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WHY YOU DO NOT NEED A SMALLPOX VACCINATION

Parker A. Small, Jr., MD and John Paling, PhD
The average Floridian has less chance of being exposed to smallpox than of winning the Florida lottery (see Perspective Scales).  However, if they are exposed they should know it and they should be totally protected if vaccinated shortly after exposure.  An initial smallpox attack, if it occurs, will probably take place in one (or more) major metropolitan area(s) outside of Florida.  The average Floridian’s exposure, if it were to occur, would be to a person infected in the initial attack, who then traveled to Florida during the 2-week incubation period.  By the time the infected person was able to spread the disease to someone else, they would be bedbound and have been very sick for 2-3 days with fever, headache, backache and be breaking out with a facial rash.  Spread to casual contacts would be unlikely.  Only those in close contact with the seriously ill patient, e.g. the caretakers, would be at risk and they would know they were exposed.

If the exposed people are over 30, they have been previously vaccinated, and revaccination up to 7 days after exposure should provide total protection.  If under 30, therefore not previously vaccinated, they have at least 2 days during which if vaccinated, they will be protected from smallpox.

Smallpox vaccine is far more dangerous than any vaccine currently in use for the general public.  It kills at least 1 out of every million people vaccinated and, according to recent results from Israel, makes 30% sick enough to miss one or more days of work.  Our government has plans underway to be able to vaccinate large numbers of people in every community in the US within a few days.  The optimal strategy for the average Floridian who does not travel to major metropolitan areas like New York is to wait to be vaccinated until after exposure to a known case of smallpox.  In a mass vaccination program, there is more chance of dying from the vaccine than from smallpox, even after a terrorist attack occurs.  Another major concern is that the adverse effects of smallpox vaccination will decrease the nation’s confidence in its currently used safe and effective vaccines for children and adults.  

For people living in, or frequently traveling to, major metropolitan areas, vaccination after known exposure still makes the most sense.  It will not protect those infected in the initial attack, but chances of being exposed in that attack are less than those of being made very sick or even dying from a smallpox vaccination.  Our government is prepared to vaccinate everyone in the US, but let’s wait to vaccinate until after an attack occurs and pray that it never does.  The eradication of smallpox from the earth was one of mankind’s most magnificent accomplishments.  Its release by terrorists would be one of the most heinous acts in the history of the world.  The US is prepared to cope with this potential problem, but if smallpox were to spread to developing nations, it could cause a worldwide disaster.

See Perspective Scales Showing 4 Risk Scenarios

