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Cataracts and Cataract Surgery

Cataracts are, by definition, any opacity within the lens of the eye or its capsule.  The lens of the eye functions are much the same as the lens of a camera, helping to focus objects on the retina so that an image may be processed by the visual centers of the brain.  Cataracts, if affecting a significant portion of the lens, interfere with light reaching the retina and result in loss of vision and blindness.  In small animal patients, especially dogs, cataracts are often inherited with the cataract genetically programmed to occur from birth.  Other causes of cataracts include diabetes, ocular trauma, and ocular inflammation.

Treatment:

Although many drops and pills have been marketed over the years to treat cataracts, there remains only one accepted, successful treatment – surgery.  The surgery is designed to remove the cataract, thereby allowing light to reach the retina and the animal to see.  There are several methods of cataract surgery, but the one used at MedVet, and most other ophthalmology services, is termed phacofragmentation.  This is the most advanced and successful method to remove cataracts in both animals and humans.  It allows removal of the cataract through a very small incision, first fragmenting the cataract, then aspirating the pieces through the incision.  This is a very effective and fast method of cataract surgery.

Prior to performing cataract surgery, we must ensure both your animal and his eyes are in otherwise good health.  We perform routine blood screening tests to evaluate overall health and 2 tests on the eye, an ocular ultrasound and an electroretinogram (ERG) to ensure that the eye is otherwise normal.  The ultrasound examines for abnormalities of the posterior portion of the eye, such as a retinal detachment.  The ERG tests the function of the retina.

Once the cataract is successfully removed, the animal can see again.  In addition to removal of the lens, an artificial intraocular lens (IOL) is routinely implanted at the time or surgery.  Implantation of an IOL will provide your animal with vision that is very similar to normal.  If it is not possible to implant an IOL in your pet, they are still able to see following cataract surgery, but are considered farsighted.

Prognosis and Complications:

The success of cataract surgery is determined by multiple factors, and the veterinary ophthalmologist has estimated a success rate of _____% in your pet.  The most common potential complications, all of which are infrequent, include (but are not limited to) anesthetic risk, post surgical glaucoma, retinal detachment, infection, and intraocular scar formation.  Complications, while rare, can result in a failure to see following surgery.

Postoperative Care:

At the time of discharge, you will receive explicit written instructions for aftercare and it is imperative that medications are administered as directed.  Pets are discharged with at least two different medications to be given 4 times a day. Failure to properly treat your pet after surgery can result in devastating complications.

We also recommend that you purchase a harness for your pet.  Your pet pulling on a collar around the neck increases intraocular pressure, which we would like to avoid during the two week post-operative period.

Each pet will be discharged with an Elizabethan collar (E-collar) that they must wear at all times until reevaluated 2 weeks after surgery.  Your pet will be able to eat, drink, and sleep with the e-collar on.  Once or twice daily, we recommend that you remove the collar to clean it and the hair around your pet’s neck to avoid skin infections from the collar.  Someone will have to restrain your pet while this is being performed to prevent your pet from damaging his eyes.  The suture material used to close the incision is finer than a human hair.  Dehiscence of the surgical site requires a second surgery under general anesthesia to close the incision again.

For the two-week postoperative period, your pet cannot play with toys or other dogs.  While unattended, we recommend that you separate your pet from other pets.  Your pet should also be outside for attended leash walks only, no off leash activity outside.  Your pet also cannot be bathed during the two-week post-operative period.

Your pet will be reevaluated the day after surgery, 2 weeks post-operatively, and with a possible 1 week recheck at the doctor’s discretion. If that evaluation is normal, your pet will need reevaluated 4-6 weeks after that.  We then recommend seeing your pet in 2-3 months after the second visit.  For the rest of your pet’s life, we recommend reevaluations every 4- 6 months to keep vision as long as possible. 

All post-surgery examinations within the first 2 weeks will be included in these co  sts. All other examinations after surgery will be considered as a regular recheck examination and will be an additional charge.

Frequently Asked Questions

How is my pet’s cataract surgery different from my own cataract surgery?

The cataract surgery that is performed here is essentially identical to cataract surgery in humans including instrumentation and the placement of artificial lenses to restore vision.

How soon after surgery will my pet see?

Once your pet is fully awake from anesthesia, they are able to see.

Why is one eye not half the cost of two eyes?

The majority of the cost associated with cataract surgery is the pre-operative testing, the anesthesia, hospitalization, set up of the surgical room, and use of instrumentation.  Therefore, it is not simply half the cost to perform surgery in one eye.

What happens if my pet does not get cataract surgery?

If your pet does not get cataract surgery, for whatever reason, the cataract will remain and the lens will continue to leak lens proteins into the eye.  These proteins cause inflammation within the eye, and predispose your pet to a lens luxation, retinal detachment and/or glaucoma. A retinal detachment is not painful; however, lens luxation, inflammation and glaucoma are painful and warrant medications or surgery to alleviate pain.  If your pet does not have cataract surgery, we recommend that a complete ocular examination with intraocular pressure evaluation be performed every 3-6 months to prolong comfort for your pet.
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