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George Gramlich is a sick man. The 51-year-old from Sicklerville, N.J., tires easily, has difficulty remembering things, and is plagued with nausea, muscle aches, and joint pains. He suffers from chronic liver disease caused by hepatitis C, a blood-borne virus he believes he acquired in Vietnam. "I was helping the wounded," Gramlich says. "I was bloody." 


Hepatitis C is spread through contact with infected blood. Military combat and contact with the wounded (particularly soldiers who received transfusions, used intravenous drugs, or engaged in unprotected sex) are now recognized as risk factors. For his valor, Gramlich received two Bronze Stars. Yet when he sought treatment from the Department of Veterans Affairs after being diagnosed in 1992, he says he was told, "It wasn't service related." Untreated, the illness progressed to cirrhosis of the liver, a condition that can later lead to liver failure, cancer, and death. 


The hepatitis C virus infects an estimated 1.6 percent of Americans–about 4 million people. But among veterans, its prevalence is four to five times higher, says Gary Roselle of the VA. Last week, Roselle released a study showing that of the 95,447 hepatitis C screenings conducted by the VA in 1998, 31 percent were positive. Among patients with positive tests, over 63 percent were Vietnam-era veterans. 


A new treatment of interferon and the antiviral drug ribavirin is showing a higher long-term success rate against hepatitis C than interferon alone, doctors say. Among patients infected with geno-type 1–the majority of U.S. patients–28 percent of those treated for a year with the dual therapy remained free of hepatitis C six months later. By contrast, in the group on interferon alone, 7 percent remained virus free after the same period. The dual treatment costs about $20,000 per year–a tab that some doctors say the VA has not wanted to pay. Dr. Bennet Cecil of the VA Medical Center in Louisville, Ky., says he was authorized to treat only 35 hepatitis C patients out of the 500 who needed treatment. 


Dr. Toni Mitchell of the VA says the department now will provide the dual therapy to all veterans who became infected through military service. She said the agency has asked Congress for $250 million in fiscal year 2000 just to treat the disease. Bills in both the House and the Senate would ensure that all hepatitis C infections among vets are considered "service related." And this week, a House committee will hold hearings on the VA's hepatitis policies. 


Gramlich, however, couldn't wait any longer. With private health insurance, he saw a doctor who prescribed the dual treatment three months ago. Still, he knows the chance of cure is low. "And here," he says, "I thought the war was over with."�
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