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NEW DELHI: After holding the dubious distinction
of exporting the polio virus to countries that had
eradicated the disease, India's measles virus has
now caused an outbreak in Australia.

According to WHO's latest weekly
epidemiological report, an importation of measles
virus from India into Australia caused an outbreak
that affected 84 people in six Australian states.

The report says the outbreak "has been linked to
the arrival of a spiritual group from India". Health
minister A Ramadoss said:"Virus strains travel
across the globe and are exported and imported
by travellers harbouring it. Australia should have
been careful."

Measles is a serious health problem in India and
is one of the major causes of morbidity and
mortality among children below five. According to
India's Central Bureau of Health Intelligence, an
estimated 52,500 children were affected by
measles in 2005. WHO estimates that 180,000
children may have died due to measles in 2005.

To meet the threat, health ministry has ordered

the national polio surveillance network to undertake detailed surveillance for measles, specially
with November-March being the main season for a measles outbreak. Polio programme
director J Wenger said that alongside polio, surveillance for measles has started in TN,
Karnataka and Andhra Pradesh.

Surveillance in Kerala, Gujarat and West Bengal will start soon. "Measles is specially lethal in
developing countries like India with high malnourishment and vitamin A deficiency. With the
precise pattern and number of cases unclear, India is finally developing a better surveillance
system for the disease," Wenger said.

Presently, the injectable measles vaccine is administered only once, when a child is nine
months old. It is part of India's routine immunisation programme that includes polio, DTP and
BCG vaccines.

"A measles vaccine provides 85% protection. So children still get infected. Some experts say
the vaccine should be given a second time. However, we are more concerned with
strengthening the first dose delivery rate," a ministry official said.

Not taking any chances, Indian Council of Medical Research is testing a nasal drop measles
vaccine and is expected to know its efficacy within a year. ICMR DG N K Ganguly said,"India
believes in one-time vaccination against measles. If the policy is changed to two-time
vaccination, we will use this nasal drop. A second-time vaccination using an injectable vaccine
is logistically difficult.”
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