
THE PROBLEMWITH DROPS
“Glaucoma is damage to the optic nerve,” said

Dr. Charlie Ahrens, a colleague of Graham’s at
Relf Eyecare. “We treat it by lowering pressure.”

That traditionally has been done through
treating the eyes with medicated eyedrops. But
eyedrops aren’t ideal, Graham said.

“A lot of our elderly patients — and it’s mostly
elderly folks that have this disease — they can for-
get drops,” Graham said. “They can be on a lim-
ited budget, so affording monthly refills can be
difficult. They can have side effects from the
drops and allergic reactions that will limit our op-
tions.”

The iStent can mean fewer drops — some pa-

tients use as many as three or four medications —
or, in some cases, none at all, Graham said. It’s ap-
proved by the FDA for treatment of mild to mod-
erate cases of the most common form, known as
open angle glaucoma.

Opstad, who takes eyedrops twice a day, said
remembering to take them is a headache. But a
bigger issue for her is that she and her husband
live part of the year in New Mexico, and eye care
is less readily available there, she said. That’s
why she hopes to have more consistent pressure
that doesn’t require as much monitoring. So
when Graham told her about the iStent and that it
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State advocates flu shots
Influenza cases are on the rise in Minnesota, the

state Department of Health reports.
Hospitalizations due to the flu, positive influenza

tests and the number of flu-like illness outbreaks all
were up in last week’s report, the health department
noted in a news release. In addition, the season’s first
death of a child was reported.

No hospitalizations were reported in Northeastern
Minnesota last week, and only one has been reported so
far this flu season.

The designation of this week as National Influenza
Vaccination Week is timely, the health department said,
as it urged Minnesotans who haven’t yet gotten their flu
shot to get it done.

The U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
reported last week that a strain of flu being seen this
season has mutated, meaning the vaccine might not be
as effective as hoped.

But the state health department noted that the vac-
cine still is a good match for about half of the cases
seen so far this season, and said that it still might pro-
tect against the worst outcomes from flu even when it’s
not a perfect fit.

You can find a vaccination clinic online by going to
mdhflu.com and selecting Vaccine Clinic Look-Up.

Blood pressure goal exceeded
Duluth-based Essentia Health is achieving high

marks in helping patients control their blood pressure.
A national campaign called Measure Up/Pressure

Down challenged health providers to achieve a specific
goal by 2016: 80 percent of patients treated for high
blood pressure having their condition under control.
Across its system, Essentia exceeded that goal by this
fall, an Essentia Health news release reported. In doing
so, it scored better than 90 percent of 84 participating
medical groups, according to the American Medical
Group Association.

The news release noted that complications from high
blood pressure contribute to about a thousand deaths
each day in the United States.

Stroke care recognized
St. Luke’s hospital has received advanced certifica-

tion as a primary stroke center.
The distinction was awarded by The Joint Commis-

sion in conjunction with the American Heart Associa-
tion/American Stroke Association after a rigorous
on-site review in October, the hospital reported in a
news release.

The Joint Commission accredits and certifies more
than 20,500 health care organizations and programs in
the United States.

MNsure deadline nears
The Insure Duluth coalition will provide in-person

MNsure enrollment information twice this week at Du-
luth’s two CVS Pharmacies.

Open enrollment for 2015 coverage ends Feb. 15, but
next Monday is the deadline for anyone wanting cover-
age to begin on Jan. 1, a news release from Insure Du-
luth noted.

The personal help will be available from 3-5 p.m.
today and Thursday at the CVS at 4528 Grand Ave. and
the CVS at 1215 E. Superior St., according to the news
release.

Meanwhile, MNsure announced its contact center
will be open extended hours to accommodate expected
demand as the deadline approaches. It will be open from
8 a.m. to 8 p.m. Saturday and Sunday and from 8 a.m. to
midnight on Monday. The contact center number is (855)
366-7873.

Locally, more information is available at insure
duluth.org or by calling the United Way 211 number. For
mobile phones, the number is (800) 543-7709.

As of Friday, nearly 21,000 people had enrolled,
MNsure reported. Scott Leitz, CEO of the state-run
health insurance exchange said earlier last week that
MNsure expects to have 67,000 Minnesotans enrolled by
the end of 2015. That was down from the 100,000 that
had been projected previously.

COMPILED BY JOHN LUNDY

When to stay home when
you feel under the weather
TRACY FRANK
Forum News Service

FARGO, N.D. — ’Tis the season — for sick days.
“We are starting to see an escalation now with

the weather changes as people adjust to that,” said
Dr. Curtis Nyhus, a family medicine provider who
works at the Sanford Walk-In Clinic. “People are in-
side more now, so things spread easier and a little
bit quicker compared to the summer.

To slow the spread, Nyhus cautions people to
stay home when they’re contagious.

Whether to work or stay home might not be as
clear for adults as it is for kids who have school and
child care policies indicating when they have to
stay home.

Generally employers do not have policies of
when their employees should stay home, said

Out sick

See Sick days, Page C2

Tiny iStent device helps
treat glaucoma
JOHN LUNDY
jlundy@duluthnews.com

Marcia Opstad and her husband,
Greg, left their Cloquet home at 5:30 a.m.
last Tuesday, headed for the Lakewalk
Surgery Center.

When they returned 4½ hours later,
Marcia had a new lens in her right eye,
along with a miniscule device that she’ll
never feel but may make a difference in
her treatment for glaucoma.

“What I’m hopeful for is that my pres-
sure stays more steady, and I don’t have
to keep going in for checkups all the
time,” Opstad, 67, had said the week be-
fore.

The device is an iStent, approved for
use in the U.S. by the Food and Drug Ad-
ministration in July 2012. It’s almost
unimaginably tiny: 1 millimeter long and
a third of a millimeter high. Hold up a
penny: It’s about the size of the tip of
Abe Lincoln’s nose. Its manufacturer
claims it’s the smallest medical device
ever implanted in a human being.

Yet it’s an intricate machine. Made of
titanium, it’s shaped like a snorkel, said
Dr. Lisa Graham, an ophthalmologist at Relf Eyecare Specialists in Duluth. Using a
specially designed, wand-like tool and looking through a prism lens, the surgeon
slides the iStent into place in the meshwork on the inner side of the patient’s eye.
Locked into place with three arches, it acts as a sort of ultra-miniature drainage
pipe, allowing fluid from the eye to pass into what’s known as Schlemm’s canal.
That lowers the pressure in the patient’s eye.

Dr. Lisa Graham hydrates patient Marcia Opstad’s right eye during her recent cataract and glaucoma surgery.
Graham implanted a tiny iStent to treat Opstad’s glaucoma. Photos by Bob King / rking@duluthnews.com

Vision for the future

Dr. Lisa Graham prepares patient Marcia Opstad’s eye for
surgery recently at the Lakewalk Surgery Center.

An iStent (above) is 1 millimeter long and helps drain fluid
from the eye, reducing pressure to help treat glaucoma.
The image at right shows the size of the iStent (above
arrow) relative to a penny (enlarged to show detail).
Submitted photos

See iStent, Page C2


