April 6, 2017

Richard Besser, MD, President & CEO
Robert Wood Johnson Foundation

Judith Monroe, MD, FAAFP, President & CEO
CDC Foundation

Anne Schuchat, MD, RADM, USPHS, Acting Director
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention

Dear Drs. Besser, Schuchat, and Monroe,

On behalf of a broad spectrum of organizations whose collective interests are ensuring optimal vision,
the eye health of our nation and our communities, and functional independence for those with vision
loss, we thank the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), the CDC Foundation, and the
Robert Wood Johnson Foundation (RWIJF) for your important work on the 500 Cities Project and the
recent launch of your website 500 Cities: Local Data for Better Health. This will be a much needed asset
for those working to improve the health of their local communities. We are concerned, however, that
vision and eye health was not included alongside the 27 chronic disease measures tracked.

Eye health is highly valued across the lifespan — vision plays an important role in children’s success in
school, adults’ employability, and older adults’ sustained independence. And while many living with
vision loss experience a quality of life equal to that of their sighted peers, according to one recent
survey, Americans across all racial and ethnic lines describe losing vision as potentially having the
greatest negative impact on their life ("Public Attitudes About Eye and Vision Health”).

According to RWJF’s own Chronic Care: Making the Case for Ongoing Care, eye disorders are the fifth
leading chronic condition among those aged 65 years and over and seventh across all age groups. This
same study finds that eye disorders are the third most prevalent chronic condition among children,
behind only asthma and other upper respiratory disease.

We note that the 500 Cities initiative relies on data from the CDC Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance
System, the Census 2010 population, and the American Community Survey estimates. While it is far
from complete, there are avenues in each of these to gather vision-related information. And where
there are gaps, we encourage efforts to fill them.

The National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine (NASEM) recently released a report that
recognizes that for too long vision and eye health have not received the attention and investment they
warrant, given their importance to public health (“Making Eye Health a Population Health Imperative:
Vision for Tomorrow”).

As we age, we are more likely to experience other chronic conditions such as diabetes, hearing
impairment, heart problems, hypertension, joint symptoms, low back pain, and stroke at the same time
as vision loss. In the absence of high-quality rehabilitation and supports, these multiple conditions can
lead to falls, injury, depression, social isolation, diminished health-related quality of life, and premature
death. However, many health initiatives at the community, city, and state levels do not fully take into


https://www.cdc.gov/500cities/
http://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamaophthalmology/article-abstract/2540516
http://www.rwjf.org/content/dam/farm/reports/reports/2010/rwjf54583
http://www.nationalacademies.org/hmd/Reports/2016/making-eye-health-a-population-health-imperative-vision-for-tomorrow.aspx
http://www.nationalacademies.org/hmd/Reports/2016/making-eye-health-a-population-health-imperative-vision-for-tomorrow.aspx

account either the broad range of vision disorders and their comorbidities or their consequences for
health and quality of life.

The above-mentioned NASEM report states that “vision impairment and blindness are appropriate
targets for surveillance because they adversely affect a large portion of the population, affect
populations unequally, can be improved by treatment and preventive efforts, and will become an
increasing burden as the population ages.”

As you well know, surveillance is at the heart of public health. The CDC’s Vision Health Initiative is
currently supporting a project — The Vision and Eye Health Surveillance System. We applaud this effort
as an important step. However, given the prevalence of vision problems and the many comorbidities
thereof, we believe including vision problems alongside the 27 chronic disease measures currently in the
500 Cities Project will draw attention to the scope of this challenge and, more importantly, help lead to
stronger interventions in our communities and states and have a major impact on the nation’s health.

As community partners in vision and eye health, we collectively acknowledge the good work of the 500
Cities Project and recommend that surveillance of vision concerns be added to this important initiative.

Sincerely,
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