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The 21st Century ushers in a different world than that which we knew or once 
perceived -- a world in which the use of biological weapons poses a very real threat. It is 
a world now in which there are individuals and groups, as well as nations, that have the 
capacity to produce and distribute organisms that have the potential for creating epidemic 

disease and panic. The problem is compounded by the threat of new or emergent 
organisms that may cause widespread destruction, as is well illustrated by the HIV 
pandemic. Public health and medicine are at the front lines of this threat. There is much 
to be done. 

Smallpox as a Bioweapon 

The last naturally occurring case of smallpox occurred on 26 October 1977 and, in 
1980, most countries stopped vaccination. So ended more than 3000 years of a disease 
that, through the ages, far surpassed any others in terms of death and blindness. It was 
hoped by all that this disease would never recur. The virus was supposed to have been 
kept in only two laboratories and to be destroyed in 1996. Not until the 1990s did it 
become known that the Soviet Union had weaponized smallpox and that it had factories 
capable of producing smallpox in ton quantities. It is unknown as to how many other 
countries might have obtained the virus and the skills to produce it. The potential 
catastrophe that could occur were the smallpox virus to be released has caused a number 
of countries to begin producing the vaccine again . 
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