Laser Refractive Surgery

 

Information and Guidance

In recent years a number of surgical techniques have been used to correct eyesight and reduce the need for spectacles or contact lenses. Most often the surgery involves re-shaping the cornea - the transparent surface at the front of the eye – using a type of laser known as an excimer laser. Different techniques are used to correct short sight (myopia), long sight (hypermetropia) and astigmatism.
 
The Royal College of Ophthalmologists (RCO) recommends that doctors carrying out the surgery should be fully trained ophthalmologists and have additional specialist training in refractive surgery. It publishes a detailed ‘Patients’ Guide to Excimer Laser Refractive Surgery’ http://www.rcophth.ac.uk/docs/publications/patient-info-booklets/ExcimerLaserPatientGuideMarch2006.pdf, as well as advice on other refractive surgery techniques.

The guide explains the types of surgery available, the indications and contraindications, what happens during the surgery, results and complications. It also includes guidelines on how to choose a surgeon and the recommended procedures that surgeons should follow.

In a guide to its members The College of Optometrists recommends the following:

When referring a patient to a particular clinic or surgeon, optometrists should satisfy themselves as far as possible that the clinic or surgeon to which they are proposing to refer patients offers services of the appropriate standard.  Appropriate standards would include that
 
              a)    the clinic in which the surgery takes place is registered with the Healthcare Commission or any successor body which undertakes the
                      same functions; 
                      and
              b)    those performing the surgery are registered with the General Medical Council.  The NICE guidance is that those performing the surgery   
                      have adequate training before performing these procedures.

To find out of the clinic is registered with the Healthcare Commission: www.chai.org.uk
To find out if a doctor is registered with the GMC: www.gmc-uk.org

The patient’s General Medical Practitioner (GMP) should always be kept informed of any referral, as the patient’s GMP is the only person who holds the patient’s complete medical history and may therefore know of factors affecting the patient’s suitability for treatment.

Commonly asked questions

What are the risks associated with laser eye surgery? 
According to the Royal College of Ophthalmologists complications occur in less than 5% of cases. 

Some people have a problem with dry eyes in the months after surgery and artificial tear supplements might be needed in the long term. 

Many patients have experienced glare or halo effects when night driving, particularly just after treatment. This is more likely the higher the correction that has been made, but is rarely severe. 

What is the recovery time? 
Most patients have a reasonably comfortable period after surgery and are back at work within a few days to a week. 

Depending on the vision correction attempted, it is advisable not to drive for one to two weeks after surgery. Tinted spectacles with ultraviolet 
protection are needed when out in the sun for the first three months. 

Can Laser eye surgery help with age-related vision loss? 
No, laser surgery will not be able to cure age-related presbyopia and the need for reading glasses or bifocals/varifocals that people often develop in their mid-40's.  This is because presbyopia is not caused by the eye being long or short sighted but is caused because the lens inside the eye becomes less flexible with age. 

Can both eyes be done on the same day? 
Yes, but your consultant should outline the risks. In order to reduce the risk of cross contamination should complications arise, each eye should be treated as separate procedure. 

Is laser surgery a permanent solution?
The more operations a surgeon has carried out the higher the success rate, check what results your surgeon has had and the number of patients who have had to come in for further treatment to improve on the initial results.  

One in three people will still need glasses for some purposes, such as night driving and some people find that they may begin to become long- or short- sighted again some time after surgery.  If this happens it may be possible to have a re-treatment done.

People who are short sighted can often read close up without their spectacles, although until they reach their forties they can also read with spectacles.  It is important to realise that if the short sight is corrected with laser (or any other type of) surgery then these people will probably need reading spectacles in their forties because of presbyopia (see above).

Types of surgery

There are now a wide range of techniques available. The most common are:  
 
LASIK (laser in situ keratomileusis)
LASIK has been performed since the mid 1990s and is the commonest procedure currently offered in the UK. Most types of refractive error can be corrected with LASIK but it may not be suitable for correcting high prescriptions.  A cut is made across the cornea and a flap of  corneal tissue is raised. The exposed surface is then re-shaped using the excimer laser and the flap is replaced.
 
PRK (photorefractive keratectomy)
PRK has been performed since the late 1980s but since the development of LASIK and LASEK is now mainly used for correcting low prescriptions. The cornea re-shaped by the excimer laser without cutting a flap.
 
LASEK (laser epithelial keratomileusis)
LASEK is similar to PRK but the surface layer (epithelium) of the cornea is loosened with the aid of a dilute alcohol solution and retained as a flap, 
this is thought to prevent complications and speed up healing. 
 
Wavefront-guided LASIK    
Wavefront-guided LASIK is a technique used to reduce the natural irregularities (aberrations) of the eye that can cause light rays to focus incorrectly and improve the visual result of the surgery.
 
Other techniques are described in the RCOph’s guide http://www.rcophth.ac.uk/docs/publications/patient-info-booklets/ExcimerLaserPatientGuideMarch2006.pdf
and public information  http://www.rcophth.ac.uk/about/public/laser-refractive-surgery
 
Your optometrist will discuss the various methods of correcting your vision and the advantages and disadvantages of spectacles, contact lenses and refractive surgery.


Where can I get more information about laser refractive surgery?
Royal College of Ophthalmologists
British Society for Refractive Surgery
 

