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• In January 2020 the first cases of COVID-19 emerged in the UK.  By March 2020 cases 

surged and we were plummeted into lockdown.1

• This caused widespread effects on ophthalmic care, with thousands of routine clinic 

appointments and elective theatre lists cancelled2

• Serious eye conditions remained prioritised, but many patients were too fearful to attend 

essential clinic appointments.3  These unprecedented times required novel adaptations, 

to protect staff and patients, and maintain sight-saving care provision. 

• Teleophthalmology derives from the Greek prefix ‘tele’ meaning ‘far away’, and

refers to ophthalmology delivered remotely 

• A burgeoning field pre-pandemic,4 teleophthalmology was vital during the pandemic 

as a means of avoiding unnecessary patient contact.

• Virtual clinics were delivered via telephone or video conferencing platforms5, in 

conjunction with new technology, such as smart phone assisted slit lamps6 (figure 1).

• Moorfields Eye Hospital created an accoladed video A&E service, used in over ¼ of 

appointments, reducing hospital attendance by over 80%7 (figure 2)

• As well as patient care, ophthalmology training was also affected.

• Trainees were redeployed to unfamiliar clinical areas, forfeiting educational 

experiences which would ordinarily be considered fundamental to training12.

• Virtual learning environments, although beneficial, could not replace essential practical 

experience.

• GMC 2021 National Training Survey revealed that more than twice the number of 

ophthalmology trainees were affected by burnout in 2021 compared with 201913.

Figure 1: The world’s first 5G tele-examination of an eye, NHS Forth Valley

Figure 2: Moorfields Eye Hospital created 
a successful video A&E service

Figure 3: Optometrist-led services Figure 4: Drive through IOP screening for glaucoma

• The pandemic highlighted reliance upon community partners, particularly optometrists

• Optometrist-led community hubs such as the COVID-19 Urgent Eyecare Service 

(CUES)8 (figure 3) and Emergency Eye Treatment Centres (EETC)9 were central to 

the provision of acute eye care without the need for hospital attendance

• In conjunction with smartphone assisted slit lamps and OCT mirroring, patients could 

be effectively assessed by a remote ophthalmologist10.

• Novel community initiatives were developed, such as drive-through IOP screening11

Community Partnerships

• COVID-19 had unprecedented effects upon ophthalmology services and training.

• With so many training opportunities lost, increased surgical exposure for trainees must 

be a priority, along with increased support for trainees suffering the effects of burnout.

• Silver lining perhaps is that the pandemic allowed innovation, collaborative 

partnerships and technology to flourish.

• More efficient and streamlined services were long overdue pre-pandemic. 

• The improved efficiency and cost saving benefits of teleophthalmology present an 

opportunity to revolutionise post-pandemic ophthalmic care. 
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