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By Megan Graham and Monica Reategui 

Falls prevention is a top priority for Canada's seniors. Ottawa Public Health’s Older Adults Falls 

Prevention Survey (2012) recommended annual eye examinations as a key action seniors can 

take to reduce their risk of falling. While seniors agreed that an annual eye examination reduced 

risk of falling, many do not see an optometrist every year. Barriers to eye care for seniors include 

financial constraints, transportation and mobility, mental health, and sometimes even a lack of 

perceived personal susceptibility to falling. Bringing eye exams directly to seniors can help 

ensure healthy aging for those who might not otherwise be able to access regular vision and eye 

health care.  

Throughout August 2015, the Canadian Council of the Blind's Mobile Eye Clinic (MEC) brought 

comprehensive OHIP-covered eye exams to Aging in Place buildings in Ottawa, Ontario. The 

Aging in Place (AIP) project was launched in 2007 through the collaboration of the Champlain 

Community Care Access Centre (CCAC), Ottawa Public Health (OPH), and Ottawa Community 

Housing (OCH), the Ottawa Community Support Coalition and many other agencies. AIP was 

created in response to a need for an integrated mix of services for seniors living in OCH 

apartments, particularly in buildings that had the highest number of emergency calls, visits to the 

emergency room, and hospitalizations per year. AIP buildings have an on-site Ottawa West 

Community Support Outreach Coordinator and a CCAC Care Coordinator to reduce barriers to 

health care and support seniors in remaining independent in their homes. 

 Seniors in OCH Aging in Place buildings live on low incomes and must overcome myriad 

barriers which make it more difficult for seniors to access annual eye exams, putting them at an 

increased risk of slips and falls.   

With the help of the nurses from Ottawa Public Health, Melissa Carisse and Heather Ellis, and 

building coordinators, Stacey Trottier, Kelly Trottier, Annick Myette, Zema Ndali, George 

Kong, Ze-Ling Jiang, and Mandy Fisher, the Canadian Council of the Blind's Mobile Eye Clinic 

visited 9 Aging in Place buildings and performed 11 clinics. Lead by Monica Reategui, Megan 

Graham, and Dr. Dawn Song, the Mobile Eye Clinic has provided comprehensive eye 

examinations to over 110 seniors. 

  

 

 

 



Left to right: Heather Ellis, Megan Graham, Monica Reategui, Melissa Carisse 

Several weeks before the clinic date, posters were put up in each building and tenants were 

directed to register in-person with an OPH staff. On the clinic day, walk-ins were often able to be 

accommodated if they missed registering. Across clinics to date, it was found that two-thirds of 

seniors had one or more problem(s) with their eye health. As of August 21
st
, in 29 seniors, mild 

cataracts that were not yet ready for surgery were identified, while 13 seniors had cataracts that 

were advanced enough to be ready for surgery. Macular degeneration was found in 3 seniors. 

These eye conditions pose a safety risk for seniors.  

The majority of the seniors had not been to an optometrist in several years and were long 

overdue for a change in their eye glasses prescription. In one case, a 72-year old senior who used 

a walker with portable oxygen told us that she had not been to the optometrist in 25 years. This 

senior, and many others, were simply using reading glasses purchased at the dollar store. These 

glasses were not adequate because the lenses have the same prescription in both lenses, and 

seniors’ eyes typically require a different prescription for each eye based on the eye’s strength or 

weakness. As of August 21
st
, 48 seniors were given new prescriptions for glasses that required 

immediate updating, and 30 seniors were recommended new glasses only as an option. Given 

that financial need is a significant barrier for these seniors, the Canadian Council of the Blind 

was able to facilitate new glasses for those without alternate financial resources.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dr. Song checks a senior’s eye health. 

The Canadian Council of the Blind's Mobile Eye Clinic plays a key role in falls prevention for 

seniors living in Aging in Place communities. Many of the seniors living in Aging in Place 

buildings have gone through financial and geographic transitions. Some of the patients who came 

to the eye clinic had not been to their eye doctor in over three years because they had moved 

away from their old neighbourhood and had not yet found a new eye doctor. Other seniors came 



to the clinic wearing glasses that were over 5 years old, purchased several years before they were 

living on low income. Vision and eye health can change significantly in the space of just one 

year. The longer a senior waits to have an eye exam, the greater the likelihood they will have a 

fall.  

In some cases, language is a barrier to seeking eye care. The Canadian Council of the Blind’s 

Mobile Eye Clinic was fortunate to have a Mandarin-speaking optometrist, a Spanish-speaking 

program manager, and a French-speaking Public Health Nurse to provide care in the seniors’ 

own language. Language barriers can make it difficult to not only access services, but also know 

about recommendations for annual OHIP-covered eye exams for seniors 65 years of age and 

older. At two of the Aging in Place buildings we visited, nearly every one of the seniors 

registered for an eye exam spoke only Mandarin. These seniors might not have had an eye exam 

if it were not for Mobile Eye Clinic’s optometrist.  

Convenience and cost of transportation are major barriers that the Mobile Eye Clinic eliminates 

to provide seniors with eye exams. One of the Ottawa Public Health nurses explained that many 

of the seniors do not drive and use walkers to get around. Transportation can be expensive and 

the bus is not convenient for those living with frailty and health problems that make travel a 

struggle. A 91-year old senior who has been living in the Aging in Place building since 2004 

explained to us, “I still live alone. I have my hearing, I have my teeth. I have to look after myself 

because if I don’t, no one else will. I figured it had been a couple years since I had an eye exam, 

so I signed up for the clinic. I don’t go out. I don’t want to. I told my doctor in the spring that I 

wasn’t going to see her anymore. Everyone who wanted to see her was sick and I didn’t want to 

get sick.” Fiercely independent, but hindered by the concerns about health and safety beyond the 

parameters of her building, this senior is likely one of many who stay inside rather than 

venturing out to an optometrist.   

Vision and fall prevention go hand in hand. Through the collaboration of the Canadian Council 

of the Blind’s Mobile Eye Clinic, Ottawa Public Health, the Ottawa Community Support 

Coalition and Ottawa Community Housing, seniors received the necessary eye care that will help 

to prevent future falls and support healthy aging. The Mobile Eye Clinic contributes to 

improving older adults’ health and access to services, while increasing knowledge about good 

vision and eye health as a key way to prevent falls.  

 

 

 

 

 


