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PREVENTION OF THE CAUSES OF DISABILITIES William G Brohier

There are an estimated 500 million people who are disabled (The World Disability Report

- Disability '99, Preface). The report goes on to state, "Disability is a phenomenon of truly global proportions - and it is getting larger by the day. The problem is that no one really knows how much larger - and how fast." (page 15). The difficulty is because disabilities are not clearly defined. Moreover, there is disagreement over terminology as well as methodology between statisticians and health specialists. However, there is, unfortunately, no doubt that there will be an increase in the number of disabled persons, particularly in the developing countries, for a variety of reasons, including:


Population growth


A widening gap between the rich and the poor


An increase in life expectancy which would increase the incidence and prevalence of


age-related disabilities


A reduction in the infant mortality rate of children with disabilities because of


improved health care


Insufficient attention to preventive measures to eliminate avoidable disabilities

As Asia and the Pacific is home to approximately two-thirds of the world's population and also has the largest numbers of poor people, it should come as no surprise that approximately 325 million (65%) in this region have some degree of disability, ranging from mild to severe.

Today, in the industrialising countries of Asia and the Pacific, at most only 20% of persons with disabilities are receiving some form of education or have access to minimal rehabilitation services. In reality, the figure is probably less than 10%, and in the least developed countries of this region a 'guestimate' of 5% would probably be on the high side. What hope is there for disabled children and adults if the already meagre resources have to be stretched even further because of the definite rise in both the prevalence and the incidence of disabilities?

The moral responsibility and the financial burden are increasing daily - by the minute!

It is revealing to learn, for example, of the socio-economic consequence blindness has in all societies - "A study commissioned by the *IAPB Task Force revealed that the costs incurred by loss of productivity, rehabilitation and training place a huge strain on the budgets of the countries concerned. Altogether, the cost of blindness to the national economies amounts to an annual figure of US$25 billion." (CBM International, Annual Report 1998- Overseas Services, page 9).

The tragedy is that between 60% to 80% of most diseases which cause disabilities are avoidable - they can be either prevented or cured! The solution lies in developing a realistic, prioritised plan of action which will reduce both the prevalence and the incidence.

* International Agency for the Prevention of Blindness

**IMPACT is one organisation which has a simple aim: "that no one should become disabled through disease, lack of knowledge or shortage of medical services." Using innovative, efficient and cost-effective strategies, IMPACT has reached out to many millions in the developing countries. Programmes include immunisation, "Lifeline Express" (train) in India, a floating hospital in Bangladesh, Surgical Camps in Nepal and other countries, the elimination of micronutrient malnutrition, safer motherhood and early intervention.

Some examples of easily manageable interventions to prevent the causes of disabilities include:

	Immunisation against Rubella/Measles
	Hearing Impairment

	Protection against exposure to loud noise. Wear ear


plugs or ear protection in noisy environment
	Hearing Impairment

	Proper and correct cleaning of ear infections to avoid
spreading of disease
	Otitis Media (middle ear infection)

	Vaccination
	Poliomyelitis

	Multi-drug therapy
	Leprosy

	Iodine supplement
	Mental Retardation

	Awareness, precaution and law enforcement
	Occupational injuries, accidents


In February this year the Director General of the World Health Organisation (WHO) launched the ”Global Initiative for the Elimination of Avoidable Blindness" in conjunction with "VISION 2020 - The Right to Sight". The six Founding Members, CBM International, Helen Keller Worldwide, the International Agency for the Prevention of Blindness, Orbis International and Sight Savers International, together with the thirteen Supporting Members and national organisations, aim "to prevent an additional 100 million men, women and children from becoming blind by the year 2020" because, according to world experts:

· "Every 5 seconds one person in our world goes blind”

· "A child goes blind every minute”; and

· "80% of the world's blindness is avoidable."

Did you know that:

· "There are 45 million blind people and 135 million with low vision, comprising a total of nearly 180 million people with some degree of visual impairment***?”

· "90% of the world's blind population live in developing countries?”

· “There are at least 9 million blind people in India, 6 million in China, and 7 million in Africa - together this constitutes half of the global burden of blindness?”

· "If national and international efforts to avert blindness are not intensified, the number of people with severe visual disability will double by the year 2020"?

**An International Initiative Against Avoidable Disability 
***These numbers are based on 1996 population estimates

It is estimated that 20 million people are blind from cataract (a clouding of the lens of the eye which obstructs the passage of light) and that a further 100 million are already in need of a cataract operation to restore full sight. Therefore, the campaign will focus on this major cause of blindness which, "in most countries of Africa and Asia accounts for at least half of all blindness ... The treatment of cataract is an operation, which is very successful in restoring sight ... Reducing the backlog of cataract-blind requires training of ophthalmic personnel and the provision of surgical supplies, which Vision 2020 will make possible."

Another leading cause of blindness is Trachoma, "one of the oldest infectious diseases known to mankind. It is responsible, at present, for 15% of the world's blindness. Worldwide there are about 6 million people irreversibly blinded by trachoma and an estimated 146 million cases of active disease in need of treatment... Trachoma is caused by chlamydia trachomatis - a micro-organism which spreads through contact with eye discharge from the infected person (on towels, handkerchiefs, fingers, etc.) and through transmission by eye-seeking flies. After years of repeated infections, the inside of the eyelids may be scarred so severely that the eyelid turns inward and the lashes rub on the eyeball, scarring the cornea. If untreated, this condition leads to blindness... This is a major new initiative - the WHO Alliance for the Global Elimination of Trachoma as a blinding disease - is now underway. This will be a major component of Vision 2020 and will be based on the SAFE strategy comprising lid surgery (S); antibiotics (A), where exciting new treatments are now being tested; facial cleanliness (F); and environmental hygiene (E)."

Fortunately for Asia and the Pacific, Onchocerciasis ("river blindness") is not a cause of blindness in this region, whereas it is a major cause in many African countries and 6 in Latin America. It is caused by the black fly, which abounds in fertile riverside areas. It is being tackled on two fronts: through control of the black fly and treatment of the disease with an annual dose of the drug Mectizan®.

"A child in our world goes blind every minute." This is a shocking statistic! The WHO "estimates that there are 1.5 million blind children worldwide, mainly in Africa and Asia. In developing countries blindness in children is usually caused by conditions which cause scarring of the cornea (the front of the eye) such as vitamin A deficiency, measles infection, conjunctivitis of the newborn and harmful traditional eye medicines… Vitamin A deficiency - blinding malnutrition (xerophthalmia) - is the major cause of blindness in children. An estimated 250 million pre-school children are vitamin A deficient, and each year 350,000 children go blind and 2 million children die from lack of vitamin A. At a cost of only 5 US cents a doze, vitamin A supplements reduce child mortality by up to 34% in areas with vitamin A deficiency. Millions of vitamin A capsules have been directly distributed to those in need on an annual basis."

Low vision is described as a "disabling loss of vision" and there are "more than 35 million people worldwide who have irreversible low vision ... Vision 2020 can provide low vision care including low vision devices that will allow children with low vision to attend school and adults an improved quality of life."

"I am only one; but still I am one. I cannot do everything, but still I can do something. Therefore, I will not refuse to do the something that I can do." Helen Keller

HELP PREVENT THE CAUSES OF DISABILITIES!

