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What is Diabetic Retinopathy, and why is it important? 

 

Diabetic retinopathy (DR), the most common diabetic eye disease, affects the retina, the light-
sensitive back of the eye. It can cause blood vessels within the retina to swell and leak. It can also 
cause the formation of new blood vessels on the retina which can hemorrhage and result in severe 
vision loss and blindness. All individuals with diabetes, both Type 1 and Type 2, are at risk of 
developing DR, and 45 percent of individuals diagnosed with diabetes already have some form of it.  
DR is the leading cause of blindness in the industrialized world among individuals age 25-74. The 
National Eye Institute (NEI) within the National Institutes of Health (NIH) reports that more than 
4.1 million Americans aged 40 and older have DR─a number that will increase to 7.2 million by 
year 2020. DR also has a disproportionately higher rate of incidence in minority populations, 
including African Americans, Native Americans and Hispanics. As a result, it is a significant factor 
in the $68 billion annual cost to the United States for vision impairment and eye disease. 
 
What is the latest research?  

 

From a series of past NIH-sponsored DR Clinical Trials Networks, the NEI has reported that laser 
treatments and other therapies have reduced blindness in patients with severe DR by 90 percent, 
saving the healthcare system about $1.6 billion annually. New imaging technologies, such as optical 
coherence tomography (OCT), are now enabling clinicians to diagnose DR in its earliest stage. The 
first generation of Food and Drug Administration (FDA)-approved ophthalmic drugs to inhibit 
abnormal blood vessel growth in “wet” age-related macular degeneration (AMD) are also in clinical 
trials for DR. Much of the current research is being coordinated through the Diabetes Retinopathy 
Clinical Research (DRCR) Network, funded by the NEI in partnership with the Juvenile Diabetes 
Research Foundation International (JDRF), and conducted at 155 sites in 43 states. In report 
language associated with the FY2007 LHHS appropriations bill, the House Appropriations 
Committee applauded the NEI for the collaborative efforts of the DRCR Network to test innovative 
treatments for diabetic eye disease and encouraged expanded research.     
 

Who will speak? 

 

Thomas W. Gardner, M.D., M.S., a clinician/researcher at Pennsylvania State University’s Milton 
S. Hershey Medical Center, a site in the DRCR Network, will speak about the latest research to 
detect, treat and prevent diabetic retinopathy. Dr. Gardner’s research is featured in the September 
2006 edition of the journal Diabetes.   
 
About the Alliance… 

The Alliance for Eye and Vision Research (AEVR) is a non-profit organization dedicated to 
educating Congress and the public about the importance of federal funding for eye and vision 
research. Visit www.eyeresearch.org.   


