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Plain English summary

The hepatitis C virus can live in the body for a long time without making people obviously unwell,
but still doing silent damage, particularly to the liver. New drugs taken by mouth can cure hepatitis

C virus (i.e. remove the virus completely from the body) after 8–12 weeks’ treatment; however, these
drugs are expensive. Almost all (95%) of people are cured by 8–12 weeks’ treatment, suggesting that
many may get more treatment than they need to cure the infection. A drug called ribavirin improves
cure rates when given along with other treatments, but we do not know whether or not it might also
still be useful with shorter courses of new oral drugs.

The aim of the STOP-HCV-1 (Stratified Treatment OPtimisation for HCV-1) trial was to compare the
number of patients cured by two strategies of short-course treatment (either of 4–7 weeks’ variable
duration or of 8 weeks’ fixed duration) followed by 12 weeks of retreatment in those not cured by
initial therapy. In total, 202 patients from the UK aged ≥ 18 years participated.

Everyone who took part was cured of hepatitis C virus on either their first or second treatment course.
However, more people who were initially treated for 8 weeks were cured by this first course of
treatment (91%) (i.e. more than those who were initially treated for a shorter time). Cure rates
were also much higher when treatment varied between 4 and 7 weeks (72% cured) rather than
between 4 and 6 weeks (36%), despite the fact that, on average, drug treatment lasted only one
more week. Ribavirin did not increase the cure rate of initial treatment, but it did reduce the chances
of the virus becoming resistant. Side effects were rare on all the treatments. Those who suppressed
their virus very early on were all cured regardless of the duration of their therapy.
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