
 On April 17 at an Alliance for Eye and  
Vision Research Congressional Briefing 
entitled Vision for the Future: Eye Imaging 
to Save and Restore Sight, AEVR Board 
President Stephen Ryan, M.D, (Doheny Eye 
Institute/University of Southern California) 
described a new digital imaging technology 
that is changing the way vision disorders are 
diagnosed and treated. This technology is 
optical coherence tomography, or OCT. This 
noninvasive technique allows one to observe 
the layers of the retina–the neural tissue 
which converts light into images we see.  
The latest OCT technology, which reveals the 
retina three-dimensionally and in color 
though sophisticated computer software, 
can be used to identify early changes 
related to potentially blinding diseases, 
such as age-related macular degeneration 
(AMD, the leading cause of blindness), 

diabetic retinopathy, and glaucoma, and 
to subsequently monitor the effectiveness 
of treatments emerging from research. 
 As OCT technology enters common 
practice in clinical research and in 
practitioners’ offices, it will revolutionize 
the “old 20th century approach” to retinal 
disease. Past practice has relied primarily 
on photographic images limited in their 
ability to sense subtle changes in retinal 
pathology. “This new OCT technology,” said 
Ryan, “will transform and improve the way 
we diagnose AMD, diabetic retinopathy, and 
glaucoma. The major asset is that it creates a 
quantitative measurement of retinal changes 
which, when coupled with a functional 
measurement of vision, can maximize the 
use of evidence-based medicine in eye care.”  

 Since retinal changes often precede 
improvements or losses in vision detected 
functionally by the eye chart, Ryan 
emphasized that treatments for individual 
patients can begin earlier, before permanent 
retinal damage sets in. He added that the 
quantitative basis of OCT will impact clinical 
trials of new treatments, since this research 
will require fewer patients, take less time, and 
be far less costly. “This OCT technology 
 facilitates in eye care the goal described by 
National Institutes of Health (NIH) Director 
Dr. Elias Zerhouni for research and clinical 
practice in the 21st century–that which is 
preemptive, predictive, preventive, 
and personalized.” 
 Ryan concluded by stating that it is hard 
to overemphasize the value of this new 

technology–stating that it is similar to the 
difference between snail mail and email, or 
between the biplane of old and a new jetliner–
in that we get so much more information 
about the retina. “As of June 2006 and for the 
first time in history, we have a Food and Drug 
Administration (FDA)-approved ophthalmic 
drug that improves vision in people with 
AMD. OCT can track changes that will help 
us make the best diagnoses for our patients 
and tell us when to initiate or follow-up with 
injections of the drug,” said Ryan, who pre-
dicted that the same will apply to glaucoma 
and diabetic retinopathy within the next five 
years. “The level of federal investment in 
medical research to deal with the growing and 
costly public health problem of eye disease 
and vision impairment will play a large part 
in determining the progress in implement-
ing treatments for blinding eye diseases.” 
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Above Dr. Ryan meets with Cong. Darrell Issa 
(R-CA), who is a signatory on a “Dear Colleague” 
letter urging a 6.7 percent increase in Fiscal 
Year 2008 NIH funding. Below Dr. Ryan and 
NAEVR Legislative Counsel John Porter with Sean 
McCluskie in the office of Cong. Xavier Becerra 
(D-CA), who represents the USC campus and is 
on the House Democratic leadership team. 

This new OCT technology will 
transform and improve the way 
we diagnose AMD, diabetic 
retinopathy, and glaucoma.


