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Your Excellency, Ladies and Gentlemen, 
 
 

It gives me great pleasure to share with you this historic occasion, the launch in 

Afghanistan of Vision 2020  The Right to Sight, a global initiative to eliminate 

avoidable blindness. The great moral support provided by the presence of His Excellency 

Hamid Karzai, President of Afghanistan, gives all of us hope for the success of this 

initiative. We are also thankful for the continuous encouragement and support we receive 

from Her Excellency Dr Sohaila Seddiq, Minister of Public Health.   

 

As you are aware, blindness is one of the major public health problems that, despite 

its profound human and socioeconomic consequences has, until recently, received little 

attention. The cost of lost productivity, rehabilitation and education of the blind 

constitutes a significant economic burden, particularly in developing countries. 

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

blindness prevention programmes is a worthwhile investment. 
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There are currently an estimated 50 million blind people around the world, and 180 

million people with visual impairment. Most of these people live in developing countries 

and every year another 2 million are added to the number of blind. Around 80% of these 

conditions are either preventable or curable, but without proper intervention the number 

is projected to increase to 75 million by 2020, our target date for elimination of avoidable 

blindness.  

 

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

over 22 million suffer from visual impairment. Most of this blind population lives in 

countries that have large populations, low income and a relatively weak health care 

infrastructure. Around 60% of them live in four countries in this region, including 

Afghanistan.  Since Afghanistan has suffered from civil conflict for the last 20 years, and 

most of the health care and eye care infrastructure has been destroyed, the blind 

population has increased and is now higher than any neighbouring country in the Region.  

 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 

 In the Eastern Mediterranean Region, cataract, glaucoma, complications of 

trachoma, uncorrected refractive errors, low vision, childhood blindness and diabetic 

retinopathy are major causes of blindness. Cataract remains the major cause in almost all 

countries of the Region, including Afghanistan. Most of these conditions are responsive 

to simple treatment, yet very few of the affected people have access to such treatment.  

For example, it is estimated that corrective cataract surgery is available to only around 

40% of those suffering from cataract. At the recommendation of the last Vision 2020 

regional workshop many countries have committed themselves to addressing urgently the 

backlog in cataract surgery as part of the recommended actions towards the prevention of 

blindness in the Region.  

 

Trachoma continues to be another global and regional cause of preventable 

blindness. Under the WHO Alliance for the Global Elimination of Trachoma (GET 2020) 

and Vision 2020, elimination of blinding trachoma is a priority for the Eastern 
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Mediterranean Region. Great possibilities in eliminating 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 of 2005 for elimination of blinding trachoma. In Saudi Arabia, 

the prevale nce of active trachoma has been reduced and efforts are now under way to 

eliminate the disease. The Regional Office for the Eastern Mediterranean will coordinate 

with Member States and concerned organizations to achieve the goal of global 

elimination of blinding trachoma by 2020 under the Vision 2020 initiative. 

 

Refractive errors and low vision also need to be addressed. Approximately 20 

million people in our Region are in need of treatment for these conditions. This number 

will increase as populations age. Primary health care workers can play a significant role 

in identifying these problems and referring them to the nearest facilities. 

 

In order to address these issues, in 1999 WHO, in partnership with the International 

Agency for the Prevention of Blindness (IAPB), and other nongovernmental 

organizations, launched the regional Vision 2020  Right to Sight Initiative. The goal of 

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

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

burden of blindness. Vision 2020 aims to intensify and accelerate the current prevention 

of blindness activities to achieve the goal of eliminating avoidable blindness by 2020. 

Five conditions have been identified as immediate priorities within the framework of 

Vision 2020: cataract, trachoma, onchocerciasis, childhood blindness, and refractive 

errors and low vision.  

  

The launch of Vision 2020 in Afghanistan, Bahrain, Egypt, Islamic Republic of Iran, 

Iraq, Kuwait, Lebanon, Oman, Palestine, Pakistan, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Sudan, Tunisia, 

United Arab Emirates and Yemen is a strong indication of national commitment to 

eliminating avoidable blindness.  
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Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 

It is with great pleasure that I note that Afghanistan has taken important steps to 

enhance the current prevention of blindness activities by launching the national initiative 

conference to raise financial support for these important activities. It is my hope that all 

nongovernmental organizations, including IAPB, and neighbouring countries of the 

Region will extend their support in a genuine partnership with Afghanistan to built its eye 

care infrastructure, develop human resources and reduce the burden of blindness under 

the global initiative. The WHO Regional Office is working with the Ministry of Public 

Health as well as IAPB and Al Shifa Trust, a WHO collaborating centre, to build eye care 

in Afghanistan and is ready to extend more support in the coming years. 

 

Finally, I would once again like to extend my deepest gratitude to His Excellency the 

President. In addition I would like to thank all those present on this historic occasion, 

especially Her Excellency the Minister of Public Health, IAPB members, the Christoffel 

Blinden Mission (CBM) which is supporting these events, and all other nongovernmental 

organizations working in blindness prevention for their support to Afghanistan in 

rebuilding its eye care system.   

 

Finally let me assure you of the full support of the Regional Office in implementing the 

Vision 2020 initiative in Afghanistan. 

  

God bless you all.  

 

 


