
 
In the Name of God, the Compassionate, the Merciful 

Message from  

DR HUSSEIN A. GEZAIRY 

REGIONAL DIRECTOR 

WHO EASTERN MEDITERRANEAN REGION 

to the 

REGIONAL VISION 2020 FOLLOW-UP PLANNING WORKSHOP FOR THE 
PREVENTION OF AVOIDABLE BLINDNESS,  

Cairo, Egypt, 23–26 November 2008 

 
Your Royal Highness Prince Abdul Aziz Ahmed bin Abdul Aziz Al Saud, 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

It gives me great pleasure to welcome you all once again to the Regional Office for the 

Regional VISION 2020 Follow-up Planning Workshop for the Prevention of Avoidable 

Blindness in the Eastern Mediterranean Region.   

Globally, 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. Around 75% of blindness is avoidable: in other words, it can 

be prevented, treated or cured by cost-effective interventions. It must also be mentioned that 

90% of blind people live in low-income countries, where people often face barriers to health 

care, including eye care. 

The main blinding conditions are cataract, glaucoma, diabetic retinopathy, refractive 

errors, trachoma, age-related macular degeneration and childhood blindness. Cataract remains 

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

operations. However, the rate and coverage of cataract surgery remain low in many Member 

States of the Region, especially in Afghanistan and Somalia, where complex emergency 

situations prevail.  More efforts are necessary to reduce blindness due to cataract.   
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I am pleased to note that, because of improvement of socioeconomic conditions and 

implementation of SAFE1(1) strategy,  blindness due to trachoma is decreasing. However, it 

remains a challenge to some Member States. I hope that the initiative to eliminate neglected 

tropical diseases including trachoma will provide an opportunity to work together to achieve 

elimination of blinding trachoma in all countries where it is endemic.   

Uncorrected refractive errors remain a big challenge for us although it can be easily 

diagnosed and corrected by a pair of spectacles. I am pleased to note that during the 

workshop, one day has been allocated in order to develop an action plan for early detection of 

refractive errors among schoolchildren. We need to work together with primary health care 

workers, school teachers and refractionists to make refractive errors and low vision services 

easily available and affordable for communities.   

I hope also in this workshop, that participants and experts will focus on emerging 

issues, namely, blindness due to diabetic retinopathy, glaucoma and age-related macular 

degeneration (AMD), which are increasing. We need to raise awareness among populations 

and take integrated actions involving all sectors to address these issues. I would like to assure 

you that WHO is willing to work together with experts and partners and provide necessary 

technical support to all Member States in the Region.  

I am pleased to mention that, thanks to the strong advocacy of HRH Prince Abdul 

Aziz Ahmed bin Abdul Aziz Al Saud and support of Member States in the Region, the World 

Health Assembly (WHA) in 2003 adopted Resolution WHA 56.26, Elimination of avoidable 

blindness, creating a global mandate for the initiative's objectives. Subsequently in 2006, the 

Health Assembly endorsed another resolution (WHA52.95), which expands upon the base 

adopted in Resolution WHA56.26. Following that, 19 Member States have drafted national 

plans, national committees have been formed and around 14 Member States are implementing 

the national plan with limited resources.  

Recently, the Government of Pakistan gave priority to prevention of blindness 

activities and allocated substantial resources for eye care delivery.  I am pleased to mention 

that recently, H.E. the President of Sudan supported the allocation of over US$ 30 million to 

strengthening the eye care and prevention of blindness programme in Sudan. In addition, His 

                                                           
1 SAFE is an innovative, community-based approach designed to fight blinding trachoma. (Surgery, Antibiotics, Face 
washing and Environmental change) 
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Highness Sheikh Mohamed Bin Rashed Al Maktoum announced a personal initiative––the 

“Light of Dubai”––to restore sight to a million blind.   It is worth noting that WHO is working 

to include an eye care and prevention of blindness action plan in the Medium-Term Strategic 

Plan (MTSP). I would like to stress an important point to all our national coordinators. Unless 

we integrate eye care as part of national health care service delivery at all levels by allocating 

necessary resources and linking it with national and regional health and development goals, 

we will not be able to achieve the goal of eliminating avoidable blindness by the year 2020.   

 I wish you all success during the workshop. I would like to assure you of our 

continuous support and let us work together to eliminate avoidable blindness and visual 

impairment in the Region under VISION 2020. 

God bless you all. 


