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Mandatory vaccination necessary as anti-vax movement threatens public health
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g; Measles cases in Hong
- Kong have increased to 31
this year, as a visitor from
the Philippines was con-
firmed to have contracted the disease
yesterday. Multiple measles outbreaks
have occurred in Europe, the United
States, Japan, and other Southeast Asian
countries in recent years. As the ap-
proaching Easter holidays tend to be peak
travelling season, the government must
accelerate vaccination in at-risk groups,

and strengthen epidemiological surveil-

lance at the airport and other boundary
crossings, in order to minimise the num-
ber of imported cases. The resurgence of
measles around the globe is a direct
consequence of the misleading anti-vac-
cination conspiracy. For the sake of pub-
lic health, it is necessary for the SAR
government to set the record straight and
raise public awareness. Mandatory vac-
cination against measles should also be
actively considered.

As measles continues to wreak havoc

around the world, Japan has already re-
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corded 304 cases within the first 10 weeks
of 2019, exceeding the total number of
cases last year. Meanwhile, the disease is
also spreading in Southeast Asia. Ac-
cording to the latest figures from the
World Health Organisation, measles cases
in the Philippines have now exceeded
20,000. Affected areas are widespread,
and the death toll in the country has ris-
en to 333. Given the large number of
Southeast Asian domestic helpers cur-
rently living in Hong Kong, the risk of
imported cases would be tremendous as
they return home during the Easter holi-
days. The government should take action
immediately to step up inspection and
quarantine measures at boundary cross-
ings. Vaccination should also be provided
to those who work in high-risk locations
like the airport. Outbound travellers
should be reminded to maintain good
personal hygiene, and employers should
convince domestic helpers to delay trips
home, so as to minimise the risk of
transmitting the disease.

Being a highly contagious disease, the

infection rate of measles for those who
arec not immunised is well over 90 per
cent. However, the disease had nearly
been eliminated when vaccination was
widely promoted around the world.

As 95 per cent of the population in
Hong Kong have received two doses of
vaccine already, there is really no need to
panic. Blindly scrambling for vaccines will
only impose an extra burden on public
health efforts, as precious resources go to
waste.

The return of measles on a global scale
is largely related to the anti-vaccination
movement. Due to religious reasons or a
which

magnified the side effects of vaccines,

misunderstanding wrongfully

advocates of the anti-vaccination move-
of

catching diseases than to let their children

ment would rather bear the risk

or themselves get immunised. This mis-
guided belief has fuelled the swift come-
back of measles globally. Currently, many
countries from around the world have
made children immunisation programmes

mandatory. For instance, the Italian par-

liament has decided to incorporate vac-
cinations against 10 diseases into the
country's mandatory childhood vaccina-
tion programme. Parents of those who
are under 16 must ensure that their chil-
dren have received all vaccinations before

school term opens. Failing to comply will

cost them €500, and they will even face
the possibility of losing the custody of
their children. Meanwhile, Germany has

enacted laws in May 2017 to penalise
parents who refuse to let their children
get vaccinated, in an attempt to fight
back the anti-vax movement. Apart from

a €2.500 fine, their children will be de-
nied from entering child care centres. In

France, the number of compulsory vac-
cines has also gone up from three to 11
last year.

By introducing compulsory vaccination,
countries all over the world are sending
out a clear message to people that refus-
ing to get vaccinated increases the risk of
disease outbreaks. Vaccination is a social
obligation to protect public health, not an

individual decision or freedom. Although
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anti-vaxxers are still outside of the main-
stream in Hong Kong, there are already
signs that the movement is on the rise.
On social media platforms, blatantly
wrong statements can be frequently seen,
while some of the anti-vax claims are
even made by local celebrities. The im-
pact of such misleading information has
been really large, and could be spread
casily.

The

movement cannot be ignored, as previ-

harm of the anti-vaccination

ously eliminated diseases now return to
haunt us when we turned our back to
vaccines. The lack of mandatory vacci-
nation in Hong Kong has become a
loophole in the public healthcare system.
The government should take timely pre-
cautionary measures, and study which
vaccines are to be included in future
compulsory immunisation programmes.
The greatest purpose of such programmes
is to safeguard public health, while

fighting back against the misinfor-

mation brought by the anti-vac-

cine movement.
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