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Eye health and the Decade of Action for the Sustainable

Development Goals

Being blind in a pandemic creates all kinds of problems.
Social distancing, and the 6 feet (2 metre) rule, is not so
easy if you cannot see. Those of us who are blind rely on
other senses, like our hearing or touch, to compensate.
That's not so easy either if we are isolated from each
other. Disruption to health services caused by the
COVID-19 pandemic is also threatening the gains made
in rehabilitation services for those who are blind and
visually impaired. Additionally, lockdown measures have
the potential to exacerbate poor eye health: sustained
near focusing on screens and reduced exposure to
natural daylight are known risk factors for progressive
myopia, and reduced physical activity could affect
the progression of diabetes and the onset of diabetic
retinopathy.

The Lancet Global Health Commission on Global
Eye Health® reminds us that, in 2020, an estimated
43-3 million people were blind, 553 million people had
vision impairment, and 510 million had uncorrected
presbyopia.? If those numbers are not shocking in
themselves, we must note that these are not simply
statistics, these are real people grappling with common
issues of daily living, mobility, mental health, and
social interaction unless intervention arrives. Impaired
vision and eye health have a broad impact on general
health and wellbeing—eg, through reduced access to
health care, increased cardiovascular disease through
limitations on physical activity, and exacerbating
depression and dementia." Encouragingly, preliminary
evidence indicates that cataract surgery might slow
rates of cognitive decline.’ Indeed the Commission notes
that there are many efficient and effective low-cost
interventions that save sight, and efficient and effective
rehabilitation services to meet the challenges of those
who are irrevocably blind or visually impaired.

The need is even greater now for a collaborative
care approach between health providers, especially as
it pertains to silent health challenges such as open-
angle glaucoma. Early-stage open-angle glaucoma
is asymptomatic, often remaining undetected until
considerable optic nerve damage has occurred.* WHO's
World Report on Vision® called for the advancing of eye
health as an integral part of universal health coverage,

through the implementation of “integrated people-
centred eye care”. The Commission endorses this
approach and goes further by outlining the challenges
and opportunities involved in mainstreaming eye health
as an integral tool of community and social development.

In UN Resolution 70/1 of Sept 25, 2015, entitled
“Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda for
Sustainable Development”® Member States adopted a
comprehensive, far-reaching, and people-centred set of
universal and transformative Sustainable Development
Goals and their aspirational and global targets, which
include achieving universal health coverage by 2030,
and stressing the need to leave no one behind. This
wide-ranging Commission will help us to make the case
for including universal health coverage as one of the
pillars of social development and vision as a foundation
stone of that development agenda.

Equity must be at the heart of all we do if we are to
achieve the ambition of leaving no one behind. It must
be the light by which we walk as we turn the stone
of equality to fulfil the promise of the SDGs. No one
should have to live with avoidable blindness or visual
impairment in the 21st century when we have proven
low-cost solutions to address and arrest the problems.

If this decade is truly to be the Decade of Action for the
SDGs, eye health services must be fully mainstreamed
into universal health coverage, and community-based eye
health services manned by well-trained multi-disciplinary
teams. The legacy of eye health services as a stand-alone
discipline cannot continue if we are to resist the increased
pressures for eye health services brought on by the
challenges of population growth, ageing, and modern life
(including pandemics). The SDGs are the highest ambition
of the global community. Leaving no one behind is our
greatest aspiration. Eye health is an issue whose time has
come in the fulfilment of our global promise.
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