Was Bin Laden vaccine plot worth all the risk?

The CIA reportedly recruited Dr Shakil Afridi in order to get Bin Laden DNA. This politicises aid and puts lives in jeopardy
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Conspiracy theories over vaccination programmes have prevented polio eradication in countries such as Afghanistan and Pakistan. Photograph: Tariq Mahmood/EPA

The revelation that the CIA used a covert vaccination programme to attempt to obtain DNA from the Bin Laden compound in Pakistan could have a profound impact on NGOs, vaccination drives and indeed on global healthcare policies.

It politicises medical aid and will fuel anti-vaccination conspiracy theories, which risk rolling back the successes in programmes such as the multibillion-dollar polio eradication initiative.

According to reports, the CIA recruited Dr Shakil Afridi, a top-ranking medical professional, to carry out a regional vaccination programme for the purpose of confirming whether Osama bin Laden was indeed in Abbottabad. In April, nurses were able to gain access to the compound under the pretext of providing a childhood hepatitis B vaccine.

While medical care is frequently used as a diplomatic tool to foster good relations, the use of a covert medical programme by a foreign intelligence agency takes the politicisation of medical care to a new level.

It is reported that the programme did not provide the necessary follow-up doses – which if correct means the children are not fully protected against the virus. The health professionals who were employed to deliver the vaccine were also unaware that this was a CIA operation.

The blurring of the lines between medical and military has a significant effect on medical and aid professionals. Oxfam reports that "225 aid workers were killed, injured or kidnapped in violent attacks" last year. This number has trebled over the past decade both as a result of expanded work in conflict areas and the increased justification that aid workers are "agents of the west" and as such are legitimate targets. This is a particular problem in Pakistan, where clerics in the North-West Frontier province have previously issued fatwas encouraging attacks against NGOs.

The CIA story has already been widely reported in Pakistan and around the world – leading to fears that it will have an adverse effect on vaccination programmes. In 2010, measles alone killed more than 21,000 people in Pakistan, so ensuring childhood vaccinations for hepatitis, measles and polio is a developmental priority. 

The Global Polio Eradication Initiative (GPEI) has expressed concerns over the impact that these reports will have – stating that it hopes this story "does not prevent children in Pakistan being vaccinated against polio and other diseases".

This is a concern that should be shared by the global community. Since 1985, an estimated $9bn has been spent on attempts to eradicate the polio virus and another $1bn will be spent this year alone. There are now only four countries with endemic polio, with Pakistan accounting for 60% of cases in these countries. Indeed, Pakistan has been described as the "final frontier" for a polio-free world. Polio transmission is particularly concentrated in the north-west tribal regions close to Abbottabad.

While the difficult terrain and civil instability have certainly been factors in the problems of eradicating polio in Pakistan, the belief that vaccinations are part of a western conspiracy has also proved difficult to overcome. Through both extremist clerics and word of mouth, theories of a western plot to stunt Islamic population growth have spread across the North-West Frontier province.

Due to these fears, in 2007 more than 24,000 children were prevented from being vaccinated. When the Taliban took control of the Swat valley in 2009 they shut down NGO offices and banned the polio vaccination – rejecting it as an "infidel vaccine" which "causes infertility". This has allowed the virus to avoid eradication and remain endemic in the region.

It was in Nigeria that the polio vaccination conspiracy first emerged before spreading to Pakistan. Fears that the vaccine was part of a western plot to reduce Muslim populations were so pronounced that in 2003 the Nigerian government suspended the vaccination programme for a year. As a result, annual cases more than doubled, and the World Health Organisation estimated an additional $200m was needed in 2005 alone.

Nigeria's experience offers two stark warnings – both about the potential for the CIA plot to spread anti-vaccination conspiracies across the globe – and about the massive financial and human cost in any disruption to vaccination programs like that of polio.

Remarkably, despite all this risk, one source claims that the Abbotabad mission actually failed to collect any DNA for analysis. Indeed, with the mission resulting in the recent arrest of Afridi, the safety of medical aid workers in the region further jeopardised and with the reputation of vaccination programmes across the globe damaged, it is valid to question whether such actions should ever have been justified.

