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EUROPE ACHIEVES HISTORIC MILESTONE AS REGION IS DECLARED POLIO-FREE
Albania has made significant contribution; recovering quickly from one of Europe's last outbreaks of the disease
Copenhagen 21 June 2002 -- The historic decision to certify the European Region polio-free was announced today at a meeting of the European Regional Commission for Certification of Poliomyelitis Eradication (RCC) in Copenhagen. For some 870 million people living in the region's 51 Member States , this landmark decision is the most important public health milestone of the new millennium.
Albania has played a crucial role in the elimination of polio in Europe following a near disastrous outbreak of the disease in 1996 that threatened to spread out of control. Since then mass immunization campaigns, national immunization days and polio surveillance programmes of the Ministry of Health with the support of UNICEF, WHO and international donors have eliminated the disease. 
"This is a tremendous achievement in the global effort to eradicate polio. To get where we are today required the full commitment and cooperation of each of our 51 Member States, the hard work of public health workers in the field and the firm support of international partners in coordination with WHO," declared Dr Marc Danzon, WHO Regional Director for Europe.
"This is a collective achievement for all of Europe, including Albania. If all parties had not responded quickly to the polio threat in Albania and neighboring countries this important milestone in history could not have been achieved," said Roberto Laurenti, UNICEF Albania Representative. 
The European Region has been free of indigenous polio for over three years. Europe's last case of indigenous wild poliomyelitis occurred in eastern Turkey in 1998, when the virus paralysed a two-year-old unvaccinated boy. 
The path to a polio-free Europe began in 1988, following the call of the World Health Assembly to eradicate polio. A partnership was set up, spearheaded by WHO, Rotary International, the US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) and UNICEF, to free the world of the disease. Success in Europe was achieved through unprecedented coordinated national immunization campaigns, known as Operation MECACAR, which involved 18 polio-endemic countries and areas in the WHO European and Eastern Mediterranean Regions . Sixty million children under five years old received two extra doses of polio vaccine every year from 1995-98. 
An independent panel of international public health experts who make up the RCC has been engaged in the formal polio-free certification process in Europe since 1996. Before certification could be declared, the RCC had to scrutinize surveillance data and the evidence of national certification committees. 
Since the Global Polio Eradication Initiative was launched in 1988, two regions have been certified polio-free: the Americas in 1994, and the Western Pacific in 2000. Polio cases have dropped from an estimated 350,000 cases in 125 countries in 1988 to 480 reported cases in only 10 polio-endemic countries in 2001.
"In Europe and elsewhere we have worked to reach children living in some of the most difficult conditions imaginable, including conflict-affected areas," said Philip D. O'Brien, UNICEF Regional Director for Central and Eastern Europe. "This unprecedented effort, which has been rewarded today with European certification, must be continued until we reach all children, everywhere, with polio vaccine."
A US$ 275 million funding gap for global eradication activities through 2005 is now the single biggest threat to achieving polio's eradication globally, required to minimise the risk to the children of Europe. 
Note to editors:
· High resolution photographs can be downloaded from 21 June at 10.00 CET http://www.euro.who.int/polio/certification/20020613_5
· B-roll is being distributed to broadcasters through the EBU network








