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Your Royal Highness Prince Abdulaziz Bin Ahmed Al-Saud  
Your Excellencies, Ladies and Gentlemen  

It gives me great pleasure to welcome you to the Regional Planning Workshop for the 

Elimination of Blinding Trachoma, organized by the WHO Regional Office for the Eastern 

Mediterranean in collaboration with the Global Alliance for Elimination of Blinding 

Trachoma and the Eastern Mediterranean Regional Office of the International Agency for 

Prevention of Blindness. 

Ladies and Gentleman,  

Trachoma is one of the oldest infectious diseases and a preventable cause of blindness. 

Blinding trachoma remains a public health problem in many countries in the world including 

Member States of the Eastern Mediterranean Region. Based on current information, WHO 

estimates that, globally, around 84 million people suffer from active trachoma, most of whom 
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are children, 7.6 million suffer from trichiasis, 3 million are visually impaired and around 1.4 

million are blind due to complications of trachoma. In the Eastern Mediterranean Region 

around 10 million suffer from active trachoma and around 80 million people living in 

endemic areas are in need of treatment from trachoma or its complications. Also, 2 million 

suffer from trichiasis, and may go blind if the trichiasis is not corrected by surgery. Trachoma 

is now found in pockets in Afghanistan, Djibouti, Egypt, Islamic Republic of Iran, Libyan 

Arab Jamahiriya, Morocco, Oman, Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, Sudan, Somalia and Yemen. 

As you know many countries in the Region suffer from the effects of long civil conflict, 

complex emergencies and natural disasters, both ongoing and recent. This has resulted in 

destruction of health care infrastructures, especially in Afghanistan, Somalia, Sudan and most 

recently in Pakistan, as a result of the devastating earthquake. Sudan, where the trachoma 

control programme is one of the oldest programmes to have suffered from the long civil war, 

currently has the highest burden in our Region. Recent surveys show that in Malakal, Sudan 

around 40% of women above 30 years of age suffer from trichiasis and, unless action is taken, 

will go blind. In Egypt the disease remains endemic in the governorates of Menoufia and El-

Minya, and active trachoma is found in around 40% of the children. WHO-supported rapid 

assessment, in Afghanistan, Islamic Republic of Iran, Pakistan and Yemen, has also indicated 

areas needing intervention.  

 

The improvement of socioeconomic conditions has decreased the prevalence of trachoma 

in many countries in this Region. I am glad to note that many Member States have taken 

necessary steps to adopt the SAFE strategy, which focuses on Surgery, Antibiotics, Facial 

cleanliness and Environmental change. Great possibilities to eliminate this problem have 

already been demonstrated in Morocco and Oman where a national trachoma elimination 

programme recently brought together trachoma experts from all over the world and Morocco 

has announced a target date for elimination of blinding trachoma by 2005. In the Islamic 

Republic of Iran and Saudi Arabia, the prevalence of active trachoma has been reduced and 

efforts are now under way to eliminate blinding trachoma.  The Regional Office for the 

Eastern Mediterranean will provide necessary technical support to Member States and 

 coordinate  with other organizations to achieve the goal of global elimination of  blinding 

trachoma  in this Region by 2020. 
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Ladies and Gentleman,  

In 1996 WHO along with interested partners from the Global Alliance for Elimination of 

Blinding Trachoma launched the GET 2020 initiative, and subsequently in 1999 the global 

initiative of Vision 2020 was launched to reduce avoidable causes of blindness, 

with trachoma identified as a priority disease. Every year the Global Alliance for Elimination 

of Blinding Trachoma meets to evaluate the progress made and recently held its ninth alliance 

meeting in Geneva, the report of which is available.   

As we all know, trachoma is a disease closely linked to poverty. Elimination of trachoma 

is therefore not easy unless we address some of the root causes of poverty itself, and work 

together by linking the process at the national and regional development levels. In many of 

the countries of the Region trachoma is not a priority, but by alleviating poverty and linking 

trachoma to the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) we can easily advance the process 

of blinding trachoma elimination. I hope the governments of endemic countries will take 

necessary steps by developing the national plan for trachoma elimination and allocating 

necessary resources for the implementation of the SAFE strategy. Implementation of all the 

components of  the SAFE strategy requires involvement and coordinated efforts  from the 

Ministries of Health, Environment, Water and Sanitation and Education, together with the 

communities concerned, nongovernmental organizations and international organizations. 

Ladies and Gentleman, 

Elimination of blinding trachoma is a priority for the Eastern Mediterranean Region 

under the WHO Alliance for the Global Elimination of Trachoma (GET 2020). I hope in the 

coming days all experts present here today will share their knowledge  and will come forward 

with the practical steps necessary  for Member States to develop an action   plan  for  the 

elimination of blinding  trachoma.  

I would like thank all of you for your participation in this workshop, and particularly 

IAPB, IMPACT/EMR, UNICEF, AGFUND, The Carter Centre, the International Trachoma 

Initiative (ITI), Christoffel-Blindenmission (CBM), Sightsavers International, Al Noor 

Foundation, Al Bassar International Foundation, PICO and Al-Shifa Trust for your support in 

our joint effort for the elimination of blinding trachoma in the Eastern Mediterranean Region.  
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Allow me also to thank HRH Prince Abdulaziz Bin Ahmed Al-Saud and their 

Excellencies, the Ministers of Health for their kind support, and assure you of our continued 

cooperation.  I wish all success to this meeting. 

God bless you all.  

 


