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To the Editor:

During the COVID-19 pandemic, ophthalmology has had
the greatest reduction in services compared to most spe-
cialties [1]. In response to the article by Wickham et al. [2],
we investigated vitreoretinal practice nationwide, using a
simple questionnaire. Accompanying this is our own data of
retinal detachments.

A 20 question survey was sent to British and Eire
Association of Vitreoretinal Surgeons (BEAVRS) members
investigating the impact on vitreoretinal surgery during the
pandemic. This survey collected data relating to April-May
2020, which was arguably the peak of the pandemic and
major lockdown across the UK.

50 responses were received from separate vitreoretinal
units out of 190 questionnaires sent (26%) to members from
an estimated 85 vitreoretinal units in the UK (59%)
(https://www.eyedocs.co.uk/). The number of RRD pre-
sentations were decreased in 66% (33) respondents com-
pared to normal activity. This is similar to the figure
reported by Moorfields Eye Hospital [2]. Trauma remained
mostly unchanged in 78% (39) respondents.

Reassuringly full capacity was available to 62% (31)
of units. The most common reasons for limited access for
treatment was a lack of theatre or equipment (Supplemen-
tary Fig. 1). Interestingly, for those units with full capacity,
67.7% still reported a decrease in RRD presentation (67.7%;
Fig. 1). This may be due to the patient anxiety, leading to
the macular society encouraging their members to seek
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Fig. 1 Change in the number of retinal detachment presentations
in units with full capacity: N = 31. RD retinal detachment; out of 50
respondents, 31 had answered that they were able to provide vitreor-
etinal treatment at full capacity. Analysis shows 67.7% of these had
decreased number of RD presentations.

ophthalmic service [3]. It does not seem that staff or PPE
shortages were a major issue in this survey. Reassuringly,
this latter factor agrees with suggestions that institutions
have responded well to strong recommendations for PPE,
particularly in vitreoretinal surgery [4].

Within our own unit; during the pandemic, we noticed a
292% increase in RRD cases (total 2020 = 35) as opposed
to the same period in 2019 (total 2019 = 12). This may be
due to more referrals from nearby units who may previously
have referred their patients to other centres. There was no
statistically significant difference in the proportion of RRD
presenting with fovea involvement compared to 2019
(51.4% vs 66%). Interestingly, the duration of symptoms
preceding presentation to our department for fovea invol-
ving RRD during the pandemic (median 3 days, range 1 to
14) decreased significantly compared to 2019 (median
14 days, range 2-42 (P =0.006). This could be due fewer
“pinch points” in the patients’ access to vitreoretinal sur-
geons in our unit; as access to GPs and our emergency
services may have been easier and local optometry services
severely limited; resulting in patients contacting our
department directly. With greater theatre & surgeon
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availability, due to a reduction in ophthalmic elective work,
there may have been an overall positive influence on the
patients’ surgical journey.

Our own results conflict with the national trend of a
reduction in the presentation of RRD. The impact of this
nationally may result in significant visual morbidity, which
may manifest in the months ahead.
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