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WHO POSITION STATEMENT ON BSE AND ORAL POLIO VACCINE  
On 18 December 2001, several major UK media incorrectly reported a possible causative link between cases of variant Creutzfeldt-Jakob Disease (vCJD) and a batch of oral polio vaccine (OPV) administered in the UK. The vaccine in question has never been used by the Global Polio Eradication Initiative, and to the knowledge of the WHO, has only been used in the United Kingdom and Republic of Ireland. The following paragraphs outline the history of this issue and  the recent events that resulted in this media coverage. 

In a report issued 17 December 2001, the Spongiform Encephalopathy Advisory Committee (SEAC), which reports to the relevant departments of the Government of the United Kingdom, noted that two young people who had contracted variant Creutzfeldt-Jakob Disease (vCJD) in the UK had received doses from the same batch of oral polio vaccine in 1994. The OPV in question, which was recalled in October 2000, was produced using foetal calf serum (FCS) sourced from the UK at a time when there was a risk of Bovine Spongiform Encephalopathy (BSE) in the country. The SEAC concluded that this finding was coincidental, and noted that the risk, in any, of a link between vCJD and the OPV was “infinitesimally small.”  Despite this, subsequent media reports incorrectly suggested the possible link between polio vaccine and BSE/vCJD.  

The issue of a link between BSE/vCJD and polio vaccine has previously been addressed by WHO, most recently in October 2000.  Then, Evans/Medeva Oral Polio Vaccine (OPV), which to the knowledge of WHO has only been used in the United Kingdom and Republic of Ireland, was recalled by the Chief Medical Officer in the UK because it had been manufactured in contravention of both UK and European Union guidelines. The specific concern was that FCS from the UK was used in the manufacture of the Evans/Medeva vaccine, at a time when there was a risk of BSE in the country. The vaccine is the same as that in question in the SEAC report.  In October 2000, WHO endorsed the recall as appropriate, even though FCS is always removed in the manufacturing process of the vaccine and there is no evidence that FCS could transmit BSE.   

The World Health Organization imposes strict production and quality controls to ensure the safety and efficacy of OPV. WHO recommends that manufacturers use the safest source of materials from countries which have not reported indigenous BSE cases and have a compulsory BSE notification system, compulsory clinical and laboratory verification of suspected cases and a surveillance programme. The Global Polio Eradication Initiative only distributes vaccine supplied by vaccine manufacturers who follow National Control Authorities’ criteria provided by WHO. 

OPV is safe and effective and the recommended vaccine for the global effort to eradicate polio by 2005. It is the only vaccine proven to stop transmission of the virus in developing countries. Using this vaccine, the global campaign to eradicate polio has achieved a more than 99 per cent decrease in the number of polio cases worldwide in the 13 years since it was launched, and is on track to eradicate polio. 
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For more information, please contact Ms Melissa Corkum, Communications Officer, Global Polio Eradication Programme, WHO, Tel (+41 22) 791 2765; email corkumm@who.int, or Oliver Rosenbauer, WHO Communications Officer, Geneva, Telephone (+41 22) 791 3832; E-mail: rosenbauero@who.int . All WHO Press Releases and Fact Sheets can be found on Internet on the WHO home page: http://www.who.int 
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