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THE CO-ORDINATING ROLE OF WHO IN POLIOMYELITIS RESEARCH 

In resolution EB13.R6 the Executive Board requested the Director-General to 
report to' the fourteenth session of the Board on the co-ordinating role of WHO 
'in poliomyelitis research. 

1. Introduction 

The World Health Assembly in resolution WHA2.19, recognizing the need for 
continuous application of research in many problems, the solution of which may 
be found essential for the prevention of disease, laid down the following guiding 
principles to be applied in the organization of research under the auspices of WHO. 

”1. Research and co-ordination of research are essential functions of the 
World Health Organization. 

2. First priority should be given to research directly relating to the 
programmes of the World Health Organization. 

3- Research should be supported in existing instititutions and should form � 
part of the duties of field teams supported by the World Health 
Organization. 

红. All locally supported research should be so directed as to encourage 
assumption of responsibility for its continuance by local -agencies 
where indicated• 

5- The World Health Organization' should not consider at the present time 
the establishment, under its own auspices, of international research 
institutions." 

At the request of the Fourth World Health Assembly (resolution WH/U.26) the 
Executive Board reviewed the policy of the Organization in respect of the co-
ordination and promotion of scientific research in the field of health and 
(resolution EB8.R34) emphasized that %such co-ordination and promotion through 
existing research institutes and organizations is a very satisfactory and valuable 



method of giving the World Health Organization and health administrations the full 
benefit of research in handling their health problems, and of accelerating 
discoveries that are of benefit to the people of all countries; recognized, 
further, that expert advisory panels and committees play a major role in advising 
the Organization and the health administrations as to methods of prevention and 
control nov available to meet these needs, and a no less important role in continually 
improving these methods by research； approved the Organization^ present policy 
of co-ordinating, promoting and assisting， within budgetary limitations, the research 
recommended by expert committees; and, finally, called on the Director-General to 
investigate the possibility of assisting and encouraging freer communication between 
national research centres• 

2. The Purpose of International Research on Poliomyelitis 

The purpose of the research to be encouraged by WHO through co-operation 
with national authorities is to obtain information on and a better understanding 
of those aspects of poliomyelitis which affect the eventual successful application 
of control measures, including vaccination, which are now under development. 

For example, the experience accumulated by WHO in vaccination and other 
large-scale programmes has shown that difficulties arise from the transfer of 
techniques suitable for one area under certain epidemiological conditions to 
other areas where other conditions prevail. This experience will be utilized 
in an effort to avoid similar difficulties in the eventual application of control 
measures against poliomyelitis. The role of WHO in this connexion, as in more 
fundamental research, will be to facilitate and co-ordinate research undertaken 
by national and local services and institutions wherever international aspects 
appear. When a new control method has been developed to the stage of practical 
application, WHO will be able to assist and encourage scientifically designed 
national field trials under various epidemiological conditions to evaluate the 
real usefulness of the method and the best mode of application. 
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Ъ• Co-ordination of Research 

There are a number of subjects related to the study of poliomyelitis in which 
international co-ordination through WHO is now an important requirement. In this 
general account these can only be indicated in outline. 

(a) Statistical Information 

The definition of the extent and nature of poliomyelitis as a world, regional 
or national problem will depend upon national records of clinical cases as well as 
on knowledge of the distribution of the infective organism. 

WHO is already actively developing the improvement of national mortality and 
morbidity records, hospital statistics, etc. This work will contribute to a 
better knowledge of the general character of poliomyelitis as it does of all 
conditions affecting human health. 

The need for improved records in one aspect of poliomyelitis has already been 
emphasized in the resolution of the Third World Health Assembly WHA3.21 urging 
national health administrations to state separately the number of paretic cases and 
of non-paretic cases when reporting on poliomyelitis. Records of the age incidence 
of the disease should also be accumulated, since a change in age incidence reflects 
the trend of poliomyelitis within a country. 

(b) Epidemiological Studies 

Much epidemiological knowledge of the form, distribution^ prevalence and 
trend of poliomyelitis, and its relationship with such factors as climate, season, 
social and economic factors, etc. will come from the accumulation of the better 
and fuller statistical records referred to above. However, many problems will 
require particular co-ordinated studies -with laboratory support in appropriate 
cases, including local surveys - clinical, serological, virological, etc. Indeed, 
it is to such co-ordinated epidemiological work in various regions anâ communities 
that the most promise exists for determining the mode of spread, the reasons for 
the occurrence of clinical cases, etc. However, the general studies and the 
particular surveys constitute merely complementary parts of a common international 
programme. 
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(c) Field Studies 

A special epidemiological problem is associated with determining the efficacy 
of proposed preventive measures. They will generally need testing in different 
circumstances. Normally such field work will be undertaken by individual national 
services and institutions. However, there is a place for co-ordination of the 
design of such studies, and for a comparison of the results achieved in the 
different countries. Problems arise in preventive work, not only in the actual 
technical medical work (vaccines, etc.) but in the associated administrative 
arrangements in applying techniques in practice. There is a need to make results 
of such practice generally available to national health services. 

(d) Laboratory Investigations 

The Third World Health Assembly (resolution WHA5.21) recommended the establish 
ment of an Expert Committee on Poliomyelitis to co-ordinate research with a view 
to obtaining the information necessary to specify eventually effective preventive 

1 
measures. Accordingly, the Expert Committee in its first report made certain 
recommendations for further research and future developments with the purpose of 
finding solutions to the many unanswered problems in human poliomyelitis, which 
are urgently needed for the intelligent application of the methods' of control now 

• \ : . . . under intensive development, particularly active immunization. 
Since many of the recommended epidemiological studies are based on laboratory 

investigations and the laboratory studies cannot be carried out without extension 
of the available laboratory facilities, either because a country may have no 
laboratory capable of undertaking the work； or may have no laboratory able at 
present to employ the most advanced techniques, the Committee recommended that, 
as an interim measure, laboratories chosen from among the research laboratories of 
scientific institutes experienced in the necessary techniques should be designated 
as Regional Laboratories. 

1 Wld Hlth Org, techn. Rep. Ser. 195沁 §1 



The duties of a Regional Laboratory 

The principal task of a national laboratory named as tte Regional Laboratory 
will be to identify, type and further study poliomyelitis viruses and unidentified 
viruses isolated from stools in all parts of its region. To ensure region-wide 
coverage it was recommended that the Regional Laboratory should undertake the 
examination of limited numbers of specimens (stools and post-mortem material) from 
countries in its region where there are as yet no such facilities• These 
examinations would be undertaken for research purposes only, and not for routine 
diagnosis, in order to obtain information as to the type and other characteristics 
of the viruses present in these countries which would otherwise be unobtainable. 

The second task of the Regional Laboratory will be the preparation and 
distribution of limited quantities of standard strains of poliomyelitis virus and 
type specific antisera to national laboratories working in this field. The 
preparation of such standard reagents requires considerable technical skill as 
well as laboratory accommodation for experimental animals on a scale not available 
in many national laboratories. Their provision will therefore enable more national 
laboratories to undertake work on poliomyelitis, as well as going a long way to 
securing comparability of the results• National laboratories.will thus be able to 
use the latest and relatively inexpensive tissue culture techniques, without a 
large expenditure on laboratory animals for the preparation of the essential 
reagents. 

The third task of the Regional Laboratory will be the training of virologists 
in the new tissue culture techniques. It was the opinion of the Expert Committee 
that, while these techniques are fundamentally not difficult, in practice there are 
many technical details which have a profound effect on the results obtained. A 
virologist starting to use these techniques would therefore achieve success much 
more rapidly after a short period of study in a laboratory already experienced in 
this work than he would if he endeavoured to overcome the difficulties he would 
inevitably meet by the usual process of trial and error• 



The role of the Regional Laboratory in co-ordination of research 

The strains of virus isolated by a Regional Laboratory will be made freely 
available to the other Regional Laboratories and, on request， to other national 
research laboratories, so that comparative studies may be undertaken by various 
techniques of strains isolated in all parts of the world• The laboratories to 
which strains are supplied will be asked to submit a report to WHO as soon as 
possible after the completion of a study. This will be circulated to co-operating 
laboratories^ with due regard to right of priority in publishing the work广 so as 
to expedite progress and co-ordinate future research. The directors of co-operating 
laboratories, whether named regional or not, will be kept in close touch with each 
other, so that they may develop co-operative research programmes in accordance with 
the general guidance of WHO as outlined in para, (b) above. 

After some experience of the working of Regional Poliomyelitis Laboratories 
it may be found advisable, for the governments concerned, in consultation with WHO, 
to designate National Poliomyelitis Laboratories to ensure closer co-operative 
research^ 

Cost of Regional Laboratories 

The national laboratories to be selected as Regional will as far as possible 
all be of the highest standing and already fully equipped for work on poliomyelitis. 
The main additional expenditure will be for technical assistance to deal with the 
increased volume of work and for the preparation of standard reagents. It is 
anticipated that eventually seven or eight Regional Laboratories will be needed^ 
although in the initial stages the number is likely to.be restricted to five. 
In the Headquarters budget for 195红 the sum of $8,000 has been approved for 
poliomyelitis strain typing centres and will enable grants of $l-$2，000 to be made 
to each laboratory according to its needs. A sum of $3,000 has been included in 
the budget for 1955 for the same purpose. In subsequent years the sum needed will 
depend on the number of laboratories appointed and the cost of the work performed. 
It is, however, clear that the sums likely to be available for this purpose will 
not defray the full costs of the work, and reliance must be placed on the financial 
support of national and other non-governmenta1 organizations• 



(e) Training of Research Workers 

A main need, especially in the earlier phases, will be for laboratory workers, 
as the techniques required, are new and in use in only a few centres at present. 

There will also be a need, for trained national epidemiologists, statisticians, 
and public-health experts to undertake field investigations, and trials in 
prevention and control. The usual WHO methods for providing international fellow-
ships, courses, etc. will assist countries in obtaining the trained staff they 
require• 

k. Co-operation vith other Organizations 

It is the accepted policy of WHO to seek co-operation with all 
groups, both- official and non-official, in its vork. In the field 
research there are possibilities of co-operative work in which many 
both directly and indirectly interested. These possibilities will 
examination and development wherever suitable. 

5. Conclusions 
In harmony with its Constitution and policies, the present brief account 

confirms that there is a distinctly advantageous role to be played by WHO in 
assisting research into the many problems of poliomyelitis. In the international 
field WHO is the only body, in virtue of its accepted world status, which can 
assume the necessary responsibilities. 

It is also to be been that the WHO methods of operating through national and 
local services and institutions in co-operative studies are suitable for assisting 
poliomyelitis, as other, research. 

As knowledge of poliomyelitis increases, the methods of international 
co-ordination outlined above are easily adapted to changing needs. At appropriate 
intervals, therefore, the progress of the WHO programme should be reviewed, and 
its possibilities of further assisting the international study of this inportant 
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problem considered. 


