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Global English News 

Eliminating Disease: The Victories We Never Celebrate 

Some of humanity's greatest triumphs go almost entirely unnoticed. When a disease vanishes, no 
headline marks the empty hospital wards or the children who never fall ill. Public health has pushed 
threats that once killed millions every year to the brink of extinction, yet these victories rarely enter 
popular memory. Smallpox, guinea worm, and river blindness have all been driven back through 
sustained, coordinated effort rather than one dramatic breakthrough. This lack of celebration is no 
accident. Prevention, by its nature, is invisible: it consists of things that never happen. A parent who never 
buries a child to measles cannot know what danger was averted. Grasping these campaigns requires 
looking past the drama of crisis toward the slower, less glamorous work of tracking outbreaks and 
delivering vaccines with quiet persistence. The following account traces several of these overlooked 
triumphs, examining both the strategies behind their success and why the struggle against disease is 
never finished. 

 

Smallpox offers the clearest proof that a disease can be erased from human suffering. For centuries, the 
virus disfigured and killed with terrifying regularity, claiming an estimated 300 million lives in the 
twentieth century alone. The turning point came when the World Health Organization launched an 
intensive global campaign in 1967, combining mass vaccination with a strategy called ring containment: 
workers would swiftly identify any new case and vaccinate everyone nearby before the virus could 
spread further. This approach proved far more efficient than blanket vaccination across entire countries. 
Health workers crossed war zones, deserts, and remote villages to track down the final chains of 
transmission. In 1977, a hospital cook in Somalia became the last person to contract smallpox naturally, 
and the World Health Organization declared the disease eradicated three years later. It remains the only 
human disease ever wiped out entirely, a milestone achieved through relentless field work rather than 
a miraculous cure. 

 

Polio tells a similar story, though the final chapter has not yet been written. In 1988, wild poliovirus 
paralyzed more than 350,000 children across 125 countries, and international health agencies formed a 
coalition committed to wiping it out entirely. Through door-to-door vaccination drives, cases have 
plunged by over ninety-nine percent, and two of the three viral strains have already been declared extinct 
in nature. Today, wild polio persists in only a handful of districts within Afghanistan and Pakistan, where 
conflict, mistrust, and fragile health systems have hindered vaccinators from reaching every child. Armed 
escorts sometimes accompany health teams into contested territory, and several volunteers have been 
killed while administering drops. Meanwhile, a rare complication called vaccine-derived polio has 
emerged in under-vaccinated communities, complicating the endgame further. Officials describe the 
current phase as the hardest, since the last scattered cases hide in the most inaccessible corners of the 
globe. 

 

Guinea worm disease demonstrates that eradication does not always require a vaccine or a miracle drug. 
The parasite enters the body through contaminated drinking water and eventually emerges through 
painful blisters on the skin, a process that can take a year to complete. In 1986, an estimated 3.5 million 
people suffered from the condition across Africa and Asia. Former President Jimmy Carter championed 
a grassroots campaign built entirely on simple interventions: teaching villagers to filter water through 
cloth, isolating infected patients from water sources, and treating ponds with larvicide to kill the 
microscopic carriers. There was no injection to administer and no pill to swallow, only patient education 
repeated village by village. By 2023, reported cases had dropped to a mere handful worldwide, making 
Guinea worm disease poised to become the second human illness ever eliminated. The campaign's 
success rested on behavioral change alone, proving low-cost solutions can rival any pharmaceutical 
breakthrough. 
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River blindness, or onchocerciasis, once forced villages in West Africa to abandon fertile land along 
riverbanks, since the biting flies that transmit the parasite bred there in vast numbers. The resulting 
infection can cause intense itching, skin damage, and permanent blindness after years of exposure. The 
turning point arrived in 1987, when Merck pledged to donate its drug ivermectin free of charge 
indefinitely, an unprecedented commitment given the absence of any profit motive. Community 
volunteers now distribute the medication annually across endemic regions, and a single dose can protect 
a person for months. The program has prevented an estimated forty million cases of infection and spared 
millions more from the scarring the disease once caused. Several countries in Latin America have since 
verified complete elimination, a landmark that seemed impossible only decades earlier. The initiative 
remains one of the longest-running corporate donation programs in medical history, showing how private 
industry can amplify public health efforts. 

 

Despite these successes, disease elimination campaigns face persistent obstacles that have little to do 
with science. Funding often surges during a crisis and evaporates once the immediate threat recedes, 
leaving programs unable to sustain the final, most expensive phase of a campaign. Conflict zones present 
another obstacle, since vaccinators cannot safely enter areas controlled by hostile factions, and 
ceasefires negotiated solely for health workers are fragile at best. Public complacency poses a subtler 
threat: once a disease becomes rare, people forget its dangers and may resist vaccination, allowing the 
pathogen to regain a foothold. Trust in immunization has also been undermined by misinformation 
campaigns in several regions, occasionally reversing decades of progress within a single outbreak. 
Climate change and mass displacement have also disrupted surveillance systems that depend on stable 
populations and predictable seasons. Experts argue that elimination requires durable political will, since 
the final push toward zero cases is invariably the most fragile stage. 

 

Looking ahead, public health officials have set their sights on several additional targets. Measles, though 
technically eliminated in many wealthy nations, continues to resurge wherever vaccination rates dip 
below the threshold for herd immunity. Malaria remains the most ambitious goal of all, since the parasite 
is transmitted by mosquitoes rather than through direct contact, making traditional control strategies far 
less effective. Two new vaccines, approved in recent years, offer genuine hope of bending the curve after 
decades of stalled progress. Lymphatic filariasis and trachoma, both deforming but rarely fatal, are also 
nearing elimination thresholds in several countries through mass drug administration programs. Perhaps 
the greatest lesson from these campaigns is that eradication demands decades of unglamorous, 
incremental effort long after public attention has moved elsewhere. As the world confronts future 
pandemics, the infrastructure built to chase these older diseases, from cold chains to community trust, 
may prove as valuable as any new vaccine. 

 

Beyond the Headlines 

One of the strangest footnotes in medical history belongs to Ali Maow Maalin, a hospital cook in Somalia 
who became the final person ever to contract smallpox through natural transmission, back in 1977. He 
survived the illness and, remarkably, chose to dedicate the rest of his career to public health work rather 
than avoiding it altogether. Decades later, Maalin volunteered as a vaccinator for the campaign to 
eliminate polio, traveling door to door across Somalia to immunize children against a disease he had 
spent his life fighting from the other side. In 2013, he contracted malaria while working in a polio 
eradication zone and died shortly afterward, decades after surviving the disease that once nearly took 
his life. His story captures something essential about disease elimination: it is carried out not by distant 
institutions alone but by ordinary individuals who choose, repeatedly, to show up. 
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Vocabulary 

Paragraph 1 

unnoticed (adj.) (adj.) Not seen, observed, or noticed by anyone.  “Her extra hours at work 
went completely unnoticed by the new manager.” 

vanishes (v.) (v.) Disappears suddenly and completely.  “The morning mist vanishes as 
soon as the sun grows warm.” 

brink (n.) (n.) The point just before something important or dramatic happens.  “The 
small company was on the brink of collapse before new investors stepped in.” 

sustained (adj.) (adj.) Continuing steadily over a long period without stopping.  “Only 
sustained effort over many years led to the team's championship win.” 

averted (v.) (v.) Prevented something dangerous or unpleasant from happening.  “Quick 
thinking by the pilot averted a serious accident.” 

glamorous (adj.) (adj.) Appearing exciting, attractive, and full of appeal.  “Working backstage at 
fashion shows may sound glamorous, but the hours are exhausting.” 

persistence (n.) (n.) Continued effort and determination despite difficulty or opposition.  “Her 
persistence finally paid off when she passed the exam on her fifth attempt.” 

 

Paragraph 2 

disfigured (v.) (v.) Damaged the appearance of something or someone permanently.  “The 
fire disfigured the old theater beyond recognition.” 

regularity (n.) (n.) The quality of happening often and at consistent, predictable intervals.  
“The trains arrive with such regularity that commuters rarely check the 
schedule.” 

containment (n.) (n.) The act of keeping something harmful within limits and preventing it from 
spreading further.  “Firefighters focused on containment before attempting to 
fully extinguish the blaze.” 

swiftly (adv.) (adv.) Very quickly and without delay.  “The team responded swiftly once the 
alarm was raised.” 

transmission (n.) (n.) The passing of something, such as a disease, from one person or place 
to another.  “Reducing close contact helps slow the transmission of 
respiratory illnesses.” 

milestone (n.) (n.) An important stage or event marking significant progress in something.  
“Reaching one million users was a major milestone for the small startup.” 

relentless (adj.) (adj.) Continuing in a determined way without ever slowing down or stopping.  
“The rescue workers kept up a relentless pace through the night.” 

 

Paragraph 3 

paralyzed (v.) (v.) Caused someone to lose the ability to move part or all of the body.  “The 
illness paralyzed his legs for several months.” 

coalition (n.) (n.) A group formed when different organizations, parties, or countries join 
together for a shared purpose.  “A coalition of charities worked together to 
deliver aid after the flood.” 



Global English News — GEN010     Page 4 

plunged (v.) (v.) Dropped suddenly and sharply in amount, number, or level.  “Stock prices 
plunged after the disappointing earnings report.” 

hindered (v.) (v.) Made progress or movement more difficult.  “Heavy snow hindered the 
rescue team's climb up the mountain.” 

contested (adj.) (adj.) Fought over, disputed, or claimed by opposing sides.  “The border region 
remained contested territory for decades.” 

complicating (v.) (v.) Making a situation more difficult, confusing, or complex.  “A sudden storm 
was complicating the already difficult rescue mission.” 

inaccessible (adj.) (adj.) Impossible or very difficult to reach.  “The mountain village becomes 
nearly inaccessible once winter snow arrives.” 

 

Paragraph 4 

contaminated (adj.) (adj.) Made impure, dirty, or dangerous by adding something harmful.  “The 
lake was closed after tests showed the water was contaminated.” 

grassroots (adj.) (adj.) Organized by ordinary people at a local level rather than by leaders or 
officials.  “A grassroots campaign convinced the city council to build a new 
park.” 

interventions (n.) (n.) Actions taken to change, improve, or interrupt a situation.  “Early 
interventions can prevent small problems from becoming serious crises.” 

isolating (v.) (v.) Separating someone or something from others.  “The clinic began 
isolating infected patients as soon as symptoms appeared.” 

microscopic (adj.) (adj.) So small that it can only be seen with a microscope.  “A microscopic 
parasite was responsible for the widespread infection.” 

poised (adj.) (adj.) Ready and prepared for something that is about to happen.  “The city is 
poised to become the region's next major tech hub.” 

pharmaceutical 
(adj.) 

(adj.) Relating to the production or sale of medicines and drugs.  “The 
pharmaceutical company invested heavily in new vaccine research.” 

 

Paragraph 5 

pledged (v.) (v.) Formally promised to give or do something.  “The donor pledged a large 
sum to support the hospital's expansion.” 

indefinitely (adv.) (adv.) For an unlimited or unspecified length of time.  “The flight was delayed 
indefinitely because of the storm.” 

unprecedented (adj.) (adj.) Never having happened before; without any earlier example.  “The city 
faced unprecedented flooding after weeks of continuous rain.” 

endemic (adj.) (adj.) Regularly found in a particular place or among a particular group of 
people.  “Malaria remains endemic in several tropical regions.” 

scarring (n.) (n.) Permanent marks left on the skin or elsewhere after an injury or illness.  
“The old wound left noticeable scarring on his forearm.” 

landmark (n.) (n.) An important event or achievement that marks a significant stage in 
something's history.  “The treaty was a landmark in the two nations' long 
history of conflict.” 
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amplify (v.) (v.) To increase the size, strength, or effect of something.  “Social media can 
amplify a small local story into global news.” 

 

Paragraph 6 

evaporates (v.) (v.) Disappears gradually, often used to describe interest, support, or 
enthusiasm fading away.  “Public interest in an issue often evaporates once 
the news cycle moves on.” 

complacency (n.) (n.) A feeling of quiet satisfaction that leads to a lack of awareness of danger.  
“Complacency about vaccination allowed the small outbreak to spread 
quickly.” 

foothold (n.) (n.) A secure position from which further progress or advance can be made.  
“The disease regained a foothold once vaccination rates fell.” 

misinformation (n.) (n.) False or inaccurate information that is spread, often without the intention 
to deceive.  “Misinformation about vaccine safety spread quickly across 
social media.” 

displacement (n.) (n.) The forced movement of people away from their homes or region.  “War-
driven displacement made it difficult to track disease outbreaks in the region.” 

durable (adj.) (adj.) Able to last a long time without breaking down or weakening.  “Building 
durable public health systems takes years of steady investment.” 

invariably (adv.) (adv.) Always, in every single case, without exception.  “The last stage of any 
elimination campaign is invariably the hardest.” 

 

Paragraph 7 

resurge (v.) (v.) To increase or become active again after a period of decline.  “Health 
officials warned that measles could resurge if vaccination rates kept falling.” 

threshold (n.) (n.) The level or point at which something begins to happen or change.  
“Vaccination rates must stay above a certain threshold to prevent outbreaks.” 

ambitious (adj.) (adj.) Having a strong desire to achieve something difficult or challenging.  
“Eliminating malaria remains one of public health's most ambitious goals.” 

stalled (adj.) (adj.) Stopped making progress, especially temporarily.  “The project 
remained stalled for years because of a lack of funding.” 

deforming (adj.) (adj.) Causing a permanent change in the normal shape of something, 
especially the body.  “Certain untreated infections can be deforming if left to 
progress for years.” 

incremental (adj.) (adj.) Happening gradually, in small stages, rather than all at once.  “The city 
made incremental improvements to its water system over two decades.” 

infrastructure (n.) (n.) The basic physical systems and structures needed for a society to 
function.  “Strong health infrastructure allowed the country to respond quickly 
to the outbreak.” 
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Beyond the Headlines 

footnotes (n.) (n.) Minor details or events, often overlooked, that add extra background to a 
larger story.  “His discovery remains one of the footnotes of scientific history, 
rarely mentioned in textbooks.” 

remarkably (adv.) (adv.) In a way that is surprising, impressive, or worthy of attention.  “She 
recovered remarkably quickly after the surgery.” 

dedicate (v.) (v.) To devote time, effort, or resources entirely to a particular purpose.  “He 
decided to dedicate his career to public health work.” 

volunteered (v.) (v.) Offered to do something willingly, without being paid or forced.  “She 
volunteered at the clinic every weekend for over a decade.” 

immunize (v.) (v.) To protect someone from a disease, usually by giving a vaccine.  “Health 
workers traveled from village to village to immunize children against polio.” 

essential (adj.) (adj.) Extremely important; absolutely necessary.  “Trust between health 
workers and local communities is essential to any vaccination campaign.” 

institutions (n.) (n.) Established organizations, especially ones with a social, educational, or 
public purpose.  “Large institutions alone cannot eliminate a disease without 
the help of local communities.” 
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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.  brink a.  water 

2.  vaccination b.  of extinction 

3.  armed c.  herd 

4.  campaign d.  free 

5.  drinking e.  escorts 

6.  of charge f.  a foothold 

7.  regain g.  mass 

8.  immunity h.  grassroots 

 

Exercise B — Vocabulary Quiz 

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

 

1.  In the article, the phrase "pushed to the brink of extinction" most likely means the disease was — 

a.  very close to disappearing entirely 

b.  completely gone from every country 

c.  changing into a new form 

d.  spreading faster than expected 

 

2.  A "relentless" effort, as described in the article, is one that — 

a.  happens only occasionally 

b.  continues without stopping or weakening 

c.  requires no funding 

d.  is easy to carry out 

 

3.  A "grassroots campaign" is best described as one that — 

a.  is directed entirely by a national government 

b.  is funded by a single wealthy donor 

c.  is organized and led by ordinary community members 

d.  relies only on advanced technology 

 

4.  Describing Merck's ivermectin donation as "unprecedented" means that — 

a.  it had happened many times before 

b.  it was illegal in most countries 

c.  it was a small, minor gesture 
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d.  nothing like it had occurred previously 

 

5.  According to the article, "complacency" becomes a problem when people — 

a.  stop worrying about a threat because it has become rare 

b.  remain alert to a disease even after it disappears 

c.  demand more vaccines than are available 

d.  actively spread false information 

 

6.  A "threshold," in the context of vaccination rates, refers to — 

a.  the total population of a country 

b.  the minimum level needed to prevent a disease from spreading 

c.  the number of vaccines produced each year 

d.  the cost of a single vaccine dose 

 

7.  Diseases described as "deforming" in the article are ones that — 

a.  cause no lasting physical effects 

b.  spread only through water 

c.  change a person's physical appearance permanently 

d.  cannot be treated with medication 

 

8.  If someone behaves "remarkably" calmly in a crisis, they are behaving in a way that is — 

a.  completely expected and ordinary 

b.  mildly irritating 

c.  deliberately dishonest 

d.  impressively unusual or notable 

 

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.  Which of the disease-elimination campaigns described in the article do you find most surprising, and 
why? 

2.  The article argues that "prevention is invisible." Do you agree that society undervalues achievements 
that prevent bad outcomes, compared to achievements that fix visible problems? Why or why not? 

3.  Guinea worm disease was nearly eliminated without any vaccine or drug, using only education and 
simple water filters. What does this suggest about the kinds of solutions global health problems 
sometimes require? 

4.  The article describes vaccinators being killed while trying to eliminate polio in conflict zones. Should 
international health workers be given special protections during armed conflict, and if so, how might that 
be enforced? 

5.  Which lesson from past disease-elimination campaigns do you think would be most useful for 
preparing for a future pandemic? 

 

 

 


