Optometry’s Leading Role in Preventable Blindness
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The release of the World Health Organization’s latest global estimates on blindness in October 2006 revealed that 153 million people around the world have uncorrected distance refractive error, making it the leading form of preventable blindness.* During a recent meeting at the International Agency for the Prevention of Blindness headquarters in Hyderabad, India, a strategic planning meeting sought to determine how many eye care personnel would need to be trained to eliminate blindness and impaired vision due to refractive error by the year 2020—and at what cost. 
The good news is that their projections show the task of eliminating preventable blindness due to refractive error is achievable, provided that enough local people are trained to provide access to eye care services in those communities where none currently exist. Even better news—Optometry Giving Sight, a collaboration of the World Optometry Foundation (WOF), the International Agency for the Prevention of Blindness (IAPB) and the International Centre for Eyecare Education (ICEE)—plans to raise and distribute over $US900,000 in 2007 to sustainable projects which address uncorrected refractive error and low vision. 
I am delighted to report that thanks to the support of optometrists and their patients in Australia, Canada, the Netherlands, United Kingdom and the United States, funds totalling more than US$100,000 have been allocated to priority projects in East Africa, South Africa, Sri Lanka and East Timor over the past 12 months.  
· Over US$90,000 has been allocated to the priority project – “Giving Sight to Blind Children in Africa and Optimizing Opportunities for Low Vision in East Africa”, a joint project of ICEE and Sightsavers International. 
· The Optometry Giving Sight National Committee in Australia provided US$44,000 to the Vision for Sri Lanka Project delivered by ICEE.

· As of November 30, 2006, an additional US$208,192 was available for distribution to projects in early 2007. Of this amount, US$37,000 has been earmarked for eye care in East Timor by the Optometry Giving Sight National Committee in Australia and the balance, US$171,000 will be provided to the three Optometry Giving Sight Priority Projects.
Each year, we implement a process to identify and approve the Optometry Giving Sight Priority Projects addressing uncorrected refractive error and low vision.  The Global Board (in consultation with Partners, National Committees and staff) is responsible for identifying “Priority Projects” which adhere to agreed selection criteria and project accountability processes.  Optometry Giving Sight National Committees provide input to ensure that they meet their local needs in terms of fundraising, ownership and local affiliation.  The three Priority Projects for 2006-2007 are:
Giving Sight to Blind Children 

More than 3,000 visually impaired children in Kenya, Uganda and Tanzania have improved access to education thanks to the ‘Giving Sight to Blind Children’ program. 

The program has expanded from its beginnings in Malawi, where 70% of children in a program for the blind were found to simply need a pair of eye glasses or low vision aids to see clearly.  It has since screened thousands of children across East Africa, with many receiving eye glasses, low vision aids or being referred for medical intervention. Thanks to our partners, the International Centre for Eyecare Education (ICEE) and Sightsavers International, these children - often from the poorest families – now have access to education and the chance of escaping the desperate cycle of poverty.  But that’s not the end of the story…
Human resource development is vital to the sustainability of these activities and six optometrists and two low vision therapists from the region received training as part of the program.  Advocacy is another important component and our partners are working with the ministries of education and health to introduce school screenings as an integral element of the education system.  

“Low vision is often misunderstood or misdiagnosed which is why human resource and infrastructure development is so important.  Success in these areas will help to ensure that in the future visually impaired children will be quickly identified and will no longer have to live their life in the shadows,” said Professor  Kovin Naidoo, Global Programs Director and Head of ICEE, Africa.  
Vision for a Country: The National Refractive Error Program for South Africa

The South African Department of Health estimates that 85% of its population relies on public health care; yet only 2% of optometrists work in the public sector. This means there are only around 50 optometrists to meet the needs of 38 million mainly poor people living in rural areas.

Estimates are that at least 10% of those South Africans between ages 15 to 42 have some refractive error, with the elderly, women and children disproportionately affected. A recent refractive error study in school-aged children revealed that, of those children requiring glasses, only 20% had them. The remaining 80 percent will struggle with learning and have significantly fewer opportunities as a result of poor vision.

The challenge with the provision of quality eye care in South Africa is to attain an equitable distribution of services in the short-term, while developing a self-sustaining national program via capacity building for the long-term.  

Vision Care Service Development in Sri Lanka

Sri Lanka has a population of more than 20 million people, but nearly 90% of these people have never had their eyes examined.  Optometry Giving Sight has funded its partners and local non-governmental organizations in Sri Lanka to support human resource development and the creation of infrastructure for vision care.  More than 33,000 people have had their eyes tested and 28,000 pairs of glasses have been distributed.  The training of local staff has proved invaluable in recent months with political instability interrupting partner visits to Sri Lanka. 
One reason for the lack of quality vision care in Sri Lanka is the scarcity of trained eye care professionals. Reports are that in one region alone, there is only one trained optician and one ophthalmologist serving a population of approximately 1.3 million people. In addition, the cost of a pair of glasses is way beyond the reach of most people in this country. It is estimated that up to 25% of the population need vision correction and have no access to it. 
Optometry Giving Sight is assisting with funding for service delivery, human resource development and the creation of infrastructure for vision care.

The program in Sri Lanka is being implemented by the International Centre for Eyecare Education in partnership with the World Council of Optometry, the Optometrists Association of Australia and Sri Lankan non-governmental organizations, including the Centre for Health Care.
Continued Growth and Development

Optometry Giving Sight experienced significant growth and development during 2006.  We have made excellent progress towards establishing the infrastructure to achieve our fundraising goals.  Currently, there are Optometry Giving Sight programs in Australia, Canada, Italy, The Netherlands, the United Kingdom and the United States.  The global entity is incorporated as a not-for-profit company under Australia Law. In the United States, Optometry Giving Sight received its 501(c)3 tax-exempt status recognition from the International Revenue Service in March.  

The Optometry Giving Sight National Committees and Fundraising and Development Advisory Committees adopted their Terms of Reference during 2006.  The Secretariat for these Committees is provided by Country Managers in conjunction with the global team.  

Optometry Giving Sight now has 16 dedicated full- or part-time team members, two in Australia, one in Canada, seven in the U.S., two in the U.K. and four in the global team. Other resources include the CIBA Vision Corporate Fellow and Institute of Eye Research Fellow.   We are delighted to welcome Brian Spiller to Optometry Giving Sight, as the new CIBA Vision corporate fellow. Brian, who is Marketing Director with CIBA Vision Australia, will spend the next 12 months based in our Sydney office providing expert advice to our fundraising and marketing staff. He replaces Kristie Madara, who made an enormous contribution to our communications program during her 12-month secondment from Atlanta.

Optometry Giving Sight seeks to be endorsed by optometric associations as their preferred charity of choice, especially in the countries in which we are fundraising.  This approach has been integral since inception and one that we continue to pursue.  In 2006, the following associations announced their official support for Optometry Giving Sight as “Optometry’s International Charity of Choice,” the: 

· Association of Optometrists in the U.K. 

· Georgia Optometric Association in the U.S.

· Wisconsin Optometric Association in the U.S.

· Ohio Optometry Association in the U.S.

Optometry Giving Sight is grateful to the Optometrists Association Australia, The Canadian Association of Optometrists and the American Optometric Association for their continued support throughout 2006.

Raising funds from optometrists

Our flagship program, Practice Giving, has just completed its first full year in the United States resulting in over 40 practices participating in the program and raising over $29,194. The concept is simple—participating practices make a commitment to raise funds for Optometry Giving Sight and ask their patients to match their contribution in some way.  Practices may ask patients for a small donation, make a product related donation or develop a special promotion in conjunction with World Sight Day in October.  The patient’s contribution usually takes the form of a small donation to Optometry Giving Sight when the patient comes into an office for an eye examination, new pair of glasses, or even a simple screw repair. This donation might be as little as a few dollars and can be added to a patient’s invoice or collected separately—whichever is more convenient for the practice and/or patient.

Dr. Victor Connors, president of the World Council of Optometry and member of the Optometry Giving Sight Board and National Committee in the United States, has been a participant in the program since October 2005, when he kicked off the campaign on World Sight Day. To date, his practice has raised over $9,000.

The Practice Giving Program is a great way to raise the profile of optometry and directly benefit people in developing countries who do not have access to basic eye care services.  

Our other donor program, Regular Giving, has been successful as well. In Australia and Canada regular giving was again effectively promoted via the “Tick Yes to OGS” campaign. 

Approximately 25% of all Australia’s optometrists have now made a donation to Optometry Giving Sight through the renewals process. In Canada, all of the provincial optometric associations (with the exception of Quebec and Prince Edward Island) either ran our “Tick Yes to OGS” campaign in their dues invoice or included Optometry Giving Sight material in the fall dues invoice mailing.  The individual donations from Regular Giving totalled CA$64,000 for the year.
The “Tick Yes to OGS” campaign was first introduced to optometrists in the U.K. in 2006.  As part of this commitment, the Association of Optometrists (AOP) encouraged all its members to make a donation when they completed their 2007 annual membership renewal. More than 265 optometrists responded with donations totalling more than £8,000. This provides an excellent platform to build and develop Optometry Giving Sight in the U.K.

Corporate Sponsorship

Optometry Giving Sight guarantees that 85% of all donor funds are used directly on projects. The balance is used to support the cost of administration, marketing, community education, and fundraising. These activities are supplemented through corporate sponsorship and Partner contributions.  CIBA Vision and the Institute for Eye Research are our Global Founding Patrons.
There was good progress in relation to the development of National sponsorships in Australia – with eight companies now providing cash and in kind support.  We are seeking to replicate this success in the U.S., Canada, the U.K. and Europe. 

2007: A defining year

In 2007, Optometry Giving Sight will consolidate by ensuring the implementation of the global strategies, policies and processes developed and ensuring that we remain relevant and responsive in our exciting, fast and growing environment. 

In 2007, Optometry Giving Sight aims to more than double its overall income by 100%. This will mean raising US $2.83 million from its Practice Giving and Regular Giving Program, plus securing $1.3 million in corporate sponsorship. 
I would like to thank our founding partners and national committees for their ongoing support, and all our sponsors for helping to develop the capacity of Optometry Giving Sight throughout the world.

Everyone involved with the organization strongly believes that Optometry Giving Sight represents a unique opportunity for optometry as a profession to develop a global solution for people who are needlessly blind—simply because they lack an eye exam and a pair of glasses.

We look forward to working with each and every optometrist, patient, industry supplier, volunteer service provider and professional association to ensure that our industry plays its part in eliminating uncorrected refractive error and low vision by the year 2020. 
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* The WHO report stated that 90% of all people with uncorrected refractive error live in low—and middle-income countries.  The figure did not include people who need glasses for reading, which could add at least another 150 million people in need.








