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AN OPEN LETTER TO CONGRESS ON IMMUNIZATION POLICY

June 2, 2008 

As advocates for public health, we are writing to express support for immunization and 
concern about those who decide not to vaccinate their children based on unsubstantiated 
claims about vaccine risks.  No medical intervention is risk-free, but vaccines have an 
exemplary safety record and significant adverse reactions are very rare.  Vaccines are tested 
in large clinical trials, are thoroughly regulated by the Food and Drug Administration (FDA), 
and are subject to comprehensive ongoing surveillance by the FDA, the Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention (CDC), and the international public health community. 

Well-designed scientific studies are the only valid method of demonstrating medical cause 
and effect.  In contravention of this fundamental principle, beliefs not based on science have 
led increasing numbers of parents to choose not to immunize their children.  The implications 
of this choice are profound.  A decision not to vaccinate is not just an individual decision.
Because these diseases are spread from person to person, the decision to leave a child 
unvaccinated not only leaves that child susceptible to vaccine-preventable diseases, but 
permits the spread of those diseases to the surrounding community, including infants too 
young to be immunized and those suffering from immunodeficiency conditions.  The 
ongoing measles outbreaks across the nation are a clear, current example.  In each instance, 
the outbreak was started by an unimmunized individual who spread the infection to others, 
including children whose parents had opted not to have them immunized and infants less than 
one year of age who were too young to have received measles vaccine. 

It is indisputable that immunization has been one of the greatest medical success stories in 
history.  The scourge of smallpox has been eradicated completely, while polio, which once 
crippled and killed tens of thousands of children annually, now only circulates in a few 
countries and is targeted for eradication.  Bacterial meningitis incidence has dropped 
dramatically thanks to the introduction of three vaccines that combat various forms of this 
deadly disease.  The list of diseases that have been nearly eliminated by vaccines is long, and 
millions of lives have been saved as a result.  Yet, with the exception of smallpox, any of 
these diseases can and will return if immunization rates lag. 

It is vital to the health of our nation that policy makers stand firm in supporting immunization 
and rejecting claims that have no foundation in science. 
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