[image: ]Name: Kia Brown
Student ID: 2533549
Module: LCHS4008 - Public Health
Assessment 2
Topic: Polio (Poliomyelitis)




Introduction
Polio, also known as poliomyelitis, is a highly infectious disease caused by the poliovirus. It mainly affects young children and can spread from person to person, usually through contact with infected faeces or contaminated food and water (WHO, 2025a). Many people who catch polio have no symptoms. However, some people can develop flu-like symptoms such as a high temperature, tiredness, headaches, vomiting, muscle pain and a stiff neck (NHS, 2026a).
In more serious cases, polio can affect the brain and nerves and cause muscle weakness or paralysis. In severe cases, breathing muscles can also become affected, which can be life-threatening (WHO, 2025a). Polio is now extremely rare in the UK, with no confirmed cases of paralysis from polio caught in the UK since 1984 (NHS, 2026a). Worldwide, wild poliovirus cases have fallen by over 99% since 1988, but wild poliovirus remains endemic in Afghanistan and Pakistan (WHO, 2025a).

How polio is measured and monitored
Polio needs to be carefully monitored because some people can carry the virus without showing any symptoms. Health organisations use different methods to find cases and check whether the virus is spreading within communities (GPEI, 2025).
One method is called surveillance. Doctors and other healthcare professionals look out for people who suddenly develop weakness or paralysis. This is known as acute flaccid paralysis (AFP). When a possible case is identified, stool samples can be tested in a laboratory to check for poliovirus (UKHSA, 2026a).
Another important method is environmental surveillance. This involves testing sewage and wastewater for signs of poliovirus. This is useful because the virus can be found in the faeces of an infected person, even when they do not feel ill. Wastewater testing can therefore give an early warning that the virus may be present in a community (UKHSA, 2026b).
In England, the UK Health Security Agency (UKHSA) carries out routine environmental surveillance for polio. Sewage samples are collected from different locations and tested for poliovirus. This helps health organisations respond quickly if the virus is detected (UKHSA, 2026b).
Worldwide, the Global Polio Eradication Initiative uses AFP surveillance, environmental surveillance and laboratory testing to identify where poliovirus is still circulating (GPEI, 2025). This information helps health organisations respond to outbreaks and organise vaccination programmes where they are most needed.
These monitoring methods are important because finding the virus early can help prevent it from spreading further.



How polio is controlled
The main way polio is controlled is through vaccination. There is currently no cure for polio, so preventing people from catching and spreading the virus is very important (WHO, 2025a). Vaccines help the body build protection against poliovirus and have played a major part in reducing polio cases around the world.
In the UK, the polio vaccine is included as part of the NHS routine childhood vaccination programme. Children receive doses at different ages to build and maintain protection against the disease (NHS, 2026b). Keeping vaccination levels high is important because it reduces the chance of the virus spreading if it enters the country.
Polio is also controlled by responding quickly when the virus is detected. Health organisations can investigate possible cases, test samples and check whether other people may have been exposed. Wastewater is also tested to identify signs of poliovirus within communities (UKHSA, 2026b). If the virus is found, public health action can be taken to reduce the risk of further spread.
Worldwide, vaccination campaigns are particularly important in countries where polio is still present. The Global Polio Eradication Initiative works with countries and international organisations to vaccinate children and monitor the spread of the virus (GPEI, 2025).
Good hygiene and sanitation can also help reduce transmission because poliovirus can spread through contaminated hands, food and water (NHS, 2026a). Overall, vaccination, monitoring and quick action during outbreaks are the most important ways of controlling polio and protecting communities.
Effects of polio on individuals and communities
Polio can affect people in different ways. Many people who become infected may have no symptoms, while others may experience mild symptoms such as fever, headaches, tiredness and muscle pain (WHO, 2025a). However, a small number of people can develop serious problems if the virus affects the nervous system.
One of the most serious effects of polio is paralysis. This can affect a person's legs, arms or the muscles used for breathing. Some people may be left with permanent weakness or disability, which can affect their ability to walk, work or complete everyday activities independently (NHS, 2026a). A person may need equipment such as walking aids or a wheelchair and may also need support from family members or carers.
Polio can also affect a person's emotional and social wellbeing. Living with a long-term disability may affect confidence and independence. Some people may find it difficult to take part in education, employment or social activities. This could lead to isolation and may affect their overall quality of life.
Some people who had polio in the past can develop post-polio syndrome many years later. Symptoms can include new or worsening muscle weakness, tiredness, pain and difficulties with everyday activities (NHS, 2026a).
Polio can also have an impact on the wider community. An outbreak can put extra pressure on health services because more testing, vaccination and monitoring may be needed. Communities with low vaccination levels can be more vulnerable if the virus is introduced (WHO, 2025b). Preventing polio therefore protects individuals, families and the wider community.
Health and social care support
People who have been seriously affected by polio may need different types of health and social care support. The support needed will depend on how the person has been affected and whether they have long-term problems such as muscle weakness or paralysis.
As there is no cure for polio, treatment mainly focuses on managing symptoms and helping the person live as independently as possible (NHS, 2026a). A physiotherapist may help the person improve their movement, strength and mobility. They may provide exercises and advice to help prevent further problems with muscles and joints.
An occupational therapist can support people who find everyday activities difficult. For example, they may suggest changes to the person's home or equipment such as walking aids, grab rails or a wheelchair. This can help the person remain independent and safe.
Some people may also need support from doctors, nurses and other healthcare professionals, particularly if they have problems with breathing, pain or severe muscle weakness. People who experience long-term problems after polio may need ongoing support to manage tiredness, pain and reduced mobility (NHS, 2026a).
Social care can also be important. A social worker or care worker may help someone with personal care, accessing services or completing everyday tasks. Emotional support may also be needed because living with a long-term disability can affect a person's confidence, relationships and wellbeing.
Overall, a person-centred approach is important. This means listening to the individual and involving them in decisions about their care. Different health and social care professionals can work together to meet the person's physical, emotional and social needs.








Conclusion
In conclusion, polio is a serious infectious disease that can have a major effect on a person's health and everyday life. Although many people may have mild symptoms or no symptoms at all, some people can develop muscle weakness, paralysis and long-term health problems (WHO, 2025a).
Vaccination has been extremely important in reducing the number of polio cases around the world. Although polio is now very rare in the UK, monitoring and maintaining high vaccination levels are still important to prevent future outbreaks (NHS, 2026a).
People who have long-term effects from polio may need support from different health and social care professionals. This can include doctors, nurses, physiotherapists, occupational therapists and care workers. Working together can help individuals remain as independent as possible and improve their quality of life.
Overall, continued vaccination, monitoring and support are important to protect individuals and communities from polio.
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