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Shield Your Eyes—Save Your Sight
By Don Sparrow, Vision Center of Excellence Strategic Planning Officer

Have you ever stopped to imagine what life would be like if you couldn’t see? If we all did, then chances are, protecting our eyes would be a higher priority. Instead, the precious sense of sight is often overlooked when in the field, in training, fixing the house or playing a pick-up game. Eye injuries can happen within an instant and can cause permanent damage with even a fleck of debris.  

So what do you need to do to shield your sight?
Wear your protective eyewear—without exception. This is super important. Choose your Military Combat Eye Protection (MCEP) from military accredited sources like the Authorized Protective Eyewear List (APEL) or Air Force’s Flight Protective Eyewear List (FPEL).  Spectacles and goggles on the list are designed to withstand battlefield conditions like ballistic fragmentation, as well as environmental factors like wind and sand. Simply stated—donning your protective eyewear will keep you in the fight, and your eyes protected from injury that could take your sight.  While thousands of eye injuries happen each year, 90% of are preventable by wearing the appropriate protective safety glasses, because shields save sight. 

Where/when do you need to shield your eyes?
[bookmark: _GoBack]It may be easier to say when you shouldn’t, because shielding your eyes should happen all the time to guard against accidents. It’s a given to shield while in combat and in training, not just because it’s policy, but also because of the conditions. However, wearing protective eye gear also makes sense if your task entails wielding or cutting of materials, essentially anytime there are debris and particles flying in the area. Injuries also happen at home, so eyepro can protect your vision when trimming trees or cleaning the oven. You might also need to shield with hobbies like riding a motorcycle when things are flying at your face, or hitting the court where elbows and hands to the face are part of strategy.

What do you do if an eye injury is sustained?
Place a Rigid Eye Shield.  Say your buddy sustains an eye injury.  Your first instinct may be to wrap it or put pressure on it like a body wound, but this is the absolute worst thing to do for an eye injury.  Instead you will want to use a rigid eye shield at the point of injury (POI) to prevent pressure from getting to the eye and to prevent further trauma. The Army’s revised “Individual First Aid Kit (IFAK) II” includes rigid eye-shields—which are basically a small, curved, aluminum disk with padding on the edges. It keeps the pressure off the eye post-injury until the injured Service member can receive proper medical treatment by an ophthalmologist. If the aluminum shield isn’t available, then you’ll need to improvise with anything that creates a hard, dome cover over the eye area. Good substitutions include putting the eye pro back on or even the bottom of a disposable cup.  Place the shield over the eye and secure it with tape on the edges—with nothing underneath. Using a shield to protect keeps the pressure off the eye, which can prevent additional injury and potentially help save your buddy’s sight.  

Summing it up
Shields Save Sight: It is that simple.  Be proactive in protecting your sight from most hazards on the job or while having fun by wearing APEL protective eyewear. Be smart in properly responding to an eye injury if you are the first on-site of an accident. Using a shield and keeping pressure off the eye could save someone’s vision.  The Vision Center of Excellence urges all Service members to take the proper precautions at home to protect themselves and their families not only for this Eye Injury Prevention Month, but every day. For more information on eye safety and tips on preventing and basic care for eye injuries, visit vce.health.mil and join our community on Facebook & Twitter.
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