
From the Gates Foundation Annual Letter – December 29, 2018 

Bill Gates:   

     “I thought we would be closer to eradicating polio today than we are. 

Unfortunately, there were more cases in 2018 than in 2017 (29 versus 22).  I 

underestimated how hard it would be to vaccinate children in places where 

there’s political violence and war.  Families move around to escape fighting, 

which makes it hard to keep track of children and make sure they get all the 

doses of the vaccine. Or sewage systems get destroyed, allowing the virus to 

spread as children come into contact with an infected person’s 

excrement.  This is a key reason why Afghanistan and Pakistan have never 

been free of polio—in fact they are the only two countries that have never been 

free of polio.   

     I spend a lot of time on polio, part of it talking to the funders to make sure 

they continue their commitment even though eradication is taking longer than 

any of us would like. I remind them of the huge benefits of success, and the 

risk that the disease will return in a big way if we don’t finish the job.  I also 

remind them what a difference innovation is making. We’re now able to test 

sewage samples to track the virus and find the source before an outbreak 

starts. And the global health community is finding creative ways to work in war 

zones, having stopped outbreaks in Syria and Somalia in recent years. 

     Finally, I am hopeful about a new oral vaccine being tested in Belgium and 

Panama. The results should be out in 2019, and if this one proves effective, it 

would overcome some of the problems with previous oral vaccines when they’re 

used in places where few children are immunized. The new vaccine could be in 

use as soon as 2020.   

     Despite all the challenges, I am still optimistic that we can eradicate polio 

soon.” 
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