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Touchstone Story #21
One Vision
Photo Caption: Ethiopian Lion Dr. Tebebe Yemane-Berhan (right) joins former U.S. President Jimmy Carter and Carter Center Trustee John Moores during a visit to Ethiopia in 2007. Photo credit: Carter Center/L. Gubb.
Blinding trachoma, one of humanity’s oldest and most stubborn diseases, is the world’s leading cause of preventable blindness. The disease spreads easily, entering the eye along several common pathways–unwashed hands and faces, close contact between mothers and children and flies feeding on the discharge produced by infection. Untreated, trachoma follows a long and agonizing progression from irritation and swelling of the eyelid, to gradual loss of vision and, eventually, blindness.

Long absent in the developed world, trachoma remains endemic in wide areas of Africa, Asia and Central and South America. An estimated 41 million people are infected with the disease, and nearly 8 million suffer from its late stages or are blind because of it.   

In Ethiopia, 75 percent of the population is at risk of infection. In many remote villages, trachoma affects whole families for generations, leaving them trapped in poverty. As First International Vice President Jim Ervin noted on a 1998 fact-finding mission hosted by the Lions of Ethiopia, “I came back and said, ‘God, what can we do? We’ve got to do something.’”

A longtime member of the Albany Lions Club, Ervin turned to another Georgia Lion for help: former U.S. President Jimmy Carter. At the time, The Carter Center in Atlanta had been actively engaged in the fight against trachoma for several years. Ervin asked Carter if he would help secure supplies of a powerful and easily administered antibiotic Zithromax for Lions’ grassroots eradication efforts in Ethiopia.

Proudly wearing their Lions pins, Carter and Ervin were soon sitting down to meet with top international executives at New York-based Pfizer Inc., maker of the drug. They shared the history of Lions’ long involvement in sight-related causes and described the campaign against trachoma in Ethiopia and other African countries. “We need the Zithromax for what we’re trying to do,” Carter said. Heads nodded. And an answer came back at once: Pfizer would donate the sight-saving drug.  

Ten years later, on Jan. 23, 2008, Ervin who served as international president from 1999 to 2000, was back in Ethiopia to take part in celebrating a milestone in the fight against trachoma: the administration of the 10 millionth dose of Zithromax in that country. The ceremony included Lions Clubs International Foundation Chairperson Jimmy Ross, representatives of Pfizer and The Carter Center, government officials, health care workers and Lions from Ethiopia. But the most important person there was Messeleche Tilahun, 16, who received the milestone dose. Like millions of Ethiopians, her future was suddenly brighter. And she would see every moment of it.  
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