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FIGHTING STOPS FOR POLIO VACCINATION IN DEMOCRATIC REPUBLIC OF THE CONGO

UN agency heads note progress for global campaign to eradicate polio 

NEW YORK – Preparations for polio eradication efforts are underway in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) where the warring parties have stopped fighting in most areas of the country so that some 10 million children can be vaccinated against polio during the coming weekend. This development follows a call made by the Secretary-General for “Days of Tranquility” for immunization activities.  

According to a statement by United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan, World Health Organization Director-General Gro Harlem Brundtland and UNICEF Executive Director Carol Bellamy, the DRC has the most intense virus transmission in the world and is the single highest priority for the global polio eradication effort. Local authorities, international agencies and non-governmental organizations will lead the implementation of this campaign, the first of three rounds required to ensure effective immunization among children.

Mr. Annan received assurances from President Laurent Kabila and rebel leaders controlling the eastern part of the country that they would lay down weapons on 8 August to permit the campaign to proceed on 13 - 20 August.  Even with continued localized fighting, relief agencies believe that the campaign can reach over 95 percent of children under five years. The Secretary-General hopes that the parties involved in the current fighting in the eastern part of the country will adhere to this commitment. In this regard, Mr. Annan reiterated his call for all parties to comply with the truce to allow the polio vaccination campaign to take place.  "These vaccination campaigns are a platform for the peace-building process. They open windows of opportunity for dialogue between the different sides," Mr. Annan said. 

Volunteers will staff some 16,000 immunization posts all over the country with the support of UNICEF and WHO. "Every child counts," said Dr Brundtland.  "In the eradication effort we need to gain access to children in pockets of unrest and strife.  If we miss a single village we will fail."

"On the 10th anniversary of the Convention on the Rights of the Child, immunization is recognized as the right of every child on earth," said Carol Bellamy.  "It is a victory for children when armed conflict stops and these rights become real."

WHO and UNICEF are spearheading the campaign to eradicate polio from the world by the end of the year 2000. Since 1988, when this goal was established, the number of cases has fallen by 85 percent. This effort relies strongly on the funding provided by Rotary International, the United Nations Foundation, and the governments of Belgium, Canada and the United States. National Immunization Days have been conducted in over 120 countries with formal truces for polio eradication having being established in Afghanistan, El Salvador, the Philippines, Sri Lanka, Sudan and Tajikistan. War is now the greatest hurdle facing the global campaign.

