
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
Concerted global action needed to beat back measles outbreaks

Urgent action is needed to protect hard-
won gains against measles and rubella 
and to ensure that children are vaccinated 
safely during the COVID-19 pandemic.

2019 saw new and continuing outbreaks of measles 
across the globe. Measles infections and deaths 
rose to the highest levels seen in a quarter-century 
and four European countries lost measles-free 
certification. Progress toward rubella elimination, 
meanwhile, remained steady and is being made 
country-by-country, with more babies protected in 
low to middle income countries than ever before. 
Challenges for regaining and maintaining progress 
for both diseases targeted for elimination emerged as 
the SARS-CoV-2 virus crossed borders late in the year 
and spawned a global pandemic. While the Measles & 
Rubella Initiative (M&RI) and its global partners face 
challenges, there are sound reasons to believe that 
gains lost can be recovered, momentum regained, 
unmet goals achieved and lives and livelihoods saved. 

Measles Elimination Targets Slipped in 2019
In 2019, reported measles cases worldwide increased 
to 869,770, the highest number since 1996 and deaths 
surged almost 50 percent since 2016. Measles killed 
nearly 570 people, most of them children, each day in 
2019, and every one of those deaths was preventable. 
The World Health Organization (WHO) and U.S. 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (U.S. CDC) 
estimate that the number of measles deaths reached 
207,500 globally. 

A half-century of hard-won gains were seriously 
threatened. No region of the world escaped 2019’s 
measles resurgence; even countries with robust 
immunization programmes and certified measles-free 
status experienced outbreaks. The COVID-19 pandemic 
is expected to compound the situation as measles 
campaigns are delayed and routine immunization is 
disrupted globally.

Though the world’s poorest countries bore the brunt 
of 2019’s measles resurgence, significant outbreaks 
occurred in wealthier countries, as well.  Five countries 
accounted for 78 percent of all measles cases 
worldwide — the Democratic Republic of the Congo 

(DRC), Madagascar, Ukraine, Philippines and Nigeria. 
Sub-Saharan Africa, where too many children go 
unvaccinated year a� er year, fared worst. Countries 
such as Ethiopia and Pakistan that recorded significant 
progress toward measles elimination in recent years 
are at risk of losing hard won gains. 
The United States narrowly escaped losing measles-
free status, reporting its highest number of cases in 
25 years. Meanwhile, four countries in Europe — 
Albania, Czechia, Greece and the United Kingdom —
did lose measles elimination status in 2019. 

Steady Progress Toward Rubella Elimination 
in 2019
Not all the news is bad, though. The backsliding in the 
struggle against measles overshadowed significant 
successes achieved against rubella, including a total 
of 82 (42%) countries that have now attained rubella-
elimination status.  The Americas has retained its 
regional rubella-free status since certification in 
2015. At the end of 2019, the number of countries 
that have introduced rubella vaccines grew to 173 
(89%) compared to only 99 (52%) countries in 2000.  
National programmes are reaching more babies than 
ever before with rubella vaccine, which o� ers lifelong 
protection from the virus.  A person vaccinated against 
rubella will neither contract nor spread the disease to 
others, including to pregnant mothers who, if infected 
in their first three months of pregnancy, have up to a 
90 percent chance of delivering a severely deformed 
child, caused by Congenital Rubella Syndrome.

High Vaccination Coverage Saves Lives 
and Livelihoods
Globally, measles and routine vaccination rates have 
been stagnant for almost a decade, with measles 
vaccinations stuck well below the level needed to 
prevent future outbreaks. WHO and UNICEF estimate 
that 85 percent of children worldwide received the 
first dose of measles-containing vaccine (MCV1) as part 
of routine vaccination in 2019, but an estimated 13.8 
million children are zero-dose children, meaning they 
receive no vaccines at all. WHO recommends providing 
two doses of measles-containing vaccine, and at 
least 95 percent two-dose coverage for achieving 
and maintaining measles elimination. At 71 percent, 
the global average of second-dose measles vaccine 

(MCV2) coverage lags far behind the 93 – 95 percent 
level needed to achieve measles herd immunity and 
prevent future outbreaks. 

The Measles & Rubella Initiative Helps Deliver 
Vaccines and Other Lifesaving Interventions 
The Measles & Rubella Initiative (M&RI) includes the 
American Red Cross, the U.S. CDC, the United Nations 
Foundation, UNICEF and the WHO. Organizations 
such as Gavi, the Vaccine Alliance, the Bill and 
Melinda Gates Foundation (BMGF), the Alwaleed 
Philanthropies, the Lions Clubs International 
Foundation and others contribute needed resources 
and unique expertise. With the support of partners 
and stakeholders, the M&RI leads and coordinates 
e� orts to achieve a world without measles and rubella 
death and disease.

The Initiative, together with its stakeholders and 
partners, helps countries undertake Supplementary 
Immunization Activities (SIAs) and respond to 
measles outbreaks. Expanding from 37 countries the 
previous year, M&RI supported 62 SIAs in 53 countries 
in 2019 that vaccinated nearly 203 million children. 
In addition to rapidly immunizing against measles, 
M&RI led outbreak response e� orts that reduced 
measles-related deaths from pneumonia and other 
complications through timely interventions, such as 
vitamin A1 supplementation. In 2019, M&RI helped 25 
countries deliver interventions such as deworming, 
polio vaccination, and vitamin A supplements during 
measles campaigns, an increase from 10 countries 
receiving similar support from M&RI in 2018. 

2019 Highlights:
• As a massive measles outbreak in Madagascar 

swelled to over 140,000 cases in early 2019, the 
M&RI, with funding support from Gavi, USAID, 
and others, launched an emergency response 
that vaccinated 2.1 million infants and children 
against measles.

• In partnership with the Alwaleed Philanthropies, 
6.7 million children were vaccinated against 
measles in 2019.

• One of the M&RI founding partners, the American 
Red Cross, mobilized 6,960 volunteers to reach 
2,569,904 households in six countries. 

• M&RI’s Global Measles and Rubella Laboratory 
Network tested over 214,281 measles samples. 

• Each year, the M&RI provides $2 – $3 million for 
measles research globally, including a project co-
funded by U.S. CDC, UNICEF and BMGF to develop 
a self-adhesive “microneedle” vaccine patch. The 
microneedle patch promises to radically simplify 
logistics (including cold chain requirements and 
needle disposal), thereby bringing safe, e� ective 
and pain-free measles-rubella vaccinations to 
children in hard-to-reach environments. 

• The M&RI is also working with Public Health 
England to pilot a new point-of-care rapid 
diagnostic test that uses a single drop of blood to 
immediately confirm a measles diagnosis, enabling 
timelier outbreak response. 

• The M&RI continued to leverage its convening role, 
private sector fundraising and communication 
expertise to help advance measles and rubella 
elimination goals. 

From 2000–2019, measles vaccination was estimated 
to have saved more than 23 million lives. All WHO 
regions have set regional elimination goals, but none 
has achieved and sustained regional measles-free 
status. This fell far short of the Global Vaccine Action 
Plan target to achieve measles elimination in five of 
the six WHO Regions by 2020. 

Resurgent measles outbreaks coupled with the 
SARS-CoV-2 pandemic underscore the urgency of 
the need for collaboration among individual 
countries and the global health community. High-
quality national immunization programmes can 
prevent or reduce the severity of outbreaks and 
robust global disease surveillance can speed the 
detection of outbreaks and shorten response times 
when outbreaks do occur. Even during the COVID-19 
pandemic, the M&RI will remain dedicated and 
responsive to the urgent need to protect children 
everywhere from measles and rubella and, ultimately, 
all vaccine-preventable diseases.

The Measles & Rubella Initiative Partners

For more information:
www.MeaslesRubellaInitiative.org

Follow @MeaslesRubella

 1  https://www.nfid.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Call-to-Action-Vitamin-A-for-the-Management-of-Measles-in-the-US-FINAL.pdf 
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Nine countries 
accounted for 

73% 
of all reported
cases in 2019.

Ukraine 

Georgia

Kazakhstan

North Macedonia

Samoa

Tonga 

   Democratic Republic of Congo

Central African Republic

Madagascar

2019 IN NUMBERS

116 million
children received the 1st dose 

of the measles vaccine in

194
countries for

85%
global coverage.

6,960
volunteers mobilized by the 
American Red Cross reached

2,569,904
households in 6 countries.

UNICEF procured and delivered 

346.4 million
doses of measles vaccines on 

behalf of 84 countries in 2019.

Over35 million
doses were supplied specifically 

in response to measles outbreaks in
22 countries.

Estimated 

207,000
people, mostly children, died 

due to measles in 2019,  
as deaths surged by nearly 

50% 
around the world 

compared to 2016.

870,000 
measles cases in 2019, 

the highest number 
reported since 1996.

60.7 million
children vaccinated against measles

 using Gavi funds during outbreak 
response (2012 – 2019).

25
countries delivered additional health 

interventions including deworming, polio 
and Vitamin A during measles campaigns.

173
countries

(89%)
provided rubella
vaccines in their 

immunization schedule.

177
countries

(91%)
have introduced a 2nd dose 

of the measles vaccine  in their 
immunization schedule.

113
countries had

>90%
immunization 

coverage for the 1st dose
 of themeasles vaccine.

289,435
specimens were tested 

for measles. 

214,281
specimens were tested 

for rubella. 

53
countries vaccinated nearly

203 million
children during 

62
supplemental immunization 

activities (SIAs) with 
M&RI support.

The Region of the 
Americas maintained 

rubella and congenital 
rubella syndrome 

elimination
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