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Your Excellency,  

Members of the Ophthalmic Society, 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

It gives me great pleasure to join you today on the occasion of the first 

conference of Yemeni Ophthalmic Society in Hadramout. Ophthalmologists play a 

vital role in eye care delivery and blindness prevention, and this conference reflects 

the attention being given to promoting eye care delivery in the Republic of Yemen.  

Vision may be considered the most important of our senses, as most of our 

daily activities are vision-related. The ability to see is often taken for granted. 

Unfortunately, today there are an estimated 50 million blind people and around 180 

million visually-impaired worldwide. Two-thirds of these conditions are either 

preventable or curable. If we do not act decisively now, the population suffering from 

blindness will double within the next 25 years. 
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In the Eastern Mediterranean Region, an estimated 6 million people are blind 

and more than 22 million people suffer from visual impairment. Approximately 80% 

of this blind population lives in countries that are mainly characterized by large 

populations, low income and relatively weak health care infrastructure. It is well 

known that blindness has profound human and socioeconomic consequences in all 

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

constitutes a significant economic burden, particularly for developing countries. 

Spending on blindness prevention programmes is a worthwhile investment. 

 Ladies and Gentlemen, 

There are no population-based data about blindness and low vision in Yemen, 

but it is estimated that around 1.2% of the population is blind, with a huge backlog of 

patients requiring cataract surgery. The main causes of blindness are cataract, 

complications of trachoma, corneal opacity, uncorrected refractive error, glaucoma, 

childhood blindness and diabetic retinopathy. Although most of these conditions are 

responsive to simple treatment, very few patients have access to that treatment. 

Cataract remains the major cause of blindness, and the cataract surgery rate needs to 

be increased not only in quantity but also in quality. In this respect, I am pleased to 

note that the efforts are under way, with collaboration from nongovernmental 

organizations, to increase the cataract surgery rate in the Republic of Yemen through 

offering outreach programmes for cataract in rural areas and expanding eye care 

facilities to the district level. Nevertheless, more needs to be done. 

Trachoma continues to be an important and preventable cause of blindness in 

Yemen. The elimination of blinding trachoma is a priority in the Eastern 

Mediterranean Region under the WHO Alliance for the Global Elimination of 

Trachoma (GET2020). WHO is currently working closely with national governments 

and nongovernmental organizations to eliminate blinding trachoma from Oman and 

Morocco by 2005, and is providing the necessary technical support to implement the 

SAFE strategy for the elimination of blinding trachoma from the Republic of Yemen 

by 2020.  

Refractive error, which can easily be corrected by eyeglasses, is another 

simple and readily avoidable cause of blindness. We need to work together with 
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primary health care workers, refractionists and schoolteachers to make refractive 

services easily available and affordable to the community. Other important causes of 

blindness, which will need more attention in the coming years, are glaucoma and 

diabetic retinopathy. 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

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

Prevention of Blindness and other nongovernmental organizations, launched Vision 

2020⎯The Right to Sight. The goal of this initiative is to address the major 

preventable or treatable causes of blindness, particularly in developing countries, in 

order to eliminate avoidable blindness as a public health problem by 2020. In May 

2003, the Fifty-Sixth World Health Assembly issued a resolution (WHA56.26) urging 

Member States to commit themselves to supporting the global initiative by setting up 

a national Vision 2020 plan by 2005, and to support the mobilization of resources for 

eliminating avoidable blindness. 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

The launch of Vision 2020 in the Republic of Yemen in 2002 was firm 

evidence of national commitment to eliminating avoidable blindness. In order to 

increase the necessary human resources, mainly ophthalmologists, the Regional 

Office is supporting a diploma course in ophthalmology in Yemen to train doctors 

who will serve the rural population. Past experiences have shown that many doctors 

do not serve in rural areas after completing their training. It is hoped that the 

Ophthalmic Society will help in addressing this issue in order to expand eye care to 

the district level. 

The Yemeni Opthalmic Society has a key role to play in partnerships with 

other organizations for the elimination of avoidable blindness in Yemen. In this 

respect, I would like to thank the International Agency for the Prevention of Blindness 

and national and international nongovernmental organizations for their support for 

blindness prevention activities in the Region, including Yemen. In particular, I would 

draw attention to the work of IMPACT/EMR, Al Noor Foundation and Al Basr 

International Foundation, which is running Al Haya Hospital in Mukalla to serve the 
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population of Yemen. Collective efforts and genuine partnership are vital for 

achieving the goal of eliminating avoidable blindness by the year 2020. 

Once again, I would like to thank the organizers for the opportunity to attend 

this historic occasion and, on behalf of WHO, to assure you of our continued support 

and collaboration in reducing avoidable blindness in Yemen. I wish you much success 

in this conference. 

God bless you all. 


