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	When people are told that they have a cataract, often their reaction is that of concern and fear about complete loss of sight. This is a normal reaction and is based upon a lack of understanding about what cataract actually is and what can be done to correct the condition. We hope that these pages can answer questions about cataract and how it is treated.

What is a cataract?
When a cataract develops it is a clouding or opacity of the lens, which is inside the eye.

In order to understand what a cataract is, it is useful to learn a little about how the eye works.
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Inside the eye, lies the coloured part of the eye (iris) with the black hole in the centre (pupil). Behind this is a lens. In the normal eye the lens is clear like glass. It helps to focus light rays on to the nerve layer at the back of the eye (retina). When cataract develops the lens becomes cloudy. The picture that the retina receives becomes dull and fuzzy.

What are the symptoms of cataract?

Cataract usually forms slowly and people experience a gradual blurring of vision. People often begin cleaning their glasses frequently as the cataract causes the sensation of very dirty spectacle lenses. Increased glare with sunlight and headlights may also be a problem particularly for drivers.

Common cataract questions.

Q. Do cataracts spread from eye to eye? 

A. No, although often they develop in both eyes at the same time. 

Q. Has my cataract been caused by overuse of my eyes? 

A. No. Cataract is not caused by overuse of the eyes and using the eyes when cataract starts to develop will not make the cataract worse. 

Q. Are there different kinds of cataract? 

A. Yes. Cataracts can be caused by injuries to the eye, systemic disease, medication or old age as well as other causes. Some age-related cataracts progress rapidly with frequent changes of spectacle prescription while others progress only very slowly over many years. 

Q. I have diabetes, am I more likely to develop cataract? 

A. Yes. Cataract is more common in people who have certain diseases such as diabetes.

Can it be cured?

Yes, once removed, the cataract will not return.

What is the treatment? 

When a cataract progresses to the point that it is interfering with daily activities and normal lifestyle, the patient is referred to a hospital eye clinic for examination and assessment.  If the ophthalmologist (eye doctor) decides that surgery is indicated the patient is placed on a waiting list; the operation is usually carried out after about three months.  Surgery is the only effective way to remove the cloudy lens as cataract cannot be removed with a laser beam or by medication. As it is common for cataract to develop more quickly in one eye than the other the more seriously affected eye is usually operated on first.

Twenty years or more ago a cataract operation involved a stay in hospital of as much as twelve or thirteen days, a general anaesthetic was used and afterwards either very thick “Cataract glasses” or contact lenses were needed to see.

These days modern microsurgery has come on by leaps and bounds. Most cataract operations are now performed as day cases under local anaesthetic so that the total time spent in the hospital in usually around 3-4 hours, your vision is usually reasonable good within a few hours of the operation and you often don’t even require an eye-patch to go home let alone thick glasses!

Removal of the lens involves an operation, which makes a tiny opening approximately 3mm (1/8th inch) wide in the eye at the edge of the cornea. A probe is inserted through this hole into the eye which dissolves the cataract by ultrasound enabling it to be sucked out in small pieces. A rolled up soft lens (implant) is then inserted through the hole, unrolled and placed in the correct position inside the eye. 

This soft lens is carefully chosen to correct the vision so that, in most cases, either only very weak glasses or no glasses at all are needed for distance vision, even if you have had to wear distance glasses for many years. Most people still require reading glasses after a cataract removal.

Can there be complications?

All surgery has the potential for problems, however serious complications are uncommon following cataracts surgery. The most likely are: 

1. Infection following cataract surgery is very uncommon but can be serious. If the eye should become red or sore in the days following surgery, you must contact the ophthalmology department. 

2. Inflammation of the eye. This is called uveitis. The eye may become red and aching. This can be treated with drops. 

3. Thickening of the membrane behind the new lens can occur in the months or years following surgery. This is referred to as posterior capsular opacity. This is usually easily treated with a laser.
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