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Your Excellency, Ladies and Gentlemen, 

  
I am delighted to join you in the opening ceremony of the General Assembly of the 

International Agency for Prevention of Blindness (IAPB), which is being held for the first time 

in the Eastern Mediterranean Region. I wish to express my sincere congratulations to His 

Excellency the President and members of IAPB, particularly His Royal Highness Prince 

Abdulaziz bin Ahmed bin Abdulaziz Al Saud, for their efforts for holding this meeting in 

Dubai. Needless to say, this event represents a landmark occasion illustrating the progress of 

IAPB, which was founded by the late Sir John Wilson. Over five years have passed since the 

launch of Vision 2020: The Right to Sight, a global initiative to eliminate avoidable blindness. 

Our partnership with IAPB, along with ministries of health and other organizations, is 

developing steadily towards implementing this initiative in Member States.  
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I sincerely hope this General Assembly will discuss all the core issues and challenges   and 

propose solutions that will push the Vision 2020 initiative further forward, especially in this 

Region which has suffered for so long from the burden of blindness. As you are aware, blindness 

is one of the major public health problems and one that, despite its profound human and 

socioeconomic consequences has, until recently, received little attention.  

 

Ladies and Gentlemen,  

 

In spite of substantial advances in technology and eye care, there are today an estimated 50 

million unnecessarily blind people around the world, and 180 million with visual impairment; 

90% 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, and 

without proper intervention, the number of blind is projected to increase to 76 million by the year 

2020. Recently published studies indicate that a successful outcome to Vision 2020 will result in 

a minimum saving of around US$ 102 billion by the year 2020.  I believe it is our duty to 

demonstrate what we know, and our potential to save vision, to all those who need it all over the 

world.  Urging Member States to spend more on blindness prevention programmes is a 

worthwhile investment for the future. 

 

In the Eastern Mediterranean Region, an estimated 6.3 million people are blind and over 22 

million suffer from visual impairment. Unfortunately, the Region has also suffered from extended 

civil conflicts for the past 20 years and more, as well as emergency and humanitarian crises. It is 

a very diverse region with marked variations in socioeconomic conditions, human development 

indices and geo-political situations, including eye care. To overcome this gap, WHO’s Regional 

Office for the Eastern Mediterranean took the initiative and held a regional Vision 2020 planning 

workshop in December 2003 with the participation of IAPB, which jointly identified the seven 

high priority countries, namely Afghanistan, Djibouti, Iraq, Palestine, Somalia, Sudan and 

Yemen, requiring urgent support for intervention and implementation of Vision 2020.  Although 

WHO is not a funding agency, the Regional Office provided over US$ 1 million from its regular 

budget in support of 12 countries during the last biennium. These funds were used to develop 

national plans, and for capacity-building, training human resources and rehabilitating eye care 
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infrastructure.  I hope that during this General Assembly, all the IAPB partners will focus on the 

high priority countries for additional support.    

 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 

Poverty, disease and ignorance are interlinked and together greatly influence the burden of 

all diseases, including blindness. Cataract remains the leading cause of blindness in almost all 

countries of the Region, followed by complications of trachoma, uncorrected refractive errors, 

low vision and childhood blindness. 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 cataract surgery is available to only around 40% of those suffering from cataract in the 

Eastern Mediterranean Region. Providing surgery for the other 60% means facing the challenge 

of a vicious cycle of poverty and blindness.   

 

Trachoma continues to be another global and regional cause of preventable blindness. The 

Regional Office for the Eastern Mediterranean is planning a regional planning workshop in 

Sudan in November to enhance the elimination of blinding trachoma in this region following the 

recommendation of the Global Alliance meeting, and will coordinate with Member States and 

interested organizations to achieve the goal of global elimination of blinding trachoma by 2020 

under the Vision 2020 initiative. 

 

Refractive errors, which can easily be corrected by a pair of glasses, remain a leading cause 

of blindness.  Low vision also needs to be addressed. Current information suggests that 68 

million people require low vision care. This number will increase as the population ages.  

Unfortunately many countries of the Region do not have low vision services. Childhood 

blindness also remains a priority. I am very happy to mention the recent initiative of the Lions 

Club International Foundation in this regard.   
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Ladies and Gentleman, 

 

The theme of the Assembly is “Partnership in Vision 2020”. Together we must prove this 

to be a genuine partnership with the commitment and transparency to eliminate avoidable 

blindness. 

 

 Our challenges are many and our resources are limited. Together we need to think 

globally but to act regionally and locally.  I hope that during this assembly all of us will focus 

on the core issues of Vision 2020 and highlight equity, gender issues, urban–rural distribution, 

as well as training of human resources and possible linkage of Vision 2020 with the 

Millennium Development Goals.  

 

 I am happy to mention the resolution on elimination of avoidable blindness adopted by 

the 56th World Heath Assembly in May 2003 which was a positive key development. If it is to 

succeed we need to strengthen our efforts to enhance bilateral cooperation and support efficient 

implementation, monitoring and evaluation as well as operational research.  

 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 

I would like to thank everyone here––IAPB members, nongovernmental organizations, 

professional societies and international organizations––for their active participation in this long 

awaited assembly. Their support is vital for achieving the goals of Vision 2020 and I hope that in 

the coming days their partnership will be stronger. On this occasion I particularly wish to 

mention the strong support of IMPACT/EMR, Al-Noor Foundation, Al-Bassar International 

Foundation, Nadi Al Bassar, the Lions Club International Foundation, Christoffel Blindenmission 

(CBM), Sight Savers International, International Trachoma Initiative, Fred Hollows Foundation, 

the Carter Centre, Al-Shifa Trust, Layton Rahmatulla Benevolent Trust (LRBT), Pakistan 

Institute of Community Ophthalmology and other organizations that are working together in 

partnership with WHO in countries of the Region.  
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 I would once again like to extend my deepest gratitude to His Excellency the President, 

IAPB board members, His Royal Highness Prince Abdulaziz bin Ahmed bin Abdulaziz Al Saud, 

IAPB Regional Chairman, the Government of the United Arab Emirates as well all those present 

on this historic occasion working in blindness prevention, for their support of Vision 2020.  

 

Finally, let me assure you of the full and continued support of the Regional Office to the global 

initiative Vision 2020: The Right to Sight. 

  

God bless you all.  

 


