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Causes of childhood blindness and
strategies for prevention

Dr. Hossein Samiee, Associate professor of Ophthalmology

Blindness affects some 1.5 million children in the world.

Despite the fact that many of the blinding disorders affecting infants and
children are cither preventable or curable, there are still an estimated half
million new cases of childhoold blindness every year.

A blind child is a person under 16 years of age with corrected visual acuity in
the better eye of less than count fingers at 3m or a central visual field of less
than 10 degree.

Childhoold blindness can be simply classified from an etiological viewpoint as
follows:

Factors operating at conception (genetic diseases), in the intrauterine period
(rubella) around the time of birth (rctinopathy of prematurity), in childhood
(vitamin A deficiency).

The major causes of childhood blindness in any one community are
determined by the socioeconomic status of the people and the level of hclath
care scrvices.

In general, around 50 percent of childhood blindness in industrialized
countries is prenatally determined.

During the perinatal and neonatal period *birth and the first four week of
likfe, there arc three major groups of disorders that cause blindness: birth

injuries, Ophthalmia neonatorum, and retinopathy of prematurity.
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"The extent of vitamin A deficiency throughout the world has been estimated
on the basis of clinical surveys. Worldwide some 350,000 new cases of severe
eye damage occur annually among presheool children and an estimated 60
percent of these children die within a year of becoming blind.

Blindness following measles in the result of corneal ulceration. Treatment
with Vitamin A has been shown to prevent the progression of corneal
Ulceration due to Vitamin A deficiency in measles.

The first and most important step in the prevention of measles associated
blindness is immunization against measles, which has been shown to give
cffective and long-term protection.

Trachoma is one of the most common infections in the world, while not in
itsclf @ major cause of blindness in children, it is a major cause of ocular
morbidity in children in impoverished communicaties, particularly in Asia and
Alfrica.

Ocular traum, in children as well as in adults, represents a major cause of
monocular blindness.

Ocular trauma remains one of the commonest indications for enucleation
among children.

Systemic infections in childhood may lcad of blindness through inv
the central nervous system.

Strategies to prevent childhood blindness should address the possibility of
intervention at all three prevention levels:

Primary prevention - prevention of the occurence of a discase in a population.
Secondary prevention - prevention of sight-threatening complications and
visual loss once the disease has appeared.

Tertiary prevention-minimization of the visual disability resulting from

previous disease or injury.



