Ask A Vet: Dogs with Cataracts Don’t Always Go Blind
Sunday, December 30, 2012
Dear Dr. Weldy’s,  

     My neighbor just returned from the vet and was told his dog has a cataract.  Does this mean the dog will no longer be able to see?  
-Concerned Neighbor

Dear Concerned Neighbor,
     It is very nice that you are concerned for your neighbor’s dog.  You will be glad to know not all dogs with cataracts go blind.  There are different types of cataracts.  First one has to know that a cataract is merely a white opacity of the lens.  Normally the lens is clear and allows the dog to focus.  A cataract can be very small and not cause problems with vision and are called incipient cataracts; can cause blurred vision and involve more of the lens and be called immature; or they become a mature cataract where entire vision is lost and the lens is completely clouded over.         
     There is a condition in dogs especially over the age of 6 years called nuclear sclerosis which is a hardening of the lens.  It can look much like a cataract but it does not interfere with vision.  An animal can have both cataracts and nuclear sclerosis at the same time.  Sometimes it is hard to distinguish between them by your veterinarian and she or he may want to refer you to a veterinary ophthalmologist who specializes in the eye.  The ophthalmologist has specialty equipment to evaluate the eye and arrive at the correct diagnosis.  Dogs do adapt very well if they do get cataracts and most owners won’t even realize the dog has them until an exam by their veterinarian.
      We don’t always know what causes cataracts.  Some are inherited and can occur at any age with slow or fast development and these are the most common.  Some are secondary to diabetes mellitus occurring within the first year of being diagnosed with diabetes.  The next most common cataract is due to some type of other eye disease such as retinal degeneration or glaucoma. Also don’t forget about the ones caused by trauma (like the cat claw or pellet gun that may have ruptured the lens capsule). Other causes of cataracts may be nutritional disorders such as orphaned pups on milk replacer that grow out of it over time, aging process in old dogs , radiation or birth defects.
       Once the lens becomes cloudy, there is no stopping the process outside of surgery to remove the lens. However, the surgery to remove the lens is costly and NOT ALL DOGS WITH CATARACTS NEED SURGERY. Most cataracts do not interfere with vision because they are the small or immature types of cataracts. To quote an ophthalmologist, “cataract surgery is a quality of life surgery, not a life-saving surgery”.   Dogs tend to have a more inflammatory response to surgery than humans as well.  Consulting with your veterinarian can assist you in deciding what option to choose.  There are nutritional supplements   containing antioxidants formulated by veterinary ophthalmologists that improve the health of the eye and can reduce inflammation of the cataract.                                           

-Dr. Wanda Schmeltz
