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Spotlight on Optometry 
in Cambodia by Chow Ee-Tan

In Cambodia, optometry is still at 
its infancy: There is no academic 
training nor legislation for optometry. 

And although eye health personnel 
are aware of the important role of 
optometry, the general population has 
limited awareness of the field. 

Cambodia does not have a certified 
optometry program; however, since 
2008, there has been a refraction 
training program. This is coordinated 
by the National Program for Eye Health 
(NPEH) within the country’s Ministry 
of Health and includes a six-month 
full-time curriculum, which is funded 
by the Fred Hollows Foundation and 
Brien Holden Foundation. To date, 
157 refractionists have been trained 
and deployed in public and private 
hospitals across the country through 
this initiative.

Insights from the ground

Mr. Chea Seila is one of the pioneer 

optometrist technicians in Cambodia. 
He was trained by Southeast Asia 
Outreach (SAO), a U.K.-based 
organization. Unfortunately due to 
political unrest and financial problems, 
the optometry training program ended 
in mid-1997.

“After graduation, we set up the 
Cambodian Optometry Association 
(COA) in 1997 where we conducted 
community outreach for refraction 
screening to provide glasses to the 
communities across the nation,” said 
Mr. Seila. COA created a refraction 
training center to deliver courses on 
refraction and spectacle dispensing to 
government eye health personnel. He 
said a total 19 optometric technicians 
were trained between 1997-2007.  

Today, Mr. Seila is a national refraction 
trainer at the National Refraction 
Training Centre (NRTC) at the NPEH. 
He works under the Brien Holden 
Foundation and in July 2021, he will 
begin working as an optometrist with 

the Fred Hollows Foundation. 

“The Fred Hollows Foundation worked 
in collaboration with the Brien Holden 
Foundation and National Program 
for Eye Health to set up the National 
Refraction Training Centre under the 
umbrella of the Ministry of Health,” he 
said. 

Mr. Seila is still actively involved in 
teaching refraction and spectacle 
dispensing modules. He also helps to 
review the curriculum and oversees the 
quality of training that teaches new 
national refraction trainers in teaching 
methodology. 

In addition, the NRTC has trained 
many nurse refractionists: “Nurses 
in Cambodia graduate nursing school 
with a three-year academic education 
following high school. They then 
continue ophthalmic nurse study for a 
further 12 months to obtain a bachelor 
degree (from the University of Health 
Science). After that, they can then 
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“Formal optometry doesn’t really exist 
in Cambodia. Those in the profession 
are loosely classified as optometrists,” 
said Dr. Suit May Ho, a Melbourne, 
Australia-based optometrist working 
in public health and international 
eye health. Previously, she taught 
refraction trainers in Phnom Penh, 
Cambodia, for more than a decade.

Dr. Ho is an optometry and primary 
care advisor at the Fred Hollows 
Foundation. Prior to that, she was 
employed at the Brien Holden 
Vision Institute Foundation, most 
recently as director of education and 
development. 

She has worked extensively in the 
development and implementation of 
sustainable eye care and education 
programs in various countries in 
Asia-Pacific and Africa, as well as in 
Haiti and Moldova. Her work includes 
delivering refraction, low vision and 
trainers’ courses for various cadres of 
health workers, including mid-level 
ophthalmic personnel, refractionists, 
eye nurses and ophthalmologists.

Dr. Ho recruited Mr. Seila in 2008 
when she was with the Brien 
Holden Foundation (then called the 
International Centre for Eye Care 
Education).

“Seila was the one of the first in 
Cambodia to be trained in refraction 
by a group of volunteers from the 
U.K. from the late 1990s. There 
were four of them, and after they 
were trained for a year, they started 
training others to do refraction,” said 
Dr. Ho. 

In Cambodia, she helped to establish 
the NRTC by providing the initial 
education of the Cambodian trainers, 
who then went on to teach others. 

“We did a refresher course. We 
selected some trainers and developed 
a curriculum for refraction training for 

eye nurses. The refraction course was 
three months long,” she said, adding 
that there were 12 NRTC trained 
nurses and they trained others. Dr. 
Ho visited Cambodia to monitor the 
training courses.

“Later, we advocated for non-eye 
care nurses to be trained as well, and 
extended the duration of training to 
six months: three months training on 
the eye and basic eyecare, and then 
three months on refraction. [This 
was done because] there was a need 
for practitioners to identify other eye 
problems and refer patients to eye 
doctors.” 

The program, known as The 
National Refraction Training Centre 
Programme, under the government’s 
NPEH, went on until 2017; now, the 
NPEH continues to implement the 
refraction course. Today, about 200 
eye care practitioners have undergone 
the training. 

“The Foundation has built a 
sustainable program and the in-
country partners have continued 
conducting the courses. The initial 
educators return to reevaluate the 
training and help to mentor more 
trainers,” she said. At this point, Dr. 
Ho’s involvement has lessened as 
local specialists have taken the reins. 
Her last visit was in 2015.

Dr. Ho, who is passionate about the 
development of optometric education, 
particularly in low-and-medium 
income settings, was instrumental 
in the development of a bachelor’s 
degree in optometry in Vietnam. 
With her experience, the NPEH 
was interested in replicating this in 
Cambodia.

“Unfortunately, there weren’t enough 
resources or capacity to establish 
an optometry degree program in 
Cambodia. To set up an optometry 
school, there needs to be a concrete 

plan with a lot of investment and 
resources — and there is a lack of 
human resources to teach optometry 
in Cambodia.

“At the moment, they may have 
a certain amount of training as 
optometrists and refraction is just 
a small part of optometry. They 
need a lot more foundation in basic 
sciences, training in eye diseases, 
eye examination skills, as well as 
access to equipment. There are 
limited opportunities for them to 
expand their knowledge and skills as 
language is also a barrier,” she said.

In Cambodia, Dr. Ho says the 
optometrist’s role is seen mainly in 
prescribing glasses. 

“Not too many optometrists can 
practice what they have learned 
because public expectations are 
quite different compared to those in 
Australia, for example. Often when 
people go to optical stores, they 
do not expect a comprehensive eye 
examination. They expect refraction 
and the prescription for eyeglasses or 
contact lenses. 

“In time, this will change with 
advocacy from the professional 
optometric associations. People will 
start to understand that they can 
expect an eye health examination as 
part of their eye test,” she said.

In the meantime, the refractionist 
training in Cambodia will continue. 
There is a need for personnel who 
can prescribe glasses, and the fees 
collected from the trainees are 
sufficient to keep the course going.

“I know Cambodians would love and 
hope to have a formal optometry 
course in the future. They are very 
aspirational. They want to improve 
their knowledge and to improve 
themselves in the discipline,” 
concluded Dr. Ho. 

Help arrives from overseas
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pursue the six-month full-time course 
in refraction and spectacle dispensing 
training,” said Mr. Seila.

The Optometrist Society of 
Cambodia
In 2007, together with like-minded 
refractionists/optometry technicians, 
Mr. Seila founded the Optometrist 
Society of Cambodia (OSC) to improve 
and promote the professionalism among 
its members, and to advocate for formal 
optometry education in Cambodia. He 
now serves as OSC president.

OSC membership includes graduated 
optometry technicians and refractionists 
and as of 2020, there were a total of 
178 registered members, working for 
government hospitals, private clinics, 
NGOs and optical shops. 

Mr. Seila and his OSC colleagues are 
actively involved in decision-making 
to advocate for the important role of 
optometry in eye care. They serve as 
a close liaison with government and 
non-governmental organizations, both 
in Cambodia and overseas. This ensures 
cooperation among agencies, introduces 
and develops optometry services, and 
helps with the efficient deployment of 
resources.

The committee plays a key role 
in responding technical needs of 
its members and organizing and 
facilitating the annual refraction 
education workshop. They also conduct 
community outreach activities to 
provide spectacles and referrals for 
further treatment. 

Mr. Seila also works closely with 
the NPEH and the University of 
Health Sciences, national and sub-
national partners, and NGOs. These 
partnerships aim to design and develop 
eye health care projects to focus 
support, as well as create strategic 
plans and policies, on blindness 
prevention and control, with the 
ultimate goal of eliminating avoidable 
blindness in Cambodia.

The OSC is part of other international 
optometry agencies, including Asia-
Pacific of Optometry Council (APCO) 
and Asia Optometric Congress (AOC).

Challenges and future of 
Cambodian optometry
There are many challenges faced by 
optometrists when delivering eye care 
in Cambodia, said Mr. Seila.

“There is still a limitation of skills 
and knowledge among optometry 
professionals. Existing optometric 
technicians and refractionists need 
to upgrade training and recognize 
international standards,” said Mr. Seila. 
“There is a lack of quality control of 
service providers in optometry and 
refraction, and limited equipment 
and instruments.”

He says refractionists have their own 
core responsibilities at their respective 
hospitals and as such, they perform the 
task on a part-time basis.

Today, Cambodia only has nine 
optometrist technicians and 157 
refractionists. It is a far cry from 
the WHO standard of 1:50,000 
refractionists per population.

Mr. Seila strongly supports the 
development of an optometry training 
program in Cambodia for future 
generations. He added that the interest 
and engagement of the private 
sector is essential to increase the 
number of professional workers.

“A full academic training should 
be established in Cambodia and we 
should broadly advocate for optometry 
professionals to be recognized 
at all levels nationally,” he said. 
“The government should consider 
transforming the National Refraction 
Training Centre to be an optometry 
faculty at the University of Health 
Science.”

An increase in annual continuing 
education workshops for learning and 
sharing, improvements in quality, 
as well as involving international 
optometrists would help to share 
expertise with local staff. 

“Our optometry practice must be 
upgraded to meet the international 
standards where exchange learning 
programs are encouraged. Mentoring 
programs are essential for strengthening 
technical skills, quality control and 
networking.

Contributors

Dr. Suit May Ho graduated from 
optometry at the University 
of Melbourne, where she also 
earned her PhD. Dr. Ho is part 
of the medical team at the Fred 

Hollows Foundation as an optometry 
and primary care advisor. Based in 

Melbourne, Australia, Dr. Ho is working on 
implementing the Foundation’s refractive 
error strategy and its integration into 
program activities, including improving 
the quality of cataract surgery. Dr. Ho 
serves on the World Council of Optometry 
Education Subcommittee, Optometry 
Victoria South Australia Education 
Advisory Committee, the International 
Agency for the Prevention of Blindness 
in the School Eye Health and Low Vision 
Working Group. She is also a fellow of the 
Australian College of Optometry.

sho@hollows.org

Mr. Seila Chea is a National 
Refraction Trainer at the National 
Refraction Training Center (NRTC) 
of the National Program for 
Eye Health, Ministry of Health, 

Cambodia. He is currently an 
optometrist with the Fred Hollows 

Foundation. He graduated as an 
Optometrist Technician in 1996 in the 
second batch of training by the Southeast 
Asia Outreach (SAO), an organization 
based in the United Kingdom. He 
has worked with local NGOs to run an 
optometry clinic, has been involved 
in community outreach for refraction 
screening and providing glasses for 
the people. He also set up a refraction 
training center to deliver courses to the 
government eye health personnel in 
refraction, spectacle dispensing and eye 
health. Mr. Seila is founder and president 
of the Optometrist Society of Cambodia 
(OSC) that strives to improve and promote 
professionalism and to increase the 
clinical job scope of optometrists and 
refractionists in Cambodia. He works 
closely with the National Program for 
Eye Health and the University of Health 
Sciences, NGOs and partners to develop 
eye healthcare projects that support the 
country’s strategic plans and policies on 
blindness  prevention in Cambodia. 

s.chea@brienholdenfoundation.org

“The local, national trainers have the 
potential to upgrade their professional 
level by advancing their knowledge and 
skills through seeking international 
scholarship training programs abroad,” 
concluded Mr. Seila. 


