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The Pakistani Taliban’s 
Campaign Against Polio 
Vaccination

By Animesh Roul

pakistan has struggled to cope with 
the spread of polio, a debilitating 
viral disease. Human infections are 
frequently reported despite government 
and international agencies’ efforts to 
eliminate the disease.1 According to 
a World Health Organization (WHO) 
estimate, at least 72 polio cases were 
recorded in Pakistan in 2013, compared 
to 58 cases in 2012.2 In 2014, the number 
of infected children had already reached 
115 through August.3 The most affected 
provinces of Pakistan are Punjab, 
Sindh, and Khyber-Pakhtunkhwa (KP). 
One key reason behind this spread is 
the Pakistani Taliban’s propaganda 
campaign against receiving polio 
vaccinations, as well as their direct 
attacks on polio vaccination workers. 

This article reviews the Pakistani 
Taliban’s offensive against the polio 
immunization program in Pakistan, 
especially in the Federally Administered 
Tribal Areas (FATA) and KP, and 
it highlights how Pakistani Taliban 
militants—as well as sectarian militant 
groups—have unleashed a sustained 
armed campaign against the health 
workers and the security personnel who 
escort them. The article also discusses 
various regional biases against the 
vaccination programs, while examining 
Taliban decrees that denounce them.

Attacks on Vaccination Workers
Frequent attacks on anti-polio campaign 
volunteers and vaccination teams in 
Pakistan have become increasingly 
common since the Pakistani Taliban 
leadership began issuing religious 
edicts (fatwa) against the government 
vaccination program and against 
female health volunteers who have 
been the core workforce for health 
care programs. At least 56 individuals, 
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mostly female health workers and 
security personnel aiding the anti-polio 
campaign in Pakistan, were reportedly 
killed in attacks since June 2012 when 
the Pakistani Taliban reiterated its ban 
on the ongoing vaccination program.4

The most  deadly incidents  occurred in 
mid-December 2012,  when Pakistani 
Taliban mil itants  executed a  string 
of  attacks in Karachi,  Peshawar, 
Charsadda and Nowshera.  The attacks 
disrupted a  three-day national  polio 
vaccination campaign.  The mil itants 
ki l led at  least  nine anti-polio  health 
workers,  including f ive  female 
volunteers.5 

While attacks on anti-polio workers 
and their security details continued 
during various phases of anti-polio 
drives throughout 2013, a major 
assault took place on October 7, when 
Islamic militants targeted a medical 
distribution camp in the Suleman Khel 
area in Peshawar, the provincial capital 
of KP. At least seven people, including 
four security personnel, were killed in 
that incident.6 

In 2014, January and March saw a 
spike in assaults  on anti-polio  health 
workers and their  support  staff .  Six 
police  off icers  and a  child were kil led 
in a  bomb blast  near  a  police  vehicle 
in  Sardheri  market  of  Charsadda 
Town in KP on January 21  when 
security  off icials  were on their way 
to provide security to a polio team.7 
On March 1, 11 Khyber Khasadar Force 
personnel—government-backed local 
tribal militias—who were providing 
security to a polio team were killed in 
two separate blasts in the Lashora area 
of Jamrud in northwest Pakistan.8

Intermittent attacks targeting polio 
vaccination programs continued, and 
the intimidation and abduction of 
health workers and officials became 
increasingly frequent. The most brutal 
incident took place when female polio 
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vaccinator Salma Farooqi, who was 
part of the “Sehat Ka Insaf” anti-polio 
campaign of the KP government, was 
abducted, tortured and killed by armed 
militants on March 24.9

Tehrik-i-Taliban Pakistan (TTP) 
claimed responsibility for most of these 
attacks. The TTP’s affiliates such as 
Jundullah and Lashkar-e-Islam also 
claimed credit for some of the violence.10 
Occasionally, the TTP distanced itself 
from specif ic  attacks. 11 In  April  2013, 
the TTP announced that  i t  would 
support  anti-polio  vaccination drives 
on the guarantee that  they are  not 
used by the United States as a cover for 
espionage and that proof be provided 
showing that orally-administered polio 
vaccination drops are in accordance 
with Islamic tenets.12 According to TTP 
spokesman Ehsanullah Ehsan, “If they 
can convince us that these polio drops 
are Islamic and the spy agencies are not 
using it to kill our fighters, we would 
have no objection to any vaccination 
drive which is in the public interest.” 
Despite these statements, the Pakistani 
Taliban continued its violence against 
polio vaccinators in the pursuant 
months. 

The Pakistani Taliban’s Propaganda 
Campaign
Islamist-led propaganda campaigns 
against government-backed health 
projects, especially polio vaccination 
programs, began in Swat and Malakand 
regions in 2006. Maulana Fazlullah, the 
present TTP leader, spearheaded the 
effort. At the time, he was a radical cleric 
leading another banned organization, 
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Tehreek Nifaz-e-Shariat-e-Muhammadi 
(Movement for the Enforcement of 
Islamic Law, TNSM). Fazlullah and 
his followers carried out a propaganda 
campaign encouraging people to 
adopt an ultra-conservative lifestyle. 
He propagated primarily against 
entertainment such as music, dance, 
and television, but he also preached 
against female education. He criticized 
the polio vaccination program in KP 
(then known as the North-West Frontier 
Province, NWFP) through his illegal FM 
radio sermons and Friday prayers at the 
local mosques. He also alleged that the 
polio eradication campaign was part of 
a “conspiracy of Jews and Christians to 
make Muslims impotent and stunt the 
growth of Muslims.”13 

Pakistani Taliban fatwa against female 
health workers in Swat and Malakand 
sheds some light on the prevailing 
mindset of the Taliban. One such 
decree called the presence of women 
in public spaces a form of indecency, 
and instructed that it “was a Muslim 
man’s duty to kidnap the women health 
workers when they paid home visits, to 
marry them forcibly even if they were 
already married women, or to use them 
as sexual slaves.”14 Another similar 
Taliban decree declared that it was 
morally illegal for Muslim women to 
work for wages.15

For a brief period after  May 2007,  the 
situation improved in the region when 
the NWFP provincial  government 
signed a  peace deal  with Fazlullah’s 
TNSM, which agreed to  support 
the polio  vaccination campaign 
and education for  girls ,  as  well  as 
government efforts  to  establish law 
and order. 16 A year  later,  Fazlullah 
joined the TTP by merging the TNSM 
into the larger  Pakistani  Taliban 
conglomerate,  and signed a  16-point 
peace deal  with the NWFP government. 
The Taliban in Swat  and Malakand 
agreed not  to  oppose vaccination 
against polio, measles, smallpox 
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and tuberculosis, including all those 
administered to children, and would 
not obstruct women’s education.17 

The situation deteriorated,  however, 
fol lowing a  continuous army offensive 
against  the Pakistani  Taliban in 
the region.  By early  2009,  the TTP 
returned to  i ts  original  campaign 
against  women’s  education and 
vaccination along with crit icism of 
non-governmental  organizations 
(NGOs).  TTP spokesman Muslim Khan 
reportedly told the media that “the TTP 
is against polio vaccination because it 
causes infertility.”18 He also charged 
that the vaccine could not be trusted 
since it was imported.19 Khan said that 
the vaccination program is a U.S. tool 
to reduce the Muslim population, and 
that it is un-Islamic to “take a medicine 
before the disease [is contracted].”20

Fazlullah and his faction were the first 
Islamists to tag anti-polio campaigns as 
part of Western espionage against the 
Muslim community, much before the 
CIA-sponsored hepatitis vaccination 
program that was believed to have 
helped track down and kill Usama bin 
Ladin at his hideout in Abbottabad, 
Pakistan, in May 2011.21 The judicial 
trial of Shakeel Afridi, the Pakistani 
doctor involved in the false vaccination 
program, was given a 33-year prison 
term in Pakistan after being arrested 
for helping the CIA track Bin Ladin. 
The CIA’s actions likely made the 
Taliban leadership in Pakistan all the 
more suspicious about the vaccination 
programs, and it contributed to a 
renewed armed backlash against polio 
immunization workers in the country.22 
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According to a Taliban fatwa issued in 
June 2012, “polio agents could also be 
spies as we have found in the case of Dr. 
Shakeel Afridi has surfaced. Keeping 
these things in mind we announce to 
stop the polio dosage. Anybody who 
disrespects this order will not have the 
right to complain about any loss.”23 

The Drone Justification
Even though anti-polio efforts in 
Pakistan continued amid fierce 
opposition from the Pakistani Taliban in 
Swat and Malakand, the drive received 
a fresh setback when radical Islamic 
clerics and Taliban commanders issued 
fresh fatawa against the vaccinations 
in June 2012. Hafiz Gul Bahadur, 
the Taliban commander in North 
Waziristan, announced a ban on polio 
vaccinations.24 Days before his call, 
radical Islamic cleric Maulvi Ibrahim 
Chisti declared the polio campaign “un-
Islamic” in the rural Khan Pur Bagga 
Sher area of Muzaffargarh (located in 
southwestern Punjab Province) and 
announced at the local mosque that 
jihad should be carried out against the 
visiting polio vaccination team.25

This time, however, the Taliban added 
a new reason for being against the 
vaccination campaign. According to 
Gul Bahadur, the vaccination campaign 
should be suspended until the United 
States ceased drone strikes in  the 
Waziristan region.  Gul  Bahadur’s 
fatwa  pamphlet ,  printed in Urdu,  was 
distributed on June 16,  in  Miranshah, 
the capital  of  North Waziristan,  and 
threatened anyone involved in the 
polio  vaccination campaign in the 
troubled region.  “We announce a 
ban on polio  vaccination campaign 
from today,”  the pamphlet  read. 
“Anybody who disrespects  this  order 
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will  not  have the right  to  complain 
about  any loss  or  harm.” 26 According 
to  the pamphlet ,  “t i l l  such t ime the 
continuous attack of  the drones is  not 
stopped in Waziristan,  the restrict ion 
on polio  drops wil l  remain imposed…
Because [we] have nothing to gain from 
the sympathy of such well wishers (the 
Americans) who spent billions of rupees 
on polio drops for eradicating a disease 
that affects one or two in a million 
people.” It further added: “the well-
wishers (the Americans), with the help 
of their slaves (Pakistanis), are carrying 
out drone attacks in Waziristan as a 
result of which hundreds of innocent 
child, senior citizens and women have 
died. And the continuous (day and 
night) drone flying has driven the people 
of Waziristan mentally ill or imbalanced 
and such cases are on the rise. The 
condition is even worse than polio.”27

Arguably, Gul Bahadur’s call prompted 
other Taliban leaders in KP and 
South Waziristan to impose a ban on 
the polio vaccination drive in  their 
respective spheres of  influence. 
A similar  pamphlet  distributed in 
Wana,  South Waziristan Agency, 
by the Mullah Nazir  faction of  the 
Pakistani  Taliban a  week later 
warned health workers to  stay away 
from polio  vaccination campaigns or 
else  face  dire  consequences.  Using 
a  similar  argument against  drones, 
the pamphlet  said,  “Polio  and other 
foreign-funded vaccination drives 
in  Wana subdivision would not  be 
al lowed until U.S. drone operations in 
the agency are stopped.”28 

During that time, U.S. drone attacks 
intensified on Taliban targets in North 
and South Waziristan and successfully 
killed many militant leaders including 
top al-Qa`ida operative Abu Yahya 
al-Libi at a hideout in Mir Ali, North 
Waziristan, in early June 2012.29 These 
drone strikes, however, were not free 
from collateral damage and reportedly 
caused civilian casualties as well, which 
gave a further excuse to the Taliban to 
link the two issues.30
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In contrast to the TTP’s position on the 
vaccination campaign, many influential 
Islamic clerics opposed the ban. In late 
October 2013, senior religious scholar 
Maulana Sami-ul-Haq, the head of 
the Dar-ul-Uloom-Haqqania Islamic 
seminary and chief of Jamiat Ulma-e-
Islam-Sami (JUI-S) and considered to 
be a spiritual leader of the Taliban,31 
issued a counter fatwa urging parents 
to immunize their children against 
polio and other fatal diseases such as 
measles, tetanus and tuberculosis. He 
further added that the vaccinations 
comply with Islamic Shari`a.32 A small 
Taliban off-shoot, Ansar-ul-Mujahidin, 
was quick to threaten both Sami-ul-
Haq and politician Imran Khan for 
supporting Pakistan’s polio vaccination 
campaign.33 

Perhaps Sami-ul-Haq’s  contentions, 
coupled with public  support  for 
immunization drives  as  well  as 
sustained government efforts  for  the 
vaccination and health programs, 
forced the TTP leadership to  change 
their  posit ion for  now. In January 
2014,  they distanced themselves from 
some of  the violent  attacks on anti-
polio  health workers in  Manshera 
and Karachi.  TTP spokesperson 
Ehsanullah Ehsan said subsequently 
that  in  principle  the TTP was not 
targeting polio  workers,  even though 
they have strong reservations against 
polio  vaccines because they are  un-
Islamic and bad for  health.  He further 
added,  “We have been holding detai led 
deliberations on the polio  issue for 
some t ime and have been consulting 
trustworthy Muslim medical  experts. 
Some of  our doubts  have been 
removed.” 34 Despite  this  claim,  the 
grim situation prevailed as attacks 
continue against anti-polio personnel. 
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Conclusion
The Pakistani Taliban’s continued 
attempts to block polio vaccination 
through violence against health care 
workers,  security  escorts  and other 
civi l ians in the tribal  areas largely 
jeopardizes  Pakistan’s  effort  for 
complete  polio  eradication.  Many 
anti-polio  volunteers  have left  the 
immunization campaign due to  fear 
of  the Taliban. 35 Even though the 
government engaged thousands of 
vaccinators,  mostly  women for  door-
to-door campaigns,  and deployed 
security  forces  as  escorts,  past  violent 
events  have deterred many health 
workers.

Pakistan’s next vaccination campaign 
began on August 25, 2014, and it will 
focus on the obvious highest  r isk 
districts .  Further anti-polio  activit ies 
are  planned for  September and 
October.  The mil itant  hosti l i ty  against 
the vaccination program demonstrates 
both the central  and provincial 
governments’  fai lure  to  engage the 
Taliban leadership for  a  peaceful 
immunization campaign.  It  remains to 
be  seen whether the Pakistani  Taliban 
have had a  true change of  heart  when it 
comes to  the immunization campaign, 
or  i f  they wil l  continue their  violent 
attacks throughout  2014.
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