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The eradication of smallpox is now history, the last case having occurred
more than 20 years ago. Skepticism that this or any other disease could be
eradicated gradually waned over the years. Such skepticism has been replaced
by a now prevalent view that almost any disease which can be controlled, should
be targeted for eradication or, at least, “eradication as a public health problem”,
whatever that means.

Unfortunately, few of the now zealous eradicators have more than a
superficial understanding of the smallpox eradication saga or its vicissitudes.
That program succeeded but only by the narrowest of margins. Originally, the
program was decided by the World Health Assembly by a margin of only two
votes. The Director General and many scientists at the time were convinced it
would fail and, indeed, there were a number of instances in which the margin
between success and failure was a narrow one. And yet, smallpox had many
more favorable attributes for eradication than any other disease.

Following a brief recapitulation of salient aspects of the smallpox
eradication adventure and the principal lessons learned, features of the now
current polio eradication campaign will be discussed along with cautionary views

about launching yet new eradication adventures.
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