
When I was a boy, my father always used to 

say

if you don’t have something worthwhile to 

say, it is better to say nothing at all.
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Or sometimes he would say

Do not speak unless it improves on silence.

I think that you may find what I have to tell 

you today would keep my dad happy.
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This is a question that people often ask 

during question time, after I speak to clubs 

and community groups about polio
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herd immunity means there are not enough 

hosts for the virus to keep spreading

But Australia’s level of vaccination is still 

much lower than most advanced economies 

— not even in the top half of ALL countries
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But 

if the virus re-enters Australia, 

or if unvaccinated people travel to infected 

countries

they can still contract the disease
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But the level of vaccination in Australia 

varies considerably
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Has anybody in the audience ever been to 

Queensland’s Sunshine Coast?

At 83.1% coverage, they could have a 

localised outbreak

And it gets worse…

The level of vaccination in the city of 

Sydney would put it in the bottom 30 

countries worldwide

And the North Coast of NSW is in the 

bottom ten countries!!
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NOW…

What are the top three priorities in the 

GPEI’s fight against polio?
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over the past year or two, the polio 

landscape in Africa has received HUGE 

effort and a dramatic change in political will.

It has paid off.

It is way too early to say the disease has 

been beaten there but the signs are 

outstanding.

But the risks are formidable. 
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Rotary’s lead person in the polio fight in 

Nigeria summarises it well.
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And a large part of the need to be vigilant is 

six and half thousand km away…

in Pakistan — where the poliovirus is 

making its last stand.
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The Independent Monitoring Board is one of 

the key groups advising Rotary and our 

partners on how we are travelling in this 

fight.

They summarise the situation in Pakistan in 

six words — “Pakistan’s polio program is a 

disaster”

Pakistan is now the only country that 

‘exports’ the virus to other countries.
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I have grouped Pakistan and Afghanistan 

together because essentially the cases in 

Afghanistan are actually attributable to 

Pakistan, through cross-border movements.

(And it is worth noting that it is not Pakistan

that has been the war zone.)
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There is no doubt that the challenges in 

Pakistan are enormous, particularly in the 

more remote areas of the northwest (but 

also in the huge coastal city of Karachi)

Some tribal and religious leaders seem 

perfectly willing to sacrifice their children for 

political advantage

An often used way of assassinating polio 

workers is an armed pillion on a motor bike 

(rapid escape through crowded streets)

SCORES of polio workers have been 

assassinated
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(‘Haram’ — ‘forbidden’)
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The key point is that NOT ONE of these 

issues is unique to Pakistan.

The contrast with neighbouring Afghanistan 

(a war zone!) is stark.

The tone of government statements has 

been overwhelmingly one of EXCUSES, 

not action.

(‘Halal’ — ‘not forbidden’)
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Last May, WHO declared the situation with 

polio a ‘Public Health Emergency of 

International Concern’.

Pakistan’s response included the formation 

of an ‘Emergency Operations Centre’.

However its convoluted structure, 

seemingly designed to appease factional 

interests, was described by the IMB as a 

‘masterpiece of obscurity’.
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There is no disputing that the political 

situation in Pakistan is very complex.

Many parts of the country have very high 

levels of autonomy.

But again… we have seen this time and 

again in other countries.

18



This outstanding result was basically a 

byproduct of an effort by the government to 

reassert control in some remote areas.  As 

people fled, ahead of this operation, vaccination 

teams had been put in place at transit points.

When they returned home, the (live) oral vaccine 

was transmitted via the same vector (foecal-oral) 

to other children who had not fled, effectively 

vaccinating them too!!
Source for 1.7 million previously inaccessible:

http://www.dailytimes.com.pk/national/09-Feb-2015/27-projects-worth-rs-28-85bn-

launched-to-promote-industrial-sector

Note however, Imran Khan (Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf, PTI) says that “children residing 

at the border were not vaccinated and since the province had accommodated 2.2 million 

temporarily dislocated persons (TDPs), 0.3 million out which were children; majority of 

the children were not immunised.”  — unclear whether these children are included in the 

1.7 million.  see http://www.geo.tv/article-174985-Imran-joins-hands-with-federal-govt-

against-polio
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In the first months of 2015, the Pakistani 

authorities have (finally!!) become 

extremely active.

Peshawar is one of the key problem areas.

Many of these children had had no 

opportunity to be vaccinated since June 

2011.

An extremely important campaign.
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Until these last remnants of the disease are 

mopped up, vaccination programs 

EVERYWHERE must continue unabated.

So there are ZERO cost savings until the 

job is finished.

We need to continue our fundraising.

And this will become increasingly 

challenging during the three years of 

continued vaccination required after the last 

case — to make absolutely certain there 

are no hidden remnants.

22



It is exactly 30 years  since the formation of 

the GPEI.  

We are the Rotarians who will be able to 

say:   “we finished the job”

I’m hoping that the information I’ve passed 

on today will empower you and your clubs 

to make it happen.

Finally, success is within reach 
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