
30 

International action 
against deafness 
Yash Pal Kapur 

Primary ear care should be 
integrated into existing 
primary health systems in 
countries, and is particularly 
useful in the early treatment 
of otitis media and early 
detection of hearing loss. 

obstacle to optimal development and 
education; in adults, it prevents them 
reaching their full economic poten
tial, and in the elderly it leads to 
loneliness and isolation, and inter
feres with successful aging. 

There is a lack of understanding 
and public awareness about the 
consequences of hearing loss, the 
available preventive measures, and 
effective management. In develop
ing countries, upper respiratory 
infections frequently lead to middle 
ear infection (otitis media); this 

Testing hearing ability in an Egyptian school far disabled children. 

H earing is the sense upon which 
human communication de
pends, yet hearing impairment 

is one of the most common sensory 
impairments. Recent epidemiologi
cal data indicate that over 120 mil
lion persons worldwide have hearing 
loss significant enough to interfere 
with their communication. In chil
dren, it prevents acquisition of lan
guage and constitutes a serious 

causes conductive hearing loss 
which can be prevented. 

Sensorineural hearing loss is 
present worldwide, and may be due 
to congenital causes, meningitis and 
infectious diseases in children. 
Between 10% and 26% of cases of 
hearing loss in children are present 
at birth or during early childhood - a 
result of rubella viral infections, the 
use of inappropriate drugs during 
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pregnancy, birth trauma or premature 
birth. Improved prenatal and perina
tal care can prevent these problems. 
More than 50% of cases of congeni
tal deafness are due to hereditary or 
genetic causes. The custom of con
sanguineous marriages appears to 
contribute to the increased preva
lence of hereditary hearing loss in 
certain parts of the world; the answer 
may lie in genetic evaluation and 
counselling for parents interested in 
planning their family. Viral infec
tious diseases in children such as 
chicken pox, mumps and measles, 
can cause hearing loss. Many cases 
of hearing loss can be prevented by 
childhood immunization against 
target diseases of the Expanded 
Programme on Immunization, as 
well as against mumps, rubella and 
(meningococcal) meningitis. 
Particularly in rapidly industrializing 
nations, noise in the workplace is a 
major cause of hearing loss. 

Over half can be prevented 

More than half of current hearing 
impairment could be totally pre
vented or its consequences signifi
cantly reduced by the application of 
appropriate preventive measures. 
This constitutes the major thrust of 
international activities in this field. 
A programme for the Prevention of 
Deafness and Hearing Impairment 
has been set up by WHO to promote 
the development of technology, 
education for protection of hearing, 
and the strengthening of services 
aimed at preventing deafness and 
hearing impairment. The four main 
areas identified for WHO collabora
tive action with Member States are 
development of epidemiological 
studies, promotion of research, 
planning and setting up of national 
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programmes, and exchange of infor
mation. 

Two professional bodies, the 
International Federation of 
Otolaryngological Societies (IFOS) 
and the International Society of 
Audiology (ISA) are particularly 
active in developing international 
activities. An Otological Centre was 
opened in Bangkok, Thailand, and 
was designated as the Regional 
Centre for South-East Asia in 1986. 
IFOS came into official relationship 
with WHO in June 1987, and an 
International Agency for the 
Promotion of Ear Care (IAPEC), 
made up of otolaryngologists and 
audiologists , was established in 
1987. 

In 1992, the major international 
nongovernmental organizations 
working in this field came together to 
form an umbrella organization -the 
International Agency for the 
Prevention of Hearing Impairment 
and Deafness - known as Hearing 
International. Its major mission is to 

promote the worldwide prevention of 
hearing impairment and deafness. It 
seeks to investigate and make known 
the causes and consequences of 
hearing impairment, to cooperate 
with the United Nations anp its 
agencies , particularly WHO's 
Prevention of Deafness and Hearing 
Impairment Programme, and to assist 
in mobilizing resources for pro
grammes. 

Primary ear care should be inte
grated into existing primary health 
systems in cpuntries, and is particu
larly useful in the early treatment of 
otitis media and early detection of 
hearing loss. Detection of hearing 
loss before the age of two years is the 
key to effective medical and surgical 
treatment and to successful education 
of children. The later the detection, 
the more difficult it is to provide 
successful rehabilitation . 

In January 1995 the WHO 
Executive Board urged Member 
States to prepare plans for prevention 
and control of major causes of avoid-

31 

able deafness, including ototoxic 
deafness and exposure to harmful 
noise, and stressed the importance of 
childhood immunizations. This was 
supported by the World Health 
Assembly in May. A series of 
Regional Workshops on the subject 
have led to countries taking an in
creasing interest in the problem of 
hearing impairment and allocating 
resources for programmes. WHO 
Collaborating Centres have been 
designated in Bangkok (Thailand), 
Malmo (Sweden) and Liverpool 
(England), and more are planned. • 
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In the next issue 

Many people in the world 
today - refugees, migrants, 
no mads and the homeless -
have to live on the fring e of 
society. The N ovember
December 1995 issue of 
World Health wi ll look into 
their hea lth needs and ways to 
meet them. • 

Did you enjoy this issue? 
Why not take out a subscription to World Health and enjoy reading about the world 's major health issues 
six limes a year. 1995 subscription prices ore listed below. 
WHO also offers ifs popular 'Health Horizons" subscription , a combined subscription (at a reduced role) 
to World Health and the quarterly World Health Forum. 

Order form Cord number-------------
0 World Health ( 1995 subscription) 

at Sw. fr. 30.-/US$ 25.00 
Expiry dote ____ Dote of order------

0 Hea lth Horizons 11995 subscription) Signature--------------
at Sw. fr . 88 .-/US$ 70.00 

0 Payment enclosed 
0 Please charge to my credit cord 

Name - --------------

Address--- ------------

0 Visa 0 American Express ________________ _ 

0 Eurocord/ Mostercord/ Access World Heolth Orgonizonon, Ois~ibunon and Soles, 1211 Geneva 27, Switzerland. 

PrinteQ in Great Britain by GreenShires Print limited, Kettering, Northamptonshire, England. 


