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We would like to thank Sarah Caffrey, Leanne 
and Sophia Cotter, Martina Doherty, Neche 
Okolo, Paula O’Reilly and Stephanie Whisker for 
sharing their stories. Their experiences motivate 
all of us to deliver the very best patient care.

The coronavirus pandemic has had catastrophic 
effects on people’s lives. Victoria Smurfit and her 
daughter Evie Baxter share how they have done 
something positive in the face of this challenge. 
We are also grateful to Fighting Blindness for 

Summary

Acknowledgements

In response to the pandemic, eye care services in Ireland were withdrawn, 
reduced or restricted. This led to thousands of missed eye tests, delays in 
treatment and extended waiting times for patients. The huge backlog will 
require additional time and resources to clear, resulting in substantial costs 
for our health and social services in years to come. Most importantly, sight 
threatening conditions that were not identified and managed in a timely 
way may have led to vision loss and even blindness. This report presents an 
alarming picture of the impact of the coronavirus (COVID-19). It highlights  
the unprecedented opportunity for highly skilled optometrists and  
dispensing opticians in Ireland to reduce preventable sight loss  
and so help reduce the pressure on an already  
over-burdened HSE.

helping us highlight the mounting evidence that 
sight loss has implications for physical, cognitive 
and mental health. 

We appreciate the support, advice and 
comment from all of our eye health colleagues 
who have contributed their expertise to this 
report. Together we can do so much more. 

Report author
Dr Philippa Simkiss
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Throughout the pandemic, so many of us concerned with eye 
health have worked hard to provide urgent care and support 
to those who have needed it. 

Fighting Blindness is a patient-led charity with a vision to 
cure blindness, support people living with sight loss and 
empower patients. We advocate for equity of access to timely 
and appropriate diagnosis, healthcare, therapies and support 
services through education and information provision. We 
are deeply concerned about the impact of coronavirus 
(COVID-19) on people with and at risk of sight loss. 

Initially, community optometry was required to severely 
restrict services, causing a reduction in referrals to hospital. 
Almost all routine examinations in hospital eye services 
stopped as they dealt with emergency and urgent cases 
only. There is now a significant backlog of people who did not 
attend eye appointments because they were cancelled or 
because they were reluctant to attend due to fear of catching 
COVID-19. While many will not have been disadvantaged by 
this delay, some may need urgent sight-saving treatment and 
sadly some will have experienced permanent vision loss. 

We are so grateful to everyone in community optometry 
for rapidly developing protocols to give patients safe 
access to important eye tests and health care. We used our 
digital communications to reach people throughout Ireland, 
reassuring them of the safety measures put in place in their 
local optical practice and encouraging people to attend  
their appointments. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has been an extraordinary time and 
by working together we have achieved great things under 
the most unusual and challenging of circumstances. This 
report highlights the scale of the challenge we now face as 
restrictions are eased. Everyone at Fighting Blindness is ready 
to play our part in preventing avoidable sight loss. 

Foreword

Kevin Whelan, CEO, 
Fighting Blindness 
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Ireland risks a vision crisis

In spite of the difficulties, there have been positive
changes as new ways of working have been developed  
at pace along the entire patient journey. Rapid access referral 
pathways with regional eye hospitals and ophthalmologists 
enabled the fast tracking of patients in need of immediate 
intervention. New triage systems were introduced, along 
with increased use of virtual clinics and telemedicine. These 
innovations have all helped to prevent sight loss during  

COVID-19 emergency measures and we would  
like to see them continue.
Kerril Hickey, Chairman of Specsavers Ireland

123,700
There were 123,741 fewer eye 
tests throughout Ireland in 
March to December 2020, 

a 19% decline in tests 
administered compared to 
the same period in 2019.

47,000
The number of people who 
missed out on diabetic retina 
screening in 2020, compared 
to 2019 (the programme 
that screens people with 
diabetes who are at risk of 
developing sight loss due to 
diabetic retinopathy) [2]. The 
RetinaScreen team worked 
incredibly hard to clear the 
backlog by September 2021.

This report paints a devastating picture of the impact coronavirus (COVID-19) has had  
on Ireland’s vision as the identification and treatment of eye disease was severely delayed. 
People were not referred for important checks because services were limited and some  
who were referred were reluctant to attend appointments. These patients are at increased  
risk of sight loss. 

49,000
The number of people  
on the waiting list for 
ophthalmology outpatient 
and inpatient appointments  
in August 2021 [3].

8,735
The number of children on 
ophthalmology waiting lists  
in May 2021 [4].

-19%
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Martina Doherty, a mum of 
four from Letterkenny, had 
been feeling very unwell for 
some time. During lockdown, 
Specsavers invited her for a 
routine eye test. She attended 
her local store and opted 
to have an OCT (optical 
coherence tomography) 
scan which showed the 
health of her eyes in more 
detail. Optometrist Emma 
Chaney quickly detected 
that something was not right 
and suspected papilloedema, 
usually caused by an increase 
in pressure around the brain. 

Emma referred Martina to  
the hospital eye clinic. The
ophthalmologist immediately 

Martina’s story

‘I feel like I have
got my life back’

  

Community optometrists throughout Ireland are working 
hard to deal with the backlog of cases. There is concern 
that this will result in a surge of emergency referrals to 
hospitals, which are already stretched [6]. 

Ireland risks a vision crisis

sent Martina to the accident 
and emergency department 
where she was diagnosed with 
a brain tumour. Martina had 
surgery to remove the tumour, 
followed by radiation therapy 
as part of a clinical trial.

Martina says, ‘I feel like I have 
got my life back. My story 
shows that an eye test is so 
much more than just a vision 
check. My breathing and voice 
difficulties were immediately 
resolved with the surgery, 
which has been life-changing 
for me. I have encouraged 
my family, friends and work 
colleagues to prioritise having 
an eye test and OCT scan as 
part of their health check.’ 

The Irish College of 
Ophthalmologists [5] says the 
adversity of the pandemic 
led to an urgency for change. 
Growing patient waiting 
lists due to COVID-19 health 
and safety restrictions and 
reduced clinic capacity is 
a cause of great concern. 
Ophthalmologists are trying 
to meet the demand in a 
service which was under-
resourced before COVID-19 
and are frustrated that many
patients are not receiving 
care due to limited availability. 

Ophthalmologists reported 
seeing patients whose eye 
health had deteriorated due 
to delayed appointments or 
limited access to treatment 
during lockdown and the 
resumption of service phase. 

The State of Ireland’s Eye Health 2021
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The high cost of 
lost vision

billion
In 2020, before the pandemic, 
the annual economic cost 
of sight loss and blindness 
in Ireland was estimated at 
€2.67 billion [7]. 

The backlog of eye care 
services caused by the 
pandemic is likely to impose 
significant additional costs 
for people with sight-
threatening conditions as 
they live with a greater risk 
of falls, fear of (further) vision 
loss, productivity losses and 
reduced quality of life  
while waiting. 

As the pandemic eases, 
community optometrists 
are seeing people who are 
presenting with new sight 
loss. They include people who 
would normally have had an 
eye test during the lockdown 

€2.67

period but were encouraged 
to shield or were reluctant to 
leave their homes. In some 
cases, their disease is more 
advanced and their sight 
loss is irreversible. Some will 
need support for the rest 
of their lives. This presents 
an additional personal and 
societal cost, far greater than 
the health cost the research 
has revealed. 

‘Some patients put off 
attending their appointment 
because they were 
concerned about catching 
COVID-19. Sadly for 
some, their condition has 
progressed.’ Patrick
Dennehy, community 
optometrist in Maynooth

‘I am seeing more patients 
with multiple eye conditions 
than I did before the 
pandemic.’ John Morrin, 
community optometrist  
in Cork

‘I am especially concerned 
about patients at risk of 
sight loss due to glaucoma. 
They might not notice any 

symptoms and yet their 
peripheral vision could 

be damaged.’ Peter 
McGrath, community 

optometrist in 
Dublin

The State of Ireland’s Eye Health 2021
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During lockdown Paula 
O’Reilly started experiencing 
shadows and floaters in her 
vision. She knew something 
was wrong. 

Sadly, Paula’s mum lost
her vision after experiencing 
similar symptoms and a 
detached retina, so she
knew she had to act quickly. 

Her local Specsavers  
was open for urgent
appointments and Paula 
was seen immediately. The 
optometrist carried out 
a thorough examination 

‘I hope my story helps 
save someone’s sight’ 

Paula’s story

and used an OCT (optical 
coherence tomography) 
scanner to assist with 
analysis of the back of 
Paula’s eye. Within minutes 
the optometrist shared the 
findings and OCT scans with 
the ophthalmology team at  
the hospital eye clinic. 
Paula was seen by an 
ophthalmologist the  
same day. 

Thankfully Paula made a full 
recovery and now wants to 
share her story to encourage 

8

The high cost of lost vision

people to take a proactive 
approach to good eye health. 

Paula says, ‘Eye tests are 
much more than just about 
whether you need glasses or 
not. Specsavers and the team 
at the Mater Eye Clinic were
incredible and the 
communication between 
them was seamless. I hope my 
story saves someone’s sight.’ 

The State of Ireland’s Eye Health 2021
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Tackling a nationwide 
emergency 
‘During the COVID-19 crisis, 
community optometry 
was prioritised as an 
essential health service by 
the Irish government and 
the Taoiseach. The sector 
responded rapidly to the
pandemic, working together 
to produce professional 
guidance to keep patients
and colleagues safe.

‘This response meant primary 
eye care was able to focus 
on ensuring patients could 
access emergency and 
essential eye care services 
throughout the pandemic.

‘However, the impact of 
COVID-19 has also caused 
a decline in the number of 
patients presenting for eye 
care, which has increased 
the risk of preventable eye 
conditions and eye diseases 
not being picked up and 
treated when they should.

‘This backlog will lead to 
significant increased need 
for eye care services as 
restrictions ease.

‘HSE rightly says we cannot 
return to previous ways of 
working. During the pandemic 
greater integration and 
innovation across acute and 

community settings showed 
that barriers to change can 
be overcome. We now need 
to double our efforts in
transforming services so 
we can tackle this eye care 
emergency.

‘The response to the 
pandemic has shown that 
we can rapidly respond to 
meet national need in a 
collaborative way. We must 
build on this experience 
and continue to develop 
integrated eye care pathways 
across all healthcare settings 
that deliver the right care 
in the right place at the 
right time for the benefit of 
all citizens. It is this ethos 
that will help us all achieve 
equitable, timely access 
to care for all patients and 
better eye health outcomes 
for our population.’ 

Owen Blee, 
FODO 
Ireland

The State of Ireland’s Eye Health 2021

Optometrists recognised 
as front-line health care workers
Optometrists worked as vaccinators during the pandemic.  
The Office of the Chief Clinical Officer in collaboration with the 
National HSCP Office, the Association of Optometrists Ireland, 
FODO Ireland and the National Immunisation Office, developed  
a protocol supporting the administration of COVID-19 vaccines 
by registered optometrists, recognising their role as front-line 
health care workers.
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Putting  
families first 
Daily screen use rocketed 
during the pandemic [8]. Entire 
families spent hours each day 
staring at laptops and other 
devices as parents juggled 
work and home schooling. 
Other changes in lifestyle 
included increased alcohol 
consumption [9], eating more 
and snacking more [10]. All 
of these factors can have a 
detrimental effect on our eye 
health and some evidence 
indicates that myopia (short-
sightedness) in children has 
increased during the pandemic 
[11]. Taking regular screen 
breaks, maintaining a healthy 
weight and making the most of 
time outdoors are all important 
for looking after our eyes. 

HSE provides a school 
screening programme to check 
children’s health, including 
their eyesight. Vision screening 
at the age of four to five 
years is effective in detecting 
amblyopia [12] (also called lazy 
eye), which affects 4.5% of 
children in Ireland [13]. During 
the pandemic, when schools 
were closed, these checks 
were paused or disrupted. 
There is a risk that some 
problems have been missed or 
their detection delayed. 

Irish Hospital Consultants 
Association President, 
Professor Alan Irvine, advises, 
‘The early years in a child’s life 
are critically important to their 
lifelong development.’ [14]. 
In addition to regular eye tests, 
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Aged two, Sophia was 
sitting opposite her mum 
Leanne Cotter at the 
kitchen table. Leanne 
noticed Sophia’s eye start to 
drift and knew something 
was not right. Sophia was 
seen by optometrist Claire 
Morrin at Specsavers in 
Cork. Claire confirmed that 
Sophia would need glasses 
and would also need to be 
referred to an orthoptist to 
check her eye muscles. 

The specialist confirmed 
that Sophia’s right eye 
was doing all the work for 
her lazy left eye. She was 

Leanne noticed 
Sophia’s eye  
start to drift

Sophia’s story 

prescribed eye patches to 
help strengthen her left eye, 
wearing it on her good eye 
for three hours a day. The 
treatment is working well. 

Although eye muscle issues 
often present when children 
are 18 months old, they may 
not be detected until school 
vision screening at age four 
or five years. As Sophia’s 
condition was treated 
early, her eye muscles will 
strengthen more quickly. 
Leanne says, ‘I am so 
thankful that Claire knew 
Sophia needed to be 
referred for further help.’

if a child is having problems in 
school, or parents are worried 
about their child’s vision, 
optometrists recommend 
booking an eye appointment.

The State of Ireland’s Eye Health 2021
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Living well in later life 
There are 720,000 people 
in Ireland aged 65 or over 
[15] - more than 14% of the 
population. This will increase 
to 1,000,530, or 18% of the 
population, by 2030.

Evidence shows the risk of 
serious eye conditions and 
sight loss increases with age. 

There is mounting evidence 
that sight loss affects more 
than how people see and 
has implications for physical, 
cognitive, and mental health 
[18]. Older people, like Sarah 
Caffrey below, are typically 
extremely resilient but as 
coronavirus made access to 
support more difficult, those 
dealing with significant health 
challenges have struggled  
to cope [19].

Poor vision is the direct cause 
of more than 10,000 serious 
falls every year that result in 
hospital admission [17].

Losing vision can have a 
major impact on wellbeing 
and for older people the 
risk of falling, with adverse 
outcomes, increases 
significantly [16]. 

10,000+

75+

Currently one in five  
people aged 75 or over is 
living with sight loss [18].

The State of Ireland’s Eye Health 2021
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‘As a keen environmentalist 
I love visiting garden 
centres. My house is full of 
flowers because I love their 
scents and bright colours.’

Sarah Caffrey, aged 93, 
is very independent and 
likes to stay active. Like 
many older people she 
was asked to shield during 
the pandemic. For Sarah 
this was especially difficult 

because she has dry age-
related macular degeneration 
and normally has regular eye 
checks. 

Sarah is a popular member of 
her local community and was 
happy she could continue to 
communicate with people via 
telephone. She also learned 
how to use an iPad and was 
pleased she could continue to 
watch mass every morning. 

Sarah’s story

‘I was concerned that my sight was 
getting worse each day’

Sarah says, ‘I became 
anxious during lockdown. 
I was concerned that my 
sight was getting worse 
each day. Imagine my relief 
when I did have my check-
up to know that my sight 
was stable.

‘I would encourage anybody 
who shares this type of 
worry to act now and get 
their eyes checked.’

12

Living well in later life

The State of Ireland’s Eye Health 2021

Fighting Blindness supports 
people of all ages to make 

the most of technologyIM
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Well-known Irish actress 
Victoria Smurfit and her 
daughter Evie Baxter are 
long-term supporters of 
Fighting Blindness. 

Victoria says, ‘The charity is 
close to my heart. I became 
involved in the early days of 
Evie’s diagnosis with an eye 
condition called Stargardt 
disease. When we were first 
told I did not know where 
to start. Fighting Blindness 
gave us the advice and 
information we needed and 
Evie is now an ambassador, 
telling others about their 
pioneering work.’ 

Victoria Smurfit and her daughter 
Evie Baxter share their story

Our lives have changed 
in many ways during the 
coronavirus pandemic. 
Victoria recognises the 
restrictions put in place 
made daily life particularly 
difficult for people living 
with sight loss. Evie is now 
15 years old and like most 
young people she struggled 
with the lack of freedom 
in lockdown. For Evie it felt 
like wasted time. ‘I will never 
again be able to see as much 
as I do today,’ she says. ‘I 
want to make the most of 
each day and encourage 
other young people like me 
to do the same.’

‘The pandemic has helped 
me to see the things that 
really matter,’ says Victoria. 
‘I know most things that 
optometrists see can be 
treated if caught early 
enough. That’s why regular 
eye checks are so important. 
For us, I’m so grateful for the 
amazing support we received 
from Fighting Blindness. 

‘I think we all need moments 
of empowerment and 
freedom, especially young 
people. By speaking out and 
raising awareness, Evie took 
control of her diagnosis and 
did something positive with it.’

The State of Ireland’s Eye Health 2021



14

Looking to the future

Stroke

Community optometry is supporting a growing number of people with more complex needs. 
People with dementia, learning disabilities and stroke survivors are all at increased risk of vision 
problems that can cause permanent damage.

In Ireland, around 64,000 
people are living with dementia 
[21]. This number is expected 
to rise alongside population 
ageing to more than 150,000 
by 2045. Research indicates a 
high proportion of people have 
both dementia and significant 
sight loss [22]. Dementia 
Pathways recommends that 
vision is included as part of the 
regular GP Dementia Review. 

People with learning disability 
are ten times more likely to 
experience sight loss than the 
general population. 

Around 60% of stroke 
survivors immediately 
experience visual problems 
[20]. HSE promotes national 
guidelines recommending 
specialist vision assessment 
for this group. 

Dementia Learning disability
10x60% 64,000

The State of Ireland’s Eye Health 2021

In Ireland there are around 
66,600 people with an 
intellectual disability [23]. 
People with learning disability 
can find accessing eye tests 
challenging, yet research shows 
they are ten times more likely 
to experience vision problems 
than the general population 
[24]. These problems range 
from refractive error to severe 
sight loss.

66,600

‘We know waiting lists for routine eye surgery 
are now huge, but if you notice any changes in your 
vision it’s important to get your eyes tested. Eye problems 
are increasingly common as we age. A regular eye test 
can identify early indications of conditions such as cataract, 
glaucoma and age-related macular degeneration. No matter 
what your level of vision, it is important to look after your eye 

health and protect whatever sight you do have.’
Dr Rachel Bermingham, 
Head of Research, Fighting Blindness
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In January 2021, 18-year-
old Neche Okolo was 
experiencing a sore neck, 
nausea and headaches. 
Her symptoms worsened 
and she was admitted to 
hospital for a few days. As 
things improved Neche was 
discharged. However, when 
Neche experienced double 
vision she worried about 
her eyesight. She called 
Specsavers in Dundalk for 
an appointment with her 
community optometrist. 
Neche was seen by Martina 

Neche’s story

‘I was worried about my eyesight’
Kelly, who ran some tests 
and noticed that some of the 
nerves behind the eyes were 
swollen. ‘I tried to reassure 
Neche as I referred her to 
hospital straight away 
for further examination,’
says Martina. Neche picks 
up the story. ‘After several 
MRI and CT scans it was 
confirmed that I had cerebral 
venous sinus thrombosis. 
Blood clots had formed and 

caused a stroke in my brain. 
The ophthalmologist told 
me only one in one million 
people have this condition 
and it is highly unusual in 
one so young. I’m now telling 
everyone to make sure
they get their eyes tested.’ 

Looking to the future

15The State of Ireland’s Eye Health 2021
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Collaborating to save sight 
Patients are driving changes 
in the way health care is 
delivered. 

Throughout Ireland, 
community optometry and 
hospital eye services are 
working to meet patient need 
and save sight. 

The major causes of sight 
loss and blindness in Ireland 
are age-related macular 
degeneration, glaucoma, 
diabetic retinopathy, cataract 
and other causes (inherited 
retinal conditions, myopia and 
less common eye diseases) [7].

India’s ten million blind people 
make up one quarter of the 
blind population in the world. 
Many of these cases would be 
preventable if communities 
had access to basic eye 
care. The Hope Foundation 
is a registered Irish charity 
working with street children 
in Kolkata. With Specsavers 
support, Hope Hospital 
established a Blindness 
Eradication Programme 
providing eye care clinics in 
vulnerable communities and 

Accessible eye 
care in India

schools. So far, more than 
20,000 patients have been 
treated and eight young 
optometry students from 
disadvantaged backgrounds 
are being supported through 
optometry training so even 
more people can access the 
eye care they need. Riya 
Mondal says, ‘When I have 
completed my course, I would 
like to open a clinic in my 
village to help people in my 
community.’

Age-related 
macular 
degeneration 
AMD commonly affects people 
over the age of 50 and it is 
the leading cause of blindness 
in Ireland [7]. As it affects 
central vision reading becomes 
difficult. Colours become less 
vibrant and people’s faces are 
difficult to recognise [25]. Wet 
AMD can develop quickly. Early 
detection and treatment is vital 
to halt further development. 
Dry AMD can develop slowly 
and there is currently no 
treatment. 

16

Cataract
Cataract is a common eye 
condition, prevalent in older 
people. Over time cataracts 
cause the lens to turn cloudy 
making things look misty, 
especially on bright sunny 
days [25].

The State of Ireland’s Eye Health 2021

Glaucoma 

Glaucoma is a group 
of eye diseases which 
damage the optic nerve 
due to changes in pressure 
inside the eye (ocular 
hypertension). Symptoms 
often go unnoticed though 
as peripheral vision is affected 
first. For example, a driver 
with glaucoma might not  
see a pedestrian trying 
to cross the road at the 
periphery of their vision.

Early detection followed 
by careful observation and 
regular treatment can usually 
minimise loss of vision.
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Diabetic eye care 
in Ireland 

Professor David 
Keegan, Clinical 
Director for the 

Diabetic RetinaScreen 
programme, discusses the 
impact of the pandemic 
on the programme and on 
ophthalmology more broadly. 

‘The big issue is the impact of 
COVID-19 on our treatment 
centres and seeing those 
patients that we know are 
most at risk. Since January 
2021, HSE has required that 

worried that some people 
may have progressed to 
more severe retinopathy 
undetected. This is a wider 
issue for all of ophthalmology 
and indeed all of healthcare. 

‘Despite the challenges, I 
want to pay tribute to the 
huge amount of work that 
has gone into making the 
programme, and health 
services in general, as safe as 
possible during the pandemic. 
I urge people to register with 
the Diabetic RetinaScreen 
programme and always 
attend your appointments.’

all “urgent, time-sensitive 
conditions need to be seen”.  
I am confident that all patients 
with diabetic retinopathy who 
need urgent laser treatment 
are being seen, as are 
those who need intraocular 
injections. 

‘I am also concerned about 
the future backlog. Some 
patients remain anxious about 
attending appointments but as 
restrictions ease and we open 
our health services more fully 
we will see many more new 
referrals and routine follow-
ups in treatment centres. I am 

Collaborating to save sight 

145,000
The number of people with 
diabetes at risk of diabetic 
retinopathy on the Diabetic
RetinaScreen register [2].

Diabetic retinopathy can lead 
to severe and permanent loss 
of sight. People might
experience flashes of light 

More than 250,000 people in 
Ireland have diabetes [26].

Diabetic eye 
disease
250,000+

or wavy vision, trouble with 
bright lights or difficulty 
in reading small print [25]. 
Detection of early stage 
eye disease through regular 
diabetic eye screening and 
eye tests, then swift referral 
for treatment, can help 
prevent this. 

As ophthalmologists deal with 
the COVID-19 backlog, with 

The State of Ireland’s Eye Health 2021

reduced clinic capacity, they 
are particularly concerned 
about injections for patients 
with wet AMD, glaucoma 
diagnosis and treatment, 
diabetic retinopathy
treatment and paediatric 
ophthalmology [5].
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Developing tomorrow’s 
experts

‘During the pandemic we 
found new ways to structure 
training sessions to make 
the most of online formats. 
Discussion in a virtual 
setting with colleagues, 
which encourages the 
sharing of knowledge and 
experience, is a feature of 
the new-style sessions. Many 
are multidisciplinary with 
optometrists, contact lens 
opticians and dispensing 
opticians learning together in 

Professional training for community optometrists is at the heart of optometry’s plans 
for recovery from the impact of COVID-19. Gill Robinson, Director of Professional 
Training at Specsavers, has dedicated her career to professional advancement of 
community optometry. On the eve of her retirement Gill shares  
her view on the future of training and development.

a way. Online delivery allows 
us to schedule sessions for 
different times of the day so 
learning can fit around busy 
clinic schedules and there is no 
need to spend time travelling 
to conference venues. 
Feedback from our many 
thousands of participants 
suggests the majority wish to 
retain this flexible learning. 

‘As referrals into hospitals 
became a critical issue to 
reduce the burden on the HSE, 
we ensured that guidance 
on referral protocols and 

safety procedures were at the 
heart of our training offer. All 
our clinical teams have the 
opportunity to tap into the 
expertise of ophthalmologists 
and specialist optometrists, 
enabling them to apply this to 
their decisions in community 
practices and give patients 
access to the right advice and 
care at the right time. 

‘I’ve been privileged to 
work alongside so many 
innovators and experts at a 
time of profound change. It 
has been exciting to make a 
small contribution as digital 
technology has opened up 
more accessible and engaging 
forms of learning. I am certain 
the next 25 years will offer 
many advances and new 
opportunities for professional
development, through flexible, 
individualised programmes 
and collaborative learning 
environments.’ 

The State of Ireland’s Eye Health 2021
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Digital Innovation 
in Eye Care

Jason Higginbotham of FYEye Ltd is an independent 
optometrist and dispensing optician. He reflects on how digital 
innovation has accelerated during the pandemic.

‘Sight-threatening conditions 
are increasingly seen as 
a threat to humanity, 
recognised by the WHO [27]
and the United Nations [28]. 
AMD, glaucoma and myopia 
are economic threats, as 
well as human tragedies. 
Innovation will reduce  
these threats.

‘A significant innovation in eye 

care has been OCT (optical 
coherence tomography). As 
education catches up with 
the technology, OCT should 
improve the early detection 
of glaucoma and other eye 
conditions. OCT is changing
optometry in a positive way, 
especially in helping clinicians 
to make better referral 
decisions [29]. Eventually, 
OCT will also benefit from AI 

(artificial intelligence). AI is 
improving and will become 
widespread. Moorfield’s eye 
hospital is working with 
Google Deep Mind to achieve 
reliable diagnostic ability from 
their OCT AI. Education is
paramount when it comes to 
using OCT effectively and AI 
may also assist in teaching 
clinicians more rapidly. 
Telemedicine has 

The State of Ireland’s Eye Health 2021
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Digital innovation in Eye Care

seen a surge in use, 
mainly where community 
optometrists send results 
to hospitals serving large 
areas. Linked to this is the 
potential to carry out most 
parts of an eye examination 
without direct interaction 
with the optometrist. Remote 
refraction is already used in 
some places. Robotic and 
automated equipment will be 
with us very soon.

‘Software delivers benefits, 
including the potential to 
conduct multiple diagnostic 
tests on computers in the 
patient’s home. The potential 
for triaging or monitoring 
patients unable to visit their 
community optometrist  
is vast.

‘Digital innovation often 
promotes sustainable 
practices. The OSA (Optical 
Suppliers Association) 

looks closely at how the 
manufacture of contact 
lenses, frames and spectacle 
lenses can be more 
environmentally friendly. 
Optometry can reduce the 
load on ophthalmology 
outpatients. Shared care 
schemes that use data-linked 
resources can reduce printing 
and patient travel and in turn 
reduce our carbon footprint.

‘Innovation will make 
significant changes for the 
better and rapidly. Our 
patients seem to have 
embraced these solutions. 
Clinicians must do the same.’

A game-
changing IT 
solution for 
glaucoma 
patients
Visual field assessment 
remains the only viable way 
of monitoring and detecting 

change in glaucoma once 
visual field loss has occurred. 
The new Glauc-Strat-Fast risk 
stratification tool [30] draws 
on this approach and helps to 
reduce the burden on health 
services. Most importantly, 
however, it reduces avoidable 
blindness from delays in 
glaucoma care. The tool 
helps ensure that suitable 

cases are sent urgently to 
the right professional. It is 
an excellent example of AI 
assisting clinicians to make 
better decisions, resulting in 
improved patient outcomes. 
Ultimately, other critical 
conditions like AMD, myopia, 
diabetic eye disease and 
more could benefit from 
similar systems.

The State of Ireland’s Eye Health 2021
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Life-changing  
community  
optometry 
Specsavers has been 
committed to eye health ever
since Doug and Dame Mary 
Perkins opened their first 
stores in the UK in 1984 and  
in Ireland in 1990.

By caring for people in our 
communities, Specsavers 
made it easier for HSE key 
workers to concentrate on 
caring for patients in hospital 
during the pandemic.

Edwina McKinney, 
partner at Specsavers in 
Crumlin, provided emergency 
glasses for a radiographer 
struggling with contact  
lenses due to long shifts.

The team also responded to 
an urgent call for prescription 
glasses from a nurse working 
in the local hospital blood
transfusion service.

Edwina says, ‘While they step 
up for us, we are delighted to 
step up for them.’

Keith McCallion,  
director at Specsavers in 
Athlone, fitted varifocals  
for a nurse so she could
continue to wear PPE while 
she worked with COVID-19 
patients. 

Specsavers 
colleagues in Cork and Mahon 
completed a ‘Marathon in a 
Month’ to raise €4,500 for the 
Irish Cancer Society.

Specsavers  
in Monaghan surprised senior
citizen groups with a large 
donation of Easter eggs at  
a time when everyone
needed something to  
smile about.

The State of Ireland’s Eye Health 2021
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Research found only 7% 
of people who make PRSI 
contributions understand  
the entitlements available  
to them [35]. 

Life-changing community optometry

Before the pandemic 
Stephanie Whisker was 
getting really bad migraines.
  
‘I went to my GP, who said 
I needed an eye test so I 
booked an appointment at
Specsavers in Dublin. I had 
read about free annual 
eye tests through PRSI for 
everyone paying the tax 

Stephanie’s story

I was getting really 
bad migraines

from their salary, so I gave 
Specsavers my PPS number. 
They checked I was eligible 
and did all the paperwork, 
making it super easy for me.

‘My optometrist explained 
that I have a stigmatism 
and would need glasses for 
driving and using screens.  
I was concerned about the 

cause of the migraines, so I 
wanted extra scans on the 
OCT machine. Seeing the 
scan results and having things 
carefully explained put my 
mind at ease. 

‘During lockdown I have used 
screens a lot more than usual.
It’s time to book another free 
eye test using my PRSI again.’ 

More than a quarter (28%) 
of those who have claimed 
PRSI have not made use of 
the free eye test and voucher 
towards new glasses. 

7% 28%

Yet 92% said that their sight 
was their most valued sense 
[35]. People said they were 
deterred from claiming 
because they are uncertain  
of the benefits, confused 
about how to claim, or 
have had previous poor 
experiences of PRSI claims. 

PRSI benefits made simple

92%
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In caring for eye health, so 
much has happened since
March 2020 – missed 
appointments, huge 
backlogs, entire families 
spending hours gazing at 
screens through lockdowns… 
and everyone knows about 
older family members too 
often isolated in their own 
homes or care homes for 
long periods. There’s no 
doubt that this has been a 
tough 18 months for all of 
us. Our State of Ireland’s 
Eye Health 2021 report 
paints a stark picture of the 
challenging context we have 
been living and working in. 

Specsavers is so proud of 
the committed and talented 
people who have gone the 
extra mile to serve their 
communities during this 
time of crisis. Community 
eye care has shown great 
resilience and, despite the 
challenges this pandemic 
has wrought, we continue to 
provide frontline healthcare 
that for many can be life-
changing and sight-saving. 

Specsavers is passionate 
about ensuring that no one 
needlessly loses their sight. 
We are doing all we can in 
these very difficult times 

A final word 

Kerril Hickey, Chairman of 
Specsavers Ireland

to reach the people most 
at risk with crucial health 
messages. ‘That’s why we 
regularly support initiatives 
like World Sight Day. We 
want millions of people to 
know that a regular eye test 
can help save your sight.’

But there is so much more 
still to do. There are even 
bigger challenges ahead 
as, from the thousands 
of people who missed 
appointments, greater 
numbers will present in 
community optometry and 
ophthalmology with more 
serious and more advanced 
vision problems that will 
have a huge impact on our 
health service and on the 
economy. 

Changes we implement 
now will help secure the 
long-term sustainability of 
patient-centred care. The 
optometry profession has an 
unprecedented opportunity 
to make a positive difference. 
By working together 
the 1,000 highly-skilled 
optometrists and dispensing 
opticians in Ireland can 
reduce preventable sight 
loss and its impact and so 
help reduce the pressure on 
an already over-burdened 
HSE. 

A community-based 
approach to eye care 
that embraces advances 
in diagnostic and 
communications technology 
offers our patients a 
convenient, more accessible 
service that will improve 
efficiencies and clinical 
outcomes all round.

Community optometry 
is ready to take on this 
challenge with energy, 
confidence and commitment, 
with highly-skilled and 
technologically-enabled 
clinicians saving sight and 
changing lives for the better.
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Method
Full methodology and 
sources used to estimate 
the prevalence of sight loss 
and blindness and the full 
economic cost can be found 
in ‘The economic impact 
of vision impairment and 
blindness in the Republic  
of Ireland’ [7]. 

The legal definition of sight 
loss varies internationally [31],
however it is generally 
accepted that sight loss refers 
to best-corrected visual
acuity of <6/12 in developed 
countries [32,33,34]. Common 
definitions for visual acuity 
used in most of Europe and in 
this report are as follows:
l	 Blindness (severe sight loss) 

is defined as best-corrected 
visual acuity of <6/60 in the 
better seeing eye. 

l	 Sight loss is defined as 
best-corrected visual acuity 
of <6/12 to 6/60 in the 
better seeing eye and is 
categorised as 

l	 Low vision: best-corrected 
visual acuity of <6/12 but 
better than or equal to  
6/18; and 

l	 Partial sight: best-corrected 
visual acuity of <6/18 but 
better than or equal to 6/60. 

Estimating cost 
components 
Direct health care costs 
of sight loss and blindness 
include: 
l	 hospital expenditure for 

public hospitals and private 
hospitals, estimated using 
data on hospital activity 
in Ireland and costs per 
diagnostic related group

l	 prescription drug 
expenditure, estimated 
from data on prescriptions 
for AMD and glaucoma 
treatments 

l	 expenditure on general 
ophthalmic services 
for people with vision 
impairment, estimated  
from data on eye 
examinations in Ireland 

l	 expenditure on assessment 
and care of visually 
impaired people  (a proxy 
for outpatient expenditure, 
community care and 
residential care), estimated 
from past data on the 
Disability Programme  
in Ireland.

  
The indirect costs of sight 
loss and blindness include the
economic impacts of these 
conditions on wider society 
outside the health care
system including:
l	 productivity losses  

including lost earnings  
from lower employment  
and premature death

l	 informal care costs
l	 other costs include 

the costs of aids and 
modifications for the 
person’s sight loss and 
economic inefficiencies 
known as deadweight 
welfare losses from 
government-funded health 
care costs, welfare payments 
to blind people and lost 
taxation revenue.

Loss of wellbeing costs 
representing a person’s 
reduced quality of life due to 
their sight loss or blindness 
are captured through the 
reduced years of healthy 
life lost due to disability and 
the years of life lost due to 
premature death.

Quantifying 
the impact of 
coronavirus 
(COVID-19) 
Patients who miss treatment 
or receive delayed treatment 
may experience some impact 
to their vision health. Data 
from Specsavers Ireland was
used to estimate the 
reduction in eye tests for the 
period March to December 
2020 compared to the same 
period in 2019. Published 
literature was used to 
quantify other impacts.
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The State of Ireland’s Eye Health 2021 report presents  
an alarming picture of the impact of the coronavirus 
(COVID-19). It highlights the unprecedented opportunity 
for highly-skilled optometrists and dispensing opticians in 
Ireland to reduce preventable sight loss and so help ease  
the pressure on an already over-burdened HSE.

This report is available to download from: 
www.specsavers.ie/eye-health/state-of-irelands-eye-health-2021
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