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New drug on trial in 29
countries offers hope

for hepatit
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New Delhi: An experimental
hepatitisB drug, bepiravirsen,
has raised hopes of the first
major treatment breakthro-
ugh innearly twodecadesafter
a global trial showed it could
help some patients stop life-
long medication. But for India,
where an estimated 3.5 crore
p_Eﬂp]E are living with hepati-
tis B, the bigger challenge re-
mains that most infections go
undiagnosed and fewer than
one million people are on treat-
ment, experts say
Ahead of World Hepatitis
Day on July 28, Dr SK Sarin,
director of Institute of Liver
and Biliary Sciences, said
that for India, "the challenge
is to find people with hepati-
tis B, screen them and link
them to care”. He added that
existing antiviral medicines
were inexpensive and avai-
lable through National Viral
Hepatitis Control Program-
me, yet only a fraction of eli-
gible patients received them.
Published in The New Eng-
land Journal of Medicine, the
global phase-III trial involving
1,63 patients across 2% count-
ries found that 19% of the pati-
ents receiving bepirovirsen
along with standard antiviral
therapy achieved a functional
cure — remaining free of de-
tectable virus six months after
stopping treatment. None of
the patients in the placebo arm
achieved this outcome,
[r Sarin described the fin-
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Is B patients

dings as the first major breakt-

OV Jtough in hepatitis B treatme-

nt innearly 20 years, saving th-
ey signalled the beginning of a
new generation of therapies.
“By 2030, we are likely to have
several new drugs. The challe-
nge will be making them safe
and affordable,”

[Unlike current antiviral
drugs, the new medicine blo-
cks the virus much earlier in
its life cycle, reducing both vi-
ral replication and production
of viral proteins that weaken
the immune response.

A Minectional cure is far
more meaningful than simp-
Iy suppressing the virus. It
substantially reduces the
long-termriskof liver cirrho-
gis and liver cancer, while al-
so lowering the chances of
transmitting the infection to
others," said Dr Anil Arora,
chairman of Institute of Li-
ver Gastroenterology and
Pancreatico Biliary Sciences
at Sir Ganga Ram Hospital.

However, Dr Sarin cautio-
ned that the treatment was
currently expected to benefit
only patients whose infection
was already well controlled
on antiviral therapy and who
had low viral loads.

He also said, “Universal
newbhorn vaccination rema-
ins the cornerstone of hepati-
tis B elimination.” Adults, es-
pecially thoseat high risk, sh-
ould bescreened and must kn-
ow theirvaccination status,

The drug may take two to
five years to reach India after
international approvals,
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Every school is ‘inclusive’.
So why are children left out?

- Our schools are legally required to welcome kids with disabilities. In practice, families encounter
rejection, inaccessible buildings, untralned teachers and Inadequate support — forcing many to
ity miove repeatedly, migrate abroad or turn to open schooling, reports Joeanna Rebello
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Al's next test

meha’s jousmey tHvands Yiksi Bharat by 3047

rests an whether the productiviey gains

usrdocked by artifcial inteligence (Aljare
Imadly shared or concencrated among thoss
ey well-terved. Al is reshaping valise chains
s agricathure, kogiatics, heahh care ad
franclal services. The design choices m these
s, whis thew are Bniilt for, whase data they
taiy oo, and whiose bugfusges they speak, will
Seprmmini wihether this transformation anplifes
India's inaclustiee eowth S1edy ar akls 5
drension o stroctural inegualities

Alvoam B33 al working women in India are in
hormal emplaymend scoording s s F0ER L0
o, spanning agraciamens, homs-hased
rduciiom, diompstic services arl
miroremterprises. The gencher bmplcains of A1
aption are, shove all; a question of sconomic
rehzstiom. India's A Governance Caidelines,
trkgmad In November 2005, sei ot seven guoding
Erciples, mdoding firmess and squsty
manslating these o gender-respansne
macomes is bath a goverrance prioriny and a
e lopmenn As U Weormen has
waned, Al is already reimagining reality [or
bins, bur i is 1@ gertig women wrang;
Wil oo gerdier-res ponsive desipn, testing and
ersight, it risks amgilifving serantypas,
dermination and digital viokence instead of
spanding oppariunity

Eagricubture amd informal work

Hiolds consibrable promise lor [ndian GBrmers
trraagh predsion agriculinme applications,
e adhisooy onocrop Ivealth, Epal
wamisaton and markst access, With 76,9% al
021l women ngaged in agriculture 2= in Periodic
Liour Force Survey (PLFS: 202324 reposting,
FMEN are 3 primary cobstinieicy. Earle
okl i:1vﬁﬂ.1m;!qmg{nmmrl
frployed aoross L2 Suates, found thar 61% of
SOmEn KGETS Foported improved gty of e
wialn 35 ey, with engageinens bevels iwo o
thowe timees thise of male users. While the
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| enmditiom fnr econnonds particpation,

wamen. keeping in mind language, land acress Techmodogy-Teciliested gender violenioe,
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Ireat all Hepatitis B cases
immediately to save lives

wo Infections had comparable global
death tolls in 2024: Tuberculosis (TH)
killed 1.23 million, and Hepatits B 1]

A millien, while HIV-related illnesses
killed 530,000, For Hepatitis B, the toll was [7%
more than it was in 2015. In 2021, Hepatitis B
consumed an estimated 215 milllon disability-
adjusted life-years (DALYs). Nearly 30-25 mil-
lion In India suffer from thiz infection and
about 510 million may evenmally die due to
cirrhosis and liver cancer. Yet public recogni-
thon, political attention, and funding are strik-
ingly unequal, with Hepatitis B recepdng very
low quanta of each. No wonder, the world,
inchuding India will miss the 2030 WHO targets
— instead of the 90% targeted. diagnosing
merely 3-15%, and the 80% wrgeted, treating
just 5% of Infected. Less than a million
are recebving treatment despite o
large National Viral Hepatitis Contrel f
Frogramme (MVHCF) since 2018,

The problem is the medical profes- j
sion dself Unlike HIV and Hepatts C
{amother Bver vires causing cirrhosis
and cancer) where every patient
receives treatment, for Hepatitis B,
midical algorithms demand high
viral lnad, abnormal liver enzymes, liver scar-
ring or fibrosis for getting treatment. Fatients
who fall to qualify must undergo repeated
blood tests, viral-DNA measrements, Tbrosis
assessments, specialist consultations throwgh-
out life. As the virus remains silent for years,
patients are often told to wait. This becomes 3
painful ordeal The system spends money mon-
itoring the virus, refusing to suppress it while
hurting the psyche of the infected. These rec-
ammendations originate mostly in westerm
couniries where tests and drugs are expensive.

A ray of hope, though, came Last month. The
new Askan guidelines on Hepatitis B. recom-
mend “Treat Al” rather than “Treat Select”.
The antivirals are Iowsooes! in retail and
also available under the NHVCP, and should
enet bess than 1,000 for a daily pill for 8 month.
Fills taken daily can effectively suppress the
virus for life with minimal adverse event and
resistance, After China, India houses the largest
number of Hepatitis B subjects. India should

a “test once, treat earty and monitor sim-
ply” approach. Broadening treatment would
not only reduce the DALY burden but also
lower the several-fold higher cost of reatment
for cirrhaosls, cancer and transplantation for
patients. India must adopt the Asian guidefines
and reverse the expensive misallocation of
searce health resoumoes in iestng to reatment
Ghana showed that using conventional criteria

SK Sarin

i i bt

g s 2
DNA raised eligihility tp §7%, Health system®
should stop SCArce TESOLIRCES provit
that people with Hepatitis B are not yet 51:
enough o reat. India will ﬂﬁ_!ﬂbﬂlﬂ[h |
by screening households of infected arf
treating most, and early. Developing i
own national cost-cifectiventss mpdel, usig
Indian prices, disease progression, adherenc
caneer costs, productivity, and procuremet
rates would help. ,

1 the Hepatitis Bvines [HBV) ls suppressa
the risk af transrissian 1o the family and clo¢
contacts is negligible. Ome's own risk of cirrhy
sis and liver cancer falls markedly. T1¥
changes expenditure from high-cost rece
eare for a small number of very sif
patients to bow-cost prevention d
tributed across a much larger popuk
thom, We, the doctors, present the i
dle: Physicians must stop being gas
keepers who certify when Hepatitisl
has caused enough damage. Thy
should become preventers wih
= ensure it never does.

We need to do a lot to reduce tF
stigrna of Hepatitis B, very often associated wis
HIV. We nevd to join the EMPATHY (Empowe
ing People Against Hepatitis) campaiz ¥
Physicians should explicitly state in certificat
and counselling that ordinary social ac
workplace contact does not spread HE S
They should challen inappropriag
employment exclusion, of procedierd,
and marrage-related misinformation. [ |

Treating the infecied showld be strongly s
plemented by protecting the next generatio,
HEV vaccine given at birth and followed b,
week 6, 10 and 14 can protect nearly eve
newbom. India has taken good strides in te
direction, but much more can be done. Evey 3
adult should also get this most economic
and effective vaccine. _

July 28 is Wiorld Hepatitis Day; this tme, 1§
being observed with the theme "Hepatitis: Lo
1z break it down™. We need to break the bary
ers, starting with social acceptance and dignk
for the infected, change in attiude of the phyt
clans to “Treat Most™, and supportive policies |
treatment and funding by the governmes,
Every single Hepatitis B death is a reminder §
our inept policies and delayed judgement
now. and, collectively to eliminate hepatitis

SK Sarim is professor af eminence, Inst
Liver and Biliary Sciences, New Delhi The vie
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