132-A County Road 84

Santa Fe, NM  87506

Senator Peter Domenici

328 Hart Office Building

Washington, DC 20510

Dear Senator Peter Domenici,
Thank you so much for coming to the ECHO teleconference this week. I’m sure Dr. Arora has told you about the project. I wanted to let you know what the project has meant to my patients and me.

I practice in Española, in a community health center. Most of my patients are poor, and many do not have health insurance. As you know, there is a large problem with IV drugs in the community, and we have a huge population with hepatitis C. Up until the ECHO project came along, all I could offer most of them was some general health advice and vaccinations against hepatitis A and B. 

I see someone die from the long-term effects of hepatitis C every 3-4 months. Since there is treatment available for the disease, it was very frustrating to me not to be able to offer it to my patients. However, treatment was simply out of reach for most of my patients, and not only from a financial standpoint. For many of them, having to drive to Santa Fe or Albuquerque once a month was too much. 

Being able to offer the treatment program here locally has been wonderful. Currently, we have 10 patients on treatment, with an 11th who just completed treatment, having successfully cleared the virus. We have a half dozen more who are about ready to start, and dozens more who have been evaluated and are making changes to their lives so that they can be treated as well.

However, the patients who are successfully treated are only part of the success story in my view. In addition to treatment, we have also been able to get many, many patients with hepatitis C to come see a doctor who might not otherwise. This has, in my view, been the greatest success of the program. Patients with hepatitis C are often a somewhat marginalized group of people. Many of them have a history of substance abuse or are currently abusing. Often, they are very embarrassed about having hepatitis C. It is often very difficult to get them to come to the doctor. Because of our program, we have gotten a huge group of patients to come in and establish primary care with us. Some of these patients may never be eligible for treatment, but even without treatment, I consider them to be part of the success story of the ECHO project.  Every one of them is someone who needs a primary care provider, and because of ECHO, they have realized they can come to the doctor without shame.

In addition, I can think of at least 4 patients in our practice, and I am sure there are more, who have quit drinking or using drugs just so that they can be treated for hepatitis C. As you know, substance abuse is a huge problem in northern New Mexico. It can be extremely difficult to get substance users to stop their habits. I have been astounded what a powerful motivator being treated for hepatitis C has been for our patients. The ECHO project gives patients two strong incentives to give up their alcohol or drug use: 1) It gives them hope. Many of these people have had no hope for anything getting better. When they realize they can actually be cured of a deadly disease, it turns things around. 2) It gives them someone (a health-care provider) who cares for them.

The benefits of the ECHO project are not only for the patients, though. I have also gotten several things from it personally. One of the problems with rural practice is a sense of stagnation. It is hard to learn new things and keep up. With the ECHO project, I have been able to learn a huge amount about a disease that I see every day. I feel a sense of pride that I am actually at the forefront of knowledge about hepatitis C. When I first met Dr. Arora, my comment on the program at the time was that in medical school, it is all learning and no actual work, and being an actual practitioner is all work and no learning. I don’t think either is the proper balance for physicians, who are, by our very nature, people who want to work and learn both. ECHO has been an enjoyable way for me to extend my learning.

One other benefit of the program has been the chance to get to know several specialists. One problem in rural health care is that there are often no specialists immediately available. The ECHO project has introduced me to a gastroenterologist, a psychiatrist, and an infectious disease specialist who I have been able to call for help with patients other than hepatitis C.

The ECHO project has been a huge success for us here in Española. Anything that you could do to help expand the program nationally would be a boon for healthcare.

Yours truly,
Leslie Hayes, MD

