Change of heart
on hepatitis C

By Oliver Wright
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'THE Goveenment is to pay
£100 million in compensalion

to thousarls of peaple infect- -

ed with hepatitis C fiom
contaminntext blood prodiects.
.In asudden reversal of near-
ly two clecades of policy on the
issuc John Reid, the Health
Sccretary, suid yesterday that
he hal 'dcadug’ to muke the
momny avallable on compas-
siopate graunds. No details of
how the scheme will work
have yct been officially an-
nounocd, but alf those infectexd
are expedied to receive at least
£20,000, rising to £45,000 for
those who have suffercd seri-
aus harm'froine the virus,
Among the first of thas: ox-

pected lo benefit are 2800 hae- -

mophiliacs who wire infected
through |::onl:u'nimwed o:lnuinn
agenls they were given duning
the 19705 and !98?:

There are also belicved to be
scveral thousand other NES
patients who were infected by
contmmimated ood during op-
erations and other  invasive
frentenents  before  accurate
screening could be estaldished:
in 199L o

Hepatitis C was first identl-
fied in the 1980s and so far
about 26500 people have
been told that they have the
condition, which. can lead to
circhosis of the liver and liver
cancer. Alout a3 hundred
peaple i ycar die from the

conlition, which can go wmle-
tected for yoars. '
“'Mhe most cabunon way of
catching the virus is injecting
with  contaminated
equspapcut, afthough it can be
sexually traosmitted, passed
from maother to baby and
spread through shared tooth<
beushies or shavers. The infec-
tion cannot be spread through
normal everyday enntact

Announcing the move Mr
Reid hinted that it had 2 been
a personal decision. "Afller be-
ocaming Sccretary of State, 1
looked .at the history of this
issue and decided on compxas-
stonate grounds that this is the
right thing to do in this situa-
tion,” he said. '

“1 have therefore deckded in

inciple that hepatitis C suf-

erers should receive cx-gratia
paymeats from the Depart-
met of Health,” .

Mike Payne, 50, a hacmo-
philiac who was given a hepati-
Us diagnosis in the 1980s, rakt
he woudd use the money to se-
aure lhe future of his two
young children. “Because [ can-
not got ife insurance this com:
pensation will e very impor-
tant to my famiky," he ssd. *

The mave was welcomed by
the IHauemophitia Sodety. Its
chief exccutive, Karin Pappen-
heim, said it had been entirely
unexpected, “I think we have
been in to see every Health

-Secretary since 1995 to press

this point but without src-
cess,” she said.
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