	PUBLICATION: 
	The Province 

	DATE: 
	2005.09.02 

	EDITION: 
	FINAL C 

	SECTION: 
	News 

	PAGE: 
	A34 

	BYLINE: 
	Sarah Fox 

	SOURCE: 
	The Province 

	ILLUSTRATION: 
	Photo: Wayne Leidenfrost, The Province / New drug helpedCatherine Howe, suffering from macular degeneration, to see again. 

	WORD COUNT: 
	298





New drug battles disease that causes sudden blindness: Each shot $1,000 



Catherine Howe was driving home three years ago when a ball of white light exploded in her field of vision. 

Alone and almost completely blind, she made her way back to her Richmond apartment, inching her car slowly along the city streets. 

"It was like I'd been hit by a train, head-on . . . the light was so bright," said Howe, 76. "I woke up the next morning with a big black blob in front of my left eye." 

Today, thanks to a revolutionary new drug injected into her eye, Howe has nearly perfect vision. 

Doctors told her that she had suffered sudden, age-related macular degeneration, or AMD. 

"It's one of the leading causes of blindness in North America," said Dr. Patrick Ma, professor of ophthalmology at the University of B.C. 

For four years, Ma has been leading the clinical trials for Macugen, a new class of drugs that helps preserve vision in patients such as Howe who have a "wet" form of AMD. The trial included 700 patients worldwide, 11 from B.C. 

Macugen has been approved by Health Canada and will be available for use by retinal surgeons across Canada on Sept. 6. 

"This is a new chapter in the way macular degeneration can be treated," said Ma. "If we were to compare it to what we have now, it may even work out to be cheaper." 

B.C. Pharmacare has yet to cover the cost of Macugen, which Ma estimates to be around $1,000 per injection. One injection is needed every six weeks for two years. 

In the past, a combination of drugs and laser therapy has been used to treat AMD, which Ma describes as a "mushroom" of blood-vessels growing behind the retina. 

The vessels often rupture and bleed, leaving the patient with blackened or distorted vision. 

The advantage that Macugen has over laser therapy is that it not only prevents further vision loss but corrects it. 

"The recurrence rate is almost zero," said Ma. "Nobody seems to be able to explain it but the recovery is much better than expected. 

"There are very few people who couldn't tolerate this drug -- the information we've seen [from trials] is very, very encouraging." 

AMD affects three to four per cent of North Americans over age 50 -- 10 per cent of people over the age of 75 go blind as a result. 
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