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Signs point the way to measles testing in the parking lot of the Seminole Hospital District on Feb. 27 in Seminole,
Texas, during the 2025 West Texas measles outbreak. (JAN SONNENMAIR/GETTY IMAGES)

After a year of ongoing measles outbreaks that have sickened more than
2,400 people, the United States is poised to lose its status as a measles-free
country. However, the newly appointed principal deputy director at the Centers
for Disease Control and Prevention, Ralph Abraham, said he was unbothered
by the prospect at a briefing for journalists this week.

“It’s just the cost of doing business with our borders being somewhat porous
for global and international travel,” Abraham said. “We have these
communities that choose to be unvaccinated. That’s their personal freedom.”

This story also ran on Healthbeat. It can be republished for free.
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Infections from other countries, however, accounted for only about 10% of
measles cases detected since Jan. 20, 2025, the official start of the deadly
measles outbreak in West Texas, which spread to other states and Mexico.
The rest were acquired domestically. This marks a change since the U.S.
eliminated measles in 2000. Measles occasionally popped up in the U.S. from
people infected abroad, but the cases rarely sparked outbreaks, because of
extremely high rates of vaccination. Two doses of the measles, mumps, and
rubella vaccine strongly prevent infection and halt the virus’s spread.

To maintain its measles elimination status, the U.S. must prove that the virus
has not circulated continuously in the nation for a year, between Jan. 20, 2025,
and Jan. 20, 2026. To answer the question, scientists are examining whether
the major outbreaks in South Carolina, Utah, Arizona, and Texas were linked.

Health officials confirmed that the main measles virus strain in each of these
outbreaks is D8-9171. But because this strain also occurs in Canada and
Mexico, CDC scientists are now analyzing the entire genomes of measles
viruses — about 16,000 genetic letters long — to see whether those in the
United States are more closely related to one another than to those in other
countries.
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The CDC expects to complete its studies within a couple of months and make
the data public. Then the Pan American Health Organization, which oversees
the Americas in partnership with the World Health Organization, will decide
whether the U.S. will lose its measles elimination status. And that would mean
that costly, potentially deadly, and preventable measles outbreaks could
become common again.
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“When you hear somebody like Abraham say ‘the cost of doing business,’ how
can you be more callous,” said pediatrician and vaccine specialist Paul Offit, in
an online discussion hosted by the health blog Inside Medicine on Jan. 20.
“Three people died of measles last year in this country,” Offit added. “We
eliminated this virus in the year 2000 — eliminated it. Eliminated circulation of
the most contagious human infection. That was something to be proud of.”

Abraham said vaccination remains the most effective way to prevent measles
but that parents must have the freedom to decide whether to vaccinate their
children. Several states have loosened school vaccine requirements since
2020, and vaccine rates have dropped. A record rate of kindergartners,
representing about 138,000 children, obtained vaccine exemptions for the
2024-25 school year.

Information on vaccines has been muddied by Health and Human Services
Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr., who previously founded an anti-vaccine
organization. He has undermined vaccines throughout his tenure. On national
television, he has repeated scientifically debunked rumors that vaccines may
cause autism, brain swelling, and death.

Jennifer Nuzzo, director of the Pandemic Center at Brown University,
disparaged the Trump administration’s focus on finding genetic technicalities
that may spare the country’s measles-free status. “This is the wrong thing to
pay attention to. Our attention has to be on stopping the outbreaks,” she said.

“If we keep our status, it should be because we have stopped the spread of
measles,” she said. “It’s like they’re trying to be graded on a curve.”

The Trump administration impeded the CDC’s ability to assist West Texas
during the first critical weeks of its outbreak and slowed the release of federal
emergency funds, according to KFF Health News investigations. However, the
agency stepped up its activity last year, providing local health departments
with measles vaccines, communication materials, and testing. Abraham said
HHS would give South Carolina $1.5 million to respond to its outbreak, which
began nearly four months ago and had reached 646 cases as of Jan. 20.
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If the CDC’s genomic analyses show that last year’s outbreaks resulted from
separate introductions from abroad, political appointees will probably credit
Kennedy for saving the country’s status, said Demetre Daskalakis, a former
director of the CDC’s national immunization center, who resigned in protest of
Kennedy’s actions in August.

And if studies suggest the outbreaks are linked, Daskalakis predicted, the
administration will cast doubt on the findings and downplay the reversal of the
country’s status: “They’ll say, who cares.”

Indeed, at the briefing, Abraham told a reporter from Stat that a reversal in the
nation’s status would not be significant: “Losing elimination status does not
mean that the measles would be widespread.”

Data shows otherwise. Case counts last year were the highest since 1991,
before the government enacted vaccine policies to ensure that all children
could be protected with measles immunization.

Lauren Sausser contributed reporting.
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