OPTOMETRY ROADSHOW

By Cpl. Joe Niesen

350th Mobile Public Affairs Detachment

FORWARD OPERATING BASE RIDGWAY, Iraq—In Iraq, going to the doctor is often a logistical nightmare many soldiers would rather not endure. To make getting the proper care easier, the 82nd Airborne Division Optical Clinic has been making house calls and taking its office to the soldier.


"It's the right thing to do for the soldiers," said Sgt. Dequan Jones, an optical technician with the 82nd Airborne Division's 782nd Main Support Battalion’s Optometry Clinic.


The program, an unusual one for optometrists in the field, allows doctors to take the much needed eye care to patients in outlying bases and thus reduce the need for the patient to make his or her way to the division rear at FOB Ridgway for treatment.


"We only have one optometrist for approximately 17,000 soldiers in the Task Force," said Capt. Tony Patterson, 82nd Airborne Division Optometrist. "It was determined that our location at Ridgway was not ideal, and that it would be better if we packed up our office and took the care to the soldiers."


The doctor and two technicians travel to the larger bases within the 82nd’s area of operation. The visits usually last for a few days, and the doctor and staff work as long as necessary to ensure that they see as many patients as possible. 


The clinic is able to perform routine eye exams, physicals, treat eye trauma and provide follow-up care to soldiers who received laser eye surgery before they deployed. 


"We can provide everything except contact lens prescriptions," said Jones.


Together, the doctor and his staff have made between 20 and 30 trips and seen almost 1,500 patients since they started. 


Seeing the patients in this way has also cut down on the turnaround time for the MS-9, or Birth Control Glasses as soldiers have named them. These thick brown plastic glasses are produced at Ridgway for soldiers throughout the area in a relatively quick timeframe.


"Once the doctor sees the patient, he e-mails the prescription back to me, I produce the glasses here and have them sent forward on convoys or by whatever means I can find," explained Staff Sgt. Jonan Root, Optical Fabrication Specialist. "Usually, the whole process takes about one week at the maximum."


In a typical week, Root will make close to 200 pairs of glasses for soldiers throughout the area of operations. 


"It's good to hand someone a pair of glasses. It gives me a good sense of accomplishment," says Root.


The soldiers of the clinic are proud to be of service in this environment and have begun an initiative to get soldiers with eye prescriptions inserts for the Wiley X sunglasses. These glasses are "soldier compliant," meaning they are functional and are proven to protect the eyes from shrapnel and other hazards faced in this environment. They also look better than the MS-9s. 


"The Wiley X lenses are stylish and provide protection to the eyes from shrapnel," said Patterson. Patterson explained that there have been several incidents where soldiers received injury to the face but their eyes were completely protected by the eyewear.

While the clinic is able to provide full service eye care to the majority of soldiers in the theater, they understand that they cannot see them all. Still, as long as they are able, the 'road show' will continue traveling to remote bases in order to ensure that soldiers are taken care of and are ready to complete their missions.


"We are trying to do some good, wanting to do some good, and I think we do," said Spc. Jamie Norton, an optical technician with the clinic.
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  Sergeant 1st Class William Summer, an Arabic linguist assigned to 66th Military Intelligence, 3rd Armored Cavalry Regiment speaks to an Arabic translator.  Summer  is responsible for all Arabic translation for 3rd ACR.                             

