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Diabetes can damage your eyes and, if left
" unchecked, lead to blindness.

Weords Thea O'Connor

When Ros Martin discovered in her early
20s that her failing sight was due to dia-
betic retinopathy, she thought treatment
would save her vision. After almost a year
of laser treatment on both her eyes, how-
ever, she went completely blind at the age
of 24, late in 1980.

Diabetic retinopathy occurs when dia-
betes (a condition that affects the body’s
ability to store and use glucose) damages
the fine blood vessels that nourish the ret-
ina, the seeing part of the eye.

Martin’s outcome was unusual. Laser
treatment, while unable to restore vision
that has been lost, is usually success-
ful in preventing further deterio-

degree of retinopathy can be inevitable,
even if you take good care of yourself.”

Diabetes Australia— NSW estimates that
about 1.5 million Australians have dia-
betes. According to the National Health
and Medical Research Council, three out of
four diabetics will show mild signs of retin-
opathy after 15 years and about one in four
diabetics will develop advanced retinopa-
thy after 15 years.

It's only when retinopathy becomes
advanced that vision is affected. Martin
remembers experiencing eyestrain and dif-
ficulty focusing a couple of months before
she had her eyes examined.

Chong says blurring, difficulty reading,

floaters and shadows are other symp-
toms that can signal advanced

ration in people with diabetic retinopathy.

retinopathy. “Don’t wait until you have
“I knew there were problems as retinopathy
serious  consequences  of can be quite advanced by
diabetes, including effects the time you notice
’(()}rlli ntla(yesighﬁl flﬁt I didn’t I kneW there some’(h'in}%t w}rlong wn};
it wo appen to . your sight,” he says. “
me,” says Mmﬁn,pnow WeIe SEI1ous want to see people
2 and a mother of two. when their vision is
ghe was diagnosed with Conse.quences good so I can slow
tz;pe 1 diabetes when of d_labete& dpv}vla Tt}lllet’ Ios}i .[tqf
she was 10. . . sight|. That's why it’s
Sydney ophthalmol- lnChldlng really important to
ogist Robert Chong have regular eye
sees many patients effects on checks — at least every

with diabetes. “Many eyesigh‘t butl two years.”
say, Tve done every- ’ More frequent

thing right, how come

didn't think it

checks are needed if

I've got it?” I always ask you already have signs
about their blood pres- would happen of retinopathy, poorly
betcconzcl 35 high tome. +disetes high ‘lood
blood pressurye can make Ros Martin pressure, hi;gh cholesterol

retinopathy worse. Some

or if you are pregnant.



Hindsight . . .
Ros Martin
(above, with
her two sons)
went blind
from diabetic
retinopathy at
the age of 24.
Photo: Vision
Australia.

Preventing the progression of retinopa-
thy in type 1 diabetes, which accounts for
about 10 per cent of cases of diabetes and is
caused by an inability to produce insulin,
can be particularly challenging. “It's a
more aggressive form of the disease and
poor compliance with treatment [diet and
insulin injections] during teenage years is
not uncommon,” Chong says.

Martin says that while her diabetic con-
trol was excellent until the age of 15 and
good again in her 20s, she indulged in
alcohol, cigarettes and unhealthy food dur-
ing her late teens.

Type 2 diabetes usually affects people
over the age of 30 and accounts for about
go per cent of cases. The risk of diabetic
retinopathy is only slightly reduced for
people whose type 2 diabetes is controlled
by diet alone, according to the research
council. Unhealthy lifestyle behaviours
such as weight gain and lack of exercise
often trigger the onset of this condition,
which occurs when insulin is produced by
the body but cannot be used effectively.

Sixty-year-old David Webster was diag-
nosed with type 2 diabetes when he was
25. He now has advanced retinopathy. “I
used to be really fit but from about age 30
1 became quite inactive. I've smoked all my

Things to remember

I Aimost everyone with diabetes will
develop retincpathy.

1 Good control of diabetes and regular
eye examinations can prevent vision 10ss.
1 Achieving healthy blood pressure and
blood cholesterol also helps prevent
disease progression.

17The sooner retinopathy is detected,
the better the outcome.

adult life, giving up five years ago. It’s hard
for me to exercise and lose weight as I lost
my leg to gangrene a year ago. [ didn’t
realise diabetes was so dangerous — I used
to think you couldn’t eat sugar and that
was it.”

Chong says good blood glucose control
can delay the onset and progression of
diabetic retinopathy. “A healthy diet,
regular exercise, weight control, regular
blood glucose monitoring and regular eye
checks can make the difference between
maintaining sight for life or losing it.”

For more information, contact Diabetes
Australia - NSW on 1300 136 588.



