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Your Royal Highness Prince Abdulaziz bin Ahmed bin Abdulaziz AlSaud,   
 
Ladies and Gentlemen, 
 

It gives me great pleasure to welcome you all to the Regional Office to celebrate World 

Sight Day, which is dedicated this year to the important issue of vision impairment in older 

people under the slogan “Eyes on the Future - Fighting Vision Impairment in Later Life”.   

As we all know, vision is one of the most important of our senses and the majority of our 

day-to-day activities are vision-related. Many find it difficult to comprehend what it would be 

like to lead a life without vision. 

Due to improvements in lifestyle and health care, the world’s populations are ageing, 

individuals are living longer and blindness as a result of chronic conditions is also rising. 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

Globally, the available data indicate that around 314 million people are visually impaired 

(37 million are blind, 124 million with low vision and 153 million with refractive errors). In 

the Eastern Mediterranean Region it is estimated that around 5.3 million are blind and around 

37 million are visually impaired. In Egypt over 700 000 people are blind.  80% of 

people living with blindness are over the age of 50 years and 90% of blind people live in low-

income countries, where older people often face barriers to health care. Around 75% of 

blindness is avoidable: it can be prevented, treated or cured by cost-effective interventions. 
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The main blinding conditions affecting older people are cataract, diabetic retinopathy, 

refractive errors, age-related macular degeneration (AMD) and glaucoma. Cataract remains 

the leading cause of blindness in older people. It can be cured with simple, cost-effective 

operations, but the rate of cataract surgery and coverage with cataract surgery remain low in 

many Member States of the Region, especially in Afghanistan and Somalia.  

I am pleased to report that, despite a limited budget, in recent years WHO, along with 

Ministries of Health and partners such as IMPACR-EMR, Rotary International, Lions Clubs 

International Foundation, Arab Medical Union, Federation of Islamic Medical Association, Al 

Manhal Charitable Organization and Al Basar International Foundation, has supported over 

5000 cataract surgeries, mainly in priority countries such as Afghanistan, Djibouti, Iraq, 

Palestine, Somalia, Sudan and Yemen. It is worth noting that, although the cost of cataract 

surgery is as low as US$ 50, this is still high for many of the blind population who live in 

rural underserved areas, even if eye care services are available, which is usually not the case. 

 More efforts are necessary to reduce blindness due to cataract. We need to address the 

main barriers to the uptake of cataract surgery, especially coverage in the rural areas, the 

quality and cost of surgery, equity and training of human resources.  

In our region the prevalence of diabetes is very high and blindness due to diabetic 

retinopathy is increasing. We need to take integrated action involving all sectors to address 

this issue. 

It is estimated that around 8 million people worldwide are functionally blind due to 

uncorrected refractive errors which can be easily diagnosed and corrected by a pair of 

spectacles, restoring sight to most of these people. Unfortunately, the coverage with refraction 

services is still low due to lack of human resources, although the cost of a pair of spectacles is 

US$ 2 or less. To overcome this problem, we need to work together with primary health care 

workers and refractionists to make refractive errors and low vision services easily available 

and affordable for the community.  

Glaucoma is the second leading cause of blindness in older people following cataract. 

Around 4.5 million are estimated to be blind due to glaucoma. We need to raise awareness of 

the disease, screen high-risk populations and encourage surgical treatments for glaucoma. 

Age-related macular degeneration is a leading cause of blindness mainly in the 

industrialized countries. Over 3 million people are estimated to be blind and this is now 
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increasing in this Region. We have very limited information about the true burden of this 

condition in the Region and we need to raise awareness of it among the older population. 

 Ladies and Gentlemen, 

In 1999, WHO along with the International Agency for the Prevention of Blindness 

(IAPB) and other non-governmental organizations, launched Vision 2020–The Right to Sight, 

a global initiative to eliminate avoidable blindness. All of the Member States, including 

Egypt, have joined this global initiative to reduce avoidable blindness in the Region.  

In order to raise awareness about the implications of blindness and strengthen advocacy 

and support for the blindness programme, World Sight Day is celebrated every year on the 

first Thursday of the month of October and most of our Member States are observing this day 

every year.   

Substantial progress has been made in recent years in eye care delivery and prevention of 

blindness activities in the Region.  I am pleased to mention that recently, H.E. the President of 

Sudan has supported the allocation of over US$ 30 million to strengthening the eye care and 

prevention of blindness programme in Sudan. His Highness Sheikh Mohamed Bin Rashed Al 

Maktoum has announced personal initiative––the “Light of Dubai”––to restore sight to a 

million blind. We need more generous support from other leaders to eliminate avoidable 

blindness in this Region.  

Ladies and Gentleman, 

Older people are important members of our families and communities. Vision loss makes 

it difficult for older people to meet their full potential and continue to contribute to family and 

community life. Active ageing helps older people to keep healthy, and healthy eyes help older 

people to stay active. The Right to Sight has no age limit. 

I would like to thank HRH Prince Abdulaziz bin Ahmed Al Saud, Chairman, IMPACT–

EMR and H.E. the Minister of Health and Population, Egypt for their participation in and 

support for the World Sight Day celebration and for providing the political support necessary 

to eliminate avoidable blindness in Egypt.  

I would also like to thank all those present with us today, particularly the media 

supporting this event, the Alexandria Chamber of Commerce, Al-Noor Foundation, Arab 

Medical Union, National Eye Centre, universities, National Eye Research Institute, Coptic 

Evangelical Organization For Social Services (CEOSS), Rotary International, as well as other 
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regional and other international nongovernmental organizations, for their support for 

prevention blindness activities in Egypt and the Region.  

Let us work together to eliminate avoidable blindness and visual impairment in the 

Region under Vision 2020. 

God bless you all. 


