
    POLIO (poliomyelitis) eradication was
partly inspired by the success of eradication
of smallpox and declaring the world free
from smallpox in 1979, two years after the
last naturally occurring smallpox case of
23 year old Alie Maalin of Somalia on 22
October 1977. The last two cases of
smallpox occurred in Birmingham,
England, in 1978 after the smallpox virus
escaped from a laboratory.

Polio disease
    Polio is a highly infectious disease
caused by the poliovirus. This disease
causes paralysis and can strike at any age,
but affects children under the age of three
years where 50% - 70% occur. However,
any person without any immunity to polio
may be affected. Infection with any one
of the three related enterovirues: poliovirus
type 1, type 2 or type 3, usually enters the
mouth and then multiplies inside the throat
and intestines. The incubation period is
between 3 - 35 days with initial signs and
symptoms of polio include fever, fatigue,
headache, vomiting, constipation (or less
commonly diarrhoea), neck stiffness and
pain in the limbs and sudden flaccid
paralysis termed acute flaccid paralysis
(AFP). The poliovirus then enters the
bloodstream and invades the central
nervous system and destroys the motor
neurons that activate muscles.

  Polio paralysis is almost always
irreversible. In most severe cases, the
poliovirus attacks the motor neurons of the
brain stem, reducing breathing capacity
and causing difficulty in swallowing and
speaking. Without adequate respiratory
support, this form of polio, called bulbar
polio, and could be fatal. Polio cannot be
cured but it can be prevented with five
doses of Oral Polio Vaccine (OPV) that
will protect a child for life.

History of the development of polio
vaccine

   By 2006 according to World Health
Organization (WHO) reported only 4 polio-
endemic countries (i.e. Afghanistan,
Nigeria, Pakistan & India). This has been
a phenomenal achievement towards the
eradication of polio. In 1988 when it was
estimated that 1,000 children were infected
daily with polio, globally as compared to
less than 2,000 polio cases reported for the
entire year of 2008. This was made possible
by Dr Jonas Salk in 1954, as the result of
his development of the first polio vaccine,

an injectable inactivated (killed) polio
vaccine (IPV). This vaccine was further
improved upon by Dr Abert Sabin who in
1961 developed the ‘live’ oral vaccine
against polio (OPV), which soon became
the vaccine of choice for national
immunization programmes globally.
Today, the world stands on the brink of
eradicating polio - a gift of the people of
the 20th century to the children of the 21st
century. This Global Polio Eradication
Initiative (the largest public health initiative
the world has ever known) is aimed at
ensuring that no child will ever again know
the crippling effects of polio.

Rationale for polio eradication
   The eradication of smallpox is regarded
as one of the greatest public health
interventions in the history medicine and
hence in 1988 the World Health
Organization (WHO), Rotary International,
United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF)
and US Centres for Disease Control and
Prevention (CDC)’s passed a resolution
for the Global Polio Eradication Initiative
to eradicated polio by 2000 and later
changed it to 2005. The updated strategic
plan for 2004–2008 expects to achieve
global polio eradication by interrupting
poliovirus transmission, using the strategies
of routine immunization, supplementary
immunization campaigns, and surveillance
of possible polio outbreaks.

    Polio can be eradicated for the following
reasons:
• Eradication of Smallpox was achieved
• Polio affects only humans, there is no
animal reservoir
• Availability of an effective, safe and
inexpensive vaccine
• No long term carrier state exists
• Immunity is life long
• The poliovirus survives only for a short
time in the environment outside the human
body.

Success of global polio eradication
initiative

   The following world regions have already
been declared polio free:
• Americas in 1994
• Indo-West Pacific region in 1997
• Europe in 1998
• Western Pacific region including China
in 2000

Global strategies for polio erradication
•  High routine coverage with oral polio

vaccine (OPV):
• The World Health Organisation (WHO)
target is >80% of OPV3 and South Africa
set a target of 90%
• Mass immunisation campaigns: Mass
polio immunisation campaigns are
conducted to rapidly interrupt possible
chains of polio transmission.
• All children 0-59 months of age,
irrespective of their immunisation history
are immunised with two doses of OPV
during two rounds
• “Mopping-up” campaigns:  Mopping-
up is the house-to-house vaccination of all
children 0-59 months within a high-risk
geographic area or population with two
doses of OPV, regardless of previous
immunisation history.
• High Quality AFP surveillance: The
primary purpose of AFP surveillance is to:
: Find / detect cases of polio due to wild
poliovirus if they were to occur and
: Show that if cases with wild polioviruses
existed, they would be detected.

Polio status in South Africa
   Progress made in South Africa is as
follows:
• The last laboratory confirmed case of

polio was in 1989
• Acute Flaccid Paralysis (AFP) has been
notifiable since 1994
• Case investigation surveillance was
instituted in 1995
• Ongoing national polio immunisation
campaigns were conducted in South Africa

   All children less than 5 months,
irrespective of their immunisation history
should be immunised with OPV.

What next after eradicating polio?
    With the intensification of the WHO-
UNAIDS HIV Vaccine Initiative to
promote, the development and facilitate
the evaluation as well as address the future
availability of preventive HIV vaccine, the
day will soon dawn for the campaign for
the eradication of HIV/AIDS (like that of
Smallpox and Polio) which could be easily
administered (like Oral Polio Vaccine). If
this does not occur in our generation, at
the very least we should strive towards this
goal to be achieved in the generation of
our grand children or our great
grandchildren.

Towards the 21st century conquest of
Polio eradication
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