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The need for an integrated health system to cope 
with the rise in cataract surgery

W ith an aging population, it is well recognised 
that the demand for state funded healthcare will 
be under increasing pressure. For example, take 
cataract surgery, the demand for cataract surgery in 

the greater Auckland area is steadily growing. This presents not 
only cost issues, but issues around access and public awareness 
regarding the surgical options for cataracts. 

Cataract waiting lists only represent the cross section of the 
population; those who have been seen in clinics. Many with 
cataracts are still waiting to be seen in clinic, while others are 
not aware of the options available to them. I make this point 
having recently completed a public cataract contract for Counties 
Manukau DHB. Five out of ten of these patients operated on, 
had severe cataracts that were significantly impairing even their 
simple normal daily tasks. These types of cases one would expect 
to see in less developed countries.

Cataracts don’t cause permanent damage, but the fact is that 
there is significant morbidity for people who have cataracts. 
Surgery has come a long way in two decades. Patients had to wait 
till they were near a state of blindness before surgery, recovery 
was lengthy and most patients required significant spectacle 
correction. Today it’s general practice to advise that cataracts be 
removed as soon as they cause early significant symptoms, as the 
benefits outweigh the small risks of surgery. Distance vision and 
spectacle dependence can also be reduced with minimal unwanted 
side effects. 

In the December issue of NZ Optics, I raised the issue of the 

public system’s need to expand infrastructure and services to cope 
with the numbers growing on waiting lists. In ten years there 
have been no additional public eye theatres built in the Auckland 
area, so it is encouraging to see that the National government is 
now looking to provide 20 new operating theatres dedicated to 
elective surgery to reduce waiting lists. Any extra funding for the 
rise in cataract numbers will mean greater patient numbers being 
operated on. It will take time for these facilities to be built and 
commissioned.

In the meantime medium term planning is required to provide 
the public with equitable access to cataract surgery.  With the 
current infrastructure, flexible initiatives like integrated health 
care from public and private care providers is the way forward. 
Contracting cataract surgeries to private providers allows DHBs 
to increase cataract numbers and ease the pressure off public 
theatres, thereby freeing up room for more complex eye cases to 
be performed in public. Two points to make are, firstly, cataract 
contracts should not be performed at the expense of other 
surgeries. Secondly, most surgeons involved in these contracts 
are doing them at a price which doesn’t leave the hospitals out 
of pocket for each surgery, and the margins are low compared to 
private cataract surgery.

With initiatives around the provision of more adequate cataract 
services, access and the issues around facilities, staffing and 
funding clinics can be addressed. The public and private sector 
now need to plan to work togeather to shorten waiting lists, ease 
pressure off the public system and manage care for those baby 
boomers likely to face cataract removal. O
*Dr Nick Mantell is an Eye Surgeon and Cataract Specialist, MBChB, 
FRANZCO at Eye Institute

Luxottica opens first OPSM 
full franchise in Australia

A ustralian optometrist, Bjorn Russell, has realised a 
personal dream of owning and operating his own 
optometry business after signing on as Luxottica’s first 
full OPSM franchisee in Australia, as the company moves 

closer to its target of 100 franchise agreements across all optical 
brands by the end of 2009.

After 11 years working with a Western Australian based 
optometry group, Mr Russell last month took ownership of 
the Gateway OPSM store in Success, Perth, under Luxottica’s 

flexible franchise models, which 
are offered to Luxottica’s own 
optometrists as well as those 
working as independents or 
within other groups, through 
the OPSM, Laubman & Pank and 
Budget Eyewear brands. 

Mr Russell said the franchise 
appealed because of OPSM’s 
strong brand reputation, the 

control he would have over the business as a franchisee, and the 
professional support available through Luxottica.

“As an optometrist wanting to take the leap into business 
ownership I looked at several options but none offered the level of 
control over both clinical optometry and optical retail operations 
that OPSM did,” he said.  

“The public perceives OPSM as an optometry-driven brand 
offering quality service, and that goodwill is absolutely invaluable 
for me taking on a new OPSM franchise. Also, the eyewear product 
available through Luxottica is second to none and the depth of 
Luxottica’s professional support, from marketing through to 
training and development, is very attractive.

“A full OPSM franchise gives me the best of both worlds,” said Mr 
Russell. “It allows me to do what I love doing most best, serving 
patients, while also growing a business within a comprehensive 
professional support structure.”

Luxottica’s Chief Executive for Australasia, SE Asia and South 
Africa, Chris Beer, said the full franchise agreement was an 
example of Luxottica’s commitment to supporting the career and 
professional development aspirations of its optometrists.

“Having consulted closely with our optometrists, we know 
having a franchise offering allows us to accommodate the 
entrepreneurial aspirations some of our optometrists have, 
ensuring their valuable skills are retained within the group.  Our 
focus is to allow all our employees at every level to reach their 
full potential through continuous training and development, 
mentoring and flexible business models,” said Mr Beer. 

“Bjorn Russell is a young optometrist who wanted to run his 
own business, with all the hard work and potential reward that 
entails. We are delighted he settled on Luxottica after assessing a 
range of options, and we look forward to supporting his efforts to 
grow the Gateway OPSM business.”

With 40 optical franchises currently, Luxottica expects to have 
over 100 franchise agreements – optometry-only or full franchise 
– in place in Australia by the end of 2009. This is in addition to 
100 franchises Luxottica has in its sunglass business. Luxottica has 
also recently launched its flexible business models in New Zealand 
through its OPSM brand and reports a pleasing level of interest.

“We are getting significant interest from both current Luxottica 
employees, as well as independent optometrists in New Zealand,” 
said Mr Beer. “Currently, the franchise offer is for our OPSM brand 
in New Zealand and we are working towards having our first 
franchisees on board by the end of May.” O

Striving for Excellence in Client Care was the theme for this 
years Vision Specialists and MySight annual conference 
held at Bayview Wairakei resort in Taupo on April 4.  

General manager John McConnell said the goals of the 
conference were to have fun, work together, socialise, be inspired 
and to learn, as part of the group’s commitment to ‘being the 
preferred employer’.

The conference was attended by 51 optometrists, dispensers, 
managers and trainees, travelling from the group’s 14 practices in 
Wellington, Masterton, Hamilton and Auckland.

Guest speaker Graham Lowe enlightened the group with an 
inspiring and entertaining talk about his experiences both as a 
hugely successful rugby league coach, and as a survivor of several 
life-threatening illnesses.  Lowe’s 12 principles were recited 
throughout the day by many in the audience, along with several 
of his hilarious stories!

Owner of Vision Specialists and MySight James Reeves, along 
with John explained the plan for the year ahead:
• Become New Zealand’s best local optometrist
• Continued focus on excelling in client care
• To operate like one big optometry practice - local and kiwi 
• People caring for people
• A commitment to continued growth
• A client promise: offer personalised eye care for kiwi lifestyles
“We understand what our patients want because we are 100% 

kiwi-owned.  We are independent so we have the freedom to 
select the best frames and lenses from around the world to meet 
our client’s specific needs,” said John.

The delegates worked in groups to define their shared values 
before Steve Balaza from Carl Zeiss Vision explained the skills 
required to best meet their clients’ needs and wants. 

The optometrists went to a session on identifying needs whilst 
the rest of the group had an interactive workshop on the MySight 
Client Service Process, especially the handover.

No company event would be complete without a fun outdoor 
team-building activity on an obstacle course, which involved 
putting up tents blind-folded. Before dinner at one of Taupo’s top 
restaurants, the team at Vision Specialists Masterton – Sonja, 
Ross, Kim and Carolyn were awarded ‘Practice Team of the Year’ 
for an outstanding annual result driven by a real caring attitude 
to their clients, with many examples of living the values that were 
discussed earlier in the day. 

“In a post-conference survey, 88% of the team rated most of the 
objectives as ‘achieved’, which was a result we were very pleased 
with,” said John. O

Through an issue of a 
UK optical magazine, 
Optician, earlier this 
year Specsavers 

distributed a 20 page brochure 
on relocating to New Zealand 
and Australia with a focus 
on opportunities with the 
company.

In the welcome letter, penned 
by Specsavers co-founder 
Doug Perkins, UK readers 
were invited to spark their 
own optical revolution and 
consider a move to ‘down 
under’.

 “Since opening stores in 
NZ and Australia, the level of 
enquiry has become quite staggering - so late last 
year we decided to provide a broad brush guide to the NZ and 
Australian opportunity in the form of the Optician supplement. 
It’s proved to be a great success and as a consequence we’re 
getting the right sort of enquiry from commercially-minded and 
experienced people and as a result the right candidates are finding 
themselves in a Specsavers store which they own in just a matter 
of months,” said Doug.

Within the supplement details and information relating to every 
aspect of living in this part of the world and the Specsavers offer 
were provided. Topics covered included an overview of Australian 
lifestyle and an overview of optometry and dispensing there, the 
legislative framework for working in New Zealand and Australia 
and some fast facts about each country, the Specsavers four point 
assistance package and partner factfile which featured Janet 
and Andy Grant who were amongst the first partner to open a 
Specsavers store in Australia, details of the OCANZ assessment 
process, first hand account of life down under with Specsavers, 
testimonials and a statement about Specsavers commitment to 
professional excellence. O

Screening macular pigment levels is set to become an easy 
5 minute process, thanks to new portable technology now 
being distributed by OHL EyeTech.

The Tinsley MPOD, designed by researchers at the 
University of Manchester. is the  first compact, low cost, macular 
pigment screener available in NZ. It has been designed with a 
straightforward user response button, making it easier for the user 
and for the screener to determine accurately the flicker thresholds. 

With age related macular degeneration (ARMD), the most 
common cause of vision loss in people over the age of 50, set 
to rise significantly with the ageing population, the MPOD  is 
expected to win considerable favour with this demographic. 
Just as consumers have become aware of their cholesterol levels 
and the importance of monitoring and controlling them, it is 
expected that this same level of awareness developing in relation 
to the density and absorption spectrum of macular pigment, the 
protective pigment within the macular.

“This technology is one of the most exciting developments in 
Optometric diagnostics for years.  Practitioners are in a position 
to gain tangible benefits from additional sales of Lutein based 
supplements which can enhance macular pigment. This will lead to 
vastly increased patient retention and visit frequency due to follow-
up checks of their macular pigment. The 5 minute screening test is 
easily performed and can be done by the practice assistant,” said Dr 
Ian Murray, Senior Lecturer in the Faculty of Life Science, University 
of Manchester and one of the machine’s designers.

The 5kg Tinsley MPOD uses heterochromatic flicker photometry, 
available for some 30 years, but never in such an accessible form.  The 
advent of high quality blue LEDs have enabled Tinsley’s engineers to 
package the system in a more compact, easy to use format. 

Non-technical staff can easily operate the screener after some 
basic training  and a connection to a PC or laptop running 
Windows also allows the patient to leave the practice with a 
printed report on their macular condition, and perceived as a 
‘value added’ aspect of their eye examination. O
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