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The European refractive surgery
market will be sluggish for the
foreseeable future, if European
Union consumer confidence meas-
ures are any predictor.

The European Union recently
reported that consumer confi-
dence for all EU countries in July
measured a pessimistic -12, where
it has been stuck since late 2003.
The index is based on a survey of
25,000 households.

Such a measure is a good pre-
dictor of future volume of refrac-
tive surgery procedures, according
to David Harmon, president of
Market Scope, a St. Louis, Missouri
US  company that measures the
US ophthalmology market. Mr.
Harmon says his company has
linked changes in volume of LASIK
procedures to changes in con-
sumer confidence measures in
every quarter for the past four
years.

Although he has not compared
European consumer confidence
measures to LASIK demand in
Europe, Mr. Harmon says that the
link he has found in the United
States may well apply in Europe.
As in United States, refractive sur-
gery procedures in Europe are
primarily financed by patients
themselves, making the demand
for procedures easily influenced by
the level of consumer confidence,
he notes.

The European market has
shown sluggishness in some
recently released reports for the
second quarter of 2004.

For example, Bausch & Lomb
reported that sales for refractive
surgery products were flat in
Europe, even as they were up by
nearly 30% in the Americas.

Alcon reported that sales for
refractive products fell 16.8% in
the second quarter.Although the
report said nothing specifically
about Europe, the report noted an
increased demand for LASIK and
custom procedures in the United
States.

Reflecting the surge in sales
already apace in the United States,
consumer confidence measures
there – including the Conference
Board and AP-Ipsos surveys –
show a booming U.S. consumer
appetite this summer.

Reports in Europe, however, are
gloomier.

The European Union’s July con-
fidence measure showed slightly
positive figures for only five coun-
tries: Denmark, Finland, Ireland,
Luxembourg, and Sweden. Major
refractive surgery markets, howev-
er, showed negative consumer
confidence in the economy. For
example, Germany reported -17
consumer confidence rating;
France reported a -16 rating; Spain
reported a -11 rating; and the UK
reported a -4 rating.A number of
countries, including Portugal,
Greece, Italy, and Poland reported

consumer confidence ratings of -
20 or worse.

“While households were some-
what more optimistic concerning

future unemployment, their views
on their own future financial situa-
tion darkened slightly,” the
European Commission comment-

ed in their survey. “Households’
views on the general future eco-
nomic situation remained
unchanged.”

European consumer confidence
A positive number indicates an overall positive level of confidence in the economy.A negative number indi
cates an overall negative level of confidence in the economy.The numbers reflect the differences between
the percentages of respondents giving positive and negative replies.

Dec 03 Jan 03 Feb 04 Mar 04 Apr 04 May 04 Jun 04 Jul 04

European Union -13 -12 -11 -11 -11 -13 -12 -12
Euro area -16 -15 -14 -14 -14 -16 -14 -14
Belgium                   -7 -5 -4 -3 -4 -6 -1 -4
Czech Republic -20 -21 -26 -24 -21 -15 -14 -10
Denmark 6 9 5 7 11 10 11 11
Germany -15 -16 -13 -16 -17 -18 -15 -17
Estonia -18 -12 -16 -16 -16 -21 -18 -14
Greece -42 -34 -32 -19 -18 -22 -23 -27
Spain -11 -12 -12 -11 -8 -9 -11 -11
France -24 -15 -16 -15 -15 -17 -18 -16
Ireland -10 -8 -7 -5 -6 -5 -6 3
Italy -15 -18 -21 -19 -18 -19 -19 -20
Cyprus -30 -33 -36 -35 -34 -34 -41 -44
Latvia -14 -16 -18 -21 -19 -19 -16 -14
Lithuania -12 -15 -14 -12 -13 -13 -8 -8
Luxembourg -2 1 3 2 -1 1 5 5
Hungary -29 -33 -33 -33 -32 -27 -25 -25
Netherlands -10 -13 -6 -10 -8 -11 -6 -3
Austria -2 -3 -2 -2 -3 -5 -2 -1
Poland -29 -31 -33 -32 -30 -25 -23 -26
Portugal -36 -36 -37 -36 -38 -35 -31 -32
Slovenia -23 -21 -26 -22 -22 -19 -19 -18
Slovakia -34 -32 -35 -27 -26 -26 -22 -22
Finland 14 11 11 13 13 14 15 13
Sweden 4 6 6 2 6 6 6 4
United Kingdom -3 -3 -2 -2 -2 -5 -6 -4

Source: European Commission

European refractive surgery volume expected to remain sluggish

Big epithelial defects a big problem 
Large central epithelial defects resulting from LASIK can

lead to significant problems including diffuse lamellar ke r a t i t i s ,
i rregular astigmatism, f l ap micro fo l d s , and delayed visual re h a-
b i l i t a t i o n , re p o rt German re s e a rc h e r s .The inve s t i g a t o r s
rev i ewed a series of 1650 LASIK operations performed at a
single centre, finding 22 eyes of 14 patients who deve l o p e d
s eve re central epithelial defects as a result of surgery.T h i s
included 20 eyes with diffuse lamellar keratitis (DLK), 17 eye s
with irregular astigmatism, and 12 with micro fo l d s . Eight cases
i nvo l ved both eye s . N e a r ly all of the eyes lost some degree of
b e s t - c o rrected visual acuity in the postoperative period.
Visual acuity did improve slow ly, and no eye lost more than
one line of vision at the one-year fo l l ow-up point.Two - t h i rd s
of the affected eyes had moderate to seve re dry - eye symp-
toms befo re surgery.
J C R S,A . M i rshahi et al., ‘Clinical course of sev e re central epithelial
d e fects in laser in situ ke ra t o m i l e u s i s ’ ,August 2004;Vo l . 3 0 , Issue 8,
1 6 3 6 - 1 6 4 1 .

B l o cking gr owth factor enhances graft surv i va l
A growth factor called vascular endothelial growth factor

re c e p t o r-3 (VEGFR-3) plays a key role in corneal transplant
re j e c t i o n , s ay Harv a rd scientists. M o re ove r, animal studies
s h ow that blocking the growth factor enhances the surv i v a l
of corneal grafts.The finding is an important deve l o p m e n t
t ow a rds understanding the immune system pathway linking
the eye to the rest of the body.The team was able to show
that VEGFR-3 was responsible for mobilising antigen-pre s e n t-

ing cells to move into the lymphatic system. Blocking V E G F R -
3 by using immunoglobulin blocked the antigen-pre s e n t i n g
cells and prevented them from entering the lymphatic sys-
t e m , blocking the immune re s p o n s e.The re s e a rchers believe
the findings may extend well beyond ophthalmology to other
f i e l d s , p a rticular organ transplantation and cancer therapy.
N a t u re Medicine, R . Dana et al., ‘ Vascular endothelial growth fa c t o r
receptor-3 mediates induction of corneal alloimmu n i t y ’ ,August 2004;
1 0 , 813 – 815.

Tumour patients see clearly now
Patients undergoing plaque radiation therapy for tre a t m e n t

of ocular tumours can continue to see during tre a t m e n t ,
thanks to new clear lead glasses. R e s e a rchers at the
Manhattan Eye and Ear Infirmary tested the glasses in a series
of patients undergoing treatment with palladium 103 plaque
r a d i o t h e r apy. Until now patients have been re q u i red to we a r
opaque lead patches during tre a t m e n t .The glasses are as
e f fe c t i ve as the patch in blocking radiation from escaping into
the env i ro n m e n t . Patients ap p reciated the ability to fe e d
t h e m s e l ves and otherwise function at home with gre a t e r
f re e d o m .
A m e rican Journal of Ophthalmolog y, PT Finger et al., ‘ R a d i a t i o n - b l o ck i n g
glasses allow vision during ophthalmic plaque radiation thera py ’ , J u n e,
2 0 0 4 ;Vo l . 1 3 7 , Issue 6, 1 1 4 9 - 1 1 5 1 .

AMD gene discov e re d
Genetics re s e a rchers re p o rt the identification of defects in

a single gene that underlie a here d i t a ry form of age-re l a t e d

macular degeneration.The re s e a rchers recruited 402 people
with AMD and 429 healthy vo l u n t e e r s .T h ey then examined
the patients’ DNA, looking for variations in genes that code
for fibulins, p roteins prev i o u s ly implicated in A M D. S even of
the 402 AMD patients each had a diffe rent change in the
FBLN5 gene that was not found in the healthy control gro u p.
Six of these seven changes altered an amino acid in the fibulin
5 pro t e i n .Although the genetic mutations affect only about
t wo percent of patients with A M D, the re s e a rchers believe
that the findings offer important insights tow a rds understand-
ing the pathogenesis of A M D.
N E J M , EM Stone et al. ‘Missense Va riations in the Fibulin 5 Gene and
A ge-Related Macular Dege n e ra t i o n ’ , Jul 22, 2 0 0 4 ; 3 5 1 : 3 4 6 - 3 5 3 .

P e r i m e t ry promising for PK patients 
F requency-doubling perimetry may prove useful in postop-

e r a t i ve glaucoma screening of penetrating ke r a t o p l a s t y
p a t i e n t s . German re s e a rchers used the technique to assess
p o s t o p e r a t i ve corneal topographic changes in 36 penetrating
keratoplasty patients.

Patients with pre-existing glaucoma or any postoperative
intraocular pre s s u re elevation we re excluded. F i e l d - t e s t i n g
was equally effe c t i ve in PK patients and contro l s . Po s t - o p e r a-
t i ve corneal topographic changes including ke r a t o m e t r i c
a s t i g m a t i s m , t o p o g r aphic astigmatism, spherical equivalent,
and central corneal thickness did not appear to interfe re
with perimetry testing.
C o r n e a , NX Nguyen et al., ‘ Fre q u e n cy-doubling peri m e t ry in patients fo l-
l owing penetrating ke ra t o p l a s t y ’ , 2 0 0 4 ; 2 3 ( 5 ) : 4 3 3 - 8 .
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