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Cataracts and Your pet
What are cataracts?

    In the normal eye, light passes through the clear cornea and lens, which act together to focus a sharp image on the retina. The retina is the nerve layer in the back of the eye that perceives the image and projects the signal to the brain for interpretation.

    A cataract is an opacity of the lens. A small opacity in the lens has minimal effect on vision. When the entire lens becomes opaque, a blurred, incomplete image reaches the retina resulting in impaired vision. Dogs with advanced cataracts see light, shadows, and motion. They cannot recognize people or locate objects. Dogs with cataracts lose interest in their surroundings resulting in decreased activity.

Causes of cataracts

    The most common cause of cataracts in dogs is an inherited defect of the lens. In addition, dogs develop cataracts due to old age, diabetes mellitus, and other less common causes. Cataracts can also form  secondary to deterioration of the retina. No treatment is beneficial for cataracts resulting from retinal degeneration since vision loss is due to damage of the nerve layer in the back of the eye. If we can view the retina, we usually are able to determine if retinal degeneration is present. In dogs where advanced cataracts prevent a clear view of the retina, we perform a test called an electroretinogram to assess retinal function and ocular ultrasound to rule out preexisting retinal detachment.
Treatment of cataracts

    No known medications have any effect on either slowing the rate of cataract formation or causing the cataract to dissolve. The only treatment available to restore vision is cataract surgery. 

Criteria for cataract surgery

    The goal of cataract surgery is to improve the quality of life of an animal who has vision problems from cataracts. Surgery is considered once an animal starts having problems seeing. If concurrent medical problems increase the risk of anesthesia, surgery is not an option. Dogs with retinal degeneration do not benefit from cataract surgery.

Cataract surgery

    Cataract surgery is routinely performed in our practice. Unless there is a problem in one of the eyes, we remove the cataract from both eyes at the same time. The success rate for restoring vision, in an animal that is a good surgery candidate, is 90 to 92%. This implies that 8 to 10% of animals that have cataract surgery performed will not see long term after surgery, sometimes as a direct result of the surgery. Complications that can develop include, but are not limited to, retinal detachment, glaucoma, infection, retinal degeneration, posterior capsular opacification, etc. 

   On the day of surgery, the animal comes into the hospital at 9 AM. We treat the eyes for several hours with topical medications.  General anesthesia is necessary to perform the surgery in animals. The actual surgery time is 45 to 90 minutes. The patient goes home later that afternoon. We use a technique called phacoemulsification. With this procedure, we ultrasonically fragment and aspirate the lens through a 1/4 inch incision at the periphery of the cornea. Phacoemulsification is the state-of-the-art procedure used in human and veterinary medicine. There is no such thing as Laser surgery for cataracts in human or veterinary medicine.
  Following surgery, exercise is restricted for 30 days. Animals are treated with topical corticosteroid eye drops or ointment for a minimum of 4 to 5 weeks. The dog goes home with an Elizabethan collar. This collar, although cumbersome, keeps the animal from rubbing at the eyes and protects the eyes from damage.

Vision after cataract surgery

    Animals and people use their lenses for minor focusing adjustments so they can see near objects. The majority of the focusing power of the eye is provided by the cornea. After removing the lens, animals see objects in the distance better than up close. In addition, a 12 diopter refractive error is introduced making vision blurry but still considerably better than when the cataracts were in place.

Artificial lenses

    In humans, the refractive error in vision, caused by removing the lens , is compensated for by inserting an artificial lens called an IOL (Intraocular lens). We typically insert IOLs in animals and return their vision as close to normal as possible. 

Follow up

    Animals go home the day of surgery. We recheck the dog at 3 to 4 days, 2 weeks, and 5 weeks after surgery.   

Preparation for Anesthesia 

    Non-diabetic animals should receive no food or water after 8 pm the night before surgery. 

    Preparation for anesthesia in dogs that are diabetic is different. On the day before surgery, dogs with diabetes should receive the normal dosage of insulin along with normal food and water. On the mourning of surgery give half a dose of insulin and no food or water.     

