


 
 

Working Title. 

After the rains:  
Pursuing polio to the ends of the Earth 

 

The story. 

A Seattle Rotarian commits more than a quarter of his life to 
RotaryΩs heroic polio campaign, only to encounter difficult, 
unexpected obstacles at the very moment most people 
hoped the campaign might reach its goal. Prodded by a long-
ago promise, he perseveres, journeying far from his family 
and his business to redouble the inoculation effort, confident 
he can help the campaign succeed at this, its most crucial 
hour. 
 
Product. 

A professional 20-minute video, suitable for worldwide 
download and DVD distribution, designed specifically for use as 
the central focus of local Rotary club meetings. A broadcast 
version can also be available for local public television. 
 
Purpose. 

To inspire Rotarians to remain engaged inτand contribute 
toτthe polio eradication campaign by:  

 introducing an accessible, compelling fellow Rotarian 

 showcasing efforts in an exotic, remote locale 

 tackling touchy issues and answering tough questions 
 

 
ñWithout Teshomeôs dedication, passion and 

discipline, a locally rooted push to eradicate polio in 

sub-Saharan Africa would not possess the sturdy legs 

that it does.ò ï Seattle Post-Intelligencer  

An exceptionally compelling Rotarian. 

Ezra Teshome, 56, raised a family and built a modest 
insurance agency in the heart of his diverse Seattle 
neighborhood. Self-effacing and articulate, Ezra will soon 
celebrate his 25th year as a Rotarian. 

In Octoberτafter the rainy seasonτEzra will travel to the 
furthest reaches of Ethiopia. In sometimes-dangerous 
settings, he will inoculate children with life-saving vaccine. 
EzraΩs journey will mark the 14th consecutive year heΩs 
traveled to Africa on behalf of RotaryΩs extraordinary effort to 
eradicate polio from the planet. 

On every trip since 1996, Ezra has invited others to join him, 
including politicians, professionals, businesspeople, health 
care advocates and even celebrities like Beyoncé (2008). 
Many who make one trek sign up for more; most report that 
the journey changed their lives. Nearly all who accompany 
Ezra return home to help spread the word aboutτand raise 
funds forτRotaryΩs PolioPlus program. 
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An exceptionally compelling Rotarian (cont). 

EzraΩs missions have earned praise, including recognition in 
2005 by TIME magazine as one of ten Global Health Heroes. 

Even so, Ezraτlike all Rotariansτstruggles to juggle 
commitments to family, to customers, to employees and to 
community. We all know the current recession is deep. Yet, 
his annual African treks are a powerful testament to his faith 
that the polio campaign, despite challenges and setbacks, will 
and must succeed. 

 

 

An exotic, remote locale. 

Ethiopia is home to one of the planetΩs oldest and richest 
cultures, dating to the dawn of humanity. Anchored in the 
Horn of Africa, its 78 million residents make it the second 
most populous nation on the continent. 

While its capital, Addis Ababa, is a modern African 
metropolis, most rural Ethiopians live in poverty. In many 
regions, clean water is scarce; 45% of rural children donΩt get 
enough to eat. 

When RotaryΩs polio program launched in 1985, Ethiopia was 
one of 125 countries plagued by wild poliovirus, paralyzing 
more than 1000 children worldwide every day. Thanks to 
inoculation efforts funded in large part by Rotarians, Ethiopia 
was close to being declared polio-free in 2008. 

 

 

Touchy issues and tough questions. 

Despite millions of dollars and billions of doses of polio 
vaccine, several hopeful deadlines for complete worldwide 
eradication have come and gone. 

 On the one hand, only four nationsτNigeria, India, 
Pakistan and Afghanistanτstill experience regular 
endemic outbreaks, a remarkable reduction from 125 
countries in 1985. 

 On the other, polio can and does spread quickly when 
allowed to fester anywhere. Although monumental 
vaccination campaigns have reached hundreds of 
millions of childrenτeven in areas of extreme 
poverty, instability or outright warτ the long-
awaited goal of total eradication has been stubbornly 
blocked by cultural, religious, political and economic 
barriers. 
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ñEradicating a disease is hard, slow, painstaking work. 

We canôt circle a year on the calendar and say weôll end 

polio by this date or that date. That sets us up for 

failure.ò ïBill Gates 

 

Touchy issues and tough questions (cont). 

Notwithstanding those obstacles, and with the tireless 
dedication of Rotarians like Ezra, Ethiopia was poised in 2008 
to join the list of polio-free nations. Sadly, it did not happen. 

EthiopiaΩs plight offers valuable insight to the magnitude of 
accomplishments and challenges. The country is ringed by 
instability: Somalia, Eritrea, Sudan (including Darfur.) Every 
year, nomads and refugees cross Ethiopian borders. Millions 
of devout Muslims (including many from Nigeria) pass on foot 
through Ethiopia during pilgrimages to and from Mecca. 

As Ezra returns in 2009, the virus has reappeared in several 
border regions. Because only 1 in 200 people infected with 
polio become paralyzed, health experts consider even one 
case of paralytic polio as evidence of an epidemic. One 
paralysis can quickly lead to hundreds. The more cases of 
paralysis, the more incidents leading to death. 

Most alarming: if polio can sneak in by foot in Equatorial 
Africa, it can infiltrate by jumbo jet anywhere in the world. 

The news is discouraging. Some donors wonder whether all 
the noble efforts thus far might ultimately be in vain. Others 
have asked whether resources might instead be directed 
elsewhere, particularly toward other pernicious diseases. 

But Ezra tackles those tough questions with optimism fueled 
by experience. 

 HeΩs seen that money does make a difference. Ezra 
is confident the current $200 million Rotary 
International campaignτbolstered by matching 
pledges totaling $355 million from SeattleΩs Bill and 
Melinda Gates Foundationτis providing modern 
tools to reach the most remote regions and 
overcome the most difficult obstacles. 

 HeΩs seen RotaryΩs campaign jumpstart larger public 
health efforts. Polio inoculations pave the way for 
other vaccination drives, including a variety of 
childhood diseases. Clean water projectsτsome 
funded by Rotarians who traveled with Ezraτhelp 
slow the spread of other waterborne pathogens 
(even as those projects underscore the need for polio 
vaccinations, see below.) Homebuilding programs and 
sanitation programs have also followed in RotaryΩs 
footsteps. 
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ñThe value of this eradication in terms of energizing 

the global health movement cannot be 

underestimated. Polio alone is an important goal, but 

thereôs a lot of reasons to stay behind this thing.òðBill 

Gates 

 
 
 

 

The sanitation conundrum. 

Deadly diseases flourish where sewage runs free. 

No surprise there. Nor is it surprising that afflictions 

like cholera, typhoid and dysentery are beaten back 

when we provide clean water  and seal off waste. 

Except, that is, when the disease is polio. 

WhatΩs going on? 

In unsanitary environments, infants exposed to wild 

poliovirus during their first six months or so usually 

avoid paralysis or death. Thanks to protection 

provided by motherΩs milk or even passed along while 

still in the womb, affected newborns commonly 

develop antibodies, providing lifelong immunity to 

paralytic polio. 

When, however, first exposure to polio comes at a 

later age, the virus is much more likely to spread to 

the spinal cord and/or brain and cause paralysis or 

death. Cleaner environments might delay exposure 

indefinitely, but if polio somehow sneaks in, the 

results can be catastrophic. 

The question is often asked, άWhy polio? Why not 

fight other diseases instead?έ 

Well, the answer, quite simply, is this: Other diseases 

are being attacked by providing clean water, but that 

unavoidable strategy ensures that polio remains a 

looming threat. The only surefire protection from 

polio is universal vaccination. 

 

 

 
  



After the rains: Pursuing polio to the ends of the Earth 

 

Page 5 

 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 

Program Structure. 

Act 1: SEATTLE (4 minutes) 

We meet Ezra: at home, at work, at Rotary receiving his 25-
year pin. He introduces us to a polio survivor friend, who 
explains in dramatic fashion how polioτalone among major 
diseasesτcan paralyze an otherwise healthy person living 
in an otherwise healthy environment in literally a matter of 
hours. 

Act 2: ETHIOPIA (12 minutes) 

We travel with Ezra and his 2009 volunteers to Ethiopia, 
where we experience both the grandeur of an ancient 
culture and the grinding poverty of its urban slums and rural 
villages. As the rainy season drains away, public health 
officials launch their annual National Immunization Day 
(NID), sending volunteers to remote pockets of the Horn of 
Africa to offer oral polio vaccine to hundreds of thousands 
of children. EzraΩs team wears internationally-recognized 
Rotarian vests and caps as they connect with parents and 
inoculate their children. Later, Ezra sits down with local 
elders to learn about newly-constructed clean water 
projectsτfunded by Rotariansτand interacts with children 
who are no longer forced to spend hours lugging heavy 
water jugs each day. That said, Ezra confronts a difficult 
dilemma: as clean water drastically improves quality of life, 
it dramatically increases the need to continue the polio 
vaccination campaign. With trepidation, he waits to learn 
whether any new polio cases are reported in 2009. 

Act 3: SEATTLE (2 minutes) 

EzraΩs team returns home, where they gather to share 
lessons learned. The journey has had a profound impact on 
each of their lives, and has given them vivid understanding 
of the importance of RotaryΩs campaign. At the conclusion, 
we learn whether Ethiopia has or has not had any new cases 
of polio for the season. 

Epilogue: TESTIMONIALS (2 minutes) 

We see and hear from a variety of Rotarians from around 
the United States, each of whom offers a brief testimonial 
about why the polio campaign is important to them, and 
why they have chosen to make a contribution to PolioPlus. 
¢Ƙƛǎ άŀǎƪέ ǎŜƎƳŜƴǘ ƻŦŦŜǊǎ ŀ ǎŜƎǳŜ ǘƻ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ wƻǘŀǊȅ Ŏƭǳōǎ 
wishing to end the weekly program by distributing donation 
forms and/or current information provided by Rotary 
International and the PolioPlus partners 

 


