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Corneal Endothelial Degeneration

The cornea is the clear front layer of the eyeball.  It helps to bend light as it enters the eye so it can be focused on the retina.  It also serves as an impermeable barrier between the structures inside the eye and the outside environment.  Under normal conditions, the cornea is “clear” because it has no blood vessels, relatively little to no water or pigment and has a very specialized organization of its fibers.  The total thickness is slightly less than 1 millimeter and microscopically, it is composed of 4 thin but distinct layers, the innermost layer of which is the endothelium.  The endothelium’s main purpose is to keep the cornea relatively dehydrated.

Endothelial degeneration is a defect in the number of endothelial cells, resulting in a buildup of fluid in the cornea.  It usually affects both eyes and makes them appear bluish-white in color.  It can occur in any dog, but is common in certain breeds of dogs, including Boston Terriers, Chihuahuas and Dachshunds.  When fluid continues to build up in the cornea, it can coalesce into small blister-like structures called bullae.  These bullae can migrate to the front layer of the cornea, rupture, and cause ulceration.  The veterinarian may prescribe medications to help prevent bullae from forming, depending on the severity of disease in your pet.  Surgery to prevent chronic ulceration secondary to the bullae may be an option for your pet as well.

Important Points in Treatment

1. There is no effective treatment or prevention.  The cornea will continue to imbibe fluid, leading to a denser bluish-white color.

2. It can cause visual deficits when severe.

3. Your pet will need to be monitored for bullae formation and ulceration if indicated.
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