
In a small village on 
Loupom Island in 
Central Province, 

four sisters, all believed 
to be in their 70s, sit 
nervously on a wooden 

bench outside the 
health centre. Three are 
wearing eye patches 
after their cataract 
surgeries performed 
the day before aboard 

the MV YWAM PNG 
medical ship. The 
fourth sister, their carer, 
sits next to them in 
support with her arm 
wrapped around the 

sister closest to her.
These are the Lapila 
sisters, three of whom 
have been blind or 
almost blind for many 
years due to cataracts. 
Finally it’s their turn to 
be attended to by the 
nurse who removes the 
patches one-by-one 
from each sister’s eyes. 
The face of the second 
youngest, Lema, who 
has been blind for 10 
years, suddenly erupts 
with a smile. “Ah! Now 
I see!” she exclaims. 
One of her sisters, who 
has also just had her 
eye patches removed, 
looks across at her in 
surprise: “You’re so 
old!” she exclaims in 
reply. 
It’s a funny and 
touching moment, and 

the nurse and surgeon 
from YWAM (who 
volunteer with the 
non-profit missionary 
organisation, Youth 
with a Mission) share 
in the joy and laughter 
as the sisters kiss, hug 
and marvel at being 
able to see each other 
again for the first time 
in years.
It is situations like 
this – witnessing the 
gift of sight being 
restored to patients 
in rural and remote 
areas of PNG – that hit 
a chord with Yolonde 
Entsch, YWAM Medical 
Ships Australia’s 
Cairns community 
ambassador and the 
wife of Cairns-based 
Federal MP Warren 
Entsch.
“Our vision is 
something we so often 
take for granted,” 
explains Yolonde, 
who first volunteered 
onboard the YWAM 
ship in April last 
year, gaining first-
hand experience and 
insights as part of the 
optometry team who 
visited Gulf Province. “It 
was a new feeling for 
me to see how people 
could be assessed and 
then provided with a 
pair of glasses on the 
spot, and suddenly 
they can read again. 
It’s a remarkable 
improvement in just 
one visit and the smiles 
on their faces made 
it worth it a thousand 
times over.”
Regaining their sight 
means that children 

can start or resume 
education, while 
for older people 
something as simple as 
being able to read their 
Bible again means a 
great deal.
The team also provided 
education about the 
dangers of staring 
into the sun, and gave 
out pairs of donated 
sunglasses that allow 
people to do daily 
activities without 
squinting, and reduce 
the risk of pterygia 
(growths on the eye). 
“There are so many 
cases that touch 
your heart but what 
cemented it for me 
was a young boy, 12 
years old, who had 
a pterygium,” says 
Yolonde.
“I gave him some 
sunglasses and he 
was so grateful. Then 
other young children 
came up and asked 
for sunglasses but we 
didn’t have enough; we 
had to limit them to the 
older patients and any 
younger ones who had 
the start of cataracts or 
pterygia.  
“That’s what saddened 
me the most. I 
promised myself that 
when I came home, 
the next community 
campaign that I 
ran would be for 
sunglasses, as well as 
prescription glasses.”
Yolonde is no stranger 
to rallying her local 
community to help 
support PNG. In 2016, 
she held a linen drive 
that resulted in seven 

shipping containers of 
donated bed sheets 
and other items being 
transported to villages 
in Western Province.
“I had no doubt that 
a glasses drive would 
have a very good 
chance of success,” 
she says. “Almost 
everyone (in Australia) 
has a pair of glasses or 
sunglasses that they 
don’t use anymore, 
often because the 
prescription’s expired. 
So it’s wonderful that 
these pairs of glasses 
can get a new lease on 
life.”
Yolonde launched 
the drive in Cairns in 

mid-June, capturing 
widespread media 
attention, and that 
of many everyday 
Australians. Libraries 
– with their focus on 
enabling learning – 
were a perfect location 
for drop-off points, and 
YWAM’s Cairns youth 
ambassador Morgan 
Elliston, who is in Year 
12 at Cairns State  
High School, came on 
board to help drive the 
collection.
Initially, Morgan 
became involved in 
YWAM to meet a 
school requirement for 
community service but 
the glasses drive soon 

Gift of Sight 
has no price
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PNG surgeon Dr David Pahau in the YWAM 
ship’s ophthalmology clinic 

Yolonde Entsch (left) and Morgan Elliston – 
YWAM’s ambassadors in Cairns – promote the 
glasses drive for PNG

Patrol tenders leave the medical 
ship MV YWAM PNG, anchored 
off Miama in Morobe Province, 

to conduct outreach clinics 
in three nearby villages

Three of  the Lapila sisters 
(pictured) had their sight 

restored after cataract 
removal surgery, while the 

fourth – their carer – is now 
freed of her duties

Cairns campaign generates 
more than 5000 glasses for PNG

“For older people, something as 
simple as being able to read their 
Bible again means a great deal”
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inspired her to take it 
to the next level.
“Morgan did a fantastic 
job – she got in touch 
with about 30 hotels 
and tourism businesses 
requesting that they go 
through lost property 
and ask staff to bring 
old pairs of glasses in,” 
Yolonde explains. 
The motivated teen 
also set up collection 
boxes at local schools, 
asked optometrists 
to put posters in their 
waiting rooms, and 
gave interviews for 
local media.
The response from 
the public was 
overwhelming and 
boxes of glasses 
started to overtake 
Morgan’s and Yolonde’s 
living rooms!
One pharmacy chain 

even held an instore 
competition for 
the ‘most creative 
collection point’, with 
balloons, streamers, 
handmade signs and 
PNG flags ensuring that 
every customer knew 
about the drive.
Packages came 
from further afield in 
Queensland as well 
as other Australian 
states and cities – 
glasses of all shapes 
and sizes, from bulk 
lenses available at 
discount stores to 
pairs of glamorous and 
expensive designer 
brands including 
Tiffany & Co, Gucci, 
Prada and Bulgari.
When the MV YWAM 
PNG ship docked in 
Cairns at the end of 
July on its way to PNG, 

the glasses tally was 
more than 3500. 
Even more arrived 
when about 100 
members of Rotary 
clubs from across Far 
North Queensland 
boarded the vessel for 
a tour of its medical 
facilities, afternoon 
tea and a handover 
ceremony of the 
glasses to the ship’s 
onboard optometry 
team.
Despite the campaign 
officially ending in 
July, donations have 
continued and more 
than 5000 pairs have 
now been handed 
over for sorting and 
distribution – a result 
with which Yolonde is 
absolutely thrilled. 
“These donations will 
help thousands of 

people so I can’t thank 
the community enough 
for their generosity, 
along with the efforts 
of the Lions Eyeglass 
Recycling Centre which 
grades and sorts all the 
prescription lenses,” 
she says.
On the ground in PNG, 
YWAM’s Anna Scott, a 
full-time volunteer with 
the organisation, never 
tires of witnessing 
the transformation 
in people – many of 
whom had lost hope of 
ever being able to see 
again.
“Most of the population 
in rural areas don’t 
have any access to 
optical services – we 
often have people who 
travel long distances 
for the opportunity 
to be seen, in the 
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KPHL is the State’s nominee through its 
subsidiary Kroton in the ExxonMobil operated 
PNG LNG project. KPHL’s 16.57% participating 
interest is the third largest share in this 
multi-field, multi-party integrated venture that 
has a development cost of over US$ 19 billion 
and includes a gas conditioning plant upstream 
in Hides; a combined 700 kilometres of 
on-shore and offshore pipeline and a two train 
LNG plant near Port Moresby. The PNG LNG 
Project is producing over 8 million tonnes of gas 
per annum and will produce over 9TCF of gas 
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CREATING WEALTH AND OPPORTUNITIES FOR 
PAPUA NEW GUINEA NOW AND INTO THE FUTURE

OUR INVESTMENT PORTFOLIO       We are focused on 
consolidating our position 
as the State’s nominee 
in all future oil and gas 
developments, including 
the expansion of the PNG 
LNG Project; the Papua 
LNG project, operated by 
Total SA and Pasca A, the 
first offshore project 
operated by Twinza Oil.
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Images above show PNG patients – young and old – having their vision tested by YWAM volunteers
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hope that glasses will 
help improve their 
sight,” she says. “It’s a 
wonderful experience 
to be there. People do 
like to choose their own 
pair of reading glasses, 
which have more 
selection available – 
I remember one lady 
choosing a pair of 
purple frames to match 
her top!” 
Morgan Elliston’s 
involvement in the 
glasses drive has 
also inspired her to 

volunteer onboard 
the YWAM PNG on its 
November outreach 
visit that includes a 
return trip to Gulf 
Province where glasses 
are being distributed. 
“I really enjoyed being 
part of the campaign 
because I got such 
positive feedback from 
everyone involved,” she 
explains. “It’s inspired 
me to apply as a 
volunteer, which will be 
very challenging but an 
amazing experience.”

In Australia, an 
advertising campaign 
is currently running 
where actors posing 
as medical researchers 
in need of live test 
subjects, ask people 
how much they would 
sell their eyes for. 
Participants in the 
“Priceless Eyes Project” 
turn down offers of 
millions of dollars to 
keep their eyes. “I’ve 
got a family... I just 
couldn’t,” one mother 
stammers, and others 

wipe away tears as 
they consider the 
ramifications of never 
again being able to see.
It’s a confronting 
reminder of how much 
we value our eyes, and 
highlights too how 
precious is the gift 
being given to people 
of rural and remote 
PNG who thought their 
sight was lost forever. 
To see is a gift so great 
that it simply has no 
price.   

Ella Waibala, 54, from 
Goodenough Island, 
was semi-blinded by 
an injury in her left eye, 
and facing complete 
blindness in her right 
eye due to a growing 
cataract. 
However, thanks 
to volunteer 
ophthalmologist 
Dr Keith Maslin, the 
cataract has been 
removed and Ella is 
happily now able to see 
clearly again out of this 
eye.

In September, Ella 
became the 1000th 
PNG recipient of 
life-changing eye 
surgery aboard the 
YWAM medical ship, 
which at the time was 
conducting clinics in 
remote communities of 
Milne Bay.
The milestone surgical 
tally was particularly 
special for Dr Keith 
as he was also the 
one who performed 
the first eye surgery 
in PNG for the global 

missionary organisation 
YWAM (Youth With A 
Mission) back in 2010!
The stories of restored 
sight over the years 
are many, and stretch 
across many coastal 
communities of PNG. 
There is 27-year-old 
Makasi who was able to 
see her young children 
for the first time, six-
year-old Mandy who 
had been blind for 
three years (ie. half her 
young life!) and can 
now see her family’s 
faces again, and 
17-year-old Bray who 
lost his vision at 14 but 
is now back in school.
Other patients are 
excited to read again, 
to take part again in 
their family’s daily 
routines, or see the 

mountains and trees of 
their village.
Congratulations 
to YWAM and 
its volunteers for 
this remarkable 
achievement, which 
was well timed in the 
leadup to World Sight 
Day on Thursday, 
October 11. 
During the MV YWAM 
PNG medical ship’s 
two-week deployment 
to Milne Bay in 
September, the team 
not only provided eye 
care, they delivered 
immunisations, 
maternal health 
services, TB screening, 
dentistry procedures, 
health education, and 
training and support 
for local health workers.

Ella Waibala (centre) smiles after becoming 
the 1000th patient to receive eye surgery from 
YWAM medical volunteers in PNG. With her 
is ophthalmologist Dr Keith Maslin (left) and 
Alotau Hospital scrub nurse Alice Eroro

After the bandages come off, Ella can see clearly 
again and does some eye exercises
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