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Bill Gates targets polio at Rotary’s international convention in New Orleans 
Lauds service group as it nears $200 million funding goal to support polio eradication 

NEW ORLEANS (May 24, 2011) – In 1955, Children’s Hospital of New Orleans opened as the Crippled Children’s Hospital to provide care to hundreds of Louisiana children disabled by infectious poliomyelitis. Just three years earlier, the worst polio epidemic in U.S. history struck nearly 60,000 people throughout the then-48 states, paralyzing or killing more than 24,000, most of them children.

This week, philanthropist Bill Gates, co-chair of the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, is in the Crescent City to support Rotary International’s 26-year effort to eradicate polio. His appearance is an important reminder that polio, a receding memory in America thanks to preventive vaccines, still threatens children in parts of the developing world. And as long as polio exists anywhere in the world, all children remain at risk.

Gates is to speak at 4:30 p.m. Tuesday, May 24, at the Rotary International Convention at the Ernest N. Morial Convention Center, where he is expected to congratulate Rotary clubs for their ongoing effort to raise $200 million for polio eradication. The $200 million will match an earlier $355 million challenge grant awarded to the organization by the Gates Foundation, with all of the resulting $555 million earmarked for crucial polio eradication activities in at-risk countries. Rotary leaders are expected to announce that the organization is more than three-quarters of the way toward the challenge goal with $175 million raised so far, a full year ahead of the 2012 target date.

The 275 Rotary clubs in Louisiana and surrounding states that make up the convention’s host region have contributed more than $872,000 to the Gates Foundation challenge and nearly $5 million overall to Rotary’s polio eradication program.

On the evening of Monday, May 23, Rotary members and friends of Rotary worldwide will be able to celebrate Rotary’s polio eradication progress by tuning in or logging onto New Orleans community radio station WWOZ (90.7 FM/wwoz.org), to enjoy a special live broadcast of Rotary’s “Polio Unmasked Concert” at Mardi Gras World. Headlining are two New Orleans music legends, trumpeter Kermit Ruffins and soul singer Irma Thomas. The show, which will include messages about Rotary’s polio initiative, is tentatively set to begin at 7:30 p.m.

Gates’ convention remarks likely will reflect the message of his 2011 foundation letter, released in January, stressing the importance of achieving the total eradication of polio. “We are so close, but we have to finish the last leg of the journey,” Gates wrote. “We need to bring the cases down to zero, maintain careful surveillance to ensure the virus is truly gone, and keep defenses up with polio vaccines until we’ve confirmed success.”

Beginning in 1985, when polio paralyzed more than 350,000 children in 125 countries every year, eradication has been Rotary’s top philanthropic goal.  Since then, polio cases have plunged 99 percent worldwide, with fewer than 1,300 cases in 2010. Only four countries remain polio-endemic: Afghanistan, India, Nigeria, and Pakistan. However, other nations remain at risk for infections “imported” from the endemic countries.

As the volunteer arm and top private sector contributor in the Global Polio Eradication Initiative, Rotary has contributed more than $1 billion and countless volunteer hours to immunize more than two billion children in 122 countries. The other spearheading partners in the initiative are the World Health Organization, UNICEF and the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.

Every year, hundreds of Rotary club members volunteer for immunization drives in at-risk countries. Among them is Stephen Howard, a member of the Rotary Club of Gulfport-Orange Grove, Miss., who helped vaccinate children in Benin in 2009.

“We immunized over 5,000 children in an eight-hour day in one outlying village, walking house-to-house,” he recalls. “Would I do it again? Absolutely. This is where the rubber hits the road in Rotary.”

Other Rotary club members are themselves polio survivors for whom the organization’s eradication program resonates personally. Huey Beverly, who spent six months in an “iron lung” breathing apparatus after contracting polio as a child, joined the Rotary Club of Franklinville in 1970 and was elated when Rotary adopted polio eradication as its top priority.

“I thought it was amazing and wonderful when Rotary undertook the huge cause of eradicating polio throughout the world,” says Beverly, who will visit the iron lung display on the convention floor. “It is terrific to know that children will no longer have to suffer this awful disease.”

Rotary is a worldwide organization of business and professional leaders who provide humanitarian service and help to build goodwill and peace in the world. Rotary’s global membership is approximately 1.2 million men and women who belong to more than 34,000 Rotary clubs in more than 200 countries and geographical areas.

The Rotary International Convention is expected to draw more than 19,000 registrants from 160 countries, pumping about $22 million into the New Orleans economy.

For more information, visit www.rotary.org  To access broadcast quality video footage and still photos of Rotary members and Bill Gates immunizing children against polio available go to: http://rotary.org/mediacenter 

###
Accredited journalists are invited to cover the Rotary convention (May 21-25) at the Ernest N. Morial Convention Center. Media passes are required to gain access to plenary speeches (Halls E-F), and project exhibits (Halls G-H).  Accredited journalists can obtain media passes at Rotary’s Press Center (Rm 265) 504.670.7010.
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