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Combating River Blindness in Cameroon
with the support of the
Yusef Abubaker Memorial Trust

Sightsavers International

Sightsavers International is the leading charity dedicated to combating blindness in the developing world. Our vision is a world where no-one is blind from avoidable causes and where visually impaired people participate equally in society. 
Sightsavers works with local partners in 34 developing countries across Africa, Asia and the Caribbean to combat blindness and restore sight through specialist treatment and eye care. We also support people who are irreversibly blind by providing education, counselling and training.  We help the people who need it most - those living in poverty in some of the world's most disadvantaged communities. 

River blindness
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River blindness is a major cause of preventable blindness in Africa. The disease is caused by a parasite, transmitted to humans through the bite of the black simulium fly which breeds in fast-flowing rivers. Within the human body, the adult parasite produces thousands of tiny worms which migrate throughout the body. They produce terrible itching and skin problems and, on reaching the eye, cause permanent blindness.  
The disease tends to affect adults in their 30s and 40s – the age when families are most dependent on them. Many children also suffer by having to miss out on an education because they stay at home and act as full-time carers for older relatives who have river blindness.

Preventing the spread of river blindness
Although there is no cure once a person has lost their sight, river blindness is a disease that can be easily prevented by breaking the cycle of infection. For an average cost of just 5 pence, the drug Mectizan® protects an individual against the devastating effects of the disease for a year.

However, getting the treatment out into remote communities and training people to distribute it is a challenging task. Communities must be protected by the drug annually for a period of 15-20 years to break the transmission cycle of the disease. 
Cameroon
Cameroon is a small country in West Africa (see map above) with a population of almost 18 million. The average life expectancy is just 50 years. 30% of the population do not have access to clean water and more than 20% of children are underweight.
River blindness is endemic in many communities across the country and Sightsavers has been working there since the 1990s to prevent the spread of the disease. 
The Yusef Abubaker Memorial Trust is helping to support our Mectizan Distribution programme in Cameroon’s South West Region. With the support of local partners we are training volunteers from the community to distribute an annual dose of Mectizan® and prevent the spread of river blindness. 
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This programme has been running for more than 10 years and in 2009 aims to reach approximately 440,000 people. 
Sheena and Johnson
Sheena, aged 5 (right) lives in a small village in Cameroon’s South West Region. In this picture, she is about to receive her first ever dose of Mectizan. 
Farmer Johnson Egbe is a nominated volunteer Mectizan® distributor for his community. Johnson can be seen measuring Sheena’s height to determine how many Mectizan® tablets she should receive. He speaks enthusiastically of his role as a volunteer helping to prevent the spread of river blindness in his village and of the programme as a whole, saying “Villagers take the medication joyfully; they love the programme.”
Support from the Yusef Abubaker Memorial Trust
This project has offered hope to hundreds of thousands of people in some of Cameroon’s poorest communities. With the support of the Yusef Abubaker Memorial Trust, Sightsavers will be able to ensure that the distribution of Mectizan® in the South West Region continues, so helping to prevent whole communities from suffering the terrible effects of river blindness. 
Preventing people from going blind allows them to continue to earn a living and support their families. Their children can remain in education without the burden of caring for blind relatives.
Your support will make a very real difference to vast numbers of people for whom the future is looking considerably brighter.
     Cameroon
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