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Cholera is making a comeback — and the world
doesn’t have enough vaccines
“A billion people at risk”: How worldwide cholera outbreaks are threatening lives.

by Ellen Ioanes
May 2, 2024, 6:30 AM EDT
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Ellen Ioanes covers breaking and general assignment news as the weekend reporter at Vox. She previously worked at
Business Insider covering the military and global conflicts.

Amid a global resurgence of cholera, the world is fighting with one hand tied behind
its back.

The global stockpile of the oral cholera vaccine — a supply whose needs are difficult
to predict and fill anyway — has dwindled to nearly nothing after the Indian drug
manufacturer that produced about 15 percent of the world’s supply stopped making
the vaccine last year. While other companies are setting up new production capacity,
the stockpile is now effectively nonexistent. Demand is so great that as soon as doses
are produced, they must immediately ship to one of the world’s current cholera hot
spots.

This crisis is symptomatic of a larger problem: the persistent lack of political will and
financial investment to dramatically reduce cholera deaths.

Cholera flourishes in areas where there is contaminated water, poor sanitation, and
people living in crowded conditions — like the city of Rafah, currently home to more
than 1 million Palestinians displaced by Israel’s war in Gaza. Cholera has not yet been
detected there, since no one from outside Gaza can bring it in, but an outbreak would
be catastrophic given the decimation of Gaza’s health care system and the lack of
access to humanitarian goods like clean water and medication.

The disease is typically spread when an infected person or people contaminate a
water source by defecating in or near it. People get sick after drinking the
contaminated water, suffering from acute diarrhea and vomiting — which can,
without treatment, kill an infected person within a day.

It’s a disease that rich countries with clean water and good sanitation infrastructure
do not have to worry about anymore. But cholera cases are rising worldwide now after
a period of decline from 2017 through 2021, according to the World Health

A nurse administers a dosage of the cholera vaccine during the launch of the campaign to immunize people in

affected areas, at the Kuwadzana Polyclinic in Harare on January 29, 2024. Jekesai Njikizana/AFP via Getty Images
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Organization’s cholera team leader Philippe Barboza. There are currently active
cholera outbreaks in Zambia, Mozambique, Sudan, the Democratic Republic of the
Congo, Syria, Ethiopia, Somalia, Zimbabwe, and Haiti.

“Once it is there in these situations, because of the very poor water and sanitation
and hygiene situation, it can spread like wildfire,” Paul Spiegel, director of the Johns
Hopkins Center for Humanitarian Health, told Vox.

As many as 143,000 people die from this preventable disease each year — which could
even be an underestimate, since some countries do not have the capacity to detect or
compile data on cholera cases. According to some metrics, it is becoming more fatal
because many infected people do not have adequate access to health care. Concurrent
outbreaks throughout the world are straining the global health sector’s resources to
respond.

“It’s a really horrible way to die,” Mohammad Fadlalla, an Ohio-based physician who
volunteers with Medecins Sans Frontieres and has responded to multiple cholera
outbreaks, told Vox.
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With the increase in outbreaks and limited countermeasures, particularly vaccines,
“We are talking about a billion people at risk” in the immediate term, Barboza said.
“And this is an underestimate. This is a very conservative estimate.”

Why aren’t there enough cholera vaccine doses?

There are a few intersecting crises that have led to cholera’s comeback and the world’s
limited capacity to combat it. One pivotal moment came in 2020, when Shantha (now
Sanofi India), a fully owned subsidiary of French pharmaceutical company Sanofi
based in India, announced that it would stop manufacturing its oral cholera vaccine
at the end of 2022.

“We took this decision in a context where we were already producing very small
volumes versus the total demand for cholera vaccines and in the knowledge that other
cholera vaccine manufacturers (current and new entrants) had already announced
an increased supply capacity in the years to come,” Sanofi told the Guardian in 2022.

The company said at the time that it had shared information about how its vaccine
was manufactured with public health partners like the International Vaccine
Institute (IVI), which has transferred the vaccine technology to new manufacturers.
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But those contingencies weren’t enough to offset a total shutdown by the company
that was manufacturing about 15 percent of the global vaccine supply depending on
the year, as Jerome Kim, director general of the IVI, told Vox. That left just one other
manufacturer, South Korea’s EuBiologics, in the market as global cholera cases
surged.

“WHO has contacted [Sanofi] several times to ask first to increase [vaccine
production], second to maintain, and third, to postpone their decision,” Barboza
said. “So we have tried all the possible things and the rationale of [Sanofi is], ‘Oh, no,
there will be other manufacturers that are coming.’”

In an email to Vox, Sanofi said that the decision to exit the cholera vaccine market
was not about profitability, but rather based on an understanding that EuBiologics
would increase its output and other manufacturers would enter the market.

EuBiologics will produce as many as 50 million doses of an oral cholera vaccine this
year. The WHO announced in April that it approved a simplified, but still effective,
version of the present formula for use, which will help mitigate the vaccine shortage.

The world has already been forced to start rationing vaccine doses. In 2022, the WHO
recommended halving the vaccine dose from two to one, which downgrades the
vaccine’s efficacy but does offer protection for a year or more, and obviously increases
the number of people who can receive some protection with limited supplies. Last
year, all of the 36 million regimens were distributed to 72 million people to take one
dose each. Today, with only EuBiologics now producing a cholera vaccine, doses are
allocated as soon as they are made to one of the areas with an active outbreak, said
Derrick Sim, managing director of vaccine markets and health security at Gavi, the
international vaccine alliance.

Because of the global shortfall, there are no vaccine doses available for preventive
campaigns that would keep cholera out of communities in the first place. And absent
an international commitment to improve the water supply and sanitation in poor
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countries at risk for cholera outbreaks — an approximately $114 billion yearly
commitment — vaccination would be a powerful tool for preventing sickness and
death from cholera in areas where outbreaks could occur.

There are some important developments in vaccine technology in the pipeline, such
as a temperature-stable pill form that would be much easier to transport and
administer than the current liquid form, which must be kept between 2 and 8 degrees
Celsius. At least three companies are currently working to develop new cholera
vaccines, but they won’t be on the market until at least the end of 2025, and
potentially years later. Gavi, which supports vaccine programs in developing
countries and has contributed to the vaccination of nearly 1 billion children since its
founding in 2000, is also working with smaller manufacturers in developing
countries in Africa to bolster the global supply and produce the vaccine closer to
where it will ultimately be used, Sim said.

But developing cholera vaccines — from research to improve them to transferring the
vaccine technology to new manufacturers, from clinical trials to purchasing and
distributing them — also requires money. The WHO budgeted about $12 million for
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its cholera vaccination efforts last year, but that number will need to increase as cases
do.

That could potentially help address some of these supply issues — but it also
highlights why they exist in the first place.

“The big manufacturers are not interested in investing in a vaccine that only the poor
countr[ies] can buy,” Barboza said, “and that will cost only $1.50 or $1 per dose.”

Why are cholera cases rising in the first place, in the 21st
century no less?

At the time Sanofi decided to exit the cholera vaccine market in 2020, cholera was
trending downward after a 20-year high in 2017. The Global Task Force for Cholera
Control — a collaboration between the WHO, GAVI, and other stakeholders — had
released a road map to reducing cholera deaths by 90 percent by 2030, and poor and
developing countries where cholera is endemic or an active concern were
implementing national cholera vaccination plans.
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In retrospect, experts believe the world missed an opportunity to work aggressively
toward prevention, an effort that would have been aided by Sanofi’s continued
production of its cholera vaccines.

But Covid-19, which diverted resources and attention away from most other global
diseases including cholera; an increase in displacement due to violence and conflict;
and extreme weather events caused by climate change that both displace people and
make environments more conducive to cholera have combined to allow the disease to
spread more rapidly.

Four of the five worst years for cholera in recent history have come since 2017.

This is all the more concerning because cholera is fairly simple to prevent, with the
supplies to provide clean drinking water and sanitation. It’s easy to treat, too: All it
takes to cure cholera in most cases is clean water and oral rehydration salts,
antibiotics in the worst-case scenarios. With proper medical intervention, no one
should die from it.

In situations of extreme instability like in Sudan, or where the medical sector has
been decimated as in Gaza, those interventions become more challenging.

And while some countries have long had routine cholera outbreaks, it’s not always
easy to predict when or where they’ll hit, or how big they will grow, because
contaminated water sources and infected people can cross borders, as likely occurred
in Lebanon in 2022. Cholera is common in neighboring Syria, where the Assad
regime has decimated local infrastructure and displaced hundreds of thousands of
people. Though Lebanon had not experienced an outbreak since 1993, conditions
were ripe for it. Years of government corruption and incompetence have led to a
breakdown in public infrastructure including health care and sanitation — all of
which helped trigger the outbreak in 2022. That outbreak saw at least 6,000
confirmed and suspectd cases.

In August 2023, Fadlalla was responding to an outbreak in Al Qadarif, Sudan, which
has been in a devastating civil conflict for a year now.
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“A lot of the governmental institutions were [at the time] eight months without their
people getting paid their salaries, and the bureaucracy was not really functioning or
operating,” he said. “And this is including the Ministries of Health. The whole
medical sector was not getting paid, supplies were not getting restocked.”

Climate change and the conflict and displacement related to it also significantly
contribute to the uptick in cholera outbreaks, according to experts Vox spoke with.
Higher temperatures and changing weather patterns make the environmental
conditions ripe for outbreaks in new places unused to the disease.

But climate change is not going to be reversed any time soon, nor is the global
community going to commit to improving sanitation in developing countries or
mitigating displacement. So in the meantime, vaccines remain one of the most
important ways to prevent cholera deaths.

“It’s not that nothing is happening,” Barboza said. “There are a lot of things that are
happening, but are they acting fast enough, with enough money?”
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