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Dr Shahzad Baig, National Coordinator, Polio Programme: Interview  

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 
Q- How did the UAE help support the polio eradication program in Pakistan? 
 
Answer: From 2014, UAE has contributed over US$ 200 million to polio eradication efforts in Pakistan. 

The United Arab Emirates (UAE) has made available a total of US$ 23 million funding for polio campaigns 

and around US$ 376 000 for the procurement of frontline worker personal protective equipment for 

protection against COVID-19 in 84 highest-risk districts. This funding and donation are to be utilized 

between January to December 2021. It will enable the polio programme to keep up the momentum of 

implementing effective monthly polio campaigns targeting 16 million children in the highest-risk districts 

of Pakistan.  

Q- How was the coordination between the organization and the Emirates in this matter? 
 
Answer: The polio programme enjoys a fruitful relationship with the Emirates. Before, COVID-19 
pandemic, their representatives would frequently join us in the field during campaign days, highlighting 
their dedication and commitment to the cause. 
 
Q- What are the difficult things that you encountered in the work on the ground? 
 

Answer: Over the past few years, the polio programme has experienced several challenges but has 

worked hard to overcome these. Importantly, over the past year we had to stop our campaigns due to 

COVID-19 which resulted in many children not receiving their vaccinations and therefore have low 

immunity to fight polio. We need to double-up our efforts and make up for this lost time last year. As you 

can see now, the weather is very harsh and our brave front-line workers will have to work extremely hard 

to cover each and every child in their area with the polio drops.  

Q- Was the Emirates contribution limited to financing only? 
 
Answer: No, His Highness Sheikh Mohamed Bin Zayed Al Nahyan is a great advocate and influencer for 
the importance of polio eradication. His advocacy for our cause is essential and will save many lives. In 
2019, global leaders convened at the Reaching the Last Mile (RLM) Forum in Abu Dhabi, hosted by His 
Highness Al Nahyan, to affirm their commitment to eradicate polio and pledge US$2.6 billion as part of 
the first phase of the funding needed to implement the Global Polio Eradication Initiative’s Polio Endgame 
Strategy 2019-2023. The Emirates were one of the first the pledge and encouraged other donors to follow 
suit.  
 
Q- How do you see the UAE's position to provide additional funding to meet unexpected challenges 
such as COVID-19, and how was this funding used? 
 
Answer: The Emirates contribute the polio programme with yearly funding and respond to our requests 
for extra assistance. For example, we needed to equip our front-line workers with personal protective 
equipment due to COVID-19 and they stepped up to provide us with these supplies.  
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Q-Vaccination campaigns target about 16 million children, what is the difficulty of reaching this large 
number of children in the specified time periods? 
 
Answer: Immunization is one of the most successful public health initiatives in recent times. In our 
nationwide polio campaign, the target of under five years’ children is more than 40 million. With these 
funds, we are able to target 16 million children in the 84 highest-risk districts of Pakistan. During nation-
wide campaigns, the programme reaches all eligible children under five within five days for which we need 
a huge workforce; over 285 000 frontline workers go door-to-door to make this happen. This is a large 
operation which requires a lot of planning and dedication of the teams.  
 
Q- Do you think that Pakistan may soon be able to obtain a certificate of polio-free status? 
 

Answer: Pakistan, along with Afghanistan, remains the last polio-endemic countries in the world. Pakistan 

has reported only one wild polio case in the first six months of the year. This is a significant decrease, over 

98%, compared to 59 cases during the same point in time last year. The Government of Pakistan is fully 

committed to getting the country to zero wild polio in the coming months. To be certified as polio-free, 

Pakistan is required to report that there were no children affected by the wild poliovirus over a period of 

three years. We are getting closer to our goal, but this is not the time to be complacent. We are re-

doubling our efforts to ensure the gains of the past don’t slip away. 

Q- How do you view the initiative of Sheikh Mohammed bin Zayed to eradicate polio in the world? 
 
Answer: UAE has firmly stood by the polio programme with vital yearly contributions and responding to 
pleas for extra funding to address unforeseen challenges such as COVID-19. With their steadfast 
commitment to the shared goal of polio eradication, we can further strengthen our efforts to protect 
children from lifelong paralysis. This would not be possible without their support. 
 
Q-For you, what are the challenges posed by the Corona pandemic on the process of vaccinating 
children? 
 

Answer: Children are at increased risk of vaccination-preventable diseases since they have not had access 

to these essential health services due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Like other countries of the world 

Pakistan temporarily suspended mass vaccination campaigns for four months from mid-March 2020 to 

mid-July 2020. As routine vaccinations were interrupted in and around that period, it created immunity 

gap among the children, and we are still working hard to make-up for that gap.  


