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The eyesight problems began 10
years ago with difficulty driving at
night. Then it was hard to see street
signs.

As the problem worsened, Jim Har-
rell reluctantly realized he needed help
to deal with his cataracts.

“They diffuse the light in a way that
makes things blurry,” the 71-year-old
said. “And given enough time, they’ll
make you blind.”

That clearly wasn’t an option for the
man who still tends cattle and cuts hay
on his Fountain Inn-area farm. A Fur-
man University grad, Harrell is on the
leading edge of the Baby Boomer gen-
eration that won’t compromise when it
comes to health.

After meeting a few people who’d
had cataracts removed through a proc-
ess called introcapsular extraction and
had new, plastic — and permanent —
lenses placed in their eyes, Harrell
became highly interested in the proce-
dure. He’s not alone. Cataract surgery
is the most common in the United
States today, with 3.5 million proce-
dures performed annually.

For years, surgeons used diamond-
tipped scalpels to cut a circle about
one-third the size of a penny around the
eye lens to remove the disc that be-
comes clouded with cataracts. The
surgery relied on the physician’s
steady hand for lens capsule extrac-
tion.

While countless surgeries were
successful, perfect circles to fit the
circular artificial lens were difficult to
create. But as laser-assisted surgery
was perfected, and ultimately ap-
proved by the FDA for use in the U.S.
last year, perfect circles become pos-
sible.

The technology is so brand new that
Harrell had both types. A week after
cataract surgery on his right eye was
performed by Dr. Joseph Parisi, the
new laser system was in place and
Harrell became one of the first 15 pa-
tients in the Upstate last week to have

Because the laser can cut more
precisely — one study produced by
researchers at Stanford University’s
School of Medicine found the circles
cut by a laser are 12 times more pre-
cise and leave stronger edges — it
produces a better “pocket” for the
artificial lens.

“As good as we think we are,” Parisi
said, “we are better with the precision
of the laser.’’

While Parisi said he believes the
laser-assisted surgeries “are a bit of a
game-changer,” not everyone is rapidly
adopting the procedure. The American
Academy of Ophthalmology released
what could be described as a lukewarm
clinical statement in September.

“To date, there are no studies that
show superiority of cataract surgery
performed with femtosecond laser
assistance when compared with stan-
dard phacoemulsification,” the state-
ment says in part.

Dr. Flora Lum, executive director of

the H. Dunbar Hoskins Jr. MD Center
for Quality Eye Care of the American
Academy of Ophthalmology, helped
write the clinical statement.

She said that the current cataract
surgery known as phacoemulsification,
which uses ultrasound vibrations to
break apart the capsule so it can be
removed, is technically effective, safe
and cost-effective, so there is no dire
need to adopt a new procedure.

“What we want to see is more sur-
geries, hundreds of them at multi-
centers,” she said. “Phacoemulsifica-
tion is already fairly quick, and very
successful. So, we want to see the full
picture first before we’d recommend
this.”

Medicare does not reimburse for
the entire procedure, Parisi said, so as
of now ideal candidates for the proce-
dure are patients who want premium
intraocular lenses implanted. A patient
pays about $1,500 per eye for the sur-
geon to use the LenSx system.

“It used to be, you got your cataract
out and then you got glasses,” Parisi
said. “The Boomer demographic is the
next cataract wave... They don’t want
to wear glasses.”

Dr. Mark Packer is a clinical asso-
ciate professor of ophthalmology at the
Oregon Health & Sciences University,
and he teaches cataract surgery
around the world. He consulted on a
different laser system that is currently
under review by the FDA.

“This big news is, this is clearly
better,” he said. “It will be even safer,
create less complications, and have
better outcomes.”

In five years, Packer said, very few
cataract surgeries won’t be done with a
laser, and in 10 years “they’ll all be
done this way.”

It should be noted that every type of
surgery, including those for cataracts,
expose patients to risks such as in-
fection, bleeding and even loss of vi-
sion. Even knowing that, Harrell said
he’s a believer.

“I’m reading and seeing things now
like I haven’t for years,” he said. “I
won’t need glasses except for sunglass-
es. It’s amazing to me.”

the laser-assisted cataract surgery, on
his left eye.

Harrell said he was a little leery.
“Anytime they’re messing with your

eyes, you want to flinch, or squint or
draw back,” he said, and he admits
worrying about damage that a stray
laser might do.

But the next day, he was a believer.
“It was a more comfortable proce-
dure,” he said.

Parisi, and his partners at Clemson
Eye, bought a LenSx laser system in
conjunction with Greenville’s Donelson
Eye Associates. The two practices
share the system, and three eye sur-
geons each performed five surgeries
last week.

“It’s pretty new technology from the
patient’s perspective,” Parisi said, even
though the concept and prototypes
were introduced a few years ago at a
national conference. Alcon’s LenSx is
the first of five competing companies
to receive full FDA approval.

Patient Nancy Pate undergoes LenSx laser cataract surgery at Piedmont Surgery Center, performed by Dr. Joseph Parisi. PHOTOS BY KEN OSBURN/STAFF

LASERS REVOLUTIONIZE
CATARACT SURGERY

ByMike Foley
Staff Writer
mfoley@greenvilleonline.com

Cataract surgery is the most common operation in the United States today, with 3.5
million procedures performed annually.

TECHNOLOGY BOOSTS PRECISION
OF COMMON PROCEDURE

In mice and men, baldness is a
scourge that cries out for a cure.

Fortunately, a far-flung group of
American researchers is on it, and
last week they reported progress on
this front in the very sober journal
Science Translational Medicine.

Plucking hair follicles from the
pates of 22 men with male-pattern
baldness (think George Constanza
here) and an army of mice, re-
searchers detected a key difference
between patches where hair was
growing and patches where it was
thinning or bald: In humans, a pros-
taglandin called PGD2 was far

more plentiful in areas of the pate
that were bald than in patches
where hair continued to grow; and
in mice, the same prostaglandin
was in large supply when they were
in the shedding phase of their nor-
mal hair follicle cycle.

The team was led by dermatol-
ogist Luis Garza (then of the Uni-
versity of Pennsylvania, now at
Johns Hopkins University) and by
Penn dermatologist George Cot-
sarelis. The discovery that pros-
taglandins might be the catalyst
that sets baldness in motion, was a
surprise to the researachers, who
“hadn’t thought about prostaglan-
dins in relation to hair loss,” said
Cotsarelis.

From there, researchers were
able to identify the receptor —
the cellular landing dock — for
D2, called GPR44. Find a way to
block that receptor, or somehow
thwart PGD2’s path to it, and,
voila! — baldness doesn’t happen.
That, say the researchers, will be
their next effort, to try topical
treatments that block the GPR44
receptor.

They hope the same approach
might help find treatments that
prevent hair thinning in women.

Male pattern baldness strikes
80 percent of men younger than
70, causing hair growth to thin in
a distinctive pattern. Just two
medications, Monoxidil, marketed
as Rogaine, and Finasteride, mar-
keted as Propecia or Proscar, are
available to combat hair loss.

Science chasing baldness cure
ByMelissa Healy
Los Angeles Times

Researchers say prostaglandins may be the catalyst
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You know it’s spring when George
the Train awakens from his winter’s
nap.

To celebrate the reawakening, a
party is planned at the Pavilion Rec-
reation Complex on April 3 from10
a.m.-2 p.m. The event is designed for
children ages 6 and under.

A $1 fee provides children with
train rides, games, snacks, balloon
animals and more. No registration is
needed.

The Pavilion is located at 400
Scottswood Drive, off East North
Street, in Taylors. For more informa-
tion, visit: www.greenvillerec.com or
call: 864-288-6470.

DEAL OF THE DAY

George the
Train returns

Product: GREBrd PubDate: 03-27-2012 Zone: GN Edition: 1 Page: FeaCov User: mstockwell Time: 03-26-2012 19:12 Color: CMYK




