






THE SECRETARY OF HEALTH AND HUMAN SERVICES 


WASHINGTON, D.C. 20201 


December 20,2010 

The Honorable Henry C. "Hank" Johnson 
House of Representatives 
Washington, D.C. 20515 

Dear Representative Johnson: 

Thank you for your letter dated October 22, 2010, in which you expressed concern about the 
burden of viral hepatitis in the United States. The issues you raise are important, and the 
Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) remains committed to this important health 
topic. I also wanted to address your concern that viral hepatitis was not included in the Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention's (CDC) set of "winnable battles." 

CDC's choice of winnable battles that are leading causes of death or disability does not in any 
way decrease the attention or priority given to other issues such as hepatitis. CDC's mission is to 
protect health and promote quality of life through the prevention and control of disease, injury, 
and disability. CDC staff will continue their work across a wide range of critically important 
public health issues, including viral hepatitis, with a focus on achieving broad health impacts and 
the elimination of health disparities. 

Additionally, as you may know, CDC supports Adult Viral Hepatitis Prevention Coordinators in 
state and local health departments. As part of this effort, CDC provides the technical expertise 
necessary for the management and coordination of activities directed toward the prevention of 
viral hepatitis infections, and the integration of viral hepatitis services. For example, services 
include screening of persons at risk for infection, vaccinating those who are susceptible to 
infection, and referring to medical care those who are infected. CDC is also an advocate for 
immunization programs for hepatitis A virus (HAV) and hepatitis B virus (HBV) and champions 
perinatal hepatitis B prevention programs to eliminate mother-to-child transmission of HBV. 
Furthermore, CDC recommends the development of community education programs directed to 
communities experiencing health disparities related to viral hepatitis, and education of health 
professionals to improve delivery of recommended viral hepatitis prevention, diagnosis, 
management, and treatment. To guide prevention of viral hepatitis, CDC collects data to monitor 
emergence of new infections, rapidly detect disease outbreaks, and identify and facilitate referral 
of persons with viral hepatitis for appropriate care and treatment. Lastly, CDC studies and 
evaluates new tools and strategies to improve the effectiveness of viral hepatitis prevention 
programs. 
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I share your concern about the large and increasing disease burden of viral hepatitis and the large 
number of people who remain unaware of their infection and the ongoing transmission that puts 
other Americans at risk. Disparities in liver cancer and other diseases caused by viral hepatitis 
represent major health disparities, especially for African Americans and Asian 
Americans/Pacific Islanders. I also am aware of the Institute of Medicine (10M) report, 
Hepatitis and Liver Cancer: a National Strategy for Prevention and Control ofHepatitis B and C. 
This 10M report focuses new and deserved attention on viral hepatitis as a public health issue. It 
also presents specific recommendations for improving disease surveillance, increasing public 
awareness, and directing delivery of viral hepatitis prevention and care services. 

In response to this 10M report, I directed Dr. Howard Koh, Assistant Secretary for Health, to 
convene an interagency working group of subject experts to determine how to best respond to 
these recommendations. The working group has been tasked with identifying the highest 
priorities for addressing the viral hepatitis epidemic in this country as well as the disease and 
death that it causes. To that end, the working group has assembled expert panels to develop a 
HHS Action Plan on Viral Hepatitis. CDC and other departmental staff are actively engaged in 
developing the plan. The planning process has been inclusive, incorporating feedback from HHS 
subject matter experts, as well as input solicited from other government agencies and non­
governmental organizations. 

I look forward to the group's findings and recommendations about how the Department can best 
move forward to meet the challenges that viral hepatitis presents to our nation. I also welcome 
the opportunity to have HHS leaders, including CDC, brief you and other members of Congress 
on how HHS is addressing the epidemic ofviral hepatitis. 

I appreciate your interest and support and hope this information is helpfuL Thank you for your 
continued leadership on this important issue. I will also provide this response to the cosigners of 
your letter. 

~~ 
Kathleen Sebelius 
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