
In recognition of World Sight Day 2015 and 
with a theme of “Universal Eye Health-Eye 
Care for All,” on October 7 and under the 
umbrella of VISION 2020 USA 16 U.S.-based 
vision organizations hosted a Congressional 
Briefing entitled Burden of Uncorrected 
Refractive Errors in Vision. AEVR, which 
supported and managed the event for VISION 
2020 USA, engaged its 21 Emerging Vision 
Scientists in attending the standing room-
only event.   

Formatted as a panel discussion hosted by 
VISION 2020 USA Chair Sandra Block, O.D., 
M.Ed., MPH (Illinois College of Optometry), 
the participants included: Jane Gwiazda, 
Ph.D., a Professor of Vision Science and 
Director of Research at the New England 
College of Optometry, who identified the 
various types of refractive errors and their 
impact on vision; Cheri Wiggs, Ph.D., who 
manages three research portfolios at the 
NEI, including Myopia and Refractive Error, 
Perception and Psychophysics, and Low 
Vision and Blindness Rehabilitation, and 
who spoke about NEI-funded research into 
UREs; and Kevin Frick, Ph.D., a Professor 
and Vice Dean for Education at the Johns 
Hopkins Carey Business School, who spoke 
about the economic impact of UREs as they 
relate to all stages of life, including academic 
achievement, labor force issues, medical care 
costs, the types and numbers of eye care 
professionals needed, and the cost of URE 
treatments once diagnosed.  

On September 18, in recognition of both Healthy 
Aging Month and International Age-related 
Macular Degeneration (AMD) Awareness Week, 
AEVR’s DOV and co-sponsors (see box below) 
held a Congressional Briefing focusing on the 
latest therapies to treat AMD, the leading cause 
of blindness and low vision in the United States, 
especially in the age 60-plus population. Since it 
affects central vision—specifically the macula, which 
is the central part of the light-sensitive retina in the 
back of the eye—it impacts an individual’s ability 
to read and drive, significantly affecting quality of 
life. This presents significant challenges to vision 
researchers.    

To describe NEI’s research and educational efforts, 
the Briefing featured Emily Chew, M.D., NEI Deputy 
Clinical Director, a medical retina specialist with 
clinical and research interest in AMD and diabetic 
eye disease who has extensive experience in 
designing and implementing clinical trials at the NIH 
Clinical Center, and Wai Wong, M.D., Ph.D., Chief 
of NEI’s Laboratory on Neuron-Glia Interactions in 
Retinal Disease, a clinician-scientist who researches 
the neuro-inflammatory mechanisms underlying 
diseases such as AMD and diabetic retinopathy. 

Dr. Chew described numerous risk factors associated 
with AMD, including: aging, genetics, obesity, 
smoking, and nutritional factors. NEI-funded 
research has identified more than 30 genes already 
associated with AMD, and genetics may account for 
60 percent of the cause of the disease. Smoking is 
a consistent risk factor, with greater risk in those 
with increasing number of cigarettes smoked. The 
NEI-funded Age Related Eye Disease Study (AREDS) 
demonstrated that daily high doses of vitamins C 
and E, beta-carotene, and minerals zinc and copper 
reduced the risk of progression to advanced AMD 
by 25 percent in five years. Data from a follow-up 
study, AREDS2, suggest that replacing beta-
carotene with lutein and zeaxanthin may produce 
a safer, more effective formula. Dr. Chew was 
engaged in both of these trials, serving as the 

Principal Investigator for AREDS2  

Dr. Wong addressed NEI’s efforts to investigate 
and find treatments for both “wet” or neovascular 
AMD, where new blood vessels disrupt the retina, 
as well as for “dry” or atrophic AMD, where the 
photoreceptors—the light-sensitive cells in the 
retina—gradually die away. He acknowledged the 
dramatic improvements in wet AMD treatment 
from “anti-VEGF” therapy. These therapies, which 
are ophthalmic agents developed, in part, through 
NIH-funded research, inhibit abnormal blood vessel 
growth due to Vascular Endothelial Growth Factor 
(VEGF), stabilizing vision loss and, in some cases, 
improving lost vision. He did caution, however, that 
there are limitations to these therapies, including 
that they currently are administered through an 
injection to the eye. Regarding dry AMD, currently 
no treatments exist, and investigators are keen to 
understand and find ways to halt its progress.  

Dr. Wong concluded by summarizing where more 
AMD research is needed:  understanding what 
gives rise to early AMD, how it progresses, and 
identifying/testing molecules that stop progression; 
developing new and better clinical trials to confirm 
effective treatments in patients; comparing and 
potentially personalizing patient treatment options; 
and potentially restoring vision to blind patients. 
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• Research to Prevent Blindness 
• AMD Alliance International 
• Alliance for Aging Research
• ARVO 
• European Vision Institute
• Lighthouse Guild  

Featured speakers from the NEI included Emily Chew, M.D., 
(Deputy Clinical Director) and Wai Wong, M.D., Ph.D. (Chief, 
Laboratory on Neuron-Glia Interactions in Retinal Disease)

The speakers were approached by several attendees with 
questions after the briefing. In the foreground, Dr. Chew 
speaks with Cong. Donald Norcross (D-NJ).

Left to right: Vision community members attending the event 
included Ruth Burns of Regeneron, which provided a grant to 
support the Eye Healthy luncheon, Dawn Mancuso, the new 
Executive Director of the Association of Schools and Colleges 
of Optometry, and Michael Duenas. O.D., Chief Public Health 
Officer at the American Optometric Association 

The packed room of attendees reflected Congressional staff, 
representatives from the 16 sponsoring organizations, and AEVR’s 21 
Emerging Vision Scientists 

AEVR wishes to thank its co-
sponsors for this event:

World Sight Day 2015 Addresses 
Uncorrected Refractive Errors  

Left to right: Briefing participants included Kevin Frick, Ph.D. 
(Johns Hopkins Carey Business School), Jane Gwiazda, Ph.D. 
(New England College of Optometry), Cheri Wiggs, Ph.D. 
(NEI), and VISION 2020 USA Chair and moderator Sandra 
Block, O.D., M.Ed., MPH (Illinois College of Optometry) 


