
Correspondence
Why is polio still a concern, also in Europe?
Thea K. Fischer,a,b,∗ Caroline Klint Johannesen,a Natasa Berginc,c Jean-Luc Bailly,d Kim Benschop,e,f and Heli Harvalag,h

aDepartment of Clinical Research, Nordsjællands Hospital, Hillerød, Denmark
bDepartment of Public Health, University of Copenhagen, Copenhagen, Denmark
cNational Laboratory of Health, Environment and Food, National WHO Reference Laboratory for Polio, Ljubljana, Slovenia
dUniversité Clermont Auvergne, CNRS, Laboratoire Microorganismes Génome Environnement, France
eNational Institute for Public Health and the Environment (RIVM), Bilthoven, the Netherlands
fCentre for Infectious Disease Control (CIb), the Netherlands
gMicrobiology Services, National Health Service (NHS) Blood and Transplant, London, UK
hDivision of Infection and Immunity, University College London, London, UK
The Lancet Regional
Health - Europe
2024;43: 100988

Published Online 25 June

2024

https://doi.org/10.
1016/j.lanepe.2024.
100988
Today, the prevailing belief among most healthcare
professionals is that polio is a disease from the past.
Whereas vaccines developed by Salk in 1955 (inacti-
vated polio vaccine, IPV)1 and Sabin in 1959 (oral
polio vaccine, OPV)1 both provide strong protection
against polio disease, IPV does not provide mucosal
immunity and thus shedding of poliovirus from
infected individuals vaccinated with IPV is still
possible. Albeit OPV provides strong mucosal im-
munity, it carries a risk of the virus reverting to
neurovirulence, prolonged virus circulation and po-
tential genetic reversion in areas with low polio
vaccination coverage.

Since the introduction of vaccines, polio has
indeed become rare, and its incidence has reduced by
more than 99%. However, poliovirus is still circu-
lating, and both wild-type as well as vaccine-derived
polio cases occur every year. Also, other neuro-
trophic non-polio enteroviruses e.g., EV-D68, EV-A71,
and EV-C105 have upsurged during the past decade.
The non-polio enteroviruses can cause devastating
diseases including meningitis, encephalitis, and
flaccid paralysis. Ironically, during the same period
the laboratory capacity to detect enteroviruses has
been reduced worldwide as a knock-off effect of the
recent upgraded WHO biosafety level 3+ re-
quirements for handling potential poliovirus-
containing diagnostic specimens.2

Despite significant progress in eradicating polio-
virus, the virus remains endemic in countries like
Afghanistan and Pakistan, with occasional outbreaks
of vaccine-derived poliovirus (VDPV) in areas with
low vaccination rates. Whereas major outbreaks of
circulating VDPV type 1 (cVDPV1) and 2 (cVDPV2)
recently have been confined to Sub-Saharan Africa,
cases of VDPV are also seen in Europe. Thus, two
unvaccinated children were paralyzed by poliovirus in
Israel in 2023.3 Environmental virus surveillance in
*Corresponding author. Department of Clinical Research, Nordsjællands Ho
E-mail addresses: thea.koelsen.fischer@regionh.dk, thea@dadlnet.dk (T.K

© 2024 The Author(s). Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access
licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).

www.thelancet.com Vol 43 August, 2024
London in May 2022 identified cVDPV2, indicating a
persisting risk of importation of poliovirus in
Europe.3 Between 2015 and 2022, 41 cVDPV-positive
samples from acute flaccid paralysis (AFP) cases
were reported in three countries (Israel, Ukraine, and
Tajikistan).3,4

In 2023, the European Regional Certification
Commission (RCC) highlighted the increased circu-
lation of cVDPV globally and in Europe, expressing
concern about potential undetected circulation.5 The
RCC called for high-quality surveillance and high
vaccination coverage to prevent importation, virus
circulation and transmission. To improve the safety
of the OPV, a novel oral poliovirus vaccine for type 2
(nOPV2) with increased genetic stability has been
developed.6 This vaccine aims to reduce the likeli-
hood of mutations and recombination events that
increase virulence while maintaining the benefits of
OPV. Though the novel vaccine can revert to
cVDPV2, the risk is ten times lower compared to
OPV2.

In 2024, there is still a need for safer vaccines that
cannot cause polio but can produce strong mucosal
immunity needed to stop poliovirus transmission and
enable poliovirus eradication.
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