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The most important 

health development ever? 



Eradication of Smallpox 
8 May 1980 



Smallpox 

• Called smallpox to distinguish from the great 

pox— syphilis. 

• 30% mortality 

• Blindness in 1/3 cases 

• Earliest known cases ~ 1500 BC in India 

• In Europe from the Middle Ages 



Smallpox vaccination 

• Variolation practised in East for millennia using 

small amounts of smallpox material 

• Lady Mary Wortley Montagu promoted variolation 

in England in early 18th century 

• Edward Jenner vaccinated his gardener’s son in 

1796, using cowpox material: Variola Vaccinae 



Vaccines since then 

• Diphtheria & Tetanus DT 1930’s 

• Flu vaccination 1940’s 

• BCG, Pertussis DTP & Polio1950’s 

• Rubella 1971 

• Measles 1985 

• Measles Mumps Rubella MMR 1988 

• Haemophilus influenzae b 1992 



• Acellular Pertussis DTaP 1996 

• Pneumococcal PPV 1996 

• Meningococcal C 2000 

• Pneumococcal PCV “at risk” 2002 

• Pneumococcal PCV7 2008, PCV13 2010 

• Hepatitis B, available 1980’s, childhood schedule 2008 

• Human Papilloma Virus 2010 

• Meningococcal B & Rotavirus 2016 



Polio  
Epidemic in Cork 1950’s, Vaccine introduced here 1957 



My experience 

• BCG & DTP & Polio vaccines 

• Rubella vaccine 1971 

• Hepatitis B vaccine as a NCHD 

• Flu Vaccine 



• Measles  

• Chicken pox  

• Mumps 

• Rubella 



Work experience 

• NCHD: Polio, Measles, Bacterial meningitis, 

Pertussis. ? Epiglottitis 

• Community: Flu, Bacterial Meningitis 



Problems 

• Local reactions 

• Systemic reactions incl anaphylaxis 

• Pertussis: irritability ? Neurological effects 

• Oral Polio: transmission of live virus 



Specific issues 

• DTP made by Wellcome in 1960’s: specific batch 

implicated as cause of 1 particular case of brain 

damage. 

• Pandemic H1N1 Flu vaccine & Narcolepsy 



Pertussis 

• Concerns about safety of Pertussis vaccine since 

early 1960’s 

• Approx 1 in 3 children received DT rather than 

DTwP 

• Outbreaks of Pertussis continued 





Measles 
• Andrew Wakefield paper published in Lancet 1998 suggesting link 

between measles vaccine and autism 

• Very small number of cases 

• Other researchers failed to replicate findings 

• Eventually Andrew Wakefield was discredited and struck off medical 

register. 

• Immediate aftermath was dramatic fall in uptake of MMR 

• Still not achieving 95% 

• Still seeing outbreaks of measles 





HPV 

• Vaccine in use since 2006 in girls 

• Concerns raised in some countries that vaccine 

causing long term side effects similar to Chronic 

Fatigue 

• Official reaction has sometimes bolstered the 

concerns e.g. Japan 



HPV vaccine in Ireland 

• National programme for 1st year girls commenced 

2010 

• 80% uptake target achieved 

• Anti-HPV lobbying reached peak in 2015-2016 

• Fall in uptake 2nd dose spring 2016 

• 2016-2017 school year: uptake down to 50% 

• Significant improvement autumn 2017. 









How fear spreads 

• Our children are precious 

• Seeking explanation or reasons when something 

goes wrong 

• Sensationalism 



Internet era 

• Information goes viral 

• Information bubbles because of algorithms in 

Google, Facebook etc 

• Presented as pseudoscience 

• Easy to get a platform 

• Anti-expert bias 



How to fight back 

• Use all the methods and media we can 

• Consistent message 

• Sound bites e.g. “vaccines work” 

• Recruit allies: HPV Alliance 

• Need to find causes of long term symptoms  



Looking forward 

• Post-antibiotic era 

• Cancer prevention 

• #VaccinesWork 

• #ProtectOurFuture 


