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Sudden Acquired Retinal Degeneration

(SARD)

Definition and Clinical Signs:

Sudden Acquired Retinal Degeneration (SARD) is a disease that is characterized by abrupt vision loss.  This disease affects the retina, which is located in the back of the eye.  The retina is comparable to the film in your camera.  A non-functioning retina cannot receive light and transfer information to the visual cortex of the brain.  Unlike camera film, however, the retina cannot be changed.  The retinas of both eyes of a dog with SARD suddenly lose function, with subsequent degeneration or atrophy (thinning).  In addition to sudden vision loss, an owner may also notice that the pupils (circular hole in the center of the iris) become dilated.

Cause of SARD:

The cause of SARD is unknown.  It usually occurs in pets that seem to be healthy; however, lab work will often reveal abnormalities such as elevated cholesterol, lipids (fat), or liver enzymes in the blood.  It is occasionally associated with sudden weight gain and/or increased drinking or urinating.  Metabolic (internal) diseases such as Cushing’s disease, hypothyroidism, diabetes, Addison’s disease, or allergies are occasionally concurrently identified.  Hence, the early name of SARD was “metabolic toxic retinopathy” but the direct relationship linking these diseases to SARD has not been made.  Other theories propose a possible underlying immune mediated cause, in which the body’s own immune system attacks the retinal cells.  In the case of the retinal tissue, it is rendered non-functional.  Most often, the condition occurs in adult dogs 6 to 14 years of age and no one breed is particularly susceptible.  Rarely, a similar syndrome affects cats.

Diagnosis:

A positive diagnosis for SARD depends on the results of an ophthalmic examination and an electroretinogram (ERG).  The ERG is a test of retinal function, and it simply involves placing a specialized contact lens on the eye and flashing a series of lights.  The dog may be sedated, but is awake for this procedure.  Each flash of light should stimulate the retina to produce a small electrical response that can be measured by a computer.  The response is then compared to normal values.  In a SARD patient, the normal electrical responses of the retina are extinguished (or flat) on the ERG results.  After a period of months, visual signs of retinal degeneration will be obvious to the ophthalmologist.

The ERG is an important diagnostic test because it will help determine the cause of blindness.  On the initial ophthalmic examination, the eyes with SARD will appear normal with the exception of the dilated pupils.  Blindness due to central nervous system (brain) lesions such as a brain tumor, stroke, and meningitis, will present with the same clinical signs.  Blindness due to a brain lesion will not affect the ERG results.  Thus, the ERG is necessary to distinguish the cause of blindness as retinal (i.e. SARD) or brain in origin.  If the ERG test is normal, a neurological work-up will be recommended.
Treatment:

Unfortunately, research efforts have not revealed a definitive treatment to regain vision, nor has a preventative been identified.  The retina is an extension of the optic nerve and brain and therefore, is composed of non-regenerative neurological tissue. No pain or discomfort is a direct result of retinal degeneration.  Laboratory testing by your regular veterinarian or the ophthalmologist should be preformed to rule out the potential internal metabolic diseases (listed above).

Early test results in people with specific retinal diseases have suggested that some retinal disease might be improved by treating with trace minerals and/or vitamins.  Zinc supplementation has become an important method of treatment in human patients with age-related retinal degeneration.  Vitamins A, E, and lutein have been identified as important components in canine retinal metabolism.  In the near future, supplementation with trace minerals (zinc and others) and vitamins (A and E) may become recommended treatments for SARD and other retinal degenerations (e.g. progressive retinal atrophy).  

Some SARD patients will have secondary uveitis or episcleritis (inflammation of the eyes) and may need to be treated with anti-inflammatory ophthalmic mediations.
A very small number of SARDs patients may retain or regain minimal visual function with vitamin supplements.  However, even if sight is not regained, the patient will maintain a normal, healthy life.  
Adjusting to Blindness:

Most pets adapt to blindness within a few weeks to months.  Certainly there is a period of confusion and frustration, but most return to being relaxed and “normal” after this adjustment period.  Rarely, a pet will become aggressive or have a significant personality change.  The most important thing is to be patient.  Your dog will memorize his or her surroundings and will get along well in familiar territory.  Precautions will need to be taken if the surroundings include a swimming pool or an open roadside.  A non-seeing dog may fall into a pool or venture onto a road.  Blind pets quickly learn to use their senses of smell and hearing to assist them in finding their way around the home and the yard.  Some pets may need a diet change as their activity level may decrease.  The owner of a SARD dog can expect the dog to continue to lead a good quality of life.
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