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HRH Prince Abdulaziz Bin Ahmed Al-Saud, Your Excellency, Ladies and Gentlemen,  

It gives me great pleasure to be with you all on this very important occasion, which has 

been organized by the National Committee for Prevention of Blindness of the Ministry of Health of 

Bahrain, in collaboration with His Royal Highness the Chairman of IMPACT/IAPB. Allow me to 

extend my sincere thanks to Her Excellency Dr Nada Abbas Haffadh, Minister of Health, for 

inviting me to this event and for identifying paediatric eye care as an important step to eliminate 

childhood blindness in Bahrain. 

Ladies and Gentleman,  

Childhood blindness remains a public health problem. Today, an estimated 1.4 million 

children around the world are blind, of whom around three quarters live in developing countries. 

 

  



 2

Half a million children go blind every year, and of those three out of five die from the causes that 

lead to blindness. However, what is most important of all is that childhood blindness is the second 

most important cause of blind person years, just following cataract. Recent research on the 

economic cost of blindness indicates that blindness costs the community around US$ 102 billion 

dollars in terms of loss of productivity, care, rehabilitation and special education. Approximately 

one-third of the cost is estimated to be incurred by blindness in children.  

In order to address this problem, in 1999, WHO, along with the International Agency for 

the Prevention of Blindness and other nongovernmental organizations, launched Vision 2020–The 

Right to Sight, a global initiative to eliminate avoidable blindness. The control of childhood 

blindness has been included as a priority under Vision 2020. 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

Children are the most precious resource for families, representing the family’s future and 

hope. Consequently, blindness and severe visual impairment have far-reaching social, economic 

and personal implications. In our Region there is very little population-based data available on the 

prevalence of blindness, including childhood blindness. Therefore it is a great pleasure to note that 

Bahrain, as well as Pakistan, has completed the national survey about the prevalence and causes of 

blindness. In the Eastern Mediterranean Region of the World Health Organizationan an estimated 

200 000 children are blind. The majority of these children live in countries with a large population, 

low income and relatively weak health care facilities. As we know, around half of the causes of 

childhood blindness, such as corneal scarring due to vitamin A deficiency, measles, ophthalmia 

neonatorum, harmful traditional practices, infective corneal ulcers, cataract, glaucoma and 

retinopathy of prematurity are avoidable. The causes of childhood blindness differ in countries of 

the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC). 

Integration of primary eye care within the primary health care system has made a great 

contribution to the prevention of childhood blindness. This has been achieved through vitamin A 

supplementation during routine immunization, supplementary immunization activities, 

immunization against measles and rubella, timely prophylaxis against eye infections in newborn 
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babies, advocacy for better nutrition and for the avoidance of harmful eye medicine, as well as 

proper antenatal care. 

Refractive errors, which can easily be corrected by a pair of spectacles, are another simple 

and easily preventable cause of blindness in children and I am delighted to mention that the 

programme for screening schoolchildren for early detection of refractive errors is routine in 

Bahrain. I hope many countries in this Region will follow the example of Bahrain and train school 

teachers and primary health care workers in detection of refractive errors in children, as well as 

make low cost spectacles available and affordable to children and to the community. 

Ladies and Gentleman, 

Paediatric eye care services for conditions such as corneal opacities, cataract, glaucoma and 

retinopathy of prematurity, that need surgical intervention, are limited to just a few centres in this 

Region; while the lack of trained human resources, especially paediatric ophthalmologists, and the 

limited training facilities are major obstacles. Unless the issue of shortages in the area of human 

resources is addressed, it will be extremely difficult to eliminate the avoidable causes of childhood 

blindness. The four cadres of health workers are paediatric-oriented ophthalmologists, low vision 

professionals, refractionists and primary health care workers, who are particularly important in 

reducing childhood blindness. An integrated effort between all health workers is vitally important 

for the success of the programme. Again, I am happy that the member countries of the Gulf 

Cooperation Countries have developed paediatric eye care centres. Nevertheless, it is still 

necessary to develop paediatric surgical working groups and linkages with all the centres in the 

Region in order to develop the necessary human resources for the whole Region. 

On this occasion I would like to thank the national, regional and international 

nongovernmental organizations for their support in this initiative. Particularly, I would like to 

thank the Lions Clubs International Foundation for their support for the global effort for 

elimination of childhood blindness, in this Region in Bahrain, Egypt, Islamic Republic of Iran, 

Morocco, Pakistan and Sudan.  
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Ladies and Gentlemen, 

It gives me great pleasure to inform you that Bahrain joined the Global Initiative of Vision 

2020 long ago and has developed a prevention of blindness programme and eye care services for 

the population. They have also integrated primary eye care within the primary health care system. I 

hope this important meeting will push forward these efforts to reduce avoidable blindness, not only 

in Bahrain but throughout the Eastern Mediterranean Region.  

Once again I would like to take this opportunity to thank His Royal Highness Prince 

Abdulaziz Bin Ahmed Al-Saud and Her Excellency Dr Nada Abbas Haffadh, Minister of Health, 

for their support for the Vision 2020 initiative including childhood blindness by organizing this 

important meeting. 

Finally I would like to thank all the guests and participants, and assure you of the continued 

support of the Regional Office and our continued cooperation. I wish all success to this meeting. 

God bless you all. 

 


