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Remembering Measles, the Hard Way…

One way or another, we are going to remember to take the threat of measles- and for that matter a potpourri of other infectious diseases we mistakenly allow ourselves to think are gone for good- seriously.  The only question is: will it be the easy way, or the hard way?

The CDC is reporting the highest rate of measles in the United States in 7 years, and is concerned that worse- perhaps a major outbreak- is yet to come.  This is because we are neglecting the measles vaccine, which is 99% effective against the virus.

We are doing so out of a combination of fear, ignorance, and complacency.  The fear is that the MMR (measles, mumps, rubella) vaccine is potentially dangerous, and specifically, that a mercury-containing additive in it, themerosal, can cause autism.


That’s where the ignorance- or denial- comes in.  While the FDA, under pressure, has agreed to look again at any possible association between themerosal and autism, thus far none has been found.  Sure, some children who received the MMR vaccine went on to develop autism- but the studies done so far suggest these events are true, true, and unrelated.  
Autism is a very unfortunate outcome, so when it occurs, everyone affected will struggle to remember any possible precipitant.  Since autism is not rare, and vaccination is common, there is bound to be some overlap.  But some children who received the MMR vaccine doubtless fell out of trees, or ate marshmallows, or went to the zoo; that does not mean the vaccine causes any of these outcomes, either.


And, by the way, just to be on the safe side, themerosal was removed from the MMR vaccine anyway!  So that very unlikely threat is no longer a consideration at all.
And then comes the complacency.  Worrying about the potential side effects of vaccines tends to be a luxury for societies no longer subject to high rates of the diseases vaccines prevent!

Until quite recently, some 2 million children were dying around the globe of measles each year.  Thanks to aggressive campaigns by the World Health Organization to provide both vitamin A (essential for immune function, and deficient in the diets of many children around the world), and the MMR vaccine, the global death toll of measles has been dramatically reduced, to roughly 250,000 children a year.  

But that’s still horrible!  The figure translates to roughly 28 children dying of measles- every hour.  We no longer see measles as a clear and present danger in the US, so the remote and largely discredited risks of the vaccine loom large.   Where people ARE watching children sicken and die of epidemic infectious disease, the rare, remote and unlikely side effects of vaccines are not the top concern.  The only difference between us and them, however, is the immunization rate.  If ours falls, disease rates will rise.
Measles remains an ever-present danger.  All it takes for the disease to resurge, as it seems to be doing on a small scale right now, is for us to let our guard down.  My sincere hope is that we don’t wait to witness children dying of measles in the US before we recognize we’ve been worrying about the wrong thing!

The measles vaccine is being neglected in good company.  Vaccines against pneumonia, hepatitis, and meningitis would also prevent deaths if used more consistently.

The main liability of vaccines, and of preventive medicine in general, is that when they work, there’s nothing to see.  The evidence of an effective vaccine is a disease that doesn’t occur.  There is very little drama in watching a child NOT get the measles.

In contrast, the complication of a vaccine, assuming there actually is one, will always be dramatic.  Even if it occurs in one child in a million, or ten million, it will grab headlines.  

The MMR vaccine does not get the respect it deserves, because the work it does is invisible.  Familiarity with vaccines has bred complacency, if not contempt, and infections that have been out of sight for some time are now largely out of mind.

This is a tragic mistake in the making.  Immunization protects the individual, but it also protects others by virtue of something called “herd immunity.”  If I’m immunized against measles, for instance, I can’t spread it to you- reducing your risk, even if you were not immunized.

If more unimmunized children become infected, they strip away that herd immunity.  Now adults who were vaccinated, but long enough ago that the vaccine effects are waning, are likely to get exposed to measles- and many will get sick.  
We can remember why the MMR vaccine was developed, and embraced, in the first place.  Or wait, and let measles remind us the hard way.
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