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Africa now free of wild poliovirus, but polio
threat remains

August 25 2020, by Cara Anna

In this Wednesday, April 24, 2013 file photo, a Somali baby receives a polio
vaccine at the Medina Maternal Child Health center in Mogadishu, Somalia.
Health authorities on Tuesday, Aug. 25, 2020 are expected to declare the African
continent free of the wild poliovirus after decades of effort, though cases of
vaccine-derived polio are still sparking outbreaks of the paralyzing disease in
more than a dozen countries. (AP Photo/Ben Curtis, File)
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Health authorities on Tuesday are expected to declare the African
continent free of the wild poliovirus after decades of effort, though
cases of vaccine-derived polio are still sparking outbreaks of the
paralyzing disease in more than a dozen countries.

The declaration would leave Pakistan and neighboring Afghanistan as
the only countries thought to still have the wild poliovirus, with
vaccination efforts against the highly infectious, water-borne disease
complicated by insecurity and attacks on health workers.

The announcement by the African Regional Certification Commission
for Polio Eradication comes after no cases have been reported for four
years. Polio once paralyzed some 75,000 children a year across Africa.

Health authorities see the declaration as a rare glint of good news in
Africa amid the coronavirus pandemic, an Ebola outbreak in western
Congo and the persistent deadly challenges of malaria, HIV and
tuberculosis.

The World Health Organization says it is just the second time a virus has
been eradicated in Africa, after the elimination of smallpox four decades
ago.

But sometimes patchy surveillance across the vast continent of 1.3
billion people raises the possibility that scattered cases of the wild
poliovirus still remain, undetected.

The final push to combat the wild poliovirus focused largely on northern
Nigeria, where the Boko Haram Islamic extremist group has carried out
a deadly insurgency for more than a decade. Health workers at times
carried out vaccinations on the margins of the insecurity, putting their
lives at risk.
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In this April 14, 2014 file photo, Hamamatou Harouna, 10, who lost the use of
her legs to polio, crawls to the restroom on the grounds of the Catholic Church
where she and hundreds of others found refuge after fleeing violence in her
village, in Carnot, Central African Republic. Health authorities on Tuesday, Aug.
25, 2020 are expected to declare the African continent free of the wild
poliovirus after decades of effort, though cases of vaccine-derived polio are still
sparking outbreaks of the paralyzing disease in more than a dozen countries. (AP
Photo/Jerome Delay, File)

Africa's last reported case of the wild poliovirus was in Nigeria in 2016.
The country a year earlier had been removed from the global list of polio-
endemic nations, a step toward being declared polio-free, but new cases
were then reported in children in the north—a stark example of the
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difficulties in combating the disease.

This new declaration doesn't mean Africa is polio-free. Cases remain of
the so-called vaccine-derived polio virus, which is a rare mutated form
of the weakened but live virus contained in the oral polio vaccine.

That mutated virus can spark crippling polio outbreaks, and 16 African
countries are currently experiencing one: Angola, Benin, Burkina Faso,
Cameroon, Central African Republic, Chad, Ivory Coast, Congo,
Ethiopia, Guinea, Ghana, Mali, Niger, Nigeria, Togo and Zambia.

Health authorities have warned that the coronavirus pandemic has
disrupted vaccination work in many countries across Africa, leaving
more children vulnerable to infection.
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In this Sunday, Aug. 28, 2016 file photo, health officials administer polio
vaccine to children at a camp for people displaced by Islamist extremists in
Maiduguri, Nigeria. Health authorities on Tuesday, Aug. 25, 2020 are expected
to declare the African continent free of the wild poliovirus after decades of
effort, though cases of vaccine-derived polio are still sparking outbreaks of the

paralyzing disease in more than a dozen countries. (AP Photo/Sunday Alamba,
File)

In this Sunday, Aug. 28, 2016 file photo, a health official administers a polio
vaccine to a child at a camp for people displaced by Islamist Extremists, in
Maiduguri, Nigeria. Health authorities on Tuesday, Aug. 25, 2020 are expected
to declare the African continent free of the wild poliovirus after decades of
effort, though cases of vaccine-derived polio are still sparking outbreaks of the
paralyzing disease in more than a dozen countries. (AP Photo/Sunday Alamba,
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File)

In April, WHO and its partners reluctantly recommended a temporary
halt to mass polio immunization campaigns, recognizing the move could
lead to a resurgence of the disease. In May, they reported that 46
campaigns to vaccinate children against polio had been suspended in 38
countries, mostly in Africa, as a result of the coronavirus pandemic.

Eradicating polio requires more than 90% of children being immunized,
typically in mass campaigns involving millions of health workers that
would break social distancing guidelines needed to stop the spread of
COVID-19.

Health officials had initially aimed to wipe out polio by 2000, a deadline
repeatedly pushed back and missed. Even now in northeastern Nigeria,
thousands of children remain out of reach of health workers carrying out
vaccinations.

© 2020 The Associated Press. All rights reserved. This material may not
be published, broadcast, rewritten or redistributed without permission.
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