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Ladies and Gentlemen 

It gives me great pleasure to send this message to the Iranian National Optometry 

Congress in Teheran, which coincides with the global celebration for the 100th 

anniversary of professional optometry. In addition, this event represents a landmark 

occasion, illustrating as it does the progress made by optometrists in promoting vision 

care in the Islamic Republic of Iran. I hope this congress will consolidate the goals 

achieved and further move ahead in line with the Vision 2020 global initiative. 

The ability to see is often taken for granted. Unfortunately, the 40–45 million 

people worldwide who suffer from blindness and 160 million who suffer from refractive 

errors and low vision are denied this ability. If we do not take active steps now, the 
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population suffering from blindness and visual impairment will double within the next 25 

years. Two-thirds of such conditions are either preventable or curable. 

In the Eastern Mediterranean Region, an estimated 6 million people are blind and 

20 million people suffer from low vision. Four and half million people, or around 80% of 

the population suffering from blindness and visual impairment, live in eight or nine 

countries, mainly those with large populations, low income and relatively weak health 

care infrastructure. 

It is well known that blindness has profound human and socioeconomic 

consequences. The cost of lost productivity and rehabilitation and education of the blind 

constitutes a significant economic burden, particularly for developing countries. 

Furthermore, blindness is often associated with lower life expectancy. Thus, spending on 

blindness prevention programmes is a worthwhile investment. 

Refractive error is one of the major causes of blindness and visual impairment and 

can be corrected. In many countries in the Region, however, shortages of trained eye-care 

personnel and lack of available and affordable spectacles present obstacles. Low and 

permanently reduced vision is also a major problem that can be alleviated with the 

provision of optical aids at affordable cost. I believe these are major issues that will be 

addressed in detail in this Congress. 

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

Blindness and other governmental organizations, launched Vision 2020–The Right to 

Sight, a global initiative to eliminate avoidable blindness. I would like to thank the 

regional nongovernmental organizations, particularly IMPACT-EMR, Al Noor 

Foundation and El Basser International Foundation, who participated in this initiative. 

The goal of this initiative is to address the major preventable or treatable causes of 

blindness, particularly in developing countries, in order to prevent a further increase in 

the global burden of blindness. Additional resources are necessary to strengthen these 

activities. Since the launch of the Vision 2020 global initiative in 1999, several countries 

have launched their own national initiatives. I hope the Islamic Republic of Iran will join 
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these countries by launching Vision 2020 nationally to address the issue of avoidable 

blindness. I also believe that optometrists will play an important role in implementing all 

components of Vision 2020 in the Islamic Republic of Iran. 

I am happy at the innovative taken by Iranian optometrists to develop the national 

programme of blindness by recruiting volunteers to provide primary eye health care and 

preparing brochures on different topics on eye care for public health education. 

On behalf of WHO, once again I thank the organizers of the Optometrist Congress 

and those present on this historic occasion, and assure you of the continued cooperation 

of WHO in reducing the incidence of blindness in the Islamic Republic of Iran. 

I wish all success to this Congress. 


