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vision

Over time, it becomes hard to focus on objects up close 
(presbyopia) and reading glasses become the norm as 
the natural eye lens becomes less flexible. While this 
is inevitable, there are other eye problems that can be 
prevented or treated before we are vision impaired. 

For instance, what are common in Singapore are 
cataracts, glaucoma, age-related macular degeneration, 
retinal detachment, and diabetic retinopathy when retinal 
blood vessels are damaged. “Early detection and treatment 
can prevent blindness,” explained Dr Leonard Ang, Medical 
Director of The Eye & Cornea Transplant Centre and the 
Premium Lasik Surgery Clinic at Paragon.

As an example, 77-year old Madam Lim had cataracts 
and suffered from poor vision for many years. Her 
misconception that surgery was only required for patients 
with very bad vision, coupled with her fear of pain, kept her 
from going for surgery for many years.

When she saw Dr Ang, her vision had deteriorated and 
cataracts were at an advanced stage. She eventually agreed 
to undergo surgery, which lasted all of 15 minutes and was 
painless. 

A day after the surgery, she was pleasantly surprised 
that she could see very clearly and 

discomfort was minimal. She 
shared that she would have gone 
ahead with the surgery if she had 
known that it was such a simple 
yet beneficial procedure.

“Apart from 
removing the 
cataracts, cataract 
surgery helps to 
restore a person’s 
vision. It can correct all forms 
of refractive error, such as myopia 
(near-sightedness), hyperopia 
(far-sightedness), astigmatism and 
presbyopia (“lao hua”). Advances 
in intraocular lens technology can 
enable patients to see more clearly 
and help patients to reduce or even 
eliminate the need for spectacles 
after surgery.” 

Dr Leonard Ang 

Cataracts
The most common robber of sight worldwide, cataracts 
occur when the natural clear lens of the eye becomes 
cloudy, reducing the amount of light entering the eye. 
Almost 80% of Singaporeans aged 60 years and above 
suffer from some degree of cataract. 

Symptoms 
•	 A painless, gradual, progressive loss of vision
•	 Both distant vision and near vision are affected
•	 Things appear less bright

Diagnosis
The cataract is diagnosed by an examination by an eye 
specialist. 

Treatment
Cataract surgery 
•	 Recommended if the cataract is impairing vision and 

affecting  daily activities
•	 A  safe and effective day surgery procedure 
•	 Takes less than 30 minutes to complete

Phacoemulsification
•	 Cataract is removed through a small incision
•	 An artificial lens is inserted 

Aftercare
Modern cataract surgery results in minimal discomfort. 

The recovery is relatively fast and patients can resume 
most of their regular activities within a few weeks of the 
surgery.

Glaucoma
An increase in the pressure of the eye (intraocular pressure) 
causing progressive damage to the optic nerve and 
subsequent loss of vision can result in glaucoma, which 
leads to irreversible blindness and usually affects the 
middle-aged or elderly. Glaucoma may present as a slowly 
progressive disease (chronic form), or as a sudden increase 
in eye pressure (acute form).   

When vision starts fading, we are no 
longer concerned about how attractive 
our eyes are. We just want to see well 
enough to live independently, and to 
enjoy the sight of all we hold dear. 
RACHEL CHAN discovers that with 
medical advances, sight can often be 
saved if intervention is early enough.
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Symptoms 
Chronic Glaucoma
Early Stage
•	 No symptoms
•	 Peripheral vision is affected first
Advanced Stage
•	 Painless progressive loss of vision
•	 Central vision is affected at the late stage

Acute Glaucoma 
•	 Sudden severe eye pain 
•	 Vision loss
•	 Redness

Diagnosis 
The eye specialist will measure the intraocular pressure, 
examine the nerve appearance and carry out a visual 
field test to assess nerve function. 

Treatment
•	 Eye drops to control the eye pressure
•	 Laser treatment to treat and prevent future cases 

from occurring

vision

•	 Eye pressure controlled with trabeculectomy surgery to 
drain fluid out of the eye 

Age-related Macular Degeneration
Ageing can wreak havoc on the macula – the central part 
of the retina responsible for central sharp vision – and 
cause it to deteriorate over time. People over the age of 
60 are more prone to developing age-related macular 
degeneration (AMD) which comes in the form of Dry AMD 
or Wet AMD.

Symptoms 
Dry AMD
•	 Progressive degeneration of the retina
•	 A gradual loss of central vision

Wet AMD
•	 Abnormal leaky vessels or a membrane beneath the 

retinal layer
•	 Abnormal vessels may bleed or leak fluid
•	 Sudden dramatic loss of vision
•	 Distortion of vision 
•	 A shadow over the central vision

Diagnosis 
Diagnostic tests include angiograms where injected dyes 
can help to visualise any abnormal vessels or leakage from 
AMD, as well as retinal scans. 

Treatment
Dry AMD
•	 No specific treatment 
•	 Smokers are advised to quit their nicotine-inhaling 

habits as this will prevent the disease from worsening

Wet AMD
•	 Injecting drugs such as Lucentis (Ranibizumab) and 

Avastin (Bevacizumab) into the eye to stop the 
abnormal blood vessels from growing 

•	 Laser treatment such as argon laser or photodynamic 
therapy to seal off the abnormal vessels and prevent 
leakage of fluid from these vessel

Diabetic Retinopathy
Diabetes retinopathy is a common complication of diabetes 
mellitus, where the small vessels of the retina (nerve 
layer) are affected. The incidence of diabetic retinopathy 
increases with the duration of diabetes, and happens when 
the diabetic control is not optimal. 

Symptoms 
Early Stage
•	 Tiny blood spots
•	 Small vessel changes (microaneurysms) 
•	 Leakage of fluid, proteins and fat (exudates) 
•	 Vision may deteriorate if the macula is involved

Advanced Stage
•	 New abnormal vessels may develop 

(neovascularisation) 
•	 Immature new vessels may rupture and bleed into  

the eye 
•	 Sudden loss of vision

Diagnosis
Patients with diabetes should go for regular eye checks to 
examine the retina. A Fundus Flourescein Angiogram (FFA) 
may be performed to evaluate the severity and extent of 
the disease. 
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Treatment
Early Stage
•	 Mild retinal changes
•	 Regular monitoring of patient

Advanced Stage
•	 Laser treatment to prevent loss of vision
•	 Vitrectomy surgery may be required to remove the blood if 

there is significant bleeding in the eye which does not clear

Prevention 
Patients with diabetes should ensure good control of their 
diabetes with proper diet control and medication. This 
would help to prevent the onset and progression of diabetic 
complications in the eye. Patients should undergo regular eye 
examinations to detect and monitor retinal changes.

Retinal detachment
When the retina is separated from the outer layers of the eye, 
the nerve layer loses its function, resulting in loss of vision. 

People who are very short-sighted are more prone to retinal 
tears and detachments. Patients with a family history of retinal 
detachment are also at higher risk.

Diagnosis
If patients experience these symptoms, they should see an eye 
specialist to have their eyes examined for possible retinal tears 
or detachment.

Symptoms
•	 A sudden increase in the number of floaters, or flashes  

of light 
•	 An appearance of a shadow or blurring of vision in a 

particular part of the visual field
•	 Shadow or blurry area may progress like a curtain to involve 

a larger area
•	 Vision will drop significantly when the central retina is affected.

Treatment
Torn retina but no detachment
•	 Laser treatment performed to seal the break and prevent 

the retina from detaching. 

Detached retina
•	 Urgent surgery to reattach the retina 

*Information provided by Dr Leonard Ang


