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HEALTH HIGHLIGHTS

On December 9,1979....
The World Health Organization confirmed the

eradication of the smallpox disease.

December 9, 2022, marks the 43rd anniversary of this
historic milestone. Smallpox is one of just two diseases
ever to be declared eradicated.

Smallpox is an acute contagious disease caused by the variola virus,
a member of the orthopoxvirus family. It was one of the most dev-
astating diseases known to humanity and caused millions of deaths
before it was eradicated. It is believed to have existed for at least

3000 years.
The World Health Organization (WHO) launched an intensified

plan to eradicate smallpox in 1967. Widespread immunization and
surveillance were conducted around the world for several years.

The last known natural case was in Somalia in 1977. On December
9, 1979, the WHO confirmed the disease to be eradicated. Five
months later, in May 1980, the 33rd World Health Assembly issued

its official declaration of smallpox eradication.

The successful smallpox eradication program yielded vital knowl-

edge and tools for the field of disease surveillance, the benefits of

ring vaccination, and the importance of health promotion in fight-
ing diseases such as poliomyelitis and the Ebola virus. It also laid
the foundation for more robust national immunization programs
worldwide, underpinning the establishment of primary health care
in many countries and creating momentum toward universal health

coverage.

The period since eradication has been defined by a lengthy and
complex debate focused on the destruction of the last remain-

ing stocks of live variola virus. In 1996, at the 49th World Health
Assembly, member states decided to have this stock destroyed in
June 1999, and only to allow small samples to be kept for research
purposes at two designated secure laboratories — one in the United
States and one in the Russian Federation. The existing stocks of
variola virus are used for further essential research, which is over-
seen by the Advisory Committee for Variola Virus Research. This

group meets on an annual basis.

Courtesy of the World Health Organization




