
Meet Guido Perera. He is a 
seventy-one year old man 
who lives in Los Palos, Timor 
Leste. For the past year 
his vision has been rapidly 
deteriorating and for the 
last six months he has only 
been able to perceive hand 
movements in front of his 
eyes. He is almost completely 
blind.

Guido used to lead an 
active life farming vegetables and corn, and acting as the 
village healer. He can no longer do these things. Guido lives 
with his son, who helps him with fundamental activities 
when he is not at work. His son works hours away from 
their village.  When he’s away, the extended family also 
helps out. Guido has found the loss of independence hard 
and is sad that he can no longer help others.

Guido has advanced bilateral cataracts. Cataracts 
are the most common cause of preventable blindness 
worldwide, however treatment requires access to eye care, 
facilities and skilled surgeons. This case is one that is all too 
common in Timor Leste. 

Timor Leste has a National Eye Centre located in the 
nation’s capital Dili. It has skilled staff both in the hospital 
and in outreach teams. However, despite this, many people 
with preventable eye conditions do not receive timely 
treatment because of the many barriers to receiving eye 
care. 

Guido lives 6-7 hours by car from the National Eye 
Centre. He may never have come in to see a doctor, 
but fortunately the village was visited by a National Eye 
Centre outreach screening team three months ago. The 
eye care workers advised him to come in to Dili to see an 
Ophthalmologist. Outreach programs are a vital part of the 
eye care program here, both by directly screening for eye 
disease and providing health promotion. 

Guido was fortunate that his son was able to drive him 
in to Dili for the treatment. One of the many strengths 
of the resilient Timorese community is the willingness of 
family and friends to help one and other.

When questioned about his expectations of vision 
following the surgery, Guido responded cautiously that he 
anticipated “some vision”, but that it would not be as clear 
as it was before. 

The operation went very smoothly. Guido can now see 
again. When compared to his pre-operative vision there is 
now a huge improvement. He will be able to look after his 
farm and help around the village as he could before. Vision 
is such an important sense, especially for people like Guido 
in rural communities, and to be able to return it is incredibly 
beneficial for people’s lives and livelihoods. Just to see 
the smile on his face said it all. It is immensely rewarding 
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for all individuals involved in the program to think about 
the many others who can now see because of the work 
of the National Eye Centre and how this impacts on the 
community in Timor Leste by enabling people to return to 
the workforce and to contribute to their communities. 

At present the National Eye Centre is run by a mix 
of Timorese and foreign staff. Funding and staff are 
provided by the Timorese Ministry of Health and three 
non-government organisations including: the East Timor 
Eye Program through the Royal Australasian College 
of Surgeons and Vision 2020 Australia, Fred Hollows 
Foundation New Zealand and Fred Hollows Australia, and 
the local dispensing organisation Fo Naroman Timor-Leste.  

Currently there is only one Timorese Ophthalmologist 
in the country of over 1 million people. Two Timorese 
doctors are now training as Ophthalmologists at the 
National Eye Centre. The ultimate goal is to train enough 
national doctors so that the eye program can become self-
sustainable. 

Vision is a key part of a healthy society and ultimately 
there should be no cases of preventable blindness. The aims 
of this program are vital to the health of the community. 
Support for the work of the National Eye Centre from both 
the Timorese and international community is essential if 
this important work is to continue.

The East Timor Eye Program is managed by the Royal 
Australasian College of Surgeons and is supported by 
the Australian Government through Vision 2020, Lions 

SightFirst, the Royal Australian and New Zealand College of 
Ophthalmologists, St John Ambulance Australia, Fred Hollows 

Foundation New Zealand and many generous individuals.

Consent was obtained by all individuals involved in this case for the 
publication of any photographs and of information divulged.


