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MEASLES IN THE AMERICAS: EMERGING RISK AHEAD OF THE 2026 WORLD CUP
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The recent confirmation1 by the Pan American 
Health Organization (PAHO) and the World 

Health Organization (WHO) that the Region of 
the Americas has lost its measles elimination 
status is a wake-up call for all countries in the 
region, including ours. The Region of the Ameri-
cas had been declared measles-free on Septem-
ber 27, 20162, and the sustained reintroduction 
of the virus in Canada for more than 12 months 
led to the Region losing its verification as a ter-
ritory free of endemic circulation. Although this 
setback is reversible, it represents a significant 
epidemiological risk in a context of low vaccine 
coverage and a global increase in outbreaks.

During 2025, countries in the Region experi-
enced exponential growth in cases3. PAHO re-
ported 12 596 confirmed cases and 28 deaths 
as of November 7, 20251, concentrated mainly 
in Canada, Mexico, and the United States. More 
than 89% of cases were reported in unvaccinat-
ed individuals or those with unknown vaccina-
tion status, highlighting the magnitude of the 
existing immunization gap. At the same time, 
regional coverage of the second dose of the MMR 
vaccine (MMR2) is 79%1.

In this scenario, the imminent realization of 
the 2026 World Cup in countries currently af-
fected by active outbreaks implies a massive 
flow of travelers and a high risk of importing 
cases to other countries4. Previous experiences 
in the region show that, in the face of vaccina-
tion gaps, a single imported case can generate 
extensive chains of transmission, especially in 
communities with suboptimal coverage. In the 
last four FIFA World Cups (South Africa 2010, 
Brazil 2014, Russia 2018, and Qatar 2022), total 

stadium attendance ranged from 3.0 to 3.4 mil-
lion spectators per tournament, with averages 
of close to 50 000 attendees per match5,6. Offi-
cial tourism reports and FIFA’s own reports also 
indicate that these events generated the arrival 
of more than 1 million international tourists per 
venue, with visitors from more than 200 coun-
tries in the case of Brazil 2014 and Qatar 20227.

Measles3 is one of the most contagious di-
seases in the world, with an estimated basic 
reproduction number (R0) between 12 and 18, 
meaning that one infected person can transmit 
the virus to up to 18 susceptible individuals. Its 
complications, such as pneumonia, encephali-
tis, blindness, and death, particularly affect in-
fants, immunocompromised individuals, and 
unvaccinated adults. Historical evidence shows 
that the measles vaccine has been the most im-
pactful immunization intervention of the WHO 
Expanded Program on Immunization8, preven-
ting nearly 94 million deaths in the last 50 years 
and dramatically reducing global child morta-
lity. However, this success depends on main-
taining coverage of at least 95% with two doses, 
a critical requirement for preventing community 
transmission of an extremely contagious virus.

The recent loss of measles elimination sta-
tus in the Americas exposes current gaps: sub-
optimal coverage, accumulation of susceptible 
individuals, and increasing international mobil-
ity. In this context, even a single imported case 
can trigger widespread outbreaks, reflecting the 
fragility of the achievements made through de-
cades of vaccination.

Considering the transnational nature of the 
risk and the magnitude of the expected flow of 
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travelers for the 2026 World Cup, we invite inter-
national organizations, ministries of health, and 
epidemiological control agencies to assess this 
situation and adopt the measures they deem ap-
propriate to strengthen regional preparedness. 
Cooperation between countries is essential to 
reduce the gap in susceptible travelers, optimize 
integrated surveillance, and ensure a timely re-
sponse to any imported cases of measles.

Considering this situation, the Vaccine Coun-
cil of the Argentine Society of Medicine strongly 
recommends:

- Verifying and completing the vaccination 
schedule for adults, especially those who do not 
have proof of two doses of the MMR vaccine.

- Recommending vaccination before interna-
tional travel, particularly to countries with ac-
tive outbreaks or high viral circulation9.

- Reinforce epidemiological surveillance and 
immediate reporting of suspected cases.

- Actively promote vaccination among health-
care workers, travelers, and populations 		
with low coverage.

- Communicate clearly, avoiding unneces-
sary alarm but emphasizing the importance of 
regaining coverage above 95% to prevent out-
breaks.

The return of measles to the Region does not 
imply failure but rather serves as a strong re-
minder: vaccination is an irreplaceable tool for 
individual and collective protection. In the con-
text of increasing international mobility, and 
with a global sport event on the horizon, it is im-
perative to reduce immunity gaps and maintain 
a prevention strategy based on science, coopera-
tion, and early action.
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