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International
Charity Sets Its
Sights On Africa
With DiseaseEliminating
Strategy
For decades, trachoma ranked as the most
important cause of blindness in the West African
country of Ghana. Spread by flies, touch and
clothing, this infectious disease makes eyelashes
turn inward, scraping the eyeball painfully with
every blink and gradually causing blindness.
“Not only do people with trachoma experience
the tragedy of not being able to see their family,
and the stigma attached to that, but there’s
also the sheer pain of the disease—it’s horrible,”
says Caroline Harper, CEO of Sightsavers, an
international non-governmental organization (NGO)
that works with partners in developing countries to
treat and prevent avoidable blindness.

Sightsavers joined forces with other members
of the International Coalition for Trachoma
Control and thousands of government, health,
education and development workers to eliminate
trachoma in Ghana, and in June 2018 it became
the first country in sub-Saharan Africa to achieve
this milestone, according to the World Health
Organization (WHO). More than 6,000 people
in Ghana received sight-saving surgery and 3.3
million doses of an antibiotic that treats and
protects people from infection. Harper spoke
about Sightsavers’ success during her talk at
the TED2018 conference1, where she also
launched an initiative to eliminate the disease
worldwide, supported by The Audacious Project,
a collaboration between nonprofits and social
entrepreneurs housed by TED to identify ideas
with the potential to spark change.
Here’s a look at the WHO-designed strategy
Sightsavers executed to eliminate a disease in
Ghana that has plagued humanity since antiquity.

1 Trachoma talk from Sightsavers’ CEO named ‘TED of the Day’ https://www.sightsavers.org/news/2018/06/ted-of-the-day/
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Not only do people with
trachoma experience
the tragedy of not being
able to see their family,
and the stigma attached
to that, but there’s also
the sheer pain of the
disease—it’s horrible.

Photo: Children in Gurage zone, Ethiopia examined during the Global Trachoma
Mapping Project. Credit: Peter Nicholls / Sightsavers
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Dedicate And Mobilize
The Right Resources To
Get The Job Done

6,000

Significant challenges can derail any humanitarian
relief program, from tracking the distribution of
high-cost drugs to raising prevention awareness
in a country that still relies on radio for mass
communication. But the biggest challenge facing
Sightsavers was uniting a wide range of partners
with varying mandates and vested interests.
These partners included the Ministry of Health
and Ghana Health Service, local communities,
pharmaceutical giant Pfizer, the WHO, funders,
more than 20 NGOs and members of the
International Coalition of Trachoma Control,
including the International Trachoma Initiative,
The Carter Center and USAID END in Africa.

SURGERIES PROVIDED

3,300,000
ANTIBIOTIC DOSES DISTRIBUTED

“The early part of the work was trying to get
these partners to sit together,” says Simon
Bush, director of neglected tropical diseases at
Sightsavers. “It’s not the normal function of the
Ministry of Health, for example, to link up with
all of these agencies that are involved in water,
sanitation and hygiene, and encourage behavior
change around the reuse of water.”

3

4

Case Study

To mobilize these disparate factions and
coordinate resources, Sightsavers and its
partners worked with the National Trachoma
Elimination Committee. Formed by Ghana’s
Ministry of Health in the early 1990s, the
committee brings together government, civil
society and NGOs to set the disease elimination
agenda for the country. By meeting regularly
with committee members, “various partners
could sit, talk and plan,” Bush says. The output of
these meetings was The Trachoma Action Plan—a
critical blueprint that charts how these multiple
partners would deliver the SAFE strategy and
ultimately eliminate trachoma in the region.

Tackle Complex
Challenges With A Smart
And Simple Strategy
The SAFE strategy is a public health approach
endorsed by the WHO that aims to control the
spread of trachoma via surgery, antibiotics, facial
cleanliness and environmental improvements.
Here’s how the SAFE strategy works:

✓✓Surgery: To stop eyelashes from rubbing

against the eyeball and to halt the cycle of
repeated infection, trichiasis surgery was
provided at no cost by the Ghana Health
Service. This decision guaranteed surgery for
people from all economic backgrounds while
enabling Ghanaians’ future earning potential.

✓✓Antibiotics: Ghana was one of the first

countries selected to receive the drug
Zithromax, donated by Pfizer through the

Photo: Liquid dose given to El Hadj Kâ with mother Aïssatou
Kâ by Community Directed Distributors Senegal. Credit: Javier
Acebal / Sightsavers

International Trachoma Initiative. The drug
was distributed with support from FHI 360,
using funds from the United States Agency for
International Development, The Carter Center,
Sightsavers and other organizations.

✓✓Facial cleanliness: To teach local communities

the importance of face washing in disease
prevention, the Ministry of Health, along
with the Ghana Health Service and Ghana’s
Community Water and Sanitation Agency,
designed a curriculum for preventing trachoma
in schools and colleges. These programs, often
taught by people suffering from the disease,
educated students on the risks of infection
through contact with a person’s eyes or nose.
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Facial cleanliness was also promoted through
community events, dramas, radio messages
and radio clubs.

✓✓Environmental improvements: Because

trachoma is spread by flies, touch and clothing,
especially in areas with little or no sanitation,
Ghana’s Community Water and Sanitation
Agency coordinated a program to provide
5,500 water sources to communities while
encouraging the building of latrines. This
not only improved access to water and basic
sanitation but also reduced exposure and
reinfection, eliminating the conditions in which
flies breed.
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With this comprehensive yet simple plan in
place, Sightsavers and its partners could begin
the hard work of delegating responsibilities and
coordinating the efforts of thousands of workers
and volunteers. Although the government of
Ghana sets the country’s overall health agenda,
Bush says it was up to “Sightsavers, government
departments, researchers and other NGO
partners to provide the Ministry of Health with
the necessary support, expertise and resources.”
That’s because these parties “could draw on the
experiences and strategies they used in other
countries” to fight disease. In turn, the ministry
provided a supportive environment in which
Sightsavers could work.
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Photo: Trichiasis patient Maryam with her father Abubakar Muhammad, after surgery at a local health clinic, Sokoto state Nigeria.
Credit: Graeme Robertson / Sightsavers

Apply Feedback Loops
And React Fast To Failure
Noting that “the key to trachoma elimination
is making sure all of these SAFE elements are
applied in a programmatic way at the same
time,” Bush says there were considerable risks of
project failure. “It’s a long elimination journey for
trachoma,” he says, adding that a single misstep,
from failing to address a backlog of surgeries to
miscommunicating treatment rounds, “could have
put the program back a year.”
Bush points to a misleading brochure as a
perfect example of a near-miss. Designed to
train community nurses on trachoma prevention
among patients, the general eye health training
brochure featured a stick pointed at a person’s
eye to indicate danger. Bush says, however,
community members mistook the stick for a
worm, which caused some confusion.

“We didn’t ask the community enough
questions to verify that the materials used were
understood and relevant,” he says. In response,
the brochure was quickly revamped, and
Sightsavers began gathering feedback regularly
from community members to reduce the risk of
miscommunication.
To minimize errors, Bush says Sightsavers, along
with Ghana’s National Trachoma Elimination
Committee, relied on “a system of technical
reviews and oversight to ensure that progress
was closely monitored and any missteps picked
up quickly.” Regular field visits from Sightsavers,
the Ministry of Health and Ghana Health Service
staff also ensured early identification of issues,
such as doctors falling behind on mass drug
administration or surgeries. By proactively
monitoring progress, Sightsavers could quickly
assign additional resources and support to highrisk areas.
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Support Accountability
With Advocacy And
Program Delivery
Typically, once an organization or agency clearly
defines and communicates strategy, the next step
is to shift focus to implementing the strategy
and tracking its progress to ensure it delivers
and achieves its goals. In the case of trachoma
elimination, Bush says “accountability always has
to rest with the Ministry of Health and Ghana
Health Services.”
While donors and NGOs are not held responsible
for strategy success, Bush says it’s critical
that they are “advocates and active partners”
in facilitating change. This includes working
with government agencies to deliver financial
aid, provide technical support through the
provision of expertise, and motivate community
members with training, support and mentoring
programs. The result is strong collaboration
among key partners and integration at lower
levels of program delivery, including community
ownership.

Photo: Credit: TED / Source: Sightsavers

For example, Harper’s TED Talk for The
Audacious Project helped galvanize philanthropic
support for trachoma elimination.

Inspire Change Around
The World
Most recently, a collaboration of funders,
including Richard Branson, launched The
Accelerate Trachoma Elimination Program—a
$105 million disease fund that aims to end
trachoma in several African countries. Led by
Sightsavers, the program includes the Bill &
Melinda Gates Foundation, Children’s Investment
Fund Foundation, The ELMA Foundation UK, UK
aid and Virgin Unite.

Currently, about 157.7 million people are at risk
Even the C-suite must play a role in implementing of trachoma in 43 countries, the vast majority of
which are in Africa, but Ghana’s breakthrough
the strategy. As Harper explains: “As CEO, I’m
achievement serves as a beacon of hope. Once a
a bit like a coach at the sidelines, making sure
“lovely aspirational vision,” Harper says Ghana’s
I’m motivating the troops, maintaining good
relationships with all of the different stakeholders proven success “gives confidence to other
countries, governments and donors that we
and making sure everybody recognizes the
importance of the goal.” Harper accomplishes this should see trachoma eliminated worldwide within
my lifetime, maybe even within the span of my
by setting the organization’s agenda, monitoring
career.”
progress and mobilizing the right resources.

Bridging the gap between strategy
design & strategy delivery
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