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Brief Report

Rational Heart Transplant From a Hepatitis C Donor:
New Antiviral Weapons Conquer the Trojan Horse
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ABSTRACT
Background: Donors with hepatitis C (HCV) viremia are rarely used for orthotopic heart transplantation
(HT) owing to post-transplantation risks. New highly effective HCV antivirals may alter the landscape.
Methods: An adult patient unsuitable for bridging mechanical support therapy accepted a heart transplant offer from a donor with HCV viremia. On daily logarithmic rise in HCV viral load and adequate titers
to ensure successful genotyping, once daily sofosbuvir (400 mg)–velpatasvir (100 mg) (Epclusa; Gilead)
was initiated empirically pending HCV genotype (genotype 3a confirmed after initiation of therapy).
Results: We report the kinetics of acute hepatitis C viremia and therapeutic response to treatment with a
new pangenotypic antiviral agent after donor-derived acute HCV infection transmitted incidentally with
successful cardiac transplantation to an HCV-negative recipient. Prompt resolution of viremia was noted
by the 1st week of a 12 week course of antiviral therapy. Sustained virologic remission continued beyond
12 weeks after completion of HCV therapy (SVR-12).
Conclusions: The availability of effective pangenotypic therapy for HCV may expand donor availability.
The feasibility of early versus late treatment of HCV remains to be determined through formalized protocols. We hypothesize pharmacoeconomics to be the greatest limitation to widespread availability of this
promising tool. (J Cardiac Fail 2017;23:765–767)
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Hearts from donors with hepatitis C virus (HCV) are underutilized for orthotopic heart transplantation (HT) owing
to post-transplantation risks,1 including increased recipient
mortality and coronary allograft vasculopathy.2,3 New highly
effective direct-acting antiviral agents (DAAs) that target multiple steps in the HCV replication life cycle4 could transform
cardiac transplant outcomes after donor-derived HCV
transmission.
Hepatitis C is an enveloped single-stranded RNA flavivirus
of ≥6 viral genotypes with >50 subtypes. Until recently, effective treatment of HCV, even in the general population,
required knowledge of viral genotype. Those treatment regimens with broader activity across genotypes required complex
tailoring (eg, addition of ribavirin, with potential drug interactions), and activity against HCV genotype 3 remained a
particular challenge. Although presence of HCV antibodies
and viremia assessed with the use of nucleic-acid testing (NAT)
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by means of polymerase chain reaction (PCR) are disclosed, genotype and viral titers are rarely available at the
time of organ allocation given the time constraints. Transplanting a heart laden with an unknown genotype of HCV
with the intention to deploy a DAA regimen to eradicate donorderived HCV infection after transplantation would have been
a daunting prospect until the advent of simpler therapies. Recently, an oral fixed-dose combination of sofosbuvir, a
nucleotide-analogue NS5B inhibitor, and velpatasvir, an NS5A
replication complex inhibitor, with pangenotypic activity
against all 6 major HCV genotypes, became commercially
available for chronic hepatitis C therapy.5
An HCV-seronegative adult female patient with biventricular
heart failure was deteriorating clinically while awaiting a heart
transplant at status 1A despite 2 inotropes, and was deemed
to be unsuitable for bridging biventricular mechanical circulatory support. Owing to her acute state, a net survival benefit
from cardiac transplantation was inferred, regardless of donor
HCV status, based on historical data.2 After discussion with
the patient, her family, and multiple subspecialty providers,
the restriction against hepatitis C viremic donors was removed.
A suitable transplant was received from a young donor positive for both HCV antibody and NAT. The donor HCV
genotype was unknown before transplantation, and the donor
sample sent for post-transplantation genotyping was exhausted by other tests, necessitating viral genotyping from
the recipient. The donor seroprofile demonstrated cleared wildtype hepatitis B infection (hepatitis B NAT negative, surface
antibody positive, total core antibody positive, and surface
antigen negative) and was HIV-1/2 negative according to both
serology and NAT, and cytomegalovirus (CMV) IgG seropositive, resulting in a high-risk CMV mismatch for the CMVseronegative recipient. Immunosuppression proceeded via
standard institutional protocol with the use of basiliximab and

corticosteroid induction, tacrolimus, and azathioprine substituted for mycophenolate owing to the CMV mismatch.
Valganciclovir (450 mg orally twice daily) and entecavir
(0.5 mg daily) were prescribed prophylactically for the 1st
6 months because of the donor CMV and hepatitis B
seroprofiles, respectively.
Hepatitis C viral RNA was undetectable through posttransplantation day 4, but on day 5 was detected below the
limits of quantification. Logarithmic rise in HCV viral load
ensued, with titers exceeding the threshold to ensure successful HCV viral genotyping from the recipient by day 13.
Once-daily sofosbuvir (400 mg)–velpatasvir (100 mg)
(Epclusa; Gilead) was then initiated empirically pending HCV
genotype. Viral titers fell promptly by post-transplantation day
14 and were consistently negative by post-transplantation day
23 (Fig. 1).
HCV genotype 3a was confirmed after initiation of HCV
therapy. The patient received 12 weeks of sofosbuvirvelpatasvir therapy (last dose on post-transplantation day 96),
and viral PCR remained negative after the subsequent 12
weeks, meeting the definition of sustained virologic response (SVR-12), the accepted end point in the hepatitis C
literature. Creatinine, hepatic function test, and white cell count
differentials were unremarkable on the conclusion of the antiHCV DAA therapy. The patient did not experience any serious
infection nor rejection episodes during the treatment period,
and remained free of donor-specific antibodies and hospitalization with SVR one year following heart transplant.
Although the contemporary standard of care in cardiac transplantation has been to decline offers from HCV NATpositive donors because of high risk of transmission to the
recipient, in this particular clinical case a cardiac allograft
from a hepatitis C viremic donor was transplanted based on
the best-interest standard, without knowledge of the HCV

Start of antiviral

Fig. 1. Early post-transplantation viral kinetics and response to pangenotypic sofosbuvir-velpatasvir direct-acting anti–hepatitis C virus (HCV)
therapy following cardiac donor–derived acute HCV genotype 3a transmission. Therapy was initiated on post-transplantation day 13.5 and
continued through day 96. Day 0 = day of transplantation. Arrow indicates start of sofosbuvir (400 mg)–velpatasvir (100 mg) oral directacting antiviral therapy). Open circle = undetectable HCV titer (log 0 is undefined, placed at 0 on y-axis for clarity); solid circle = detectable
viral titer but <15 IU/mL limit of quantification; diamond = quantifiable HCV titer. (Additional data not shown on graph are undetectable
titers on post-transplantation days 52, 60, 67, 73, 81, 88, 104, 111, 117, 131, 139, 145, 153, 165, 173, 180, 188, 265, 299, 328, and 354).
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genotype a priori and with a plan to institute a pangenotypic
agent. In contrast, active trials exploring hepatitis C therapy
to expand the use of renal transplant allografts from HCVviremic donors require prior knowledge of HCV genotype.
A prototypic trial limits donors to those infected with HCV
genotype 1, given the restricted genotypic coverage of
grazoprevir (100 mg)–elbasvir (50 mg) (Zepatier; Merck
Pharmaceuticals).6
The use of a lung allograft from a hepatitis C–positive donor
transplanted into a seronegative recipient has been reported.7
The HCV genotype was unknown until after transplantation, when it was determined to be genotype 1a, enabling the
use of ledipasvir-sofosbuvir. However, whereas HCV genotype 3 is responsible for <10% of hepatitis C infections in
the USA, it is more common in the donors becoming available as a consequence of the intravenous drug overdose
epidemic. The availability of a well tolerated pangenotypic
regimen was instrumental in ensuring eradication of the donorderived HCV genotype 3a in our patient and is a requisite
to enable optimal organ allocation if the safety of our strategy is confirmed on a larger scale.
The end-user cost of a 12-week course of direct antiviral
therapy for hepatitis C is ~$80,000–$100,000. Additionally,
FDA labeling for the DAA therapies include explicit approval for chronic HCV, without addressing acute HCV, leading
most insurers to deny requests for treatment for acute posttransplantation hepatitis C infection. Transplant centers that
might wish to apply this strategy on behalf of their patients
are encouraged to investigate pharmacoeconomic constraints. Insurers may be encouraged to permit access to this
HCV-positive donor pool to reduce the need for bridging mechanical support, which has its own attendant costs and risks.
Important management issues remain. Very early initiation of antiviral therapy may contribute to viral resistance if
postoperative nausea or gastrointestinal complications limit
the ability of the patient to tolerate oral therapy. The ideal
regimen should be cost-effective and minimize side-effects
and drug-drug interactions with coexisting immunosuppressants. Other donor or recipient factors add further complexity.
In the present case, azathioprine was used rather than
mycophenolate, because of the high-risk CMV mismatch, and
it is unknown if this selection facilitated the efficacy of
velpatasvir-sofosbuvir. Existing literature suggests that
mycophenolate may have increased the risk of long-term
adverse cardiac transplant outcomes after donor-derived HCV
transmitted at the time of cardiac transplantation in the past.3
It is unknown whether mycophenolate complicates outcomes after donor-derived HCV treatment with the use of
DAAs.
In conclusion, we have reported the kinetics of acute hepatitis C viremia and prompt therapeutic response to treatment
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with the use of a new anti-HCV pangenotypic DAA after acute
HCV genotype 3a infection transmitted knowingly with a
cardiac transplant in an HCV-seronegative recipient. The
pangenotypic sofosbuvir-velpatasvir anti-HCV regimen facilitated the successful allocation of an organ that would likely
have been discarded otherwise. The hepatitis C virions that
entered the transplant recipient with the transplanted heart were
conquered and the organ redeemed.
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