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According to the World Health Organization (WHO), the three leading causes of visu-
al impairment are refractive errors (42%), cataracts (33%), and glaucoma (2%), with
glaucoma being the leading cause of irreversible blindness worldwide (8%), followed
by age-related macular degeneration (5%)."” Glaucoma, a chronic and degenerative
disease, has long been a concern for public health authorities. It was estimated to af-
fect over 67 million people worldwide, a number that grew to 76 million in 2020 and is
projected to reach 111.8 million by 2040.>4/In 2020, glaucoma caused bilateral blind-
ness in approximately 3.61 million people and moderate-to-severe visual impairment
in 4.14 million, accounting for 8.4% of all blindness and 1.4% of all moderate-to-se-
vere visual impairment worldwide.®

Glaucoma is characterized by progressive optic neuropathy and is often asymp-
tomatic until advanced stages. With aging populations, a higher burden of chronic
diseases, and the rising prevalence of different glaucoma types, understanding the
current epidemiological status and future projections is essential to guide public pol-
icies for blindness prevention and burden reduction.® Schoff et al. demonstrated the
influence of age on glaucoma incidence: individuals aged 40 accounted for approx-
imately 1.6 new glaucoma cases per 100,000 inhabitants per year, whereas 80-year-
old people accounted for 94.3 cases per 100,000 inhabitants.” The World Glaucoma
Association (WGA) estimates that one in 200 individuals aged 40 has glaucoma, with
its prevalence increasing to one in eight by age 80.1

Geographic and ethnic disparities further underscore the disease’s uneven im-
pact. The global prevalence of primary open-angle glaucoma (POAG) has remained at
approximately 2.4% over the last two decades, yet this masks significant regional vari-
ations.'® With a prevalence of 4.0%, Africa faces the highest burden, while Oceania
reports the lowest at 1.8%.!9 These differences highlight the need to investigate under-
lying genetic, environmental, and healthcare access factors.

In Brazil, data on glaucoma prevalence are scarce. Most studies are limited and
outdated, reporting a prevalence of 2 to 3% in populations over 40 years old, with prev-
alence increasing with age and reaching 6 to 79 after 70 years of age, which represents
about 1.5 million people.t*" In one of the few population-based studies, Projeto
Glaucoma, conducted in southern Brazil, Sakata et al. (2007) evaluated 1,636 individ-
uals aged 40 years or older and found a glaucoma prevalence of 3.4%."? Among these,
87% had POAG and 13% had primary angle-closure glaucoma (PACG)."*? Notably, over
90% of affected individuals were unaware of their diagnosis, revealing a substantial
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diagnostic gap in the community."? These findings provided the first regionally specific estimate of the disease burden in
Brazil, highlighting the critical need for early detection and public health planning.

Other studies evaluating the epidemiological profile of patients at glaucoma centers found that POAG was the most
common type, accounting for nearly half of all confirmed diagnoses (47.6%)." Cases of normal-tension glaucoma (NTG)
and PACG were less frequent, comprising 2.0% and 3.7% of cases, respectively.® Secondary glaucoma was rare (1.9%),
with neovascular glaucoma accounting for 0.9% of cases.®

Between 2013 and 2023, Brazil recorded 59,573 hospital admissions due to glaucoma, with a significant concentra-
tion in the Southeast region (47.1%), followed by the Northeast (23.14%), South (18.61%), Center-West (9.13%), and North
(1.99%).07 These figures reveal marked regional disparities in glaucoma management, reflecting structural differences
in healthcare access, particularly regarding early diagnosis and outpatient treatment. While the Southeast leads in hos-
pitalizations and expenditures, the low rates in the North may reflect limited access to specialized care.

According to estimates, the number of people of all ages living with sight loss will increase to over 1.7 billion by 2050.
15) This is compounded by significant productivity loss due to low vision and blindness, with an estimated annual loss of
$410.7 billion, of which $43.6 billion is from blindness and $367.1 billion from moderate-to-severe vision impairment.
b6l Because glaucoma is an irreversible cause of blindness, its impact on productivity is a major concern. Some studies
report that as many as 35% of people in low- and middle-income countries, such as Brazil, are blind at diagnosis. This
alarming statistic highlights a significant impact on productivity and should be a primary concern for policymakers, as it
represents a failure of public health systems to implement effective diagnosis and early treatment programs.

Given its high prevalence, lasting functional impact, and growing economic burden, glaucoma should be recognized
as a public health priority. As a progressive and irreversible disease, it gradually erodes autonomy and quality of life -
often unnoticed until advanced stages - especially among aging populations and in regions with limited access to care.
Expanding early detection, ensuring equitable access to effective treatments, and fostering public awareness are essen-
tial steps. Addressing glaucoma is not only a medical challenge but also a social and economic imperative.
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