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The Flying Eye Hospital at 40



After 20 years of volunteering 
my nursing expertise on the 
Orbis Flying Eye Hospital, it 
has been hard not to see it fly 
overseas since 2019 because 
of the pandemic. 
I often meet nurses who just 
haven’t had the opportunities 
I have had to develop. When 
they ask me to teach them, 
it makes my job easier. As 
you can imagine, I am excited 
about the return of in-person 
treatment programmes and 
to flying with the team again 
in 2023.
The Flying Eye Hospital 
celebrates its 40th anniversary 
this year. So this newsletter is 
packed with stories about how 

your donations help the team 
provide training and access 
to sight-saving treatment, 
for thousands of people in all 
corners of the globe. 
None of this incredible work 
would be possible without 
you. So, from the bottom of 
my heart, thank you so much. 
We are truly grateful to have 
you by our side changing 
the lives of our patients for 
generations to come.
With all very best wishes

Ann-Marie Ablett,  
Flying Eye Hospital Nurse
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Orbis UK and Guardian Angel
Write your Will for free with 

For forty years, the Orbis 
Flying Eye Hospital has 
brought training from 
the world’s best eye care 
professionals directly to 
the eye care teams that 
need it most. Will you help 
to continue its legacy, by 
leaving a sight-saving gift in 
your Will? 
We’ve partnered with 
Guardian Angel to offer a 

Will-writing service because 
they make the process clear, 
straightforward and free.
For details on how you can 
do this: 
Visit: gawill.uk/orbis
Call: 020 7608 7271
Email: icare@orbis.org.uk
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Ever since its first flight 40 
years ago, the Orbis Flying 
Eye Hospital has been at 
the cutting edge of aviation 
and innovative technology. 
With its team of volunteers, 
it has brought eye care to 
thousands of people around 
the world. 
Our specialist training is 
delivered in partnership with 
local hospitals, public health 
agencies and governments. 

Training takes place on board 
the Flying Eye Hospital and 
through our online training 
platform, Cybersight. All 
this is made possible thanks 
to your generosity and our 
remarkable volunteers. 
Every year ophthalmologists, 
anaesthetists, nurses and 
biomedical engineers give up 
their free time to train eye 
care teams in communities 
across the world. 

1980 
It all began when United 
Airlines donated its oldest 
DC-8 aircraft (left) to Orbis 
which became the very first 
Flying Eye Hospital. 
1982
Two years later, after 
refurbishment was completed, 
it undertook its first trip from 
Houston to Panama to carry 
out sight-saving work on 
board.
Since then, the Flying Eye 
Hospital has been making 
international news and 
inspiring the world with stories 
of how it is using technology 
to train medical teams and 
save sight.

The Orbis Flying Eye Hospital Story

1992
The second-generation Flying 
Eye Hospital (above) was 
launched. Twice the size of the 

original DC-8, this replacement 
DC-10 aircraft was able to 
accommodate the expanding 
work of the hospital. 
As technology progressed, we 
updated our facilities to make 
training nurses and doctors 
around the world even easier.

2016
FedEx donated an MD-10 
plane and, with help from our 
generous partners, equipped 
it with brand-new facilities 
(above). 
This third incarnation of 
the Flying Eye Hospital can 
fly nearly twice as far as its 
predecessor and requires 
only two pilots rather than 
three. Inside, you’ll find some 
of the world’s most advanced 
ophthalmic training equipment. 
You can explore more 
through our video tour at: 
orbis.org.uk/FEH-Tour
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Our third generation Flying Eye Hospital  

Flight range increasing from 4,000   to 6,000  nautical miles

1

2

3 engines
Wingspan 165.4ft 

(Length 181ft)

26
screens and

monitors

40
TONS

of medical
equipmentRequires 2 pilots rather than 3

46 seat
classroom

378 gallons 
of water 

carried for operations

A big thank you to our supporters – 
none of the below would have been 
possible without your support!

 Our Flying Eye Hospital 
is the world’s only fully 
accredited ophthalmic 
teaching hospital on board 
an aeroplane.

 Since 1982, it has 
delivered 316 programmes 
in more than 95 countries.

 The Flying Eye Hospital 
has circumnavigated the 
globe hundreds of times 
and bounced continent to 
continent and back multiple 
times per year since 1982.

 Since 2001, the Flying 
Eye Hospital has flown 
more than 500,000 nautical 
miles. 

 Over the past four 
decades, Orbis has 
conducted tens of millions 
of eye screenings and 
conducted eye surgeries 
and laser treatments for 
hundreds of thousands of 
patients. 

 Since 1985, volunteers 
have conducted over 1,100 
hospital-based trainings at 
partner institutions to build 
local eye care teams’ skills.  

 Our 400+ volunteers 
come from more than 30 
countries.

 FedEx pilots volunteer 
during their time off to fly 
the plane around the world 
on Orbis projects.

 Ten of our long-standing 
volunteers have worked on 
all three generations of the 
Flying Eye Hospital, the DC-
8, DC-10, and MD-10.
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BAHIDA, CAMEROON
Bahida, age 26, is a school 
teacher (above with nurse). 
She suffered a trauma to her 
eye when she was a young girl 
that left her eye partially blind. 
Over time her eye developed 
a cataract. Dr. Ruchi Goel, 
the volunteer surgeon who 
performed her surgery on 
board the Flying Eye Hospital 
proclaimed Bahida’s operation 
a success. Which means after 
so many years of living with 
impaired vision, she now can 
see properly without struggling.

their own. They didn’t, however. 
For three years his parents have 
moved from hospital to hospital, 
searching for answers. 

His mother said, “It has not been 
so easy. At a point in time, it was 
scary. He wasn’t walking. We 
were asked to go for a CT scan. 
A whole lot of thoughts [were] 
going through our mind. After 
reading that the eyes and the 
brain could have a connection, 
we didn’t know what to do.”

Doctors at Korle Bu Teaching 
Hospital, which is over eight 
hours’ drive from their home, 
told them about an Orbis Flying 
Eye Hospital programme, and 
that Nathan should come for a 
screening. He then underwent 
surgery successfully to treat 
his relatively rare form of 
strabismus (squint), much to 
the relief of his parents.

Our super success stories

LY, VIETNAM
Ly (above) was born with 
strabismus. When her parents 
noticed her crossed eyes, they 
were very worried. Her mother, 
Thuy said,  “Sometimes I would 
see her play with other children 
and they would tease her and 
make jokes about her eye 
problem.  And so when I heard 
about an organisation coming 
to do a programme here in 
the clinic, my husband and I 
brought her. We don’t want this 
condition to make problems for 
her future.”  
After her diagnosis, Ly had 

surgery and her parents were 
so relieved, “Yesterday was my 
first time ever on an aeroplane 
so everything was so new to 
me.  In the waiting room during 
my child’s surgery, I was so 
worried about her. But after 
the surgery, the doctor came to 
me and said all was well.  
“I then saw Ly in the recovery 
room in the back of the 
aeroplane. After seeing both of 
her eyes, I called my husband 
with the good news. Now that 
she’s had surgery, I just hope 
that my child can go to school 
and have a better life.”

NATHAN, GHANA
Nathan’s parents, Nathan Senior 
(right with Nathan) and Phoebe 
noticed something was wrong 
when he was three weeks old, 
but when they took him to their 
local hospital, they were told 
that his eyes would correct on 
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ANGELA PURCELL,  
HEAD NURSE
Angela (right) leads our 
nursing training programmes, 
sharing her passion for saving 
sight with the next generation 
of nurses around the world. 
She explains the legacy of our 
approach: 
“There is a nurse who lives 
in Barbados that we trained 
during a Flying Eye Hospital 
project in Bridgetown, 
Barbados, May 2018. That same 
nurse ended up delivering a 
presentation for the training 
participants during one of our 
virtual projects in 2020.” 

DR RUDY WAGNER,  
ORBIS VOLUNTEER 
SURGEON
“We started before the 
internet. Now, I do a surgery 
and it’s broadcast in 73 
countries around the world. 
People tune in to see how it’s 
done, and I can teach them like 
they’re sitting in the aircraft 
watching over my shoulder,” 
says Dr Rudy Wagner (above), 
our long-time volunteer and 
paediatric ophthalmology 
specialist.

VALERIE SUBERG,  
SENIOR MANAGER OF 
AIRCRAFT MAINTENANCE
“To be able to see the miracles 
and lives that are changed 
each day on the plane is 
what’s important. Everything 
else seems to fall by the 
wayside, when I see how local 
patients are helped,” says 
Valerie (below) who began 
volunteering for the Orbis 
Flying Eye Hospital in 2002.
Now she is a full-time staff 
member, she ensures that the 
plane is kept in top condition 
so that its team can travel to 
share knowledge and skills and 
provide sight-saving surgery to 
people who need it the most. 

To support more work like 
our Flying Eye Hospital, 
please give today at: 
orbis.org.uk/give

Meet our sight-saving team
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Syria. Trainees will have the 
opportunity to practice eye 
care techniques using some 
of the most state-of-the-art 
equipment.
Throughout the pandemic, 
we were able to offer virtual 
training and support to 
eye care teams around the 
world. For example, this year, 
doctors in Vietnam have 
received training in glaucoma 
using artificial eyes. 
The plan is for this online 
training to blend with in-
person training. Learners 

After almost three years 
of not being able to fly 
overseas, the Orbis Flying 
Eye Hospital has been 
undergoing scheduled major 
maintenance checks. As a 
result, we are thrilled that it 
is ready to return to the skies 
once again!
In October the Flying Eye 
Hospital will leave the States 
for the first time since 2019 
to host simulation training 
in Doha for women from 
conflict-affected countries 
such as Iraq, Somalia and 

will first take part in virtual 
training a month or two 
before the Flying Eye Hospital 
arrives, when they will move 
to in-person training on board 
the plane. This blended model 
means participants will be 
able to maximise their time 
with the trainers and continue 
their education after the 
plane leaves.  
In 2023, we look forward 
to treating children and 

adults on board the Flying 
Eye Hospital in Vietnam and 
Zambia. 

We continue to monitor the 
situation to ensure that it 
will be safe to undertake 
these trips but hope to bring 
you amazing stories about 
the people that you will be 
supporting. So watch this 
space! 

Your gift today can help us 
get the Flying Eye Hospital off 
the ground. To donate, go to 
orbis.org.uk/give  Thank you!

 The plane is now ready for in-
person training and treatment of 
patients 

 Flying Eye Hospital Operation Room 

goes onwards and upwards! 
The Flying Eye Hospital 



piloting gliders. I have also been 
fortunate enough to travel the 
world caravanning with my late 
wife, and we were keen sequence 
dancers for fifty years.”

Both Robert and his partner 
are cancer survivors and now 
he wants to use his good health 
to give back. “I have been lucky 
enough to have good sight 
throughout my life. Nobody 
should be stopped from 
fulfilling their dreams because 
they have little access to eye 
care,” adds Robert. 
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Here’s my monthly gift of:  £   
Please debit my account on the      1st         15th  of each month

Instruction to your Bank or Building Society  
to pay by Direct Debit

Please fill in this form and send to:
Freepost RTZE-GAZU-ZCEJ, Orbis, 10 Lower Thames Street, London, EC3R 6AF

Service user number  

To: The Manager (Name and address of your Bank or Building Society)               

Branch Sort Code                                

Bank/Building Society 
account number

Instruction to your Bank or Building Society: Please pay Orbis UK Direct Debits from the account 
detailed in this Instruction, subject to the safeguards assured by the Direct Debit Guarantee. 
I understand that this Instruction may remain with Orbis UK and, if so, details will be passed 
electronically to my Bank/Building Society.

Name(s) of Account Holder(s)

Signature(s)

Date Banks and Building Societies may not accept Direct 
Debit Instructions for some types of account.

 

6 4 8 9 6 6

Mr/Mrs/Ms First name  Surname 

Address  

 Postcode 
Please turn over to indicate how you would like to hear from us and to Gift Aid your donation.
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One hot July day, to celebrate 
his 90th birthday, Robert 
Barker courageously 
abseiled 100 metres down 
the Spinnaker tower in 
Portsmouth and raised an 
incredible £1,130 for Orbis!

Robert (right), a former RAF 
technician was cheered on by 
40 of his friends and family 
who all came to celebrate his 
incredible achievement. He said, 
“I am delighted to be supporting 
Orbis. I can’t imagine doing the 
things I love without my sight.” 

“I have always enjoyed the 
great outdoors, whether it’s 
camping, hill-walking, training 
Ten Tors competitors, running 
the London Marathon, skiing, 
or doing a bungee jump and 

Please support our

a monthly gift
sight-saving work with

Please turn over for Gift Aid and Data Protection information.
Registered Charity Number 1061352  WM2209NSL

THANK YOU FOR SUPPORTING US

Meet Robert, one of our 
fantastic fundraisers!

We love hearing from supporters who come up with 
amazing ways to raise funds to support our sight-saving 
work. So, if you have any exciting plans or would like some 
ideas, please get into touch!

* Email community@orbis.org.uk ) Call 020 7608 7269



I would like to support Orbis with a gift of £ 
I enclose a cheque/postal order/CAF voucher* payable to: Orbis  
(Please do not send cash by post.) *delete as appropriate 
or please debit my         Mastercard                  Visa                   CAF CharityCard  

Card Number:         
  
Expiry date:          

You can make a donation by returning this form to: Freepost RTZE-GAZU-
ZCEJ, Orbis, 10 Lower Thames Street, London, EC3R 6AF. Alternatively, 
you can donate online at orbis.org/give or call us on 020 7608 7269

Registered Charity Number 1061352. Company limited by guarantee number 
3303689. An affiliate of Orbis International.

We’d love to keep in touch with you and keep you informed about our work, 
fundraising activity and the difference your donations make. Please tick the 
below boxes to hear from us: 

  Yes, please email me. My email address is 
  Yes, please contact me by phone. My number is 
  I don’t require an acknowledgment.
  If you no longer wish to hear from us by post, please tick this box.

You can tell us to change or stop the way we communicate with you by 
emailing icare@orbis.org.uk Please visit orbis.org.uk/privacypolicy to see 
how we use your data.

  Please send me information about leaving a gift in my Will to Orbis.

Mr/Mrs/Ms First name  Surname 

Address  

 Postcode 

TICK THE BOX AND BOOST YOUR DONATION BY  
25p OF GIFT AID FOR EVERY £1 YOU DONATE

 Yes, I would like Orbis to treat this donation and any donations I make in the 
future or have made in the past 4 years as Gift Aid donations. I am a UK taxpayer 
and I understand that if I pay less Income Tax and/or Capital Gains tax than the 
amount of Gift Aid claimed on all my donations in the tax year it is my responsibility to 
pay the difference. Gift Aid will be used to fund all of Orbis’s work. 

Date:             Please note HMRC requires us to have 
your full name and address above to Gift Aid your donation.

  Sorry I am not a UK tax payer.

Do you see a world where
no-one is needlessly blind?

WM2209NSL

*A016849300289507349*


