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Polio campaign starts in Mogadishu to curb new outbreak 

Two polio cases confirmed

Nairobi, Kenya, 22 September 2005 - The World Health Organization (WHO) and the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) today jointly launched a three-day emergency polio immunization campaign in Mogadishu, to be followed by similar campaigns throughout Somalia. 

The campaign follows the identification of two polio cases in Wardhigley and Yaqshid districts of Benadir region of Somalia. Mogadishu is one of the districts in the region. The two confirmed cases are the first to be identified in Somalia since October 2002 and were identified by the WHO national polio surveillance system. WHO is investigating additional suspected cases in the region.  Laboratory reports suggest that the virus originated in Aden, Yemen.

“The rapid implementation of high quality immunization activities will limit the spread of the polio virus in Somalia,” said WHO Representative for Somalia, Dr. Ibrahim Betelmal. To reach the children, UNICEF and WHO are working with all available partners including local NGOs and community-based organizations, religious leaders, women’s groups, youth groups, doctors, traditional healers and others to help in raising awareness and support control and prevention efforts. A scientific assessment of the situation is also underway.

“The campaign will continue until 24 September and vaccinators are conducting door-to-door immunization targeting children aged five years and under. We hope to reach about 268,000 children,’’ said Christian Balslev-Olesen, Representative, UNICEF Somalia. 

Stocks of polio ‘monovalent oral polio vaccine type 1’ (mOPV1) have been delivered to Mogadishu and UNICEF is organizing charter flights to distribute supplies to other locations in Somalia in preparation for additional campaigns. The monovalent oral polio vaccine type 1 is being used, as it more rapidly boosts immunity among children.

The September campaign follows earlier nationwide polio immunization campaigns in February, March, June, July and August 2005 to protect the country's children from life-long paralysis caused by the disease. The June campaign followed a World Health Organization warning that Somalia could become re-infected with polio from nearby Ethiopia and Yemen.

The Global Polio Eradication Initiative is spearheaded by the WHO, Rotary International, the US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), and UNICEF.  Since 1988, the incidence of the disease has been reduced by 99 percent, from 350,000 cases per year to 1,262 cases in 2005.  In 2005, the number of reported polio cases by country (as at 20 September) is: Yemen (469 cases), Nigeria (445 cases), Sudan (26 cases), Indonesia (236 cases), India (30 cases), Ethiopia (16 cases), Pakistan (17 cases), Niger (4 cases), Afghanistan (4 cases), Cameroon (1 case), Angola (7 cases), Chad (1 case), Mali (3 cases), Eritrea (1 case), and Somalia (2 cases).

Editors’ note:

The 19 previously polio-free countries suffering importations of poliovirus as a result of the 2003-2005 outbreak in west and central Africa are: Angola, Benin, Botswana, Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Central African Republic, Chad, Côte d'Ivoire, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Ghana, Guinea, Indonesia, Mali, Saudi Arabia, Somalia, Sudan, Togo and Yemen.

For further information contact:

1. Athalia Christie, Technical Officer Polio, WHO Horn of Africa Office: +254-20-622311, Mobile:  +254-722-513085. Email: Athalia.Christie@whosom.unon.org. Fax:  254-20-623200

2. Dr. Daher.Aden, Medical Officer, WHO Somalia: 254-20-623245, Mobile:  +254-733-633338. Email: Daher.Aden@whosom.unon.org. Fax:  254-20-623725.
3. Dr Marjatta Tolvanen –Ojutkangas, PhD, Head of Health and Nutrition, UNICEF Somalia. Tel. +254-20 623 950, Fax+254-20-623965/520640. Mobile +254 720947299. Email: mtolvanen-ojutkangas@unicef.org.

4. Denise Shepherd-Johnson, Head, Communication and External Relations,

      UNICEF Somalia. Tel: +254-20-623958.  Mobile: +254-722-719-867. 

       Email: dshepherdjohnson@unicef.org.

