and enjoy the outdoors,” Dr. Galanis said. “The benefits of this type of recreation far outweigh the risks of acquiring crypotococcal disease.” 

Symptoms of infection in humans include a prolonged cough that last weeks or months, sharp chest pain, unexplained shortness of breath, weight loss, undiagnosed fever, night sweats and severe headaches.

Symptoms in animals range from runny noses to lumps under the skin. 

Cryptococcus gattii, the fungus that causes cryptococcal disease, occurs naturally in the environment on trees and in the soil. The disease can only be acquired by breathing in fungal spores that are present in the air and cannot be transmitted from person to person or from animals to people.
