Hepatitis C Elimination Program in Georgia

Hepatitis C virus (HCV) infection is a major public health burden in many parts of the world, including Georgia. Georgia is a middle-income country with a population of 3.7 million people. According to the population-based seroprevalence survey
 of 2015 an estimated 7.7% of Georgian population were living with hepatitis C virus (HCV) and the prevalence of active disease was 5.4%. Interferon-based treatment options were complex and poorly tolerated.
Recognizing a growing HCV burden, financial barriers for population to receive modern treatment regimens and expensive medications, the Government of Georgia stepped up its efforts to combat this extremely dangerous public health threat through elimination of Hepatitis C in the whole country and started intensive negotiations with different stakeholders. As a result, in 2015, after fruitful collaboration with WHO, US Centers for Disease Control and Public Health, Pharmaceutical Company Gilead Science Int. an unprecedented HCV Elimination Program was launched, which had positive reflection from the international partners and scientific society. 

The program initially was focused on treatment of HCV patients with severe liver disease with new curative drugs provided by the pharmaceutical company Gilead Science Inc. free of charge. Since 2016, after expansion of the program, it gradually covered all HCV patients. The treatment is provided according to the national protocols and guidelines, combined with effective prevention measures and affordable diagnostics, (Georgia has high-tech diagnostic methods for initiation of treatment, including methods of molecular diagnostics, such as: qualitative and quantitative PCR, HCV genotyping, etc. In addition, non-invasive methods for evaluation of liver fibrosis/cirrhosis, including liver Elastography is also available) necessary infrastructure, logistics and human resources for the management of hepatitis C.  

Starting with 4 service providers in 2015, currently, 32 service centers in different cities (including 1 center in penitentiary system) are providing diagnostic and treatment services to program beneficiaries.
Since the launch of the program in 2015 through December 2017 more then 43 000 out of registered patients have started treatment with sofosbuvir, sofosburiv/ledipasvir-based treatment regimens and more than 37 900 patients completed treatment. SVR was achieved in 98% cases. 
Through universal access to HCV diagnostics and treatment, HCV burden in Georgia is gradually being eliminated. Beyond its immediate public health impact in Georgia, the HCV elimination program serves as a model for other countries by generating valuable data to support the implementation of elimination programs in other parts of the world. 
In 2016, the World Health Assembly endorsed the Draft Global Health Sector Strategies
 for hepatitis prevention that includes goals for the elimination of hepatitis C as a public health threat by 2030, with interim measures by 2020. Georgia’s HCV elimination program model could provide important lessons for the future initiatives to control HCV infection worldwide, particularly as testing is simplified, treatment becomes more affordable, and more countries seek to address the growing prevalence of HCV infection. 

The project itself is the best example of the successful public-private partnership, developed in close cooperation between the governmental institutions and pharmaceutical company.
In 2014, with support of US CDC Technical Advisory Group (TAG) of international experts was established, which aims to evaluate HCV program implementation, achievements, challenges and provide recommendations to the Ministry of Labour, Health and Social Affairs of Georgia in annual meetings.
Georgia was awarded the title of NOhep Visionary for the European Region at the World Hepatitis Summit in Sao Paulo, Brazil, on November 1st, 2017. The NOhep Visionaries Programme is a global campaign which engages governments to scale‐up successful approaches to elimination and share key learnings, accelerating progress towards eliminating viral hepatitis by 2030.

To achieve HCV elimination goal, Georgia set forth the following 2020 targets
: a) identifying 90% of HCV-infected persons; b) treating 95% of people with chronic HCV infection; and c) curing 95% of persons treated of their HCV infection. To maintain the progress and reach the ultimate goal towards HCV elimination, the Ministry of Labour, Health and Social Affairs of Georgia continues its commitment to promote awareness raising of Hepatitis C virus, increase population coverage by HCV screening and diagnostics, ensure geographical accessibility and linkage to care in order to eventually improve treatment uptake with high cure rates within the national hepatitis C elimination program.
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