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The end of smallpox-but for WHO it is only the 
end of the beginning. It has been said that if we 
had known beforehand "the heart-aches and the 
thousand natural shocks" that awaited us, we 

would never have undertaken the smallpox eradication 
programme. Yet no one drew back, neither the leaders of 
governments, nor the hundreds of thousands of national 
field workers, nor the small WHO army of international med
ical and technical officers that went forward like a bright 
spearhead in country after country against this vicious foe. 

For many of those people, the battle against smallpox 
may prove to be the most significant and uplifting event of 
their lives. The elements that contributed to final victory are 
discussed by the men and women, veterans of the campaign, 
who have written the articles for this special commemora
tive issue of World Health. Those contributors include scien
tists, public health experts, epidemiologists, managers. Each 
of them approaches the subject in a slightly different 
way: leadership, evolving strategy and tactics, effective 
deployment of scarce resources, active search, accurate case 
reporting, watertight containment of outbreaks, close sur
veillance, unstinting administrative backup and round-the
clock laboratory support. What is common to all is a sense of 
fulfilment, pride of participation in what can justly be 
called a noble and historic endeavour. 

Victory over smallpox has implications that go far beyond 
the individuals directly concerned, however. It reasserts our 
ability to change the world around us for the better, through 
mutual collaboration and mobilization of resources, allied 
to human energies and the will to succeed. It comes like a 
freshening wind for a vessel too long becalmed, creating 
hopeful new impetus as we set our course towards Health 
for All by the Year 2000. 

The present realities of the Third World are simply unac
ceptable. There is little joy in life nor any kind of justice for 
a child condemned to disease or early death because of the 
accident of birth in a developing country. Nor is there any 
rationale that can defend a system that continues to with
hold the gift of health and care from nine-tenths of a 
nation's population. Smallpox eradication is a sign, a token 
of what can be achieved in breaking out of the cycle of 
ill-health, disease and poverty. It comes as a glimpse into 
the future, an intimation of a viable new order of things, 
in which world health, meaning health for the world, will 
have central significance in an upward spiral of economic 
and social progress. • 
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SMALLPOX IS DEAD! 

October 1979: Jubilant young Kenyans pe1jorm a dance of triumph in Nairobi 
at the ceremony marking the end of smallpox in all Africa. ( Photo WHO) 
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. 1974 . 1976 0 1977 0 1978 

D Official statement of freedom from smallpoK for two or more years received 1978 - 1979 

How the seal was set on eradication 

Countries reporting smallpox cases in 1967 


