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MOH may let optometrists
use diagnostic eye drops

Only ophthalmologists at
present can apply the drops,
used to dilate the eye’s pupil

I By MELissA PANG

THE Ministry of Health (MOH) is looking into let-
ting optometrists use diagnostic eye drops, in a
move that would enlarge the role they play in pri-
mary eye care.

If allowed, it would be a triumph for optome-
trists, who have been lobbying for this for a while
now.

Health Minister Gan Kim Yong, speaking at the
18th Asia-Pacific Optometric Congress at the Sun-
tec City Convention Centre yesterday, said his min-
istry would explore whether the scope of practice
for optometrists could be expanded, for example,
by allowing the use of these eye drops.

Despite the progress the optometry profession
here has made, such a move would require further
study, he said: “Let us take things one step at a
time.”

Pressed for information later, an MOH spokes-
man said the ministry was looking into setting of
training standards for optometrists, and how to im-
plement the use of the eye drops in practice.

It would augment optometrists’ ability to per-
form eye examinations and provide primary eye
care, she added.

This moves away from the thinking that optome-
trists are not adequately trained to administer their
use.

The eye drops in question are a type of drug
used to dilate a patient’s pupils so that a more com-
plete view of the back of the eye can be seen with a
special magnifying lens. It is such examinations
that enable eye specialists to diagnose conditions
such as retinoblastoma.

In 2002, optometrists and ophthalmologists got

into a heated exchange over whether optometrists
should be allowed to use these drops.

Optometrists, primary eye care providers who per-
form eye examinations to diagnose infections and
common diseases such as glaucoma, had argued that
they were sufficiently trained to use the drops.

But ophthalmologists, or specialist eye doctors,
currently the only eye-care people allowed to use the
drops, maintained that effective eye examinations
could be done even without the eye drops.

They said angle-closure glaucoma, which can lead
to blindness, can be caused if the eye drops are not
used properly.

The public exchange led MOH to intervene and
say for the first time that it would reconsider the ban

on optometrists using diagnostic drugs.

Mr David Chong, the immediate past president of
the Singapore Optometric Association (SOA), noted
that optometrists in places like Hong Kong, Australia
and Britain already use diagnostic eye drops as an es-
sential tool of their trade.

He said allowing their use would enable optome-
trists here to look after the “whole health” of the eye,
from administering vision tests to examining the cor-
nea and the back of the eye.

Mr Roland Izaac, SOA vice-president, said optome-
trists are now better qualified. The first optometry de-
gree programme run jointly by Singapore Polytechnic
and the University of Manchester produced its first
batch of graduates in June, and more diploma-hold-

ers are going overseas for degrees, he said.

There are now 819 registered optometrists, 148 of
whom have degrees. Degree-trained optometrists
have been trained to use the drops, but like their
non-graduate colleagues, are barred from using the
drops.

Besides optometrists and ophthalmologists, the
other members of the eye-care field are opticians,
who dispense and fit spectacles based on prescrip-
tions from optometrists and ophthalmologists.

The theme of this year’s Asia-Pacific conference is
“Optometry — A Primary Eye Care Profession”. The
three-day event which started yesterday is a gather-
ing of more than 500 optometrists from 22 countries,
who are here to share experiences and research.

Professor David Wong, director of the Eye Insti-
tute and Albert Young Endowed Chair Professor in
Ophthalmology at the University of Hong Kong,
kicked off the proceedings with a presentation on the
role of optometrists in diabetic retinopathy.

He told conference participants how Hong Kong
optometrists screened 60,000 public-sector diabet-
ics to alleviate the workloads of hospitals.

Mr Chong described the programme as one worth
emulating, and said optometrists have a role to play
in the management and care of patients with chronic
eye conditions such as glaucoma and diabetic retinop-
athy.
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