Global English News
Eliminating Disease: The Victories We Never Celebrate

When historians catalog humanity's greatest achievements, epidemics that never happened rarely make
the list. Yet the eradication of smallpox in 1980 stands as one of the most consequential feats in public
health history, achieved not through conquest but through relentless, coordinated vaccination
campaigns spanning two centuries. The disease had killed hundreds of millions, disfiguring survivors
and blinding others, before the World Health Organization launched an intensified global assaultin 1967.
Unlike wars or elections, the disappearance of a disease offers no decisive moment, no single image
capturing its magnitude, which may explain why the achievement remains curiously undercelebrated.
Public attention gravitates toward acute threats and unfolding catastrophes, while the slow work of
elimination unfolds largely outside the media's gaze. This asymmetry in visibility carries real
ramifications: without recognition, funding becomes harder to justify, and political will can evaporate
precisely when the finish line comes into view.

The strategy that ultimately defeated smallpox, known as ring vaccination, exemplifies ingenious
epidemiological thinking. Rather than attempting the impossible task of vaccinating every person on
Earth, health workers identified each new case and vaccinated everyone in the surrounding vicinity,
effectively encircling the virus and starving it of new hosts. This approach proved far more expedient
than mass immunization, allowing a modest workforce to chase down and extinguish outbreaks across
dozens of countries. The last naturally occurring case was diagnosed in Somalia in 1977, a milestone
that seemed almost unthinkable a decade earlier when the disease still smoldered across Africa and
Asia. Achieving this required prodigious logistical feats: transporting vaccine to remote villages, training
local workers, and negotiating access amid conflict and political upheaval. The campaign's success also
depended on smallpox’s own biological vulnerabilities—it had no animal reservoir and produced visible,
unmistakable symptoms, meaning infected individuals could be isolated before they unknowingly spread
the virus further.

Poliomyelitis, a viral disease that can cause irreversible paralysis within hours of infection, has followed
a similar but incomplete trajectory. Since the Global Polio Eradication Initiative launched in 1988, wild
poliovirus cases have plummeted by over 99 percent, from 350,000 annually to a handful in two
countries. This staggering reduction required billions of vaccine doses administered largely by
volunteers traveling door to door, often in regions afflicted by insurgency and mistrust of outsiders.
Progress has repeatedly stalled where vaccination teams have been targeted with violence, where
rumors falsely link the vaccine to infertility, or where fragile infrastructure collapses under war.
Compounding the challenge, a mutated vaccine virus can occasionally regain the capacity to cause
paralysis in under-immunized populations, a paradox demanding continuous vigilance even as wild
transmission approaches zero. Eradicating the final chains of transmission has proven exponentially
harder than eliminating the first ninety-nine percent, illustrating a pattern: the last mile is always the
steepest.

Perhaps the most improbable ongoing campaign involves guinea worm disease, a parasitic scourge
with no vaccine and no cure, defeated almost entirely through behavioral change and education.
Contracted by drinking water containing microscopic larvae, the parasite grows inside its host for roughly
a year before emerging, agonizingly, through a blister in the skin. In 1986, an estimated 3.5 million cases
occurred annually across twenty countries; by recent counts, fewer than a dozen human cases persist
worldwide. The Carter Center, which has spearheaded the effort since the 1980s, achieved this near-
elimination primarily by teaching villagers to filter drinking water and by preventing infected individuals
from wading into water sources, thereby severing the parasite's reproductive cycle. This campaign
demonstrates that eradication does not always depend on pharmaceutical innovation; sometimes it relies
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instead on patient, unglamorous fieldwork sustained across decades. The disease's near-
disappearance has received scant international coverage despite being remarkably cost-effective.

Guinea worm belongs to a wider category the World Health Organization terms neglected tropical
diseases, a group of roughly twenty maladies that disproportionately burden impoverished populations
lacking leverage to attract research funding. Lymphatic filariasis, which causes grotesque swelling of
the limbs, and trachoma, a bacterial infection that remains the world's leading infectious cause of
blindness, have both been targeted through mass drug administration programs that periodically treat
entire at-risk communities regardless of individual diagnosis. Onchocerciasis, commonly called river
blindness, has been curtailed across much of West Africa through decades of ivermectin distribution, a
drug donated indefinitely by its manufacturer. These diseases rarely provoke outbreaks that alarm
wealthy nations, since they seldom cross into affluent regions, yet cumulatively they impose
considerable burdens of disability on the communities they affect. Their gradual elimination, country by
country, represents an accumulation of unspectacular victories that collectively rival smallpox
eradication in scale.

Despite this record, eradication campaigns face mounting headwinds that threaten decades of hard-
won progress. Vaccine hesitancy, amplified by social media misinformation, has contributed to measles
outbreaks in countries that had eliminated the disease years earlier, proving that immunity gained is
never permanently secured. Humanitarian funding, stretched thin by simultaneous crises, forces donor
agencies to make brutal triage decisions between emergency relief and prevention, with the latter often
losing out because its benefits are invisible until absent. Armed conflict remains perhaps the single
greatest obstacle, since campaigns require sustained access to populations, and warring parties
frequently block or weaponize humanitarian corridors. There is also a psychological hazard peculiar to
near-success: as visible suffering recedes, complacency creeps in among policymakers, and the
urgency that once mobilized resources dissipates. Specialists warn that finishing the last stretch of any
campaign demands not less investment but more, since residual transmission concentrates in the most
inaccessible and unstable regions.

Encouragingly, new tools continue to emerge that could accelerate future campaigns. Two malaria
vaccines, RTS,S and R21, received World Health Organization endorsement in recent years, offering
the first genuine immunological weapon against a parasite that still kills hundreds of thousands of children
annually. Genomic surveillance now allows researchers to trace transmission chains with
unprecedented precision, pinpointing exactly where a pathogen circulates rather than guessing.
Meanwhile, advocates argue that disease elimination deserves the narrative treatment historically
reserved for wars and moon landings, since reframing these campaigns as heroic endeavors could
sustain the political appetite necessary to finish them. Some economists have calculated that every dollar
invested in eradication yields extraordinary returns over subsequent decades, once healthcare savings
and productivity gains are tallied against the modest cost of fieldwork. Whether guinea worm becomes
only the second disease ever eradicated may ultimately hinge less on capability than on whether
societies choose to keep celebrating a quiet ending.

Beyond the Headlines

Here is a detail that surprises most people: smallpox, the only human disease ever eradicated, still
technically exists. Two high-security laboratories, one run by the Centers for Disease Control in Atlanta
and another by the VECTOR Institute in Russia, retain frozen samples of the live virus under
extraordinarily stringent containment protocols. Since the 1980s, the World Health Organization has
repeatedly debated whether these specimens should be obliterated outright, eliminating any risk of
accidental release, or preserved for legitimate research into antiviral treatments. No consensus has
emerged, and the question resurfaces every few years without resolution. Complicating matters further,
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advances in synthetic biology mean destroying the samples would no longer guarantee the virus's
disappearance, since its genetic sequence has been published and could theoretically be reconstructed
in a lab. The dilemma illustrates an unsettling irony: humanity's greatest public health triumph can never
be fully finished, since the pathogen it vanquished refuses to disappear entirely.
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Vocabulary

Paragraph 1

consequential (adj.)

(adj.) Having important effects or results; significant. “The discovery turned
out to be far more consequential than anyone initially realized.”

relentless (adj.)

(adj.) Not stopping or becoming less severe; persistent and unyielding. “Her
relentless dedication to the project paid off in the end.”

disfiguring (v.)

(v.) Spoiling the appearance of someone or something, often permanently.
“The accident left him with disfiguring scars across his face.”

intensified (adj.)

(adj.) Made stronger, more concentrated, or more severe. “The government
launched an intensified effort to combat the outbreak.”

gravitates (v.)

(v.) Moves toward or is naturally attracted to something. “Public curiosity often
gravitates toward the most dramatic stories.”

asymmetry (n.)

(n.) A lack of balance or equality between two things. “There is a clear
asymmetry between how much attention crises receive compared to quiet
successes.”

evaporate (v.)

(v.) To disappear gradually, especially something abstract like enthusiasm or
support. “Political support can evaporate quickly once a crisis no longer
dominates headlines.”

Paragraph 2

ingenious (adj.)

(adj.) Clever, original, and inventive. “The team devised an ingenious
solution to a problem that had stumped experts for years.”

vicinity (n.)

(n.) The surrounding area or nearby region. “Residents in the vicinity of the
factory were asked to evacuate.”

encircling (v.)

(v.) Surrounding something completely, forming a ring around it. “The soldiers
were encircling the town from all sides.”

expedient (adj.)

(adj.) Convenient and practical as a way of achieving a result, though not
necessarily ideal. “Officials chose the most expedient method available,
given their limited resources.”

extinguish (v.)

(v.) To put an end to something completely, causing it to stop existing.
“Firefighters worked quickly to extinguish the blaze before it spread.”

unthinkable (adj.)

(adj.) Too unlikely, shocking, or extreme to be considered possible. “A decade
ago, such rapid progress would have seemed unthinkable.”

upheaval (n.)

(n.) A dramatic, disruptive change or disturbance. “The country experienced
significant political upheaval following the coup.”

Paragraph 3

irreversible (adj.)

(adj.) Not able to be changed back to a previous state; permanent. “The
disease can cause irreversible damage to the nervous system if untreated.”

plummeted (v.)

(v.) Fell or dropped suddenly and steeply. “Stock prices plummeted after the
announcement of the recall.”




staggering (adj.)

(adj.) So great or impressive as to be astonishing. “The company reported a
staggering increase in profits this quarter.”

afflicted (adj.)

(adj.) Affected by something that causes suffering or hardship. “Communities
afflicted by drought often struggle to grow enough food.”

stalled (v.)

(v.) Stopped making progress; came to a halt. “Negotiations stalled after both
sides refused to compromise.”

paradox (n.)

(n.) A situation or statement that seems contradictory but may nonetheless be
true. “It's a strange paradox that safety measures sometimes make people
take greater risks.”

exponentially (adv.)

(adv.) In a manner that increases or grows at an increasingly rapid rate. “The
difficulty of the task increased exponentially as more variables were added.”

Paragraph 4

improbable (adj.)

(adj.) Not likely to be true or to happen. “Herimprobable comeback surprised
even her closest supporters.”

emerging (v.)

(v.) Coming out from a place or condition into view. “The insect spends
months underground before finally emerging as an adult.”

persist (v.)

(v.) To continue to exist despite difficulty or opposition. “A handful of stubborn
cases persist despite years of intervention.”

spearheaded (v.)

(v.) Led or took the initiative in an effort or campaign. “The organization
spearheaded a decades-long push to eliminate the disease.”

severing (v.)

(v.) Cutting off or breaking a connection completely. “Severing ties with the
supplier proved costly for the company.”

unglamorous (adj.)

(adj.) Lacking excitement or appeal; plain and unremarkable. “Much of the
progress came from unglamorous, repetitive fieldwork.”

scant (adj.)

(adj.) Very small or insufficient in amount. “The historic achievement received
scant attention from major news outlets.”

Paragraph 5

maladies (n.)

(n.) llinesses or diseases, often used in a general or formal sense. “Doctors
in the region treat a wide range of maladies with limited resources.”

disproportionately
(adv.)

(adv.) To an extent that is too large or small in relation to something else. “The
disease disproportionately affects children under the age of five.”

grotesque (adj.)

(adj.) Strikingly ugly, distorted, or unnatural in appearance. “The infection can
cause grotesque swelling if left untreated.”

periodically (adv.)

(adv.) From time to time; at regular intervals. “Health workers periodically
visit remote villages to administer vaccines.”

curtailed (v.)

(v.) Reduced or restricted in extent or quantity. “The spread of the disease
has been sharply curtailed since the program began.”

affluent (adj.)

(adj.) Having a great deal of money; wealthy. “The disease is far less common
in affluent nations with strong healthcare systems.”




accumulation (n.)

(n.) The gradual gathering or build-up of something over time. “Their success
reflects an accumulation of small victories over many years.”

Paragraph 6

mounting (adj.)

(adj.) Steadily increasing in amount or intensity. “The team faced mounting
pressure to deliver results quickly.”

hesitancy (n.)

(n.) A tendency to hesitate or show reluctance, especially due to doubt or fear.
“Vaccine hesitancy has grown in some communities due to online
misinformation.”

triage (n.)

(n.) The process of deciding which cases or needs should be prioritized when
resources are limited. “Doctors had to perform triage, treating the most urgent
cases first.”

obstacle (n.)

(n.) Something that blocks progress or makes it difficult to achieve a goal.
“Lack of funding remains the biggest obstacle to finishing the project.”

recedes (v.)

(v.) Moves back or becomes less intense or prominent. “As the flood recedes,
residents begin returning to their homes.”

dissipates (v.)

(v.) Gradually disappears or is dispersed. “Public interest in the issue often
dissipates once the crisis passes.”

inaccessible (adj.)

(adj.) Difficult or impossible to reach or enter. “The clinic serves patients in
some of the most inaccessible parts of the country.”

Paragraph 7

accelerate (v.)

(v.) To increase in speed or happen more quickly. “New technology could
accelerate the search for a cure.”

endorsement (n.)

(n.) Public approval or support for something. “The product received an official
endorsement from health regulators.”

unprecedented (adj.)

(adj.) Never having happened or existed before. “The scientists achieved
unprecedented accuracy in tracking the outbreak.”

reframing (v.)

(v.) Presenting or considering something from a new or different perspective.
‘Reframing the issue as an opportunity rather than a burden changed public
opinion.”

extraordinary (adj.)

(adj.) Very unusual or remarkable; beyond what is ordinary. “The program
produced extraordinary results given its modest budget.”

tallied (v.)

(v.) Added up or counted, typically for comparison. “Once the costs were
tallied, the investment proved worthwhile.”

hinge (v.)

(v.) To depend entirely on a single factor or condition. “The outcome may
ultimately hinge on public trust rather than scientific ability.”

Beyond the Headlines

retain (v.)

(v.) To continue to have or hold onto something. “Only two laboratories in the
world retain samples of the live virus.”

stringent (adj.)

(adj.) Very strict and rigorously enforced. “The lab operates under stringent
safety protocols.”




debated (v.)

(v.) Discussed or argued about a topic from different viewpoints. “Scientists
have long debated whether to destroy the remaining samples.”

obliterated (v.)

(v.) Completely destroyed or erased. “Officials considered whether the last
samples should be obliterated entirely.”

consensus (n.)

(n.) General agreement among a group of people. “No consensus has been
reached on the matter after decades of debate.”

guarantee (v.)

(v.) To promise or ensure that something will definitely happen. “Destroying
the physical samples would not guarantee the virus's true disappearance.”

irony (n.)

(n.) A situation in which the outcome is strikingly different from what might be
expected. “There's a certain irony in humanity's greatest triumph never being
fully finished.”
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Language Review

Exercise A — Collocations

Match each item in Column A with the word or phrase in Column B that forms a natural collocation
from the article. Write the correct letter next to each number.

Column A Column B

1. global a. humanitarian
2. feats b. triumph

3. vaccine c. logistical

4. corridors d. assault

5. genomic e. drug

6. appetite f. surveillance
7. health g. political

8. administration h. hesitancy

Exercise B — Vocabulary Quiz

Choose the best answer (a, b, ¢, or d) for each question. Some questions may have more than one
correct answer — select all that apply.

1. Based on the article, why does disease elimination remain "curiously undercelebrated"?
a. Because it lacks a single decisive moment or image that captures public attention
b. Because governments deliberately conceal public health statistics from citizens
c. Because affected populations refuse to acknowledge the achievement
d. Because journalists are legally prevented from reporting on it

2. What made "ring vaccination" more expedient than mass immunization, according to the article?
a. It required significantly more vaccine to be manufactured worldwide
b. It targeted vaccination efforts around identified cases rather than the entire population
c. It used a newly developed oral vaccine formula
d. It relied on international military cooperation

3. Which best explains why guinea worm disease is described as an "improbable" campaign to nearly
eliminate?

a. It has a highly effective vaccine developed only recently
b. It disproportionately affects wealthy nations with abundant medical resources

c. It has been controlled almost entirely without any vaccine or cure, through behavioral change
alone

d. It was eliminated by a single mass immunization campaign

4. According to the article, what is the central paradox surrounding the oral polio vaccine?
a. Itis more expensive than injectable vaccines despite being less effective
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b. It requires refrigeration that is unavailable in the countries where it is needed
c. It has completely stopped working in regions affected by conflict

d. Inrare cases and under-immunized populations, the vaccine virus can itself mutate and cause
paralysis

5. The article uses the term "neglected tropical diseases" to refer to which group of illnesses?

a. Diseases that predominantly burden impoverished populations lacking the political leverage to
attract funding

b. Diseases that exclusively affect tropical animal species
c. Diseases that have already been fully eradicated worldwide
d. Diseases that only affect affluent nations

6. Why does the article suggest that finishing the last stretch of an eradication campaign is often the
hardest part?

a. Because vaccines become less effective the longer a campaign continues

b. Because remaining transmission is concentrated in the most inaccessible and unstable regions
c. Because international law prohibits completing such campaigns

d. Because funding always increases dramatically as diseases near elimination

7. What ongoing dilemma does the article describe regarding the final smallpox virus samples?
a. Scientists have already destroyed all remaining samples
b. The samples have mutated into a new, more dangerous virus

c. Officials remain divided over whether to obliterate the last specimens or preserve them for
research

d. The samples are being sold to private pharmaceutical companies

8. Based on the article, what does the phrase "the last mile is always the steepest” suggest about polio
eradication?

a. Polio primarily affects populations living at high altitudes

b. Eradication campaigns become easier as case numbers decline

c. The final phase of eradication requires less investment than earlier phases

d. The final cases of a disease are typically the most difficult and resource-intensive to eliminate

Exercise C — Discussion Questions

Discuss the following questions with a partner or in a small group. Use evidence from the article to
support your ideas.

1. The article argues that disease eradication receives far less public recognition than wars or disasters.
Do you agree that this "asymmetry in visibility" carries real consequences for global health funding?
Defend your position with evidence from the text.

2. Guinea worm disease was nearly eliminated without any vaccine, relying instead on community
education and behavioral change. What does this suggest about the relative importance of technological
versus social interventions in public health?

3. The article describes a paradox in which the oral polio vaccine can, in rare cases, cause the very
disease it prevents. How should public health authorities weigh this risk against the vaccine's
overwhelming benefits?
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4. Considering the ongoing debate over whether to destroy the last smallpox samples, what do you
believe should be done, and why? Weigh the risks of preservation against the risks of destruction.

5. The article suggests that political will to fund eradication campaigns often "evaporates" as visible
suffering decreases. What strategies might policymakers or advocates use to sustain public and political
support through the final, hardest stages of a campaign?
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