Laser Treatment for Clinically Significant Macular Edema

By Dudley H. Harris, M.D.

  

I have examined your eyes and found a problem caused by diabetes. We call this problem “clinically significant macular edema ”. I'll explain these terms in a moment. 

  

The problem you have comes from the damage that diabetes does to the small blood vessels in your eye. You can think of it like this: red blood cells carry oxygen to your retina. In order to accomplish this, red cells have to squeeze through tiny retinal blood vessels called capillaries.   Normally this is not hard to do because the red cells are soft and flexible like spaghetti.   They slide right through the small vessels.   But if the blood sugar is too high it's as if the red cells are coated with sugar like sugar doughnuts.   They have a rough surface. When they force their way through the capillaries they scrape the vessel walls.   Think of wearing shoe that doesn't fit right. If you walk only few steps it doesn't hurt, but if you walk a couple miles the continual minor irritation will turn into a blister. So over a period of time the “sugar doughnuts” will cause serious damage to the blood vessel wall. 

  

Damage to the vessel wall can cause leakage. Remember that blood is made up of 35% red cells and 65% fluid.   The fluid is called serum. This serum can leak through damaged vessels and into the retina where it cause swelling of the retina.   We call this swelling “edema”. If the edema is in or near the center of the vision it can cause a decrease in vision. The center of the retina is called the macula. That explains where the term “macular edema” comes from.   

  

The way we get rid of the swelling is by applying laser treatment to your retina. Research and experience has shown that putting laser spots in the areas of swelling helps the fluid to go away and helps the retina to flatten out. The laser beam is just a very intense light. When the laser light rays strike your retina it makes something like a little spot-weld. This acts to reduce the fluid and flatten the retina.   

  

The treatment for macular edema doesn't hurt. You will just see a bright flash of light when I shoot the laser beam.  Usually 50-150 laser spots are sufficient for the treatment. I will try to put in enough laser spots to fix the problem but not so many that your vision suffers. This means that sometimes the first treatment may not get rid of all the fluid. So two or perhaps three treatments will be needed. We usually wait about four months between treatments.   

  

The statistics of the laser treatment show that about one third of cases have an improvement in the vision and about two thirds of cases are simply protected from further serum leakage and damage with the vision being unchanged.   This is why we like to treat early in the course of the problem before any vision is lost due to retinal swelling. Once vision has been lost due to this problem it is difficult to get the vision back to normal.   

  

Now we have to bring in one more fact you need to know about diabetic macular edema. There are three things that make the edema worse: high blood pressure, high cholesterol and smoking. If the cholesterol is high, there can be an accumulation of thick yellow deposit in the retina.   We call this deposit exudate . The exudate is prone to occur in the macula and cause decreased vision. Sometimes even the most vigorous laser treatment cannot get rid of the exudate. Elevated blood pressure makes this problem worse. And smoking damages the blood vessels and seriously worsens the effects of diabetes.   We really don't like to see exudate in the macula so we look for ways to prevent this from happening or to stop the accumulation if it has already started.   Reducing the blood cholesterol level and blood pressure really helps. This is why it is so important for you to work with your doctor to control your blood pressure and cholesterol.   I will do what I can with the laser, but the real solution is up to you and your doctor. And it goes without saying that if you are a smoker you absolutely must stop smoking. 

  

Here is another fact. Edema and exudates can occur anywhere in the retina, but it is most dangerous when it is in the center of the retina called the macula . If it is in the macula then we know it threatens your vision and is therefore very significant in terms of your ability to see. We call the “clinically significant” to distinguish it from other area in the retina that do not need treatment with laser.  Now you know where we get the term for your problem…” clinically significant macular edema”. 

  

When you arrive at my office at 800 McCullough for your laser treatment you will be given eye drops to dilate your pupils. After your pupils dilate the technician usually will take a photograph. We want to have a before and after view of your eye. I will put a special contact lens on your eye to focus the laser beam. Then I will put in the laser treatment. The treatment takes about five to ten minutes. After I have finished you can go home.   Please have someone drive you home because the eye we treated will be blurry from the dilation.   You won't need any eye drops, and you don't need to take any special precautions.   Just go about your normal activities. You may notice that you have some spots in your vision. These are from the bright light of the laser, and they should go away after a few days. 

  

I am optimistic that this laser treatment will help you, and I'm looking forward to taking care of you now and through the coming years. 

  

Dudley Harris, MD 

