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Introduction: 
As a third-year medical student at Vanderbilt University School of Medicine, I participated in a global health rotation at Lwala Community Alliance (LCA), an NGO in Lwala, Kenya that provides healthcare to the surrounding rural community. Built on a model of empowering the community, LCA trains community health workers, leads sessions on gender-based violence, teaches about the importance of latrine sanitation to prevent disease, provides family planning resources, and delivers outpatient and inpatient healthcare services. For the final essay of my global health course, I wrote about barriers to ophthalmic care in Kenya. It is my hope that this essay raises awareness about the need for ophthalmic health in Kenya and sub-Saharan Africa (SAA). This topic is important, as although Africa is home to approximately 10% of the world’s population, it accounts for 19% of the world’s blindness.1 

Discussion: 
In this essay, I explore the need for ophthalmology in Kenya by providing examples of two common ophthalmic diseases – one adult and one pediatric: diabetic retinopathy and retinopathy of prematurity. I also describe how financial restraints are a major barrier to eye care in the country. One of the major diseases that ophthalmologists treat is diabetic retinopathy. Diabetes is a major health problem in SSA, where it is the leading cause of cardiovascular disease and disability.2 In fact, SSA “continues to face the highest rate of mortality from diabetes in the world due to limited access to quality diabetes care.”2 Diabetic retinopathy is a major issue for Kenya, as the vision loss associated with diabetic retinopathy is associated with high morbidity, mortality, and healthcare costs.3 Screening and laser treatment are cost-effective interventions for the prevention of diabetic retinopathy in Kenya, but many Kenyans face inequities in accessing them. This is due to a multitude of reasons, including sub-optimal referral practices of diabetes providers, inadequate screening, poor integration and quality of services, and low level of awareness among patients.3 
Another ophthalmic disease that demonstrates challenges to ocular care in the region is retinopathy of prematurity (ROP). Pre-term birth is a major risk factor for ROP, and Kenya currently experiences about 188,100 preterm births each year.4 However, despite the large burden of ROP in the country, only two public hospitals in Kenya screen for and treat ROP. Furthermore, there are not any national guidelines in Kenya regarding screening and treatment of ROP. The infrastructure is currently not in place in Kenya to provide advanced ophthalmic care for ROP. Finally, financial restraints are a major barrier to advanced ophthalmic care in Kenya, as over 35% of Kenyans live below the international poverty line (US $1.90 per day), according to the Kenya Economic Update.5 

Conclusions:  
Providing ocular care in Kenya would certainly not be without its challenges. However, by increasing awareness about the need for eye care and the barriers limiting care, we can work towards a future of better eye health for Kenyans. Through these efforts, the vision of many patients in Kenya and SSA can be saved.
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