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Many diabetic patients in Singa-
pore are at risk of losing their vi-
sion, as most of those who suffer
from a diabetes-linked eye condi-
tion do not even know they have
the problem, a large-scale study has
found.

Five in six people who have dia-
betic retinopathy (DR), or damage
to the blood vessels in the eye, are
unaware that they have the condi-
tion, said the study published in
the British Journal of Ophthalmolo-
gy this month.

This means that 150,000 people
have the condition but are una-
ware of it.

DR is the top cause of blindness
among working-age adults in Singa-
pore, causing an estimated 600 peo-
ple to be totally blind and over
8,000 to lose their sight in one eye.

Another 17,500 are visually im-
paired because of the condition,
said Associate Professor Cheng
Ching Yu, who heads the Ocular
Epidemiology Research Group at
the Singapore Eye Research Insti-
tute.

The study, which involved
10,033 people aged 40 to 80 living
in the south-western part of Singa-
pore, showed that three in 10 dia-
betics have the disease.

With Singapore having an esti-
mated 600,000 diabetics aged 18 to
69, this means about 180,000 have
the eye condition and only 30,000
have been diagnosed.

The high rate of undiagnosed
DR cases has surprised Prof Cheng,
one of the researchers in the study,
as regular eye checks are part of the
standard treatment for diabetes.

In the study, participants were
tested for diabetes and had two reti-
nal photographs taken after their
pupils were dilated. The study was
done between 2004 and 2011.

It found that 11 per cent of dia-
betics and 83 per cent of those with
DR were undiagnosed.

There are no symptoms in the
early stages of DR.

Nine in 10 of those who did not

know they had DR were aware they
were diabetic, with most receiving
treatment for diabetes.

The study also turned up 212
people who have had the diabetic
eye condition for so long that they
were at high immediate risk of go-
ing blind, and had to be given im-
mediate treatment.

The average age for this group
was 62 years.

Damage from DR is non-reversi-
ble, but treatment can significantly
reduce a person’s risk of going
blind.

According to the United States’
National Eye Institute, treatment

can reduce the risk of going blind
in the next five years by 95 per
cent.

Prof Cheng said a person can be
given repeat treatment if the condi-
tion worsens.

The study report said: “A timely
diagnosis of vision-threatening DR
is necessary to institute sight-sav-
ing treatments, and an early diagno-
sis of DR is a key starting point.”

It added that there is well-estab-
lished treatment, but diabetics in
Singapore are going blind because
they are not seeking such treat-
ment, largely because they were
not even aware of their problem.

Another Singapore National Eye
Centre study of more than 500 peo-
ple done this year and released yes-
terday found that 42 per cent of dia-
betics had never had their eyes
screened.

Screening for DR costs Singapo-
reans $10.50 at polyclinics and
about $16 at a community health
centre.

The study also found that the in-
cidence of both DR and the
late-stage vision-threatening DR
was highest among Indians. Of the
212 people with vision-threatening
DR, 102 were Indian, 72 were Ma-
lay and 38 were Chinese.

Of those with earlier stages of
the condition, 293 were Indian,
193 Malay and 105 Chinese.

Prof Cheng said that if the condi-
tion is untreated within four years,
one in nine would develop vi-
sion-threatening DR and one in 14
would become blind.

The researchers claim the study
is the first in the world to look at
the rates of vision-threatening DR.

A previous American study
looked only at DR, and not the se-
vere version.
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The Singapore Epidemiology of
Eye Diseases study was carried out
between 2004 and 2011 at a cost
of about $5 million funded by the
National Medical Research
Council and the Biomedical
Research Council, Singapore.

The study started with 3,280
Malays, followed by 3,400 Indians
and 3,353 Chinese – all living in
the south-western part of the
country.

It is the source of more than
250 published papers, making it
one of the most published cohort
studies worldwide.

Among the study’s findings:
L There is a larger loss in the
quality of life as a result of poor
eyesight, compared with
conditions such as obesity,
hypertension, diabetes and high
cholesterol levels. Poor eyesight
affects Malays most, followed by
Indians and Chinese.
L Age-related macular
degeneration is more common in
Chinese and Indians than Malays.
The risk is higher as a person ages
and is also higher for a heavy
smoker or someone with kidney
failure.
L The study of the Malay cohort
found that 0.3 per cent is blind in
both eyes. Of these people, two in
three had cataract, a clouding of
the eye’s lens. Another 4.4 per
cent have low vision in both eyes.
L Indians in Singapore have lower
rates of blindness compared with
people in India.

Cataract is the leading cause of
their going blind, with diabetic
retinopathy, or damage to the
blood vessels in the retina, causing
one in 20 cases of blindness in
both eyes.
L People with severe diabetic
retinopathy were six to 12 times
more likely to do less of daily
living activities than peers without
this eye problem.

Salma Khalik

Riyadh – An Islamic State in Iraq
and Syria (ISIS) suicide bomber at-
tacked a Shi’ite mosque in Sunni-
ruled Saudi Arabia, killing 21 peo-
ple and injuring 81 in a hit that
threatens to fan sectarian tensions.

The bomber struck during last
Friday’s main weekly prayers in
Eastern Province, where assailants
linked to the Sunni extremist ISIS
had killed seven members of the
minority Shi’ite community last
November.

It was one of the deadliest as-
saults in recent years in the largest
Gulf Arab country, where sectarian
tensions have been aggravated by
nearly two months of Saudi-led air
strikes on Shi’ite Houthi rebels in
neighbouring Yemen.

The interior ministry said a sui-
cide bomber detonated a bomb at
the mosque in the Shi’ite-majority
city of Qatif, the official SPA news
agency reported. “An individual
detonated a bomb he was wearing
under his clothes during Friday

prayers at Ali Ibn Abi Taleb
mosque... in Qatif,” a ministry
spokesman said in a statement.

The health ministry was quoted
by SPA as saying that 21 people
were killed and 81 wounded, in-
cluding 12 in critical condition.

ISIS said it was behind the at-
tack, the first time it has officially
claimed an attack in Saudi Arabia,
and vowed “dark days ahead” for
Shi’ites, considered by the group
to be heretics, until militants
“chase them from the Arabian Pe-
ninsula”.

A statement published online
said “soldiers of the caliphate”
were behind the attack by Abu
Amer al-Najdi who “detonated an
explosives belt” in the mosque.

Saudi officials have said ISIS is
trying hard to attack the kingdom
which, as the world’s top oil ex-
porter, birthplace of Islam and
champion of conservative Sunni
doctrine, represents an important
ally for Western countries battling

the terrorists, and a symbolic tar-
get for the militant group itself.

Last November the Sunni
group’s leader Abu Bakr al-Baghda-
di called for attacks against the
Sunni rulers of Saudi Arabia,
which has declared ISIS a terrorist
organisation, joined international
air strikes against it, and mobilised
top clergy to denounce it. Last
week, Baghdadi issued another
speech full of derogatory com-
ments about the Saudi leadership
and the country’s Shi’ite minority.

The US and UN Security Coun-
cil condemned the latest bomb-
ing, but White House spokesman
Josh Earnest said it was not imme-
diately able to confirm it was the
work of ISIS. Shi’ite Iran demand-
ed that the perpetrators be found
and punished, and its Lebanese al-
ly Hizbollah said it holds the Saudi
authorities “totally responsible”
for the bombing.

News websites in eastern Saudi
Arabia posted photographs of bod-
ies lying in pools of blood, blood-

ied prayer rugs and damage inside
the mosque. Qatif hospital issued
an urgent call for blood donations
and called in off-duty staff to help
cope with the high number of casu-
alties, an activist said.

Resident Naseema Assada said
worshippers were celebrating the
birth of Imam Hussein, a revered
figure in Shi’ite Islam, when the
blast occurred. “The people are
very angry,” she said, adding that
they tried to stop police from enter-
ing the area.

Residents had feared such an at-
tack was coming, she said, because
the government was failing to
curb hate speech on social media
against the Shi’ite community,
which complains of marginalisa-
tion. “We don’t want a repeat of
what is happening in Syria or Iraq
here,” she said, referring to unrest
in the two countries, sections of
which ISIS claims as part of its
“caliphate”. “This is our country
and we love it,” she added.
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Study on
eye diseases:
Other key
findings
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Many of the elderly in Singapore as-
sume they do not need regular eye
check-ups, but poor eyesight can se-
riously hurt their well-being.

People who do not see well are
three times more likely to have
problems moving around and even
doing daily activities such as bath-
ing or eating.

They are also twice as likely to
be depressed or anxious than some-
one with normal vision.

As such, poor eyesight poses a
significant burden to a country like
Singapore, which has an ageing
population, said Health Minister
Gan Kim Yong.

In a speech at the Singapore Na-
tional Eye Centre’s (SNEC) 25th An-
niversary International Meeting
yesterday, Mr Gan said of seniors:
“Nine in 10 assume there is no
need to have regular eye checks if
they can see well.

“Some viewed eye diseases as a
normal part of ageing and that
there is nothing they can do to pre-
vent vision loss.”

Professor Wong Tien Yin,
SNEC’s medical director, said eye
problems such as cataract are easily
treated. Glaucoma is a major cause
of blindness in Singapore, but
patients’ vision can be saved if it is
discovered and treated early.

Mr Gan told the 1,200 delegates:
“Clearly more needs to be done for
public education to increase aware-
ness and promote regular vision
and eye checks.”

Professor Ecosse Lamoureux, di-
rector of population health at the
Singapore Eye Research Institute
(Seri), said people with diabetes,
high blood pressure or close family
members suffering from eye prob-
lems like glaucoma should have
their eyes checked annually from
age 40.

Prof Wong added that they do
not have to see an eye specialist.
Polyclinics, community health cen-
tres and even some optical shops
can take a picture of their retina to

check for cataract, glaucoma and
macular degeneration.

Mr Gan noted that the National
Healthcare Group, which runs nine
of the 18 polyclinics in Singapore,
have trained optometrists at some
of the polyclinics who can provide
diagnosis and counselling.

These optometrists have a
tele-link to specialists at Tan Tock
Seng Hospital and can reduce un-
necessary trips to the hospital for al-
most half the patients, he said.

He also highlighted the Singa-
pore Integrated Diabetic Retinopa-
thy Screening Programme, where
diabetic patients can have their
eyes screened with a retinal camera
operated by trained nurses.

The images are sent to central-
ised centres where they are read by
experts instead of the family doc-
tor, as is the common practice now.

This is already in place at eight
polyclinics. When this is available
at all 18 by early next year, it
should help more than 110,000 dia-
betic patients.

Mr Gan said the private sector al-
so has an important role to play as
it provides 80 per cent of primary
care in Singapore.

The SNEC is in contact with vari-
ous professional bodies “to under-
stand the issues and barriers to
good eye care in general practice”
and enhance awareness and accessi-
bility to good eye care, he said.

The ceremony yesterday also
paid tribute to the late Dr Arthur
Lim, regarded as the father of oph-
thalmology in Singapore.

Several local and foreign speak-
ers praised his foresight in bringing
SNEC and Seri to their current
prominence in the world of oph-
thalmogy.

Today, the SNEC deals with
300,000 patient visits and does
more than 27,000 eye surgery oper-
ations a year. Many of these are
complex operations, such as the
over 350 corneal transplants done
each year.

Salma Khalik

The injured
being rushed to
hospital
following a
suicide attack
on a Shi’ite
mosque in
Saudi Arabia
last Friday. ISIS
has claimed
responsibility
for the attack,
and vowed
“dark days
ahead” for
Shi’ites, who
are considered
by the Sunni
extremists to be
heretics.
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