CERA

VISION 2020: THE RIGHT TO SIGHT - AUSTRALIA


AUSTRALIAN VISION

Many thousands of Australians are needlessly blind or visually impaired.  Almost 50% of legal blindness and 70% of visual impairment in this country are caused by conditions that are preventable or treatable.  Blindness and impaired vision in the indigenous communities is up to 10 times higher than in the mainstream community.  The excellent services Australia has for rehabilitation of the permanently blind and partially sighted reaches only a fraction of those in need.

This situation is because of both a lack of awareness of the services and treatments available, and inequalities in the provision of service. 

Blindness and visual impairment have enormous personal, social and economic costs, limiting the activities of otherwise healthy people, increasing mortality, and placing a significant burden on family, community, and social and health services.  

Without intervention the amount of visual impairment in Australia will double over the next 20 years.  

Vision 2020: The Right to Sight - Australia was initiated to address to attack avoidable blindness, and to give all Australians the Right to Sight by 2020.  The good news is that the treatments available for the prevention and cure of blindness and visual impairment are among the most successful and cost effective of any health interventions.  Vision 2020 Australia will make a valuable contribution to this vital area of national health care.

THE BIRTH 

In November 1999 the 6th General Assembly of the International Agency for the Prevention of Blindness was held in Beijing, China.  At the meeting, several Australians involved in various organisations involved in blindness prevention and sight restoration sat down to discuss eyecare in Australia.  

These organisations came together in response to the establishment of the global Vision 2020: the Right to Sight campaign to eliminate avoidable blindness by the year 2020. 

Established by an alliance of the World Health Organisation, the International Agency for the Prevention of Blindness, and the Partnership Committee of the International Non-Government Development Organisations, the program enables all parties and organisations involving in combating blindness to work in a focused and coordinated way.  

Global Vision 2020 aims to:

* Increase awareness of blindness as a major public health issue


* Control the major causes of blindness


* Train eyecare personnel to provide appropriate eyecare


* Create an infrastructure to manage the problem.

In Beijing the meeting made a commitment to form a group to focus on Vision 2020 in Australia.  Vision 2020: The Right to Sight - Australia involves Australian and international organisations based in Australia involved in vision and eyecare research, education and community work.  In October 1999 the first meeting of the Vision 2020 Australia Steering Committee was held in Melbourne, bringing together for the first time a broad spectrum of Australia eyecare organisations with one common goal. 

Vision 2020: The Right to Sight - Australia is an exciting step forward in Australian eyecare.  It will be a peak national body acting as an advocate for the Right to Sight goals, and helping to coordinate eyecare efforts.  Vision 2020 Australia have the responsibility of promoting sight as a fundamental human right, through advocacy and lobbying for support of the Vision 2020 initiative. 

THE FOCUS

The emphasis of Vision 2020: The Right to Sight - Australia is advocacy and creating cooperation to address the avoidable problems and conditions that affect the sight of all Australians.

Mainstream Australia: Despite the availability of technological, financial and human resources, a significant number of Australians face unnecessary vision impairment and vision loss.

* Cataract: At present 122,000 cataract operations are performed per year in Australia, costing $378 million, and 29,800 people have visual impairment due to cataract.  The need for surgery will double on 20 years due to the ageing population.  We know that high UV exposure and smoking increases the risk of cataract. Vision 2020 Australia will support the promotion of protective behaviour, including stopping smoking, and reducing UV exposure; and detect those with unoperated cataract through aged care vision tests.

* Uncorrected and under-corrected refractive error: Surprisingly, 15,100 Australians are legally blind, and 212,000 Australians have visual impairment, due to under-corrected refractive error that could be eliminated with appropriate glasses.  Major issues include lack of awareness of services; poor distribution of services, particularly to rural areas; and lowered expectations of the aged. Vision 2020 Australia aims to have all Australians test their vision on a regular basis; and have all elderly Australian tested for vision.

* Diabetes: In Australia there are 400,000 known diabetics.  Most do not have regular eye exams, even though with early and appropriate treatment, up to 98% of severe vision loss can be prevented.  It is believed that lack of awareness and communication breakdown are the major impediments to diabetics receiving appropriate eyecare. Vision 2020 Australia aims to ensure that every person with diabetes has their eyes examined every 2 years.

* Macular degeneration: As with cataract, our ageing population is having considerable impact on the rate of certain ocular conditions.  Two out of every three people will develop age-related macular degeneration (AMD), and one person in four will lose their sight because of AMD.  Unfortunately there is no effective treatment or prevention for AMD, although it is thought that AMD may have a genetic basis. Vision 2020 Australia will support and promote research into new treatment strategies; and optimal rehabilitation for all those with vision loss.

* Glaucoma: 126,000 Australians have glaucoma and half of those with glaucoma have not been diagnosed.  One person in seven will develop glaucoma, but if detected early and treated effectively, the loss of vision can be prevented or delayed. Vision 2020 Australia aims to detect all people with glaucoma; elucidate genetic basis of glaucoma; and improve treatment.

* Low vision: Of the approximately 400,000 Australian with impaired vision, only one third access rehabilitation services.  The impact of impaired vision can lead to loss of confidence, self-esteem and independence, and people with impaired vision are at an increased risk of injury such as falls. Vision 2020 Australia aims to promote awareness of the general public and health care professionals in the needs for low vision care; and ensure all Australians have access to appropriate low vision services and devices. 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait islanders: Aboriginal people in Australia suffer up to 10 times the level of blindness from preventable eye disease than non-Aboriginal people.  Efforts need to be made to ensure that eyecare services are readily available and relevant to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. 

* Cataract: Cataracts occur more frequently in the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander populations, however at present only 200-250 cataract operations per year are performed for these populations.  At least 2,500 operations are needed per year to clear the backlog of cataract blindness and to treat new cases. Vision 2020 Australia aims to have cataract surgery routinely provided at a regional level.

* Trachoma: Many Aboriginal communities still have the same incidence of trachoma as 20 years ago, with 50-70% of all children in some communities experiencing active trachoma.  In some communities one in five elderly people have trichiasis (in-turned eye lashes causing corneal scarring and blindness). Vision 2020 Australia aims to provide adequate screening programs; and support an integrated primary health approach to manage trachoma. 

* Uncorrected and under-corrected refractive error: Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander populations have refractive problems similar to the general population.  However access and utilisation of low-cost glasses through State and Territory spectacle schemes is poor. Vision 2020 Australia aims to provide access to ready-made reading glasses in Aboriginal communities; improve access to low-cost glasses through existing schemes; and review the effectiveness of visiting optometrist schemes in meeting refraction needs, particularly in remote areas.

* Diabetes: The incidence of diabetes in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander populations is ten times that of the general population.  Diabetes is therefore likely to overtake other eye disease as the main cause of blindness in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander populations. Vision 2020 Australia aims to encourage the practice of regular eye screening and appropriate follow-up; provide appropriate regionally based equipment and training for the management of diabetic retinopathy.

Global: Australian organisations and the Australian public have shown a long history of support for healthcare in developing countries.  A wide range of programs and services are provided by blindness prevention and vision rehabilitation groups based in Australia.  The Australian government, through AusAID, also supports the work of various organisations working in the field, however blindness prevention is not a separate focus of AusAID.  Awareness and coordination would improve the contribution of Australia to international eyecare and blindness prevention, and Vision 2020: The Right to Sight - Australia aims to bring eyecare into the spotlight as a global health issue to which Australia can make a significant contribution to its near neighbours, to Africa and Asia, and to the world in need.  

Initial activities include a focus on the Western Pacific, particularly Papua New Guinea (see The Future), and a workshop on appropriate technology to be held in Adelaide in February 2001.

THE ACHIEVEMENTS

Establishment: After several General Meetings, Vision 2020: the Right to Sight - Australia, was incorporated as a non-profit corporation in August 2000.  It is the first national group to spin off from the Global Vision 2020 initiative.  The people invited to form the Board, following the Sydney General Meeting, were:  Hugh Taylor, Brien Holden, Mike Lynskey, John Jeffries, Murray Chapman, John Cook, George Barnard and a Representative of NACHHO.

Collaboration: Vision 2020: The Right to Sight - Australia is rapidly developing links and contacts with numerous eyecare organisations throughout Australia.


Aims: Vision 2020: The Right to Sight - Australia has identified focus areas, and committees looking at Mainstream Australia, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander, Global eyecare, and Communications, have been formed to develop strategies in these areas. 

The Four Committees of Vision 2020: The Right to Sight - Australia are:


MAINSTREAM:  Chair, John Cook

Members: Hugh Taylor, Joe Chakman, Graham Craig, Beverley Lindsell, John Landau, Neville McBrien, Jill Keeffe, Brian Layland, Bob Guest.

A&TSI:  Chair, Brien Holden

Steering Committee: Hugh Taylor, David Ashbridge, Murray Chapman, and a Technical Representative of NACHHO 

Advisory Committee: Mike Lynskey, Brian Layland

Nominated members for the Technical Group:  Garry Brian, Chip Morgan, Nitin Verma, Jo Wood, Van Larisingh, Jill Keefe, Lisa Briggs, Olga Havnen, Yami Lester, Mitchell Ajou, Naomi Mayers plus other interested parties.

GLOBAL:  Chair, John Jeffries

Members: Brien Holden, Joe Thomson, Hugh Taylor, Jill Keeffe, Brian Layland, Rod Watkins, Gary Brian, Stuart Shepherd, Tony Lord.

COMMUNICATIONS: Chair, Mike Lynskey

Members: Vic Mazone, Anne Pavey, John Jeffries, Jacqui Swan, Beverley Lindsell, Fiona Dimond, Kylie Evans.

All interested people are invited to nominate potential members who could make a valuable contribution to these committees.

Advocacy: Vision 2020: The Right to Sight - Australia has initiated meetings with relevant government departments and funding organisations.  

THE FUTURE

The launch: We are looking forward to the launch of Vision 2020: The Right to Sight - Australia on October 19th 2000.  Events are being planned to bring together representatives of the World Health Organisation, Vision 2020 Australia participants, and the Government to make a commitment to eyecare.

One of the main aims of Vision 2020 Australia is to put blindness and eyecare on the National Health Agenda.  An initial target will be the incidence of trachoma.  Australia is the only developed country in the world that still has high rates of trachoma, in Aboriginal communities.  Vision 2020 Australia will be supporting a major effort in the elimination of this eye disease, which is entirely preventable.

Western Pacific: A collaborative effort of Vision 2020 Australia and indigenous partners in Papua New Guinea (PNG), the Pacific and East Timor, is now looking at implementing a program of eyecare in the region.  Currently there are few resources in the region aimed at blindness prevention, community education, refractive error and rehabilitation.  The initial objectives of the collaboration are to establish national prevention of blindness committees in PNG, and the Solomon, Tonga and Cook Islands; to equip and train ophthalmologists in cataract surgery and diabetic retinopathy; to train nurses in primary eyecare; to establish a primary eyecare office in PNG; to conduct annual workshops for primary eyecare workers; to support rehabilitation services; to develop eyecare community education; to support the correction of refractive error; and to improve external service delivery.  

This project will draw on the different strengths and expertise of the Vision 2020: The Right to Sight -Australia participants, and will provide valuable experience to contribute to the development of a model of eyecare delivery.  It is envisaged that this will be a 5 year program involving research, development and implementation.  

THE PARTICIPANTS TO DATE

* Association for the Blind, WA

* Australian Blind Federation

* Australian Council for Overseas Aid

* Blind Citizens of Australia

* Centre for Eye Research Australia

* Christian Blind Mission International

* Commonwealth Department of Health and Aged Care

* Cooperative Research Centre for Eye Research and Technology

* Deaf Blind Association

* Department of Ophthalmology, Prince of Wales Hospital

* Diabetes Australia

* Eye Research Foundation

* Flinders Medical Institute

* Foresight

* Fred Hollows Foundation

* Glaucoma Australia

* Guide Dogs Association

* International Association of Contact Lens Educators

* International Centre for Eyecare Education

* International Diabetes Institute

* Lady Nell Seeing Eye Dog School and Rehabilitation Centre

* Laila Foundation

* Lions Eye Institute WA

* Lions SightFirst

* National Aboriginal Community Controlled Health Organisation

* Optometric Vision Research Foundation

* Optometrists Association Australia

* Queensland University of Technology

* Retina Australia Inc

* Royal Australian College of Ophthalmologists

* Royal Blind Foundation of Queensland Inc

* Royal Blind Society of NSW

* Royal Institute for Deaf and Blind Children

* Royal Society for the Blind SA

* Royal Victorian Institute for the Blind

* Royal WA Institute for the Blind

* RP Fighting Blindness Foundation of South Australia

* Save Sight Institute

* Scan Optics

* Seeing Eye

* Victorian College of Optometry

* Villa Maria Society for the Blind

* Vision Australia Foundation

* VisionCare NSW

* Vision Queensland

* World Blind Union

* World Vision Australia

Invitation: Vision 2020: The Right to Sight - Australia is an exciting opportunity to significantly advance Australian eyecare, and the group would encourage all Australian practitioners and eyecare organisations to support or get involved with Vision 2020 activities.  

CONTACT

Vision 2020: The Right to Sight - Australia

Secretariat

 C/- ICEE

Rupert Myers Building

The University of New South Wales

Sydney NSW 2052

Ph: 02 9385 7435

Fax: 02 9385 7436

Email: icee@cclru.unsw.edu.au

Partnership Committee

* Professor Hugh Taylor, Centre for Eye Research Australia (Co-Chair)

* Professor Brien Holden, International Centre for Eyecare Education (Co-Chair)

* Mike Lynskey, Fred Hollows Foundation

* John Jeffries, Christian Blind Mission

* George Barnard, Lions Sight First

* John Cook, Vision Australia Foundation

* Murray Chapman, Independent
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