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Fifteen Years After Autism Panic, a Plague of
Measles Erupts
Legions spurned a long-proven vaccine, putting a generation at risk
By JEANNE WHALEN and BETSY MCKAY

Fergus Thomas

Aleshia Jenkins receives a measles vaccine this year.

PORT TALBOT, Wales—When the telltale rash appeared behind Aleshia Jenkins's ears, her
grandmother knew exactly what caused it: a decision she'd made 15 years earlier.
Ms. Jenkins was an infant in 1998, when this region of southwest Wales was a hotbed of resistance
to a vaccine for measles, mumps and rubella. Many here refused the vaccine for their children
after a British doctor, Andrew Wakefield, suggested it might cause autism and a local newspaper
heavily covered the fears. Resistance continued even after the autism link was disproved.
The bill has now come due.
A measles outbreak infected 1,219 people in southwest Wales between November 2012 and early
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July, compared with 105 cases in all of Wales in 2011.
One of the infected was Ms. Jenkins, whose grandmother, her guardian, hadn't vaccinated her as a
young child. "I was afraid of the autism," says the grandmother, Margaret Mugford, 63 years old.
"It was in all the papers and on TV."
The outbreak presents a cautionary tale about the limits
of disease control. Wales is a modern society with
Brooklyn Measles Outbreak Shows Risks
access to modern medical care and scientific thought.
Yet legions spurned a long-proven vaccine, putting a
generation at risk even after scientists debunked Dr. Wakefield's autism research.
More

The outbreak matters to the rest of the world because measles can quickly cross oceans, setting
back progress elsewhere in stopping it. By 2000, the U.S. had effectively eliminated new
home-grown cases of measles, though small outbreaks persist as travelers bring the virus into the
country. New York City health officials this spring traced a Brooklyn outbreak to someone they
believe was infected in London.
Measles outbreaks are a "canary in the coal mine," says
James Goodson, the lead measles expert at the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.
People who refuse one vaccine may be spurning others, setting communities up for outbreaks of
other dangerous diseases that are slower to propagate, he says, such as diphtheria and whooping
cough.
"Despite the fact that it's one of the greatest health measures ever invented by man or woman,
there seems to still be a small residue of humanity that objects to the very idea of immunization,"
says Dai Lloyd, a doctor in Wales who treated many of the recent measles cases. "If you go around
the cemetery you can see the historical evidence of childhood slaughter from pre-immunization
days."
Measles is a respiratory condition causing fever, cough and rash. Most people who catch it recover
fully. But measles can lead to deafness and pneumonia, and, in about one in 1,000 cases, death. It
is one of the most contagious diseases, spread by coughing and sneezing.
It is also among the most preventable, with an effective inoculation since the 1960s that is now
commonly given with mumps and rubella vaccines in a combined "MMR" vaccine. The U.K., as
did the U.S., categorized measles as "eliminated" over a decade ago, meaning it was no longer
circulating from within its borders.
Child deaths from measles world-wide fell 71% to
158,000 in 2011 from 2000, says the Measles & Rubella
Initiative, a partnership of global-health groups.

Getty Images

Dr. Andrew Wakefield in the 1990s suggested an
autism link to the vaccine.

Most measles occurs in developing countries. But it is
resurging in some of the very countries that have led
global campaigns against it. France was close to
eliminating it in 2007 before an outbreak infected more
than 20,000 people between 2008 and 2011.
Philosophical opposition to vaccines helped cause the
outbreak, says the European Centre for Disease
Prevention and Control.
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The 117 U.S. cases reported so far this year are up from 54 in all of 2012 and could put the U.S. on
track to match the 220 logged in 2011, the highest since 1996. England reported 1,168 cases in
2013 through May, up 64% from the year-earlier period and the highest recorded level since
1994.
"It's very galling we had measles eliminated and now we've got it again" in the U.K., says Paul
Cosford, medical director of Public Health England, the government public-health agency.
The autism scare behind the Wales outbreak tracks to the era of Dr. Wakefield, then a researcher
at London's Royal Free Hospital, whose suggestion of a vaccine-autism link began to get press in
1997.
A paper Dr. Wakefield published in 1998 in the Lancet, a medical journal, described 12
"previously normal" children who developed gastrointestinal problems and developmental
disorders including autism. His paper concluded that "in most cases, onset of symptoms was after
measles, mumps, and rubella immunization. Further investigations are needed to examine this
syndrome and its possible relation to this vaccine."
Medical experts immediately warned parents that they considered the research incomplete and
speculative, and said there was no evidence of a link. Among other studies debunking his
research, a 2004 review of epidemiological studies by the U.S. Institute of Medicine found no
evidence MMR caused autism.
The Lancet retracted Dr. Wakefield's paper in 2010
after the U.K.'s General Medical Council concluded that
his work was "irresponsible and dishonest." The council
that year stripped him of his medical license, saying in a
report that he had engaged in "serious professional
misconduct."
Dr. Wakefield says he questioned MMR's safety but
strongly urged parents to continue with a measles-only
vaccine. "MMR doesn't protect against measles," he
says. "Measles vaccine protects against measles." He
says he stands by his work despite contrary conclusions
by other scientists. He didn't respond to subsequent
requests for comment on his license revocation.
His report helped spark backlash against MMR, especially in English-speaking countries, say
health officials in the U.S., U.K., Australia and other countries. An estimated 2.1% of U.S. children
who received other routine vaccines weren't immunized with MMR in 2000, up from 0.77% in
1995, according to a 2008 study published in Pediatrics that concluded the change was
"associated with" Dr. Wakefield's study.
Dr. Wakefield says he rejects the idea that his research helped cause measles outbreaks, because
he told parents to keep vaccinating with measles-only vaccine.
U.S. critics, including some who questioned vaccines in general, continued to campaign against
the vaccine. Among them, former Playboy model and actress Jenny McCarthy, who has been
named a co-host of ABC's "The View," became a leader of the anti-vaccine movement in the U.S.
several years ago when in televised interviews she linked her son's autism to vaccinations. A
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publicist for Ms. McCarthy, who wrote the forward to a 2010 book by Dr. Wakefield, didn't
respond to requests for comment.
Dr. Wakefield's work especially reverberated in the U.K. MMR vaccination rates among
2-year-olds in England fell to 80% in the 2004 fiscal year from about 92% in 1997.
But nowhere did the toxic mix of dubious science, sensational headlines and parental fear take a
bigger toll than in southwest Wales. As Dr. Wakefield's concerns gathered steam in Britain's
national media in 1997, a Port Talbot mother, Jackie Eckton, phoned the South Wales Evening
Post to ask whether other parents had experienced problems with MMR.
In one 1997 article, Ms. Eckton told the Post the vaccine turned her 3-year-old, Daniel, who had
been diagnosed with autism, into a "distant and silent recluse." She told the paper she wanted to
form "some sort of action group so people can help each other fight this thing and what it does."
The Post instructed parents wanting to join her campaign to phone its news desk.
Within days, parents of 20 other children formed a group led by Ms. Eckton, and demanded an
investigation into whether the shots—"jabs" in the U.K.—were faulty. The Post ran a headline:
"Jab Mums Fear a Rogue Batch."
The health department told parents there was nothing wrong
with the vaccine. The U.K.'s state-run health system
encourages parents to vaccinate children but, unlike the U.S.
system, doesn't require vaccinations for school enrollment.
Ms. Eckton's group grew, and stories about other children
followed, with headlines like "Mum fears twins may be jab
victims." After Dr. Wakefield's paper was published in
February, 1998, the Post stepped up its coverage, with
dozens of stories about worried parents.
Health experts in Wales say the Post's coverage was probably
the main reason vaccination rates fell further here than
elsewhere. By the third quarter of 1998, uptake of the
vaccine in 2-year-olds fell by 14% in the newspaper's
distribution area, compared with a 2.4% drop in the rest of
Wales, according to a report in the Journal of Epidemiology
& Community Health.
Doctors urged parents to vaccinate anyway, says Charlotte Jones, a general practitioner in
Swansea, Wales. "We'd chase them up by letter, by telephone," she says, but many "weren't having
it."
Ms. Jenkins's grandmother, Ms. Mugford, wasn't having it. "I got frightened—what if she ends up
with autism? And I just let it go," she says of her decision not to vaccinate.
The backlash lingered for years. Hannah Williams, a 31-year-old mother of two boys, ages five and
six, says she skipped their MMR vaccinations over autism fears. Her nephew had been vaccinated
and developed autism, she says, so she and her husband "decided we weren't willing to take the
risk."
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Their pediatrician badgered them to vaccinate, she says, but "we'd just say no."

A Welsh mother urged a local paper to report vaccine fears
after her son became a 'distant and silent recluse.'

It can take years for an outbreak to follow dropping vaccination rates. Doctors in Wales reported
from 104 to 223 cases a year from 1999 to 2008. Reported cases rose to 567 in 2009 and fell to
117 in 2010.
Then, in November 2012, doctors started seeing a marked increase. There were dozens of new
cases a week, and authorities declared an outbreak.
The outbreak especially hit children 10 to 18 years old who went unvaccinated during the autism
scare.
About 10% of infected children in the outbreak area were admitted to the hospital, with
complications including severe dehydration and pneumonia, says Sara Hayes, a director of public
health in the outbreak area. Most of the infected have recovered. A 25-year-old man died of
pneumonia related to the measles, according to Public Health Wales.
Ms. Jenkins in April joined thousands of other children who lined up for belated vaccinations. It
was too late: She found the rash soon thereafter, she says. Ms. Jenkins, now 16, says her measles
got so bad she had to visit the hospital. She recovered, as have most others.
"It took her getting measles for me to realize how dangerous it was," her grandmother says.
Dr. Wakefield rejects the idea that he helped cause the Welsh outbreak. The government's
decision not to offer a measles-only vaccine, he says, "lays the blame fairly on their shoulders."
Measles-only vaccines weren't approved in Britain at the time, says Brendan Mason, an
epidemiologist with Public Health Wales. Global health officials have long viewed single-disease
vaccines as inferior to combination shots because they increase the likelihood children will miss
some doses.
Dr. Wakefield in 2005 moved to Austin, Texas, where he helped found an autism researchand-treatment center. He resigned from the center in 2010 after the U.K. revoked his medical
license and says he is now helping run an Austin-based video-production company.
Efforts to reach George Edwards, who edited the Post during the autism scare, were unsuccessful.
In April, the BBC quoted him as saying that "at no time did the newspaper ever say to parents 'do
not let your children have this jab.'"
The Post's current editor, Jonathan Roberts, wrote in an April editorial: "It is clear that there were
genuine concerns in the mid-1990s about MMR and the Post gave them full and responsible
coverage." Mr. Roberts says he doesn't have anything to add to his editorial.
Wales declared the outbreak over on July 3. But there may be other ripples from the late-1990s
scare. U.K. health officials say the drop in MMR vaccination has contributed to a spike in mumps
in the U.K. in recent years.
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Public Health Wales warned in recent weeks that many people remain unvaccinated with MMR
and leave Wales vulnerable to future outbreaks of measles and mumps.
And resistance persists: Even some Welsh parents who belatedly inoculated remain suspicious of
MMR.
Ms. Williams, who had skipped her sons' vaccinations, took her boys to an emergency vaccination
clinic during the outbreak. She says she isn't as worried about autism now that her children are
older but still isn't convinced of MMR's safety.
Ms. Eckton, who started the parents' group, says she still believes MMR damaged her son, now 18,
who she says is severely autistic.
"I'm only a parent who watched what happened to my son," says Ms. Eckton, 46. "When you feel
guilt for that, that's quite hard."
Write to Jeanne Whalen at jeanne.whalen@wsj.com and Betsy McKay at betsy.mckay@wsj.com
A version of this article appeared July 19, 2013, on page A1 in the U.S. edition of The Wall Street
Journal, with the headline: Fifteen Years After Autism Panic, A Plague of Measles Erupts.
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