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Focus on Vision

Bonjour!

I am sitting, writing this at Newcastle Airport waiting 
to board a plane to Paris.

Sounds glamorous? Well this weekend Jenny and I, as 
well as our four Dispensing Opticians are attending 
Silmo - Europe’s largest Optical Trade show. 

Having never attended an international show before, 
we are really looking forward to seeing all of the new 
frame collections, not only from Europe but also from 
America, Australia and the Far East. It promises to be 
a very vibrant event, it is Paris after all, so we are very 
excited to be able to view the latest frame styles and 
ranges from all over the World and plan which ones 
we are intending to bring back for you!

Further details in the next Newsletter, so watch out for 
a ‘Memoir from Paris’!

Early last month all our Dispensing Opticians            
enhanced their knowledge by completing extra        
training in “Personal Styling and Colour Analysis”, 
this ensures you get the most suitable spectacles just 
for you. 

Last month also saw us welcome another Dispensing 
Optician to our team. Sonia Dixon joined us to help 
expand our Dispensing and Contact Lens clinics. 
Sonia has a wealth of knowledge and experience for 
us to call upon, her personality and work ethic fits 
perfectly with our Practice ethos.

Our first Bookmark Competition Winner can also be 
announced. For the 8-13 years group, I would like to 
congratulate Gabrielle Corcoran on her very colourful 
and clever design. Gabrielle’s design will be made into 
our practice bookmark, which we send out with the 
reminders.

We decided this month that we would have two 
winners of our Newsletter challenge – “On the go” 
Competition.

•  Our first winner is Anne Wilson who sent us a great 
‘photo of her reading her newsletter on the Inner 
Farne Island. 

•  Our second winners, 
reading their newsletter on 
holiday, are Darren and 
Jane Riseborough who 
sent a photograph from 
Niagara Falls!! 

Thank you to all of you who 
sent in ‘photos and 
hopefully we will have 
some from even further 
afield for our next
newsletter.

Congratulations also to 
Claire and Emma on
finding time to raise
money for charity when not working hard in Saville 
Row.

I very much hope you enjoy the contents of this
newsletter, as always I welcome your feedback
particularly if you have any topics you would like us to 
cover or any questions you would like to ask. 

Have to go as our flight is being called

Au Revoir!
Stuart. 



Gene Therapy
You may have seen recent reporting in the press about 
Janet Osbourne, a woman from Oxford, who has become 
the first person in the Western world to have gene therapy 
to try to halt her blindness.

Janet is one of 600,000 people in the UK who suffer from 
Age-related Macula Degeneration (AMD), half of which 
have severe sight impairment.

As we discussed in our July Newsletter, the Retina 
contains specialized cone cells that react to light and focus 
central vision in the eye. They convert the light striking the 
retina into electrochemical signals which the brain 
interprets.

When these retinal photoreceptor cells are damaged or 
destroyed this depletes the eye’s sensitivity to light and in 
turn causes a loss of vision.

 In some retinal disorders, including AMD, this loss results 
from the failure of the epithelial cells that form a layer at 
the back of the retina known as the retinal pigment 
epithelial (RPE) layer. 

Gene therapy, the injection of a synthetic gene into the 
back of the eye aims to target the underlying genetic cause 
of the damage to these RPE cells and to prevent more cells 
from dying.

Research into gene therapy as a treatment is not new. 
The concept is to alter or correct inherited diseases at the 
level of DNA and early results support the hype that a sin-
gle treatment can have long-lasting beneficial effects on 
the cells of the retina to prevent blindness.

Researchers initially set out to specifically tackle a 
condition called ‘Leber Congenital Amaurosis (LCA)’ an 
inherited condition which leads to severe visual 
impairment affecting around 1 in 40,000 babies. Mutated 
genes adversely affect their RPE function, which in turn 
damages their photoreceptor cells.

In 2008 scientists began experimenting and discovered that 
delivering a healthy copy of the RPE gene (RPE 65) into the 
retina was safe and led to limited improvements to vision. 

One of the most difficult questions they have faced is how 
to deliver the replacement genetic material to the cells 
that need it. 

They found an ingenious solution: a virus to be the host for 
the copy gene. 

The eye is an immune-privileged site. It is one of only 4 
places in our body that is relatively isolated from our 
immune system and therefore using viruses to deliver DNA 
here, in the eye, means that they are tolerated and survive 
for prolonged, often indefinite intervals. 

An added advantage is the fact that the bodies’ immune 
system is less likely to mount a defence against such a 
virus in one of these sites.

Prof. Robert MacLaren, in Oxford’s John Radcliffe          
hospital explains;

 “A virus is a biological system that has evolved over 
billions of years to be very efficient at getting into cells and 
delivering its DNA. If we tried to create a similar organism 
to deliver DNA in the lab, it would take years – a lifetime. 
But if we can use an organism that does that already, well, 
it’s just a case of harnessing the power of that virus,” 

By summer 2017 it was demonstrated that people with the 
LCA condition who had received gene therapy had improved 

vison, compared to people who had not. By the end of 2017 
this treatment named ‘ Luxturna’ was approved and 
became the first gene therapy available for clinical use.

Prof. MacLaren, himself, successfully completed the 
world’s first gene therapy trial in October last year, for a 
condition called ‘Choroideremia’, one of the inherited eye 
diseases in young people which has now become the most 
common cause of untreatable blindness. 

The trial began in 2011 and involved only 14 patients but its 
success has led to a larger international trial of over 100 
patients across 9 countries in the EU and North America.

It marks an extraordinary breakthrough in the quest to 
understand why and how our own genes can make us ill, 
and the astonishing prospect of rewriting our genetic code

Gene therapy is transforming how scientists think about 
medicine and treatments. The concept to treat a disease 
not with proteins or drugs but by modifying the genetics of 
the cell itself is revolutionary. 

When a patient has a gene mutation – meaning a part of 
the DNA is missing or not functioning – gene therapy offers 
the possibility of correcting that by delivering healthy
DNA-like material to replace what is missing.

Science fact or fiction? 

Scientists estimate that within 100 years it will become 
reality for many genetically inherited diseases. From the 
discovery in the 1950s of DNA by Watson and Crick to
approved treatments, the rate of progress is immense.
Still, the use of gene therapy will likely be limited to a 
small number of patients with specific mutations and rare 
diseases. However, technological advances and further 
research into gene therapy will in time make it accessible 
to more people.

Johnson and Johnson

As you may remember reading in our summer newsletter 
contact lenses are a constantly evolving area of optics. 
Johnson and Johnson have recently developed ‘Acuvue 
Oasys with Transitions’, calling them a “first of a kind
contact lens that go beyond vision correction.”

This is good news for patients who find that light has a 
stressful or uncomfortable impact on their eyes. 
New lens technology means that these lenses adapt
seamlessly to changing light. They automatically balance 
the amount of indoor and outdoor light entering the eye 
and also filter blue light and block UV rays.

There is a minimum change to the appearance of the eyes 
whilst wearing the lenses. 

These lenses begin to darken immediately, as soon as they 
are exposed to sunlight and they fade from dark to clear 
within 90 seconds when moving out of direct sunlight.

The Future of Ortho-K lenses

Orthokeratology (Ortho-K) contact lenses are designed to 
slow the progression of Myopia (short sightedness), which 
if left untreated can lead to substantial vision loss and
other eye problems.

Contact Lens News



Current treatment relies on rigid contact lenses which are 
able to re-shape the surface of the cornea when worn 
overnight. However, recent research has indicated that new 
types of soft contact lenses can create similar effects.

This is a significant advance in Orthokeratology, as one of 
the main stumbling blocks for most patients (especially the 
very young) is the insertion and wearing of a rigid contact 
lens.

Being able to achieve the same end result with soft lenses 
will hopefully allow many more patients to benefit from this 
revolutionary form of myopia control.

“Ah he’s smiling at his Great Granny! He knows it’s 
me”…………

We’ve all been part of this scene but seriously, how well do 
babies see? Let’s be clear it is age dependent and some
children reach milestones at different ages, but as a sense we 
take for granted when does it develop into something we
totally rely on? 

A baby’s initial look at the real world is bright and a bit
confusing. Their eyes have never been exposed to light before 
so their brain doesn’t know how to interpret the signals the 
eyes are sending, but a baby’s eyes come a long way during 
the first 12 months. 

At birth your baby can see, but her vision at first is quite
blurry.

Babies learn to see over a period of time, much like they learn 
to walk and talk, they are not born with all the visual abilities 
they need for life, these have to develop as they grow.

The ability to focus their eyes, move them accurately and use 
them together must be learned. As does how to use the visual 
information their eyes send, to understand the world around 
them and interact with it appropriately. 

Sight develops gradually over the first year and by the time 
your baby is a year old, she’ll see the world almost as well as 
you do. 

As your baby grows, her eyes take in enormous amounts of 
information about the world around her. Her developing
eyesight will help her learn to grasp, sit, roll over, crawl, and 
walk, providing important information and stimulation for 
complete development.

Healthy eyes and good vision play a crucial role in how infants 
and children learn to see. Eye and vision problems in infants 
can cause developmental delays and it is important to detect 
problems early so babies have the opportunity to develop the 
visual abilities they need to grow and learn.

Newborn 

A newborn baby can see approximately 8 to 10 inches away 
- about the distance to your face when you cuddle him.

While babies’ eyes are able to focus and they can make out 
light, highly contrasted shapes and movement, the other 
parts of their visual system, including the brain and retina, 
haven’t matured enough to process the information. 

They are unable to tell the difference between shapes or even 
to move their eyes from one shape to another. They have not 
learned how to fix their eyes on an object, but a newborn will 
have no problem seeing your face and expressions if you hold 
him close, you are his primary focus and you are fascinating! 

Birth to 4 months:

Her ability to focus, interpret colour and distinguish between 
shades of contrast will rapidly improve in the first month. It is 
perfectly normal if her eyes aren’t quite tracking together yet 
and many infants’ eyes do wander during the first few months 
of life because their eye muscles are still developing and 
learning how to work together.

By the time your baby is approximately 3 months old, she’ll 
have learned to focus her eyes. This means she can follow a 
toy if you move it around in front of her. She will be able to see 
some colour, but not able to tell the difference between
similar tones such as red and orange, but they are becoming 
clearer.

Bright, primary colours and more detailed and complicated 
shapes become fascinating as her eyes start working better 
together and vision rapidly improves. Eye-hand co-ordination 
begin to develop and she starts tracking object and reaching 
for them.

Around 4 months your baby will begin to develop depth
perception - how far away something is from her. This
coincides with her gaining better control over her arms. Being 
able to see more accurately helps her to grab for things within 
her reach. Watch out for your hair!

5-8 months:

These months sees control of eye movements and eye-body 
co-ordination skills continuing to improve. Your baby is better 
at examining objects closely and spotting small things. He 
can also focus at a variety of distances and although his short 
range sight is better, his vision is good and he can follow     
objects well. His depth perception has improved too. 

His eyes are now capable of working together to form a
3-dimensional view of the world. It’s in colour too! Research 
has shown that these infants have good colour vision and can 
see almost as well as you. He will also be able to recognise 
people and objects across a room.

9-12 months: 

Most babies start crawling about now, which further helps to 
develop eye-hand-foot-body co-ordination and improves their 
ability to use both eyes together.

As your baby begins to pull himself up to a standing position 
and gains mobility, his continuing developing vision enhances 
his co-ordination and balance. 

His eyes may darken in colour as the pigments in the iris of 
his eyes develops. 

His vision is sharper and he can pick up an object the size of a 
crumb with thumb and forefinger. 

Distances can be judged fairly well and his throwing has
improved tremendously. Pointing and demanding objects are 
the name of the game now!

Happy 1st Birthday – roll on the terrible 2’s!!

Your baby can now tell the difference between near and far. 
She can recognise people she knows from a distance, her 
colour vision and depth perception are developing well and 
she is highly interested in exploring her environment. 

By the time she is 2, looking and listening together is well 
developed - but not compulsory! - And she can recognise 
familiar objects and pictures in books, as well as scribbling 
with a crayon.

Her hand-eye co-ordination and depth perception are well 
developed as is her colour vision, walking and probably
running too! 

Welcome to the world little one.

How well babies can see
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Compulsory Eye Tests For Over 70’s?

Staff News

The government is currently considering introducing
compulsory eye tests for over 70’s as part of its 2019 Road 
Safety Statement.

Medical fitness to drive is one of the issues the government is 
keen to address. It is keen to find out more about how
eyesight testing could play a role in reducing the number of 
fatalities on our roads.

The Association of Optometrists welcomes this news saying 

“It’s reassuring to see the government taking practical steps 
through a committed road safety action plan. It’s particularly 
welcome that the government is now committed to consider 
making sight testing part of the license renewal process. That 
is a significant shift and one that we have long called for. 
Changing the rules so that drivers have to get their vision 
checked regularly will save lives on the road”

• Currently there is no specific legal requirement to have an 
eye examination and drivers are expected to self-regulate 
their driving to stay safe.

Dame Judi Dench recently revealed that she has given up 
driving as a result of her failing eyesight. The 84 year old
actress, who has macular degeneration, told the Radio Times 
that she feared killing someone if she continued to drive.

Warning Signs of Unsafe Driving

• Delayed response to unexpected situations

• Becoming easily distracted whilst driving

• Decreasing confidence whilst driving

• Difficulty maintaining or moving into the correct lane of   
 traffic
• Hitting the kerb or scraping car when manoeuvring or   
 reversing

• Driving too fast or too slow for road conditions

• Becoming confused between the accelerator and brake   
 pedals

• Missing traffic signals, especially ‘stop’ or ‘slow’ signs

• Forgetting to signal when manoeuvring and not checking  
 mirrors and blind spots      

It is important to recognize if you are experiencing any of 
these situations whilst driving and especially important to 
seek the help of a professional if you are having any visual or
other medical problems which may cause you to drive 
unsafely.    
                      

A Charity Challenge.

Have you ever heard of the 
‘Spartan Ultra Beast’? On 14th 
September, in Perth, Scotland, 
Emma decided to tackle this ... 

It involved an obstacle course, 
52km in distance with ‘obstacles’ 
such as sandbag carries, 
scrambling and crawling under 
barbed wire, jumping over walls 
and carrying heavy buckets up 
hills. 

Why I hear you ask…..we asked Emma!
“I enjoy the challenge and this race not only physically
challenged me it was also about being mentally strong and 
my mind-set definitely got me through it! The community 
spirit was great as everyone is there to help and you bond 
from sharing the same experience.

I decided to compete to raise money for the Northumberland 
and Tyneside Mind Charity and have raised just over £900 
which is brilliant!

This was definitely a challenge, I am so proud I did it and have 
the bruises to prove it!”

Ouch…..well done Emma!

A Charity Achievement.

Claire has been a member of Rock Choir for four years and 
explains;

“There are six choirs across the North East who meet up 
regularly. We sing a variety of pop, chart, rock and
contemporary songs with our own adaptations. 

With Rock Choir I have had the fantastic experience of
recording at Abbey Road Studios and in August this year we 
performed at Durham Cathedral. 

For this charity performance all the proceeds were going to 
the upkeep of the Cathedral. The choir of about 250 members 
had an audience of approximately 700 people. It was an
amazing experience and the biggest audience I have ever 
sang to”.

There’s a taster on YouTube – and a surprise solo singer too!
What a star Claire!

Your Newsletter
We hope you have enjoyed this month’s Newsletter. If there are any topics or areas regarding eyes or visions in general, that you’ve ever 
wondered about or would like more information on, just email your suggestions or queries to: mariahenderson@gtharvey.co.uk and we 
will try and cover them in future newsletters. 

For friends or relatives, who you think would enjoy reading our ramblings, just send us their details and we’ll happily add them to our 
Newsletter mailing list. We appreciate you may not wish to receive these newsletters, if so please email the practice on: 
enquiries@gtharvey.co.uk or telephone us on 0191 232 7615 and we will amend our records.


