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Welcome

Dear Members, Friends 

and Supporters,

At Fighting Blindness 

we have made the 

announcement that our 

Chief Executive, Kevin 

Whelan, is leaving us on 

May 6 to pursue other 

career ambitions. 

Kevin joined us in 2016 and has had a huge impact 

on our organisation – particularly through his expert 

fundraising and business acumen. He has also 

recruited a talented and dedicated team that has 

made great inroads to our mission to cure, support 

and empower those living with sight loss. We are 

extremely grateful and indebted to his service.

Every leader has an impact on the organisation 

that they head up. They create a staff culture and 

interactions that can blend talented and skilled 

people towards fulfilling a mission, but this can 

sometimes be challenging to retain the ethos 

contained in the origins of the organisation. I truly 

believe that Kevin Whelan fulfilled this with aplomb. 

Many of us will reflect on his fundraising and 

networking skills clearly illustrated in the many 

projects he has been involved with in his time with 

Fighting Blindness. If I was to pick one as a fitting 

legacy it would be that three maternity hospitals 

on the island of Ireland have now been equipped 

with RetCams that can save the sight of premature 

babies. Truly a gift for the future. Kevin championed 

the RetCams through corporate partnerships and 

private donations as well as from a professionalised 

and enhanced private member’s draw. He also 

managed several key fundraising dinners and on 

behalf of Fighting Blindness has successfully nurtured 

key relationships with those able to fund innovative 

research in the future. This work also acts as a legacy 

that will undoubtedly lead us ever-closer to the cures 

we so desperately seek.

Perhaps Kevin Whelan’s main legacy at Fighting 

Blindness will be that he steadied the ship 

throughout the Covid-19 pandemic – a truly once-in-

a-generation event that threatened the existence of 

many businesses and charities in times when most 

of the population was restricted in their movement 

and activities. However, Fighting Blindness was able 

to return to its core values and is now beginning to 

thrive in a digital, online environment as well as in 

the physical world. With many of our members now 

comfortably using tools for remote access, we have 

been able to continue and expand our community 

widely and accessibly. This has been a remarkable 

achievement in such a compact time of crisis; a 

process driven by Kevin Whelan whose abundant 

energy has been both an inspiration and the 

powerhouse of necessary change. 

Kevin has assured us that he will continue to be a 

friend to Fighting Blindness in the future – and we 

wish him every success. In the meantime, our team 

in Ely Place will continue with our mission as we 

actively recruit an interim Chief Executive to lead our 

next phase of development. Please do not hesitate to 

contact me if you need further information.

Best wishes,

Ger Comerford

Chairperson
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Research

Retina 2021 - Irish Healthcare Awards Educational Meeting of the 
Year (webinar) Winner!

2020 was the first time in over two decades of 

running our Retina conference that we transitioned 

to a virtual platform. We are delighted to say that 

Fighting Blindness certainly rose to the challenge! 

Retina 2020 won an award in the Educational 

Meeting of the Year (webinar) category at the 2021 

Irish Healthcare Awards. 

More recently, Retina 2021 took place over two 

days: the Scientific Day on Friday November 5 and 

the Public Engagement Day on Saturday November 

6. We welcomed more than 500 registrants across 

all stakeholder groups: patients, patient advocacy 

groups, scientists, clinicians, allied healthcare 

professionals and industry. 

The Scientific Day was run virtually through 

www.Retina.ie with the support of the production 

company Agency X, and brought together 

leading clinicians and scientists at the vanguard of 

ophthalmology research to share their insights. This 

year showcased the latest research in gene therapy 

to address certain conditions that cause vision 

impairment. 

An impressive 50 posters were submitted to 

Retina 2021, out of which 27 were Poster Sizzlers 

(recordings of the authors reading through their 

posters). The winner of the Retina 2021 Early 

Investigator Poster Sizzler Award, sponsored by 

Janssen, was Ailís Moran, PhD student at University 

College Dublin (UCD). 

Each year we honour one of our founding members, 

Geraldine Duggan, by presenting an award to a 

young investigator who carries out innovative 

and ground-breaking research. This year, we were 

delighted to present the Geraldine Duggan Award, 

sponsored by Novartis Ireland, to Laura Whelan, PhD 

candidate at Trinity College Dublin.

Fighting Blindness CEO, Kevin Whelan and Research Manager, Rachel Bermingham 
accepting the 2021 Irish Healthcare Award for Retina 2020.

https://www.retina.ie/
https://www.irishhealthcareawards.ie/irishhealthcareawards2021/en/page/2021-winners
https://www.irishhealthcareawards.ie/irishhealthcareawards2021/en/page/2021-winners
https://www.retina.ie/
https://www.agencyx.ie/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gdyNx7Z-tzY&list=PLB0Ii2r8EDLxTJvD3QvJ5vbJWAaW5dYwu
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Research

Some staff changes in our Research Department

Moving into 2022, the team looks a little different 
compared to this time last year! 

In April 2021, Dr Rachel Bermingham became 
the new Research Manager taking over from the 
previous manager, Dr Laura Brady. 

Later, in July 2021, another new member joined 
the Research Team: Konstantina Danai Karagkiozeli, 
as the newly formed position of Science 
Communications Executive. 

Konstantina’s role is to promote the communication 
of scientific research with our varied audiences 
and highlight the achievements of our Research 
Department in an accessible way. 

As 2021 was coming to an end we had another 
change: in November Dr Shannon Lee took on the 
role of Research Officer following the departure of 
Dr Niamh O’Driscoll. 

With the new year, we are happy to announce some 
more new developments! Dr Bermingham recently 
began her maternity leave and so the Research Team Shannon Lee Konstantina Danai 

Karagkiozeli

Dr. Ellen Moran, Research Manager

Dr. Rachel Bermingham
Research Manager (Maternity Leave)

now welcome their newest member, Dr Ellen Moran 
who will be taking on the role of Research Manager 
in Dr Bermingham’s absence.  

Despite these changes, the Research Team 
successfully managed the research administration, 
outreach, and engagement activities to correspond 
to the needs of our respected members. 

Please don't hesitate to contact the team if you have 
any research queries on: +353 1 6789 004 or 
research@fightingblindness.ie.

https://www.fightingblindness.ie/about-us/structure/team/
mailto:research%40fightingblindness.ie?subject=
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Dr. Zeinab Fadaie 

Research

An exciting new study on Inherited Retinal Diseases (IRDs)

Laura Whelan Dr. Susanne Roosing 

In November 2021 an exciting study about 

Inherited Retinal Diseases (IRDs) was published 

by Dr Zeinab Fadaie (Radboud University Medical 

Center, Nijmegen, the Netherlands) and Laura 

Whelan (PhD candidate, Trinity College Dublin) 

under the supervision of Dr Susanne Roosing 

(Radboud University Medical Center, Nijmegen, 

the Netherlands). Fighting Blindness asked the 

researchers some questions about their study:

1) What was the main aim(s) of the research 
carried out in this paper?
The main aim of this study was to find the genetic 

cause of inherited retinal disease (IRD) in a group of 

patients who had not yet received a diagnosis using 

conventional genetic testing.

2) How were these studies carried out? 
We used a method of genetic testing known as 

whole genome sequencing (WGS). Genes are made 

up of coding DNA which directly makes proteins 

in our bodies as well as non-coding DNA. Our 

hypothesis was that these non-coding DNA regions 

may also harbour genetic causes. Conventional 

genetic testing does not allow us to look very far 

into the non-coding DNA, but WGS does. Essentially, 
we looked for DNA changes where we couldn’t look 
before!

3) What are the key findings of this study?
We found that WGS is the most comprehensive form 
of genetic testing for IRDs.

4) What in your opinion are the biggest challenges 
in investigating IRDs?
We have to look through very large datasets and 
billions of DNA changes to find the right one, which 
is very challenging. IRDs can be caused by DNA 
changes in almost 300 genes. Even if we focus on 
these genes only, still thousands of DNA changes 
remain.

5) How can your research help the lives of people 
with IRDs?
It is often a requirement to have a genetic diagnosis 
to be included in a clinical trial or receive a gene 
therapy. We hope that our work can help the lives 
of people with IRD by allowing future access to 
gene therapy where possible. Through our study we 
identified DNA changes for which therapies may be 
developed in the near future.
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Support

New Pilot Support Programme for Children/Young People 

In 2021, our Support Team worked on a proposal 

for grant assistance from the National Lottery for a 

new and first-time venture for our organisation. Our 

services are primarily delivered to adults, although 

we have engaged with a significantly higher number 

of individuals in younger age brackets over the last 

two years.  We have also increased our interactions 

with parents of children living with visual 

impairments or blindness.

Numerous studies/research have determined 

low levels of participation in physical activities in 

children and young adults living with sight loss. It 

has been determined that the mobility problems 

of children/YA with visual impairments are affected 

due to the limited opportunities for movement 

and the lack of relevant experience. This can be 

mitigated by the implementation of interventions 

and structured physical education programs leading 

them to improve their motor and physical skills. 

It’s recognised that many visually impaired children 

generally have fewer opportunities and incentives 

to engage in activities that provide the amounts 

and kinds of stimulation that are typical for sighted 

children (Gosch, Bambring, Gennat, & Rohlmann, 

1997; O'Mara-Maida & McCune, 1996). These 

limitations can often result in delays in physical 

activity (ref. Appendix 1).

It has also been determined that as vision loss 

increases, parents' expectations for their children's 

ability to be physically active may also decrease, 

as can childrens' own view that physical activity 

is important or useful. Parents who expect that 

their children can be successful in a given physical 

activity and who value success in that domain are 

more likely to encourage their children to engage 

in physical activity. The lack of opportunities and 

the lack of peer involvement limit participation in 

activities, both in and out of school, which may lead 

to lesser self-determination, isolation, and loneliness 

(Robinson & Lieberman, 2004).

https://www.lottery.ie/useful-info/apply-for-good-causes-funding
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Support

Research has highlighted the positive impact of 

intervention programs in particular on improving 

the individual's basic motor skills. The benefits that 

children, adolescents and young adults gain from 

their participation in sports and athletic activities 

are multiple and multi-level, as they help to improve 

their physical, motor, mental and behavioural 

abilities.  

Our application was successful in 2 HSE areas and 
Fighting Blindness are partnering with Active 
Connections to provide opportunities for visually 
impaired young people (aged 12+) to participate 
in their fortnightly Embers Programme or Summer 

Camps. Places are limited to 5 young people living 

in the CHO 5 area (South Tipperary, Carlow/Kilkenny, 

Wexford Waterford) and 4 young people living in 

the CHO6 (Wicklow, Dun Laoghaire, Dublin South 

East ) area.   This is a pilot programme for Fighting 

Blindness which we would hope to be able to extend 

to other areas in the future.

Appendix 1: (Lieberman & McHugh, 2001); motor development 

(Celeste, 2002; Jan, Sykanda, & Groenveld, 1990; Pereira, 1990); 

and motor skills, particularly locomotor activities (Pereira, 1990; 

Sleeuwenhoek, Boter, & Vermeer, 1995).

Active Connections (Registered Charity Number. 

20201356) is Ireland’s leading activity-based 

intervention service. Their programs are specially 

designed using a range of therapeutic programmes 

and outdoor activities to build on the young 

people’s strengths. The Active Connections Embers 

program is an outdoor education program aimed 

at young people living with an additional challenge 

like a physical disability, an intellectual disability or a 

neurodiverse diagnosis.

Beginning in 2019, the program has supported 

over 150 children, adults and families allowing for 

access and inclusion in outdoor activities. For some, 

additional challenges may present as barriers to 

experiencing the outdoors in a safe, supported 

and positive way.  The Embers program aims to 

remove barriers and obstacles facing participants by 

meeting clients where they are at in terms of ability 

and engagement and working with them in a 1:1 

supported, non-judgmental, environment. 

The cost of participation will be covered by 

Fighting Blindness, with Active Connections taking 

responsibility for the delivery of the service. Please 

note that places are limited and a decision on 

availability and suitability will be made by a senior 

representative of Active Connections in consultation 

with the parent(s).

To make an initial enquiry, please contact us at: 

Telephone: 01 674 6496 (leave a message and we 

will call back). You can also email: 

insight@fightingblindness.ie.

More About Active Connections

https://www.activeconnections.ie/
https://www.activeconnections.ie/
https://www.activeconnections.ie/
mailto:insight%40fightingblindness.ie?subject=
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Support

Thank You to a Dedicated 
Volunteer
In December, after many years of volunteering for 

us, our friend Emer Comber decided to take a step 

back to focus on other ventures. Emer has been an 

invaluable support to many of our members and 

service users over the years. She was the driving force 

behind the introduction of our Partner’s Peer Support 

group. Emer also facilitated our Cork Peer Support 

Group for many years too. 

In 2019, Emer was awarded the Anne Byrne 

Memorial Award. The Anne Byrne Memorial Award 

is presented to a Fighting Blindness member who 

has demonstrated outstanding dedication to the 

organisation. Emer was celebrated for her energetic 

voluntary work on our Support Services Trip to 

Tipp.  On behalf of us all, I’d like to thank Emer for 

everything she gave to us and to wish her well for 

the future. 

Peter O’Toole worked as the Head of Support & 

Counselling at Fighting Blindness for almost three 

years, having started in May 2019. Peter came to us as 

a chartered psychologist and experienced counsellor 

with more than 15 years of expertise developing 

and managing helplines, therapeutic support and 

counselling services. Experienced in providing 

training and consultancy with specific areas of 

expertise including living well with sight loss, anxiety, 

life transitions, training for counsellors, foster care, 

grief and loss, trauma and resilience, solution-focused 

approaches and volunteer management.

Throughout his time with the organisation, Peter 

contributed to significant development of the entire 

Support & Counselling department. Throughout the 

three years he was with us, Peter oversaw the most 

significant-ever increase in volumes of new clients 

and members engaging with the service. Many of you 

may remember Peter from presentations online – or at 

one of the public engagement days.

Throughout the Covid-19 pandemic, Peter and his 

team worked tirelessly to ensure that new services 

Farewell and Best Wishes to Peter O'Toole
and resources were initiated, to ensure a wider range 

of our members were supported around the entire 

country, resulting in the volume of support groups 

and participants more than tripling.  The profile of 

the organisation was raised considerably during his 

tenure and feedback from clients, members and 

other external organisations centred on the degree 

to which Insight Counselling and the support service 

positioned itself as a professional, responsive and 

innovative service of quality. 

Peter will be continuing in a similar role that allows 

him to develop and progress support services in 

another charity; we all wish him well.
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Fundraising

We are so grateful to the Terry McCormack Memorial 

Cycle team who held a virtual fundraising cycle for 

the second year on Sunday 12 September 2021.  

The McCormack family started their annual 

fundraising cycle in 2016 to honour the memory of 

their father Terry. 

A well-known figure throughout Longford, most 

notably for his sporting prowess and his service in 

the Defence Forces, Terry took ill while out cycling 

and sadly passed away in April 2015.

On 12th September 2021, friends, family and 

members of the public took part in the virtual 

challenge of 30k or 75k cycles in memory of Terry 

and to support people living with sight loss in 

Ireland. 

We are delighted to say that the 2021 Terry 

McCormack Memorial Cycle raised over €2800 for 

Fighting Blindness!

A huge thank you to the McCormack family and 

everyone involved in organising and participating in 

the event, we are so thrilled to have your support!

Virtual Terry McCormack Memorial Cycle

Terry's family and friends cycling last September.

https://www.facebook.com/TerryMcCormackMemorialCycle
https://www.facebook.com/TerryMcCormackMemorialCycle
https://www.facebook.com/TerryMcCormackMemorialCycle/posts/4732630376813962
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Fundraising

Fundraising can be a challenge at the best of times. As the pandemic and national lockdowns continued 

over the past two years, our community fundraisers stepped up to the task and persisted in their fundraising 

efforts. Special thanks to our community fundraisers, Brenda Tomkins who raised over  €2,000 and Bernice 

O’Riordan who raised €475 in 2021. 

Crowned as an AXA Community Hero in January 

2021, Eric Beggs has raised over €160,000 for 

Fighting Blindness over the past 15 years through 

his voluntary fundraising.

Eric was diagnosed with a degenerative eye 

condition called retinitis pigmentosa (RP) in his 

forties and has no eyesight left as a result. 

One of Eric’s fundraising highlights was the Cooley 

Mountain Trek which he organised annually for 

many years. He has completed treks, tandem cycles, 

Our Community Fundraising Heroes!

Eric Beggs Retires From Community Fundraising

Easter egg hunts, church gate collections and more 

to raise money.  

After many years of tireless fundraising and 

countless hours of volunteering, Eric has decided 

to retire from fundraising. We wish Eric well in his 

retirement and thank him for all his incredible work 

to support Fighting Blindness.

We also send thanks to the friends and family who 

have supported Eric’s fundraising efforts over the 

years.  

AXA Community Hero Eric Beggs

https://www.fightingblindness.ie/news/top-volunteer-is-crowned-an-axa-community-hero/
https://www.fightingblindness.ie/news/star-fundraiser-set-to-hit-e150000-mark-with-cooley-mountain-trek/
https://www.fightingblindness.ie/news/star-fundraiser-set-to-hit-e150000-mark-with-cooley-mountain-trek/
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AXA Community Hero Eric Beggs

Fundraising

We are so grateful to everyone who supported our virtual challenge, Steps4Sight over the past two years. 

Steps4Sight will return this year, and we will be releasing the schedule very soon.

Looking forward to an exciting event-filled 2022!

Steps4Sight

The Women’s Mini Marathon will take place on 5th June 2022.  If you want to take part in the largest 

women’s event of its kind in the world and raise vital funds for Fighting Blindness, please get in touch with 

us and sign up here: https://www.vhiwomensminimarathon.ie/

The Women’s Mini Marathon 

Glendalough Trail Run

We are delighted to announce that one of our longest running fundraising events, the Glendalough Trail 

Run will return in autumn 2022 after a break of two years due to the pandemic. Participants can choose from 

two routes (8.6k or 15.5k) which take in the stunning scenery of Glendalough. The run will take place on 

October 15 2022. Please visit glendaloughtrail.com for more information.

https://www.vhiwomensminimarathon.ie/
http://glendaloughtrail.com
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Advocacy & Communications

Fighting Blindness held a virtual public engagement 

day on 6 November 2021. There was a continued 

and recognisable theme this year – what gene 

therapy promises – and our ongoing fight to find 

cures.

That reminded everyone of our intended 

destination; but while we progress onwards, we 

were also aware that in the here and now we all 

require mental resilience during uncertain times – 

and coming to terms with the inevitable losses in 

life.

Peter O’Toole, Head of Support Services at Fighting 

Blindness paid attention to the resilience of the 

community; not dwelling on the pandemic but 

looking at how people had adapted and learned 

new ways to do things while retaining dignity. 

Guest speaker Breandan Ward was able to talk 

through the emotion of loss and grief with a core 

message of “Faced with layers of loss – Romanticism 

Public Engagement Day Retina 2021
and guilt can be a dangerous combination”; 

explaining that faced with difficult decisions we 

should all return to our core values. I am sure 

Breandan was a positive influence on many tuning 

in. 

The public engagement day is a good way to find 

out what research is progressing in Ireland, what 

new treatments are coming on stream in our 

ophthalmic centres, and courtesy of our respected 

colleague in Foundation Fighting Blindness in the 

USA, Ben Shaberman, we were updated on the very 

latest research into sight loss around the globe. 

One thing we can be positive about is how science 

is getting closer to finding cures. Ben leads the 

Foundation's professional outreach team, educating 

eye care professionals about resources for people 

with inherited retinal diseases. In addition, he 

writes stories on science and research for all of 

FFB’s publications and also presents the latest 

advancements in retinal research. 

And with the Retina 2021 programme only a few 

months in the past, we are now able to prepare for a 

grand return to the previously familiar and accepted 

physical attendance.

Plans are already in place for an in-person event this 

year in Dublin’s Radisson Blue Hotel. Retina 2022 will 

be held on Friday and Saturday, 4 & 5 November. 

Save the date. This venue is selected because of its 

accessibility.

PED Contributor Breandan Ward

https://www.fightingblindness.ie/news/save-the-date-retina-2022/
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Advocacy & Communications

Through the generosity of our supporters and the fundraising efforts of our community, Irish research has 
contributed to the global understanding of sight loss. Such research in universities and laboratories can 
lead to the pharmaceutical industry yielding life-changing treatments and cures. This is essentially one of 
the core reasons that Fighting Blindness was founded; so it is vitally important to us that when a cure is 
established that it must be accessible to those who are clinically eligible to benefit. We now have the first 
gene therapy for sight loss being rolled out around the world – but not yet in Ireland.

Ireland is lagging behind in the implementation of many new treatments. Even in this case, the HSE Drugs 
Group was set to report ‘early in 2021’ but a recommendation is still pending. Fighting Blindness will 
continue advocating for the reimbursement.

The Fight Goes On

An American Experience: Ashlyn Experiences Joy As Sight Is Restored

When Ashlyn Reichardt was born, her mother Christina immediately started taking her to eye specialists 
near their home in Tucson, Arizona, USA. She was misdiagnosed many times. At the age of nine, full genetic 
testing finally confirmed that Ashlyn had Leber congenital amaurosis (LCA) with mutations in the RPE65 
gene.

“It took me being Ashlyn’s biggest advocate, as an optometrist, knowing that something was going on,” says 
Christina. “I knew we needed full genetic testing and it was much more difficult to order the test many years 
ago.”

Less than a year after receiving the genetic test results, Christina received a phone call from Ashlyn’s 
paediatric ophthalmologist saying Ashlyn was a strong candidate for the recently approved gene therapy, 
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Luxturna. In May 2018, Christina received a call to be 
at the Children’s Hospital in Los Angeles for Ashlyn’s 
surgery in just a few days.

Ashlyn received the treatment for both of her eyes; 
the first female child to have the treatment in the 
USA. Although Ashlyn and her family were scared 
before the surgery, they all felt hopeful.

“We were excited for the possibility of her vision 

changing, but we were also scared as one of the 

first to get the treatment after the approval,” says 

Christina.

“We didn’t know what the outcome would be, and 

that unknown made us nervous.”

A day after the surgery on Ashlyn’s first eye, she 

already started to notice a difference in her vision, 

but it wasn’t easy. Everything seemed very bright 

to Ashlyn, which kept her in a dark room, but a few 

days later she was seeing things and very excited. 

Then Ashlyn went into surgery again for her other 

eye.

“The second eye was harder for us all,” recalls 

Christina. “But a few days after the second eye 

surgery, Ashlyn was seeing things she had never 

seen before.”

The whole Reichardt family all stayed in Los Angeles 

for over a month before they could go home. But 

once they got home, Ashlyn experienced seeing a 

lot of “firsts.”  “The first thing Ashlyn wanted to see 

was our dogs,” says Christina. “She said that they 

looked a lot different in her head. And then she ran 

to our fish tank and noticed the fish were all different 

colours. She was so excited that she could actually 

see their eyes and tails.”

“We were late to school one day because she saw 

her shadow for the first time and just wanted to 

watch it,” recalls Christina. “The first few weeks home 

were like having a new baby or toddler, everything 

was brand new to her.”

Ashlyn continues to experience joy from just living 

day-to-day life.

“My best piece of advice is to believe in the process,” 

says Christina. “Knowing Ashlyn’s genetic mutation 

was so helpful for us – it was everything to get this 

treatment and it has changed our lives completely.”

“Save my sight 
change my life”

“I don’t have regrets and things happen for 
a reason. But I do think ‘What if the hospital 
had a RetCam when I was a premature baby?’ 
Everything may have turned out a bit differently.”
-Greta Streimikyte, Irish Paralympian

Reg Charity No 20079529Reg Charity No 20013349

Please 
scan here
to donate

Please support the Rotunda RetCam Appeal 
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Awards and Announcements!

We were delighted to virtually present the Paddy 

Byrne empowerment award to Jake Ternent from Co 

Durham in the UK, who is a very worthy recipient of 

the award due to his willingness and capability to 

tell his story openly and widely – effectively leading 

the BBC national news coverage of gene therapy for 

sight loss. Jake was the first person in the UK to be 

treated with Luxturna and has also been receptive to 

speaking to an Irish audience on behalf of patients. 

Thank you, Jake Ternent.

Paddy Byrne Empowerment Award Winner 
Jake Ternent

Paddy Byrne Empowerment Award

The Eric Beggs’ Award

JC Decaux Marketing Director Tony O'Flanagan with 

Fighting Blindness CEO, Kevin Whelan

The Eric Beggs' Award is the perpetual fundraising 

award, to honour our community hero Eric Beggs. 

Eric has spent over 15 years raising over €155,000 

for Fighting Blindness – and earlier this year was 

awarded €20,000 for his charity of choice when he 

was named as an AXA community hero.

This year the inaugural Eric Beggs’ Fundraising 

Excellence Award was presented to JCDecaux 

Ireland, who made outdoor advertising a reality for 

the past three years – assisting all of the fundraising 

and awareness efforts and campaigns of Fighting 

Blindness. Without this high-profile presence in the 

public sphere, all of our work would have proved 

more difficult; especially in the pandemic. Thank you 

JCDecaux. 

Fighting Blindness Outdoor Advertising 
Scoops Top Award
The Institute of Designers in Ireland recognised the 

talents of In the Company of Huskies; winning the 

Visual Communication category for their promoting 

Fighting Blindness. The suite of advertising has 

been displayed at JCDecaux sites all around Ireland; 

making Fighting Blindness a household name as 

the audience for such advertising has been hugely 

significant.

European Reference Network
ERN-EYE is a European Reference Network dedicated 

to rare eye diseases. Ireland is now a full new 

member – as are 24 out of 27 EU countries. This was 

announced by the European Reference Network for 

Rare Eye Disease Team - who will be in Dublin on 

the 25th, 26th and 27th of November – at a seminar 

hosted and promoted by Fighting Blindness.

https://www.bbc.com/news/health-56906002
https://www.fightingblindness.ie/news/volunteer-secures-top-award/
https://www.fightingblindness.ie/news/top-volunteer-is-crowned-an-axa-community-hero/
https://www.jcdecaux.ie/
https://www.fightingblindness.ie/news/new-advertising-campaign-for-2021/
https://www.idi-design.ie/
https://www.inthecompanyofhuskies.com/
https://www.idiawards.ie/projects/fighting-blindness-make-the-impossible-possible/
https://www.ern-eye.eu/
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Leading charity, Fighting Blindness, has presented 
a diamond award in ‘recognition and thanks’ to its 
sponsor, online car insurance company, its4women, 
for the ‘incredible and generous support’ that was 
instrumental in securing a RetCam machine for the 
National Maternity Hospital in Dublin; to detect and 
prevent sight loss in premature babies. 

Up to 500 premature babies born annually at the 
National Maternity Hospital in Dublin now receive 
the most advanced sight-saving screening available, 
following the introduction of a new retinal camera in 
its neonatal unit. 

It is hoped that more of these sight-saving 
technologies may be purchased for other cities on 
the island of Ireland – including Rotunda Hospital 
Dublin and the Royal Jubilee Maternity Hospital in 
Belfast.

Kevin Whelan, Chief Executive Officer of Fighting 
Blindness, presented the award to Gary McClarty, 
Managing Director of its4women, at Queen’s 
University Belfast. Whelan said: 

“We are delighted to have partnered with 
its4women for the purchase of the RetCam. Today’s 
award is a token of our sincere appreciation of 
the generous support provided by the team at 
its4women. The pandemic has proved difficult 
for many within our community, but through this 
support we have been able to build a resilience that 
has helped so many people live well despite the 
uncertainty; especially for those who rely on touch 
for orientation.

“Social distancing was also difficult for those citizens 
living with sight loss – and even to administer and 
read antigen tests was challenging. Our thanks are 

Fighting Blindness honours its4women for ‘incredible and generous support’

Gary McClarty, Managing Director of its4women with Fighting Blindness CEO, Kevin Whelan and Prof. 

Giuliana Silvestri, Belfast Health and Social Care Trust, Northern Ireland.

https://www.its4women.ie/
https://www.fightingblindness.ie/news/retcam-launched-to-celebrate-world-prematurity-day/
https://www.fightingblindness.ie/news/retcam-launched-to-celebrate-world-prematurity-day/
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to its4women whose support ensured we were able 
to continue some of our innovative support groups.”

The joint Belfast Trust and Queen’s University Belfast 
research team has been working on inherited 
retinal degenerations [IRD] in the Northern Ireland 
population for over 20 years. 

Professor Giuliana Silvestri, added:  “The recent 
funding made available through its4women’s charity 
partnership with Fighting Blindness will be crucial to 
our team progressing our work in the adult patients 
with IRD. The funding allows confirmation of 
research genetic results in clinical grade laboratories. 
This will be translational as it allows the information 
to be passed to the patient for counselling and for 
enrolment in future clinical trials.”

Gary McClarty, Managing Director of its4women, 

said:  “We are delighted to have won this diamond 
award. It was without question a hugely challenging 
year and this award is a testament to the entire 
team’s determination and resilience at a time of 
massive adversity. 

“This partnership came about because both 
organisations share a synergy and a goal to support 
and empower women. Fighting Blindness was 
collaborating with The National Maternity Hospital 
Foundation to purchase a Retinal Camera Scanner 
(RetCam) to enable premature babies that are born 
in the hospital to receive the most advanced sight-
saving screening available. 

“To deliver this goal, its4women made a donation 
to assist with the purchase of the life-changing 
equipment, which is now installed in the neo-
natal unit. Over the course of the next 10 years the 
RetCam will check the sight of 5,000 premature 
babies, and save the sight of at least 300.”

Mr McClarty continued:  “We are absolutely thrilled 
that our donation has contributed to making such a 
life-changing difference. Our team is looking forward 
to working with Fighting Blindness over the coming 
years to help them achieve their goals of supporting 
and empowering people with sight loss across the 
island of Ireland. Thank you and congratulations to 
everyone involved.”

Mary Brosnan, Director of Midwifery, Kerry 

Beckett, Marketing Manager, its4women.ie, 

Evie Baxter, Victoria Smurfit, Dr. John Murphy, 

consultant neonatologist, The National Maternity 

Hospital and Prof Brendan Buckley, Chair of 

Fighting Blindness at the launch of the NMH 

RetCam.
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Our vision is to cure 
blindness, support 
people living with 
sight loss and 
empower patients.


