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PRESENTER: Welcome to the third RNIB Podcast to coincide with the launch of our latest public campaign - RNIB Eye Health Week.

Appearances can be deceptive.  Your eyes might look great and your eyesight might be fine, but that doesn't necessarily mean your eyes are healthy.

Did you know that some sight-threatening conditions, such as glaucoma, have no symptoms and could cause you to lose up to 40 percent of your sight before you even notice a difference? It’s shocking, but an eye test could pick up these conditions and save your sight. 

In this podcast we'll be talking to people on the street about eye health. We've also got stories from three people who developed sight problems: how did eye tests help them find out what was happening? And finally, children's eye tests - an optometrist tells us why eye tests are important for children and lets us sit in on an eye test with two young people from Cardiff.

First though, we went out on the street to ask people how much they knew about eye tests and keeping their eyes healthy.
INTERVIEWER: Of all your senses, which one do you most fear losing?

PERSON 1: Sight - I think you are most disabled if you lose your sight.

PERSON 2: Yes, I guess I agree that sight would be the worse thing because you rely on it for everything don't you so…

INTERVIEWER: And when was the last time you had an eye test?

PERSON 2: Mine was about a year ago.

INTERVIEWER: And who do you think is most at risk of sight loss?

PERSON 2: Good question! (Laughs)

INTERVIEWER: Do you think you're at risk?

PERSON 1: I guess as much as anyone, no? Over 40, people get glasses don't they?

INTERVIEWER: So if you are from certain backgrounds you are more at risk of conditions, did you know that?

PERSON 1: No I didn't know that. 

INTERVIEWER: Did you know that smoking can increase your chances of sight loss?

PERSON 1: I do know now!

INTERVIEWER: Would that make you want to give up?

PERSON 1: Yes, I am trying to stop.

INTERVIEWER: Is that an incentive to stop?

PERSON 1: Yes, it is. You should tell people that everywhere. Put that on the cigarette packets!

OPTOMETRIST: RNIB recommends regular eye tests at least every two years for 16 -59 year olds and annually for everybody else, unless advised otherwise.  

INTERVIEWER: When was the last time you went to have your eyes tested?
PERSON 3: Probably about a year and a half ago I would say, two years maybe. That was the first time since I was a child.

INTERVIEWER:  Really?

PERSON 3: Yep

INTERVIEWER: Did you realise you are supposed to get your eyes tested every two years?

PERSON 3: No, I didn't know that.

INTERVIEWER: If I told you that you could lose up to 40% of your sight without realising there was a problem, would that shock you?

PERSON 3: Yes, it would. Well, it's something I don't think about but yes it would.

INTERVIEWER: Would knowing that make you want to go and get your eyes tested?

PERSON 3: Yes.

OPTOMETRIST: An eye test checks your general eye health and your sight to see if you need glasses. But it can also help detect sight-threatening eye conditions, many of which can be successfully treated if detected in time.

INTERVIEWER:  So when did you last have an eye test?

PERSON 4: I did about 6 weeks ago and I have got to get some glasses but I haven't got around to doing it yet.

PERSON 5: Yeah I had one in May. I had to wear contact lenses for the first time. After this year I will now go for regular eye tests anyway, but had I not gone for an eye test and you sat there and told me that, then absolutely yes. 

INTERVIEWER:  Who do you think will be most at risk of sight loss?

PERSON 4: I'd say older people but….

PERSON 5: I'm sure we all are but as with most parts of your body, as you get older, they degenerate. 

OPTOMETRIST: Sight loss becomes more common as people get older and age-related macular degeneration, or AMD, is the most common cause of sight loss in the UK. 

PERSON 6: I think it would be really hard if you could not see anything.

INTERVIEWER:  So when was the last time you went for an eye test?

PERSON 6: Um, I am actually due for one. I was actually meant to go on Friday but I cancelled so I have got one this Friday but I haven't been for 2-3 years, which is appalling.

INTERVIEWER:  What do you think an eye test is for?

PERSON 6: To give you an idea of general health of your eyes and your vision.

INTERVIEWER:  Who do you think will be most at risk of sight loss?

PERSON 6: Probably everyone in our company that sits behind a computer every day. People who do not have to look at a computer are better off than I am.

INTERVIEWER:  Does that make you want to go for eye tests more regularly?

PERSON 6: Yes, in the same way I should go to the dentist more. Often in my life I need someone pulling and dragging me to go to an eye test!

OPTOMETRIST: Glaucoma is more common in people over 40 who have a close relative with the condition, and people of African background are also particularly at risk. While people from Asian backgrounds are particularly at risk of diabetic retinopathy.

Obesity is a risk factor for AMD and cataracts. It also increases the risk of developing diabetes, which can lead to diabetic retinopathy.  If untreated this can lead to sight loss over time.

INTERVIEWER:  Did you know that smoking increases the risk of sight loss?

PERSON 7: Yes - I work for an optician's! That's how I have been made aware of the threat that cigarettes have.

INTERVIEWER:  But it hasn't made you give up?

PERSON 7: I have been trying but I wasn't aware of that before actually. It made me have an eye test straight away and I have them on a regular basis due to that and hopefully everything is ok at the moment. But before it does get any worse I should give up cigarettes before that. 
The optics I work for: they actually do a full eye health examination, they look at the back of the eye, they look at the nerves, they look for any tumours and even in young teenagers who have perfect eyesight. If they have the eye test they will manage to spot the tumour. It does a lot of good. I mean, glaucoma is something that is spotted at the last stages. It is really good to get an eye check done regardless of whether you need glasses or not.

PRESENTER: Between regular eye tests there are a few things you can do to keep your eyes happy and healthy. 

Keep your eyes covered in the sun. Wearing sunglasses, glasses or contact lenses with built in UV filters will protect your eyes against the harmful rays in sunlight that can increase your risk of developing cataracts or other conditions linked to sight loss such as age-related macular degeneration.

Eat healthily and watch your weight. Obesity can increase your risk of developing diabetes, which in turn can lead to sight loss.

Will, who has diabetes, was not made aware of the link between his condition and the sight-threatening disease diabetic retinopathy, a fact which without extensive treatment in recent years could have seen him lose his sight.  

WILL: The eye condition is diabetic retinopathy. I am a type one diabetic and it is one of the major complications of diabetes where small blood vessels develop on the retina of the eye. They are very delicate and are prone to leak and impact on the sight if unchecked. My issue with it was that although I regularly attended a Diabetic Clinic, eyes were not checked in those days in that particular Diabetic Clinic. 

I was just coming up to my finals when I thought it was probably about time I had my eyes checked. I was getting a few headaches and blurred vision and all this sort of stuff and my condition was found by a High Street Optician who looked in my eyes as a part of the standard eye exam. I was referred by the Optician to a specialist clinic who assessed my eye condition. It was very bad and there was danger of certainly a loss of vision if not total blindness at that stage and so I commenced on a long course of laser treatment on both eyes - I was very very lucky. The laser treatment itself gives you some loss in sight, but it is not a huge impact and I am very lucky. The retinopathy was well established and would have been causing me problems fairly soon so it was just in time.

Diabetics these days are regularly contacted with the opportunity to have these photographs taken to make sure nothing is happening and I would just urge people to take up those opportunities. 

The message is to get eyes checked frequently because I had no idea that there was a problem with my eyes. It hadn't yet affected my eyesight would have done very soon after it was checked, so I had no indication that this was happening. It was only through getting eyes checked that one realises there is a problem.
PRESENTER: Now for Eye Health Tip number 3 - Safety first.  DIY and sport cause thousands of eye related injuries each year.  Wearing protective goggles will help prevent serious damage to your eyes. 

Finally, stop smoking.  Did you know that the link between smoking and sight loss is as strong as the link between smoking and lung cancer? 

Trevor is now registered blind due to a stroke of the optic nerve caused by a condition where the artery behind his eyes became blocked.  Smoking caused this blockage.  Hear Trevor's story and why, due to his experience, he is keen to discourage others from smoking.

TREVOR: I started to get blurry vision one morning, just woke up and… didn't take a lot of notice, I managed to get myself off to work, but I worked as a manager in a betting shop so naturally I switched the screens on and all the screens were blurry. So this went on through the morning and I phoned the doctor up and he said come down to see him.  I went down and he wasn't sure so sent me to Kingston Eye Hospital that evening. They asked me to go and have a scan on my neck. They thought it was a clotting in the arteries, they thought the blood was not getting through and that was causing blurry vision. They referred me to Charing Cross Hospital, so I went up there and they checked my clotted arteries and said they were quite fully blocked. It was more dangerous to operate because the clot could break off at any time and might go over to the brain - so I accepted that, that was fine. 

Then, round about September time I went to bed one night with a massive great headache, which I had had through the day. A friend of mine came round and she called the doctor in. So they took me up to Charing Cross and gave me some morphine injections to deaden the pain, but still pain was there. I was transferred across to St George's Hospital and I saw the guy there and he said, "I'm sorry but you have gone blind in your right eye" and that was it. 

Now I have probably been blind for about five, six years. They put it down to the clotted arteries taking the blood up to the brain and behind the eyes - they put it all down to smoking. You hear of lung cancer and other things but never eyesight, there, that's the reason they put down for the blindness. 
You think everything has been taken away from you, your vision, looking at the grass, anything, children... your son... whatever. I do feel very positive now and it's just through getting that little bit of confidence and finding an interest. I've found a blind website, CAFN, and we talk to each other, we chat, we play music and there's quizzes on there. All blind people. All of us are in the same boat so we can relate.  

Going out - I have had no white stick training and I haven't got a guide dog, but a friend of mine puts me on the train and I will go to the theatre. The other night, for the first time, I went on the Underground on my own and came home from Hammersmith on two different buses. I had to change and got home on my own so I am feeling very very proud and very positive with myself now. 

My life has been changed round for me. You only get one set of eyes. For any youngsters out there that are even thinking about smoking - when you put the cigarette in your mouth just close your eyes for 30 seconds and say "could I spend the rest of my life like this?" It's like playing Russian roulette. So if you haven't smoked: don't. It's as simple as that. 
PRESENTER: From the stories and opinions we have heard so far it's clear that there are many ways we can all keep our eyes healthy and happy, but the most fundamental thing we can all do is visiting our optician regularly for an eye test.  This is especially important if, like Barrie, there is a family history of any eye conditions such as glaucoma.  Hear Barrie's story of how attending regular eye tests helped to detect his glaucoma early and as a result, have potentially saved his sight.

BARRIE: My mother was registered blind with glaucoma for many years and I realised that because of this condition glaucoma in the family that I ought to go for an eye check up. 

I actually mentioned it to an Optician when I was going for an eye test many years ago, it was about 25 years ago now, and he did one or two extra tests for me. He actually said at the time that he was going to refer me to an eye specialist, and I went from him directly to the eye specialist. He said that my pressure inside the eye was raised and that he wouldn't give me any medication at the time but he would bring me back every three months for regular check ups. Then he eventually prescribed eye drops, which are designed to reduce the pressure in the eye. 

And I have had such good treatment over the years, as they have been monitoring my condition. The latest eye drops are really good, I only take them once a day and they keep the pressure down and maintain my sight. In fact, I haven't lost any vision because of glaucoma in 25 years simply because I went at that early period. I was in my mid-40's when I went and it was diagnosed early. 

If I had not have gone and more overly not had the encouragement from my mother to go and have my eyes tested, if I had just said, "I'm not going to bother", I'm sure I would have had some sight loss over the years. I've made sure that my family is very much aware of my eye condition, and their grandmothers. My two sons go for regular check ups.

PRESENTER: Finally, Maggie Woodhouse is a senior lecturer at Cardiff University. She's also an optometrist who specialises in children and adults with disabilities. We asked her why eye tests are important for children and listened to her conducting eye tests with Casey and Jack, two young people with cerebral palsy.

MAGGIE: (talking to Casey) So let's see what all these pictures are. Can you tell me what this one is?

CASEY: A cup.

MAGGIE: And this one?

CASEY: A house.

MAGGIE: And this one?

CASEY: An apple.

MAGGIE: And this one?

CASEY: Erm… a train.

MAGGIE: And this one?

CASEY: A clock.

MAGGIE: And this one?
CASEY: And a duck.

MAGGIE: Excellent! Well done!

MAGGIE: (to interviewer) Well, eye tests are very important, because although visual defects are reasonably uncommon in children, of course they can often go unnoticed because children can't tell us whether they see well, or whether they see equally with two eyes, or whether their eyes are uncomfortable. And so without a proper eye test, defects can develop and eventually become quite severe or even untreatable, if they're not picked up soon enough.

MAGGIE: (to Jack) Where are my pictures? I've got letters, or pictures. Which shall we look at? Pictures? 

JACK: yeah.

MAGGIE: OK! There we go! Now I can't remember, Jack, whether you tell us the name of them or whether you match. Can Dad remember?

JACK'S DAD: He does a bit of both.

MAGGIE: OK. Shall we go through them then? Alright? what's that one then?

JACK: cup

JACK'S DAD: cup…

MAGGIE: That's good.
MAGGIE: (to interviewer) I would say: ask around among all the people you know with young children to find the most child-friendly optometrist or optician in your area. And go along, and when you make the appointment ask if you can talk to the optometrist or optician and explain your concerns about your child and try to get some rapport going - and then just go for it!

MAGGIE: (to Casey) OK what we'll do now is look at… my dinosaur. OK, here he comes. And this dinosaur is going to kiss you on the end of your nose. (Kissing sound.) There we are - can you watch him again? Here he comes… (kissing sound) …well done! You've got a big sloppy kiss on the end of your nose now!

PRESENTER: RNIB recommends that everyone should go for regular eye tests, whether or not they consider themselves to be having a problem with their sight, as some conditions can go undetected.  If you would like to find out more about how you can keep your eyes happy and healthy, visit rnib.org.uk/happyeyes. 

Audio logo: RNIB - supporting blind and partially sighted people

