Zero Waiting List for Cataract Surgeries — Northern Province

Background and Context

The Northern Province of Sri Lanka, a predominantly rural and economically disadvantaged
region, has long struggled with limited eye healthcare resources, resulting in cataract surgery
waiting times of 2—4 years and a high prevalence of preventable blindness.

Achievements in Cataract Surgical Coverage

Despite these constraints, the Northern Province achieved a remarkable cataract surgical rate
(CSR) of 15/1,000 in 2024, compared to 10/1,000 in 2023. These figures significantly surpass
the national CSR of 3/1,000 and the South Asian regional average of 3/1,000, positioning the
province alongside high-income countries, where CSR typically ranges between 8-14/ 1,000.
This accomplishment reflects a focused and effective intervention strategy, rooted in public-
private partnerships and multi-stakeholder involvement.

Key Interventions
The success in reducing cataract surgery waiting times and achieving a 95% positive surgical
outcome was driven by the following critical measures:

¢+ Mass Cataract Surgery Programs:
e A series of well-coordinated mass cataract surgery initiatives enabled rapid
reduction in waiting lists from years to less than a month.
e Collaborative efforts between public health systems, private sector providers, and
non-governmental organizations ensured resource pooling and logistical efficiency.
¢ Screening Programs:
e Athree-stage screening model was implemented to identify and prioritize cataract
patients systematically.
e Early detection and preoperative management contributed to the efficiency and
success of surgeries.
¢+ Sustainability Framework:
e The initiative aligned with sustainable development goals (SDGs), particularly SDGs
1 (No Poverty), 2 (Zero Hunger), 3 (Good Health and Well-being), 8 (Decent Work
and Economic Growth), 11 (Sustainable Cities and Communities), 13 (Climate
Action), 16 (Peace, Justice, and Strong Institutions), and 17 (Partnerships for the
Goals).
e The framework emphasized equitable access, patient-centred care, and resource
optimization.



Challenges and Gaps

While the achievements in the Northern Province are commendable, several gaps and

challenges remain:

e Lack of a National Eye Health Policy: A comprehensive national policy, aligned with World
Health Organization (WHO) recommendations, is essential for standardizing and scaling
up eye care services.

¢ Intermediate Eye Care Cadres: Developing and deploying mid-level eye care professionals
can help bridge service delivery gaps and ensure equitable access across regions.

e Comprehensive Care Pathways: Designing and implementing patient-centred care
pathways, guided by value-based healthcare principles, will sustain the reduction in
waiting times and enhance overall care quality.

National Scalability and Recommendations

The Northern Province model demonstrates that it is possible to overcome resource

constraints through innovative public-private partnerships and evidence-based frameworks.

To replicate this success nationwide, the following actions are recommended:

e Policy Formulation: Develop and enforce a National Eye Health Policy to provide a unified
vision and strategy for eye care services.

e Capacity Building: Train intermediate cadres and invest in infrastructure to expand service
capacity.

¢ Monitoring and Evaluation: Establish mechanisms to continuously assess the impact and
quality of cataract surgery programs.

e Integration with National Health Systems: Leverage lessons from the Northern Province
to integrate cataract care into broader health system reforms, ensuring sustainability and
scalability.

Conclusion

The Northern Province’s achievement of a zero-waiting list for cataract surgeries amidst
significant socioeconomic challenges is a testament to the power of collaboration and
innovation in healthcare. With continued efforts to address existing gaps and scale the model,
Sri Lanka can position itself as a regional leader in eye healthcare, improving the quality of life
for thousands and contributing meaningfully to global health targets.



	Zero Waiting List for Cataract Surgeries – Northern Province

