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Your Excellency, Ladies and Gentleman, 

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

Syrian Arab Republic of Vision 2020 – The Right to Sight, a global initiative to eliminate 

avoidable blindness. I would like to extend our appreciation to His Royal Highness Prince 

Abdulaziz Bin Ahmed Al Saud regional Chairman of the International Agency for the 

Prevention of Blindness (IAPB/EMR), and to His Excellency, Dr Mohamed Eyad Chatty, 

Minister of Health, for their presence and support.  

The ability to see is often taken for granted. Vision is the most important of our 

senses as all our daily activities are vision-related. Unfortunately, today there are an 

estimated 50 million blind people and around 180 million people with visual impairment, 

worldwide. Every year an additional two million people are added to the number of blind. 
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Around 80% of these conditions are either preventable or curable, but if we do not take 

active steps now, the number suffering from blindness is projected to reach 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 people suffer from visual impairment. Some 80% of this estimated blind 

population live in eight or nine 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, rehabilitation and education of the blind constitutes a significant economic 

burden, particularly in many developing countries. All these are reasons that make spending 

on blindness prevention programmes a worthwhile investment 

Ladies and Gentleman, 

There has been a tremendous improvement in recent years in the heath care delivery 

system in the Syrian Arab Republic, especially through the expansion of health services to 

all parts of the country and the progress in primary health care. Although there is no 

population-based data on blindness and low vision, eye care has been expanded in most 

district hospitals. The private sector also plays a major role in the country.  

The main causes of blindness are cataract, corneal opacity, uncorrected refractive 

errors, low vision, glaucoma, childhood blindness and diabetic retinopathy. Although 

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

be increased by integrating eye care within primary health care. I am very pleased to note 

that efforts are under way, with the participation of nongovernmental organizations, to 

increase the number of cataract surgeries in many countries in the Eastern Mediterranean 

Region.  

Refractive errors, which can easily be corrected by a pair of spectacles, are another 

simple and easily preventable cause of blindness. We need to work together with primary 

health care workers, refractionists and schoolteachers to make refractive services more 
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easily available and affordable to the community. Glaucoma and diabetic retinopathy are 

also emerging causes of blindness that need more attention in the coming years. 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

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

Blindness (IAPB) and other nongovernmental organizations, launched Vision 2020 – The 

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. At this point, I am pleased to draw your 

attention to resolution WHA56.26, on the elimination of avoidable blindness, passed by the 

Fifty-sixth World Health Assembly in May 2003. The resolution urges Member States to 

commit themselves to supporting the global initiative by setting up a national Vision 2020 

plan by 2005 in partnership with WHO and in collaboration with nongovernmental 

organizations and the private sector, and to support the mobilization of resources for 

eliminating avoidable blindness. 

Ladies and Gentleman, 

The launch of Vision 2020 in the Syrian Arab Republic is a firm indication of the 

interest in and determination to eliminate avoidable blindness. I am pleased to note here that 

Syria has over 650 ophthalmologists distributed throughout the country. Properly utilizing 

these human resources and providing the necessary support are among the goals of Vision 

2020.  

I hope the Ophthalmological Society in the Syrian Arab Republic will work in 

partnership with all other organizations for the elimination of avoidable blindness in the 

country. I would like to thank IAPB, as well as the national, regional and international 

nongovernmental organizations, for their support to prevention of blindness activities in 

Member States of the Region including the Syrian Arab Republic. I would particularly like 

to mention the support of the International Initiative for the Prevention of Avoidable 

Disability (IMPACT/EMR) and Al Noor Foundation. A collective effort and genuine 

partnership is necessary for progress that will lead to achieving the goal by the 2020. 
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Finally, I would like to thank all those present on this historic occasion, especially 

His Excellency the Minister of Health for his continued support of the programme. Last but 

not least, I would once again like to thank the Chairman of IAPB/IMPACT-EMR, His Royal 

Highness Prince Abdulaziz Bin Ahmed Al Saud, for his personal efforts and support to 

Member States in implementing Vision 2020.  

On behalf of WHO once again I thank the organizers for inviting me to attend this 

historic occasion and assure you of the continued cooperation of WHO in reducing 

avoidable blindness in the Syrian Arab Republic through Vision 2020. 

God Bless you all. 

 


