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MEASLES JAB SAVES OVER 20 MILLION YOUNG LIVES IN 15 YEARS, BUT 
HUNDREDS OF CHILDREN STILL DIE OF THE DISEASE EVERY DAY

10 NOVEMBER 2016 | NEW YORK/ATLANTA/GENEVA - Despite a 79% worldwide decrease in measles 
deaths between 2000 and 2015, nearly 400 children still die from the disease every day, leading health organizations 
said in a report released today.

“Making measles history is not mission impossible,” said Robin Nandy, UNICEF Immunization Chief. “We have 
the tools and the knowledge to do it; what we lack is the political will to reach every single child, no matter how far. 
Without this commitment, children will continue to die from a disease that is easy and cheap to prevent.”

Mass measles vaccination campaigns and a global increase in routine measles vaccination coverage saved an estimated 
20.3 million young lives between 2000 and 2015, according to UNICEF; WHO; Gavi, the Vaccine Alliance; and 
the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC).

But progress has been uneven. In 2015, about 20 million infants missed their measles shots and an estimated 134 
000 children died from the disease. The Democratic Republic of the Congo, Ethiopia, India, Indonesia, Nigeria 
and Pakistan account for half of the unvaccinated infants and 75% of the measles deaths.

“It is not acceptable that millions of children miss their vaccines every year. We have a safe and highly effective vaccine 
to stop the spread of measles and save lives,” said Dr. Jean-Marie Okwo-Bele, Director of WHO’s Department of 
Immunization, Vaccines and Biologicals. “This year, the Region of the Americas was declared free of measles – 
proof that elimination is possible. Now, we must stop measles in the rest of the world. It starts with vaccination.”

“Measles is a key indicator of the strength of a country’s immunization systems and, all too often, it ends up being 
the canary in the coalmine with outbreaks acting as the first warning of deeper problems,” said Dr. Seth Berkley, 
CEO	of	Gavi,	 the	Vaccine	Alliance.	“To	address	one	of	the	world’s	most	deadly	vaccine-preventable	childhood	
killers we need strong commitments from countries and partners to boost routine immunization coverage and to 
strengthen surveillance systems.”

Measles, a highly contagious viral disease that spreads through direct contact and through the air, is one of the 
leading causes of death among young children globally. It can be prevented with 2 doses of a safe and effective 
vaccine.

Measles outbreaks in numerous countries – caused by gaps in routine immunization and in mass vaccination 
campaigns – continue to be a serious challenge. In 2015, large outbreaks were reported in Egypt, Ethiopia, Germany, 
Kyrgyzstan and Mongolia. The outbreaks in Germany and Mongolia affected older persons, highlighting the need 
to vaccinate adolescents and young adults who have no protection against measles.

Measles also tends to flare up in countries in conflict or humanitarian emergencies due to the challenges of 
vaccinating every child. Last year, outbreaks were reported in Nigeria, Somalia and South Sudan.

Measles elimination in 4 of 6 WHO regions is the global target at the midpoint of the Global Vaccine Action Plan 
implementation. “The world has missed this target, but we can achieve measles elimination as we have seen in the 
Region of the Americas,” said Dr. Rebecca Martin, director of CDC’s Center for Global Health. “As the African 
adage goes, ‘it takes a village to raise a child’ and it takes the same local and global villages to protect children against 
measles. We can eliminate measles from countries and everyone needs to play a role. This year’s report shows that 
the 2015 WHO regional measles elimination goals were not met because not every child has been reached – gaps 
exist. We need to close these gaps, ensure that commitments for adequate human and financial resources are kept 

WHO News Release



112 Saudi Med J 2017; Vol. 38 (1)     www.smj.org.sa

WHO News Release

and used well to reach every child, detect and respond to every case of measles, and prevent further spread. These 
efforts will protect all children so that they can become the next generation of leaders. This will also ensure that 
every country has a strong safety net to stop disease threats where they occur and protect the world from global 
health threats.”

Note to editors

The Global Vaccine Action Plan adopted by the World Health Assembly in 2012 set a goal of eliminating measles in 
4 regions by 2015. Failure to close immunization coverage gaps has resulted in a failure to meet the goal.

Since 2000, some 1.8 billion children have received measles vaccination through mass measles vaccination campaigns 
with support from UNICEF, a founding member of the Measles & Rubella Initiative, launched in 2001 with the 
American Red Cross, the UN Foundation, U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention and the WHO.

Gavi, the Vaccine Alliance, has programmed close to US$1 billion over the period 2016–2020 to help developing 
countries approach measles in a comprehensive manner that will contribute towards saving more than a million 
lives.

The latest measles mortality data is published in WHO’s Weekly Epidemiological Report and CDC’s Morbidity and 
Mortality Weekly Report.

About UNICEF

UNICEF	promotes	the	rights	and	well-being	of	every	child,	in	everything	the	organization	does.	Together	with	
our partners, we work in 190 countries and territories to translate that commitment into practical action, focusing 
special effort on reaching the most vulnerable and excluded children, to the benefit of all children, everywhere.

About WHO

WHO is the directing and coordinating authority for health within the United Nations system. It is responsible 
for providing leadership on global health matters, shaping the health research agenda, setting norms and standards, 
articulating evidence-based policy options, providing technical support to countries, and monitoring and assessing 
health trends and improving global health security.

About GAVI, the Vaccine Alliance

Gavi, the Vaccine Alliance is a public-private partnership committed to saving children’s lives and protecting 
people’s health by increasing equitable use of vaccines in lower-income countries. The Vaccine Alliance brings 
together developing country and donor governments, WHO, UNICEF, the World Bank, the vaccine industry, 
technical agencies, civil society, the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation and other private sector partners. Gavi uses 
innovative finance mechanisms, including co-financing by recipient countries, to secure sustainable funding and 
adequate supply of quality vaccines. Since 2000, Gavi has contributed to the immunisation of nearly 580 million 
children and the prevention of approximately 8 million future deaths.

About Centers for Disease Control and Prevention

Center for Disease Control’s Center for Global Health coordinates and manages the agency’s resources and expertise 
to address global challenges such as HIV/AIDS, malaria, emergency and refugee health, non-communicable 
diseases, injuries, and more.

Available from: http://www.who.int/mediacentre/news/releases/2016/measles-children-death/en/




