
Gening your money's worth 
by John F. Wickett 

lJ eople's eyes tend to glaze over 
the minute they hear the 
words "cost benefit analysis." 

We all want to be convinced we are 
getting value for money, but in this 
case the benefit is more apparent 
than the cost. 

Everyone knows that smallpox 
was a truly dreadful disease which 
literally terrorised mankind for 
thousands of years, and that, 
through international cooperation, 
the disease has been totally elimi
nated. Everyone thinks, "Ah, yes. 
This is a good thing. " The benefit is 
obvious. 

But then "everyone" did not 
have to pay for it; that was some
thing to do with WHO, donor agen
cies and governments. Did we get 
value for money? 

Even though Edward Jenner dis
covered vaccination back in 1796, 
as recently as 1959 some 60 per 
cent of the world's population lived 
in areas endemic for smallpox. By 
1967 and the start of WHO's inten
sified programme to eradicate 
smallpox globally, fully 30 per cent 
still lived in endemic areas. Ten 
years later the disease had been 
wiped out and, by the end of 1979, 
the Global Commission was able to 
certify that fact. Certification was 
an essential concomitant of the 
actual eradication of the disease 
because the "pay-off" of the pro
gramme was for countries to be 
absolutely convinced that it was 
safe to stop vaccinating. This alone 
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would save them money. But they 
also gained by no longer having to 
treat complications, and maintain 
international controls. 

••••••••••••••••••••••••••• • • • • : Mr John F. WICKETT, a for- : 
• mer consultant with WHO's • • • : Smallpox Eradication unit, is : 
: now a consultant with the : 
: Special Programme on AIDS. : 
• • ••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

WHO calculates that the following 
costs for eradicating smallpox were 
incurred by the international com
munity over the 13 years from 1967 
to 1979: 

Estimated expenditure 

International sources 
WHO regular budget 
WHO voluntary fund 
Other agencies 
Bilateral assistance 

1967-1979 
us$ 

33,565,248 
37,643,037 
2,492,328 

24,269,124 
97,969,737 

These figures are necessarily esti
mates, so let us say that interna
tional input was $100 million, of 
which 70 per cent was channelled 
through WHO. 

How much did countries spend 
themselves? This is less easy to 
estimate, as we have to compare the 
amount a given country was spend
ing each year on on-going smallpox 
control with the amount it spent 

over a limited period on the eradi
cation campaign. The amount 
routinely spent on control, in real
ity, counts as a saving ("the ben
efit") as a result of eradicating the 
disease. 

The ratios of international to na
tional input into smallpox eradica
tion were, in Bangladesh 1:1 , in 
Ethiopia 10:1, in India 1:3, and in 
Indonesia 1 :2. Let us assume for 
the other countries of Africa a ratio 
of international input to national 
input of 2:1, an equal share for 
South America, and equal or two 
times international spending per 
national spending in the rest of 
Asia, and we arrive at a total for 
national input that is at least equal 
to the international input of $100 
million. 

Another way of looking at the 
problem is to note that India, na
tionally, spent $50 million to eradi
cate smallpox, money spent in this 
field before 1973 considered as be
ing allocated to "control". In 1967, 
India accounted for half the popu
lation of the 31 smallpox-endemic 
countries. Two times $50 million 
equals $100 million, or the equiv
alent of the international input. 

It is reasonable to conclude that 
the total cost to the world of small
pox eradication was as little as $200 
to $300 million. 

The obvious basic saving re
sulting from eradicating smallpox 
comes from being able to stop vac
cinating. A study performed in the 
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Case-finding in East Africa during the 
closing stages of smallpox eradication. 
The costs of the programme were mod
est-the benefits incalculable. 
Photo WHO/D. Henrioud 

United States estimated that in 
1968 it had cost $150,118 ,000 to 
vaccinate 7.2 per cent of the popu
lation including producing and ad
ministering the vaccine, treating 
complications, indirect costs from 
death, disability and loss of earnings 
from complications , and administ
ration of traffic and maritime clear
ances. Of the total, $92,800,000 
was for vaccine and its administra
tion. In addition, there were indi
rect costs equal to 46 per cent of 
this figure . 

Let us leave out traffic clear
ances. Let us assume all countries 
were vaccinating to some extent 
and calculate the cost based on each 
country's per capita gross national 
product (GNP) relative to the 
United States. Then we convert the 
sum to 1979 dollars, since, if eradi
cation had not been achieved, that 
is the level at which money would 
still have been being spent . It comes 
to $783,284,510. Add 46 per cent 
for indirect costs in the indus
trialised world (thus excluding de
veloping countries) and you arrive 
at $1,000 million per year! 

This saving of $1,000 million per 
year is necessarily speculative , and 
it takes no account of the sickness 
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and death that smallpox would have 
caused. 

To estimate the value of not hav
ing smallpox cases, we may look to 
a study in India based on 1971 
prices. The cost associated with 
mortality was based on loss of pro
ductivity at $900 per death, ad
justed for age, sex, life expectancy 
and distribution of cases. The cost 
of morbidity was based on loss of 
productivity during 17 days. Treat
ment costs are not considered here. 
The number of cases of smallpox 
reported throughout the world in 
1967 is thought to be in the neigh
bourhood of only one per cent of 
those actually occurring. To be con
servative , we shall assume two per 
cent reporting. Pro-rating other 
countries reporting cases of variola 
major against India's per capita 
GNP and life expectancy, and then 
adjusting to a 1979 dollar value, we 
arrive at an estimated annual saving 
of $1,500 million-give or take a 
few hundred million. 

To sum up-if you have managed 
to get this far-an investment of 
some $200 million resulted in a sav
ing-or rather, prevented a recur
rent annual burden-of $1 ,000 mil
lion plus $1 ,500 million equals 
$2,500 million. An annual return on 
your investment of 1,250 per cent! 
If putting a cash value on human 
suffering makes you uncomfortable, 
it still works out to an annual return 
of 500 per cent . Now that's what I 
call getting your money's worth! • 

History' 
ol eradication 

~ ~~~rr~";~~ ;i~d pu0~1is~i~ L.:.J 1 ,500-pag~ monograph 
which will be the definitive 
history ot. smallpox and of its 
eradication from the planet 
The publication coincides with 
the tenth anniversary of the 
finding-in Somalia_:of the 
world's last case of smallpox. 

lt includes chapterswritten 
by F. Fenner, D.A. Henderson, 
I. Arita, Z.Jezek and I .D. Lad
nyi, who ·were · al[ intimately 
involved in the international 
effort to wipe out the disease 
af')d to prove to the worldthat 
it had.beeneradicated. Hie 31 
chapters of this monumental 
work describe this now-ex
tinct di.sease, its virology, 
pathology, immunology and 
epidemiology, and its history 
and the methods used to pre
vent it or mitigate its eJfect 
from ancient times to thevery 
re:9er)t pa!?t . . :.lt e~pla,ins .tlow 
the idea of. wipir'lQ Out small
p~x germinated, an? Qives a 
step-by-step and country-by
country account of the usuc
cesses .and Occasional set
backs during wthe intensified 
programme for its eradication 
from 1967 to '1977. Finally, it 
explains the rigor9us system 
of certiJicatjbn' instituted by 
WHO:. .• which ensured :that,.one 
part of the globe after'another '" 

. coul.d be decl9r;ed a srqallpox

.free ~one uptil. i~ ·May 
1980-some ;.1~0 years after 
Epward .. J~nner.. forecast that 
hi~ n~wly-discovered vaccl~e 
must 'result in the annihilatiOn. 
of the 'disease- the World 
Health Assembly was ···· able 
formally to declare that small
pox tlad been eradiq~tep. 

Entitled ''Smallpox ghd its 
E:radication," the monograph 
is profus~ly il.l ustrated .. with 
c9lour plates ,,and" blaCIS-and
yvhite pictures, and car) be 
ordered from : DistribLtion 
a~d ··s~.les,w~o . 1211 Geneva 
27, ~witzerland. · • 
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