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Your Excellency 

Ladies and Gentlemen 

 

It gives me great pleasure to share with all of you this historic occasion, the launching 

of the global initiative “Vision 2020 – Right to Sight”, to eliminate avoidable blindness in 

Bahrain.  

 

As we all know, vision is certainly 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 

would it be like to lead a visionless life; blind persons need assistance to carry out 

routines of daily life and may become dependent on their families, creating an economic 

burden for the community, society and ultimately the country.  

 

Unfortunately, there are 38 million blind people around the world, and over 110 

million with low vision. In the Eastern Mediterranean Region alone, around 5.5 million 
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people are blind and over 17 million people suffer from low vision, (these numbers are 

estimated figures, as accurate data are not available for all countries). If we do not take an 

active step, these numbers are going to double within the next two decades. By taking 

appropriate measures, two-thirds of all blindness can be avoided or prevented.  

 

In the Eastern Mediterranean Region, four and a half million people, or around 80% 

of the blind population, live in eight or nine countries mainly with large populations, low 

income, and without a strong health care infrastructure. As well, some of those countries 

are facing the consequences of war and civil strife. 

 

In order to update our records and eye health information for blindness in the Eastern 

Mediterranean Region, we have developed and distributed a questionnaire to plan for a 

strategic action for Member countries. I am happy to note that recently Bahrain has 

carried out a survey of the causes of blindness and low vision through support from 

IMPACT.  

 

It has been agreed that blindness has profound human and socioeconomic 

consequences in all societies. The cost of lost productivity, rehabilitation and education 

of blind people constitutes a significant economic burden, particularly in many 

developing countries. Furthermore, blindness is often associated with lower life 

expectancy. Spending on blindness prevention programmes is a worthwhile investment. 

Today, cataract surgery is one of the most cost effective health interventions, comparable 

to immunization. 

  

In the Eastern Mediterranean Region, cataract complications of trachoma, refractive 

error, low vision and glaucoma are major causes of blindness. Most of these conditions 

are responsive to simple treatment, yet very few have access to such treatment. For 

example, it is estimated that corrective cataract surgery is available to only 30% of those 

suffering from cataract. At the recommendation of HRH Prince Abdul Aziz Bin Ahmed 

Abdul Aziz Al Saud, Chairman of the Board, IMPACT-EMR, countries have committed 
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themselves to addressing urgently the backlog in cataract surgery as part of recommended 

action towards the prevention of blindness in the Region. 

 

In 1999 WHO, in partnership with the International Agency for the Prevention of 

Blindness and other nongovernmental organizations, launched Vision 2020 – Right to 

Sight, the global initiative for the elimination of avoidable blindness. During the Regional 

Committee in 1999, the regional initiative Vision 2020 – Right to Sight, was launched. I 

would like to thank the nongovernmental organizations, particularly IMPACT-EMR, the 

Al Noor Foundation and Nadi El Basser, who participated in this initiative. The goal of 

this initiative is to address the major preventable or treatable causes of blindness, 

particularly in the developing countries, in order to stop a further increase in the global 

burden of blindness. Vision 2020 aims to intensify and accelerate present blindness 

prevention activities through disease prevention and control, training of personnel, 

strengthening of existing eye care infrastructure, use of appropriate technology and 

mobilization of resources so as to achieve the goal of eliminating avoidable blindness by 

2020. Five conditions have been identified as immediate priorities within the framework 

of Vision 2020. These are cataract; trachoma; onchocerciasis; childhood blindness; and 

refractive errors and low vision. 

 

Since the regional launch in 1999, several countries have launched their own national 

initiatives. The recent launches of Vision 2020 in Pakistan and Lebanon are strong 

indications of national interest and determination to address blindness in line with the 

global initiative.  

 

It is commendable that Bahrain, a nation with a small population, has come forward 

with strong determination to launch Vision 2020 to eliminate avoidable blindness in line 

with the global initiative. I strongly believe that Bahrain can achieve the goal long before 

the year 2020 and become a model country for blindness prevention in the Eastern 

Mediterranean Region. 

 



 4

I hope other Member countries in this Region will soon follow the path of Pakistan, 

Lebanon and Bahrain and will launch Vision 2020 as an effort to prevent avoidable 

blindness in their nations. WHO, jointly with IMPACT-EMR, will support the regional 

initiative through a workshop to be held in early 2002 for all government agencies and 

nongovernmental organizations active in blindness prevention in countries of the Region. 

 

Finally, once again I thank all those present on this historic occasion and assure you 

of continued cooperation from WHO for the success of all components of Vision 2020 in 

Bahrain. 

 

God Bless you all. 
 


