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Introduction  
A cataract is a clouding of the 
lens of the eye. Many of us 
are familiar with the cataracts 
that occur as we age. Surgery 
and treatment for these age-
related cataracts is readily 
available and has become 
almost routine. 

 
 But childhood cataracts are different. Left 
untreated, they can result in a lifetime of 
blindness and limited opportunity. 
  
Cataracts in Children 
While they are rare in the U.S., childhood 
cataracts pose a real problem in developing 
countries, where they are a leading cause of 
blindness. For children with congenital 
cataracts or those who develop them later 
during childhood, the stakes are high. 
 

Often they become blind, or 
develop other visual 
problems, like amblyopia, 
that can limit sight or ability 
to function in a seeing 
person’s world. 
 
 Many of these children 

become blind simply because there is no 
healthcare available, it is too far away, or 
their parents are unable to afford it.   
 
Without vision, children stand to lose as 
much as 75 years of what would otherwise 
be a productive life. The window of 
opportunity for surgical correction is small, 
especially for newborns (see sidebar at right). 

 
Unless cataract surgery occurs within a 
specified time period, these children will 
never develop the eye-brain connections that 
allow them to see (continued on back). 
 
back).  

 
Window of Opportunity 

A newborn comes into the world with a 
characteristic wobbly, unfocused gaze. It 
takes time to establish the crucial eye-brain 
connections that allow the child to focus and 
discriminate. 
 
Vision is not fully developed until a child 
reaches around age two. This is a crucial 
event because along with vision, the 
developmental process bestows on a child 
the ability to read, grow, learn, and develop 
normally.  
 
Blind children in developing countries suffer 
enormous setbacks. Learning and reading 
are difficult and the children may not go to 
school. If they do, they will be unable to 
keep up with other students. Due to the 
stigma of blindness their families may hide 
them away.  
 
A blind child may be unable to support 
herself and depends instead on her family 
and community. In poor communities, 
strains on already limited resources may 
keep both family and community from 
getting ahead, leaving yet another 
generation struggling in poverty.  
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Not all cataracts require surgical intervention, 
but even some of the smallest ones that 
don’t threaten developing vision require 

regular visits with an 
ophthalmologist to 
monitor their 
growth. 
 
Causes  
Childhood cataracts 
may occur in one 

eye or both, often at birth, but sometimes 
later. They may afflict one or both eyes. They 
may occur as birth defects, as a result of 
infections, injuries, consanguinity, or as a 
result of systemic illnesses such as measles.  
 
Restoring Vision  
Restoring sight to children born 
with cataracts is somewhat 
more complicated than similar 
surgery for an adult. It requires 
the services of a surgeon 
specifically skilled at performing 
cataract surgery on children.  
 
There often are time and developmental 
limitations beyond which the surgery will not 
restore sight. Both timely intervention and 
follow-up medical care is crucial.  
 
Time and Money  
It costs very little to screen children to 
diagnose cataracts early enough for 
intervention.   
 
Five-hundred dollars pays for surgery (under 
general anesthesia) that will restore a child’s 
sight and allow him or her to have the same 
opportunities as other children: to see, learn, 
develop normally, and live a full, productive 
life. 

Goutami Eye Institute 
The returns on that investment are large 
because benefits from preventative care, 
treatment, or sight restoration continue 
The Goutami Eye 
Institute, in 
Rajahmundry, AP, India, 
was established by the 
Eye Foundation of 
America five years ago.  
 
This modern medical 
facility is at the forefront 
of blindness prevention 
in rural Andhra Pradesh, where physicians 
have performed hundreds of cataract 

surgeries on tiny patients, 
some only a few days old. 
 
Looking Forward 
Laser-assisted cataract 
surgery and multifocal 
implants will radically 
change a child’s life by 

allowing him or her to see without glasses.   
 
 
Contributions  
The Eye Foundation’s 2011 goal is to continue 
to prevent blindness throughout the world with 
special emphasis on fighting cataract blindness 
through prevention, treatment and sight-
restoring surgery. If you can help by 
contributing to our cause, please do. 
 
 Send your tax-deductible donation via check, 
or click on the link to donate by credit card: 
www.eyefoundationofamerica.org 
Send checks to: 

Eye Foundation of America 
3140 Collins Ferry Road 
Morgantown, WV 26505 

Our tax exempt number is 55-062173. 
  

The World Bank has called the 
fight against childhood 

blindness “one of the most cost 
effective of all health 

interventions.”  
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