VACCINIA: Notes about the Disease
The term “vaccinia,” as a reportable disease in North Carolina, is meant to include the serious complications of smallpox vaccination, not the milder local and systemic reactions that many vaccinees
experience.1 It was the risk of these complications compared to the risk of smallpox disease for the
average US citizen that, following assessment in the late 1960s by a group of CDC epidemiologists
which resulted in the repeal of state laws by 1972 (including NC’s), required routine smallpox vaccination.2
Specifically, the complications required to be reported include autoinoculation with vaccinia virus,
generalized vaccinia, eczema vaccinatum, progressive vaccinia, and post vaccination encephalitis.1
Any public health worker responsible for administering smallpox vaccine needs to be familiar with
these and the milder reactions to inoculation with vaccinia; several good on-line resources are available. 3-5
However, before learning how to deal with smallpox vaccination complications, it is even more important to prevent them from occurring in the first place, insofar as possible. Bearing in mind that the risk
of smallpox (variola) virus exposure should outweigh the risk of vaccinia vaccination for each individual, vaccinators must carefully screen potential vaccinees for contraindications before administering
this vaccine. CDC currently recommends caution in vaccinating people with heart disease, but this
issue is still under study.6
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