Let’s Start a War, One We Can Win

AFETA, Ethiopia—They were two old
men, one arriving by motorcade with
bodyguards and the other groping
blindly as he shuffled on a footpath
with a stick, but for a moment the orbits
of Jimmy Carter and Mekonnen Leka
intersected on this remote battlefield
in southern Ethiopia.

Mr. Mekonnen, who thinks he may be
78, is a patient in Mr. Carter’s war on
river blindness. He is so blind that he
rarely leaves the house any more, but on
this occasion he staggered to the village
clinic to get a treatment for the worms
inside him.

His skin is mottled because the worms
cause ferocious itching, especially when
they become more active at night. He
and other victims scratch until they
are bloodied and their skin is partly
worn away.

Ultimately the worms travel to the
eye, where they often destroy the
victim’s sight.

Ethiopia has the largest proportion of
blind people in the world, 1.2 percent,
because of the combined effects of river



