
The Issue of Introducing Compulsory Vaccinations  
 

Introduction  
A vaccine is used to stimulate the production of antibodies and provide immunity 
against specific diseases.  The protection of a population from a disease can be achieved via 
herd immunity; if a certain percentage of the population is vaccinated, disease transmission 
is effectively inhibited.   
 

In 1901, a law requiring all citizens aged 21 or above to be vaccinated against smallpox was 
adopted in Cambridge, Massachusetts. This led to the Jacobson v. Massachusetts U.S. 
Supreme Court case of 1905 resulting in what is considered one of the most important 
judicial decisions in public health, concluding that…  
 

“Rights of an individual in respect of his liberty may at times, under the pressure of great 
dangers, be subject to such restraint, to be enforced by reasonable regulations, as the 
safety of the general public may demand.”  
 

Today, most immunisation mandates in the U.S. relate to public school attendance, with all 
states requiring students to receive some vaccines. This is subject to medical, religious and 
philosophical exemptions.    
 

Similarly, national immunisation programmes in Singapore dating back almost a 
century, have resulted in the virtual eradication of several infectious diseases including 
diphtheria, where the vaccinations against it were made compulsory.  
 

Meanwhile in Samoa, measles vaccinations in children fell by 90% between 2013 and 2018 
to just 31% of children being vaccinated. This was following the death of two babies who 
had mistakenly been administered a muscle relaxant alongside the vaccine.  This 
resulted in some measles vaccines being put on hold and false rumours being spread by 
anti-vaxers. This led to a measles epidemic of 4,000 infections and 60 deaths by 
December 2019, in a population of just 200,000.  
 

Motivation behind such anti-vax sentiment ranges from the aspiration to live a more natural 
life, to religious fears founded upon false rumours that vaccines contain tissue from aborted 
foetuses. On the other end of the spectrum lie hesitant parents, swayed by debunked 
myths suggesting that autism is caused by vaccines but lacking sufficient education to 
convince them otherwise.  Anti-vax sentiment is prevalent in certain internet spheres, 
though some efforts have been undertaken to counter misinformation.   
 

Present context   
 

There has been widespread social media concern that changes to U.K. law regarding COVID-
19 may result in government power to enforce mandatory vaccination but Louise Hooper 
(barrister in London) states that current legislation "makes explicitly clear that the power to 
make such regulations does not include mandatory vaccinations".   
 

This is despite past legislation such as The Epidemic Diseases Act of 1897 created to 
tackle the bubonic plague in former British India, empowering state governments to take 
whatever measures necessary to prevent the outbreak or spread of an epidemic disease, 



with the Compulsory Vaccination Act of 1892 also incorporating the obligation to vaccinate, 
in response to a smallpox epidemic.   
 

It is however argued by experts in the British Medical Journal that making vaccinations for 
children mandatory could result in “irreparable damage” by turning the decision of whether 
to vaccinate into a rights issue.  
 

However, evidently high vaccination rates are crucial to the eradication of infectious 
diseases, with estimations that 94% of the population must be immune to interrupt the 
chain of transmission: but should personal autonomy be overruled by the state in order to 
achieve this?  It is also important to consider at-risk populations who are unable to be 
vaccinated due to underlying conditions, who are endangered if herd immunity is not 
achieved,   
 

In 2011 the World Health Organisation developed the Global Vaccine Safety Initiative - a 
framework of eight objectives focusing on building and supporting an approach to 
vaccine monitoring in low and middle-income countries. Similarly, the Global Vaccine Action 
Plan was set up in May 2012 to prevent millions of deaths by 2020 through allowing  

equitable access to vaccines for people in all communities. It was endorsed by 194 member 
states.   
 

Despite this, just under 20% of the population in countries such as Albania, Lithuania and 
Japan strongly agreed that vaccines are safe in 2019, contributing to the World Health 
Organisation declaring vaccine hesitancy as one of the top 10 threats to global health, the 
same year.   
 

Points to Consider:  
 

1. Under what circumstances, if any, would your member state consider compulsory 
vaccination acceptable?  

2. How should member states tackle the anti-vax sentiment?  
3. Following COVID-19 should we introduce an updated epidemic diseases act aimed 

specifically at COVID-19?  
4. Is there an equally effective alternative to compulsory vaccination?  
5. Might compulsory vaccination unnecessarily politicise immunisation programmes?  

 
Useful Links:  

1. https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-019-03642-w  
2. https://www.vaccinestoday.eu/stories/mandatory-vaccination-work-

europe/comment-page-1/  
3. https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/immunization-coverage  
4. https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/  
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