
Recommendation to IAPB agencies  
regarding humanitarian responses in Haiti 

 
 
 
As members of IAPB, we all feel that eye care is crucial, but provision of eye care as 
part of the response to the earthquake in Haiti, is not indicated at this time.  
 
Here’s why: 
 

 The humanitarian space is very limited and the influx of unnecessary people and 
programs will hinder lifesaving efforts and efforts to restore infrastructures 
needed to provide water, food and basic public health interventions. Your good 
intentions may cost lives. 

 
 Post earthquake environments are unsafe. Responders and relief workers are 

prone to punctures, lacerations, broken bones, etc. from having to moving around 
in rubble.  There are additional dangers from unsafe structures collapsing and 
downed electrical wires. Adding to the danger in this environment is the potential 
for civil unrest. There is no need to put your staff in this unnecessary danger. 

 
 Appropriate humanitarian responses are based upon evidenced need. A team of 

ophthalmologists from the University of Miami is based in the US Army hospital 
which has been set up at the airport. CBM have people in Haiti and are working 
with the Haitian ophthalmologists in the country. At present there is no evidence 
or strong indication that there are pressing needs for additional ophthalmic or 
optometric services. 
 
  

This does not mean that there is never a place for eye agencies or that there is never a 
time for eye care services in humanitarian emergencies. Agencies that are operational and 
on the ground before the disaster, are often well placed to help in the general response. 
Vehicles and local staff with local knowledge are both vital in the initial general 
response.  
 
It will be a minimum of weeks, and more likely months, before it would be appropriate 
for eye agencies to consider undertaking new programs in the earthquake affected area. 
As that time come near, the decision to implement eye services or blindness rehabilitation 
projects should be done in consultation with, CBM and with the appropriate entities of 
the Haitian government.  
 
I have asked Valerie Sherrer, CBM Emergency Coordinator, to collaborate in this 
response. Valerie is now in Haiti and reports at this point in time, those individuals with 
vision impairment are in need of water, food and protection rather than specific 
rehabilitation. Valerie emphasized the lack of humanitarian space  - “It is very important 



to underline the congestion of the logistics here, and that adding more people will 
endanger the Haitian population.” 
 
Finally, I would like to take this opportunity to remind all that we are in the process of 
drafting standards and guidelines for eye care in humanitarian emergencies. These 
guidelines will be compliant with the SPHERE minimum standards in disaster response 
and will be submitted for VISION 2020 endorsement once finalized. After the initial draft 
is ready, we will be seeking substantial review and comment from both the eye 
community and from the humanitarian relief community. If you have experience with 
responding to conflict or disaster affected populations, we would like your input on this 
process.  
 
Questions are welcome. 
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