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	Fighting through tears with the gift of laughter

Parents of child with retinal disease help Comic Vision raise vital cash
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Dr. Robert Molday, right, with postdoctoral researchers Dr. Celene Grayson and Dr. Frank Dyka in front of a microscopic image of a retina.

When Olivia Grech was two, her parents started to notice that their toddler had trouble seeing in the dark. By five, Olivia was bumping into things and unable to manoeuvre in the dark.

"When she was diagnosed with Retinitis pigmentosa (RP), we were devastated," said Deborah Grech, who chairs the Comic Vision Vancouver fundraiser coming to the River Rock Casino Resort, May 6. "We knew nothing about the disease nor its implications."

RP is a hereditary disease that strikes children and young adults and results in progressive vision loss, sometimes described as "tunnel vision", leading to blindness.

"Every case is unique, but we were told that my husband Joseph and I carry the gene," added Grech.

When Grech learned of the comedy tour, Comic Vision, which supports the national Foundation Fighting Blindness, she came on board immediately.

"As parents, it empowers us to make sure we stay on top of research and that she has the best doctors available," she said. "I've been involved for three years now and the event is so much fun ... you can laugh out loud and support a great cause."

Every penny raised during the comic fest goes directly to fund research at universities and hospitals across the country and closer to home at the University of B.C., said Amanda Wong, Comic Vision's event coordinator as well as a family friend of Grech and Olivia's part-time babysitter.

"Last year, we raised $100,000 here in B.C. and Canada-wide it was $619,000," Wong said. "At U.B.C. they are working on gene therapy project."

Dr. Robert Molday, professor, Canada research chair in vision and macular degeneration and director, Centre for Macular Research at U.B.C., is heading a research team to replace the defective gene with a new healthy gene.

"There are promising results coming out of the success of the gene therapy RPE65, which was a study carried out and shown to be quite successful in restoring a portion of some patients' vision," said Molday.

"A single injection has shown significant recovery in its third year of study."

Molday and his team have been studying other retinal diseases, which are quite prevalent throughout the world.

"We are using a similar approach as the RPE65. We are working on Stargardt -- a macular degeneration, which causes people to experience difficulty in their central vision," said Molday, who has been researching eye diseases for more than three decades. "In the last five years, things are moving faster and there's a lot better reading of specific gene mapping."

Meanwhile, Molday said Comic Vision is vitally important "because they have raised millions to help researchers pursue some of these experimental treatments to help find a cure."

As far as a cure, he is "cautiously optimistic" and thinks there will be, but it's a slow process.

"We've made significant progress in 10 years."

For Grech, research means a possible cure or at least a slowing down of her daughter's disease.

"I am encouraged by the amazing advances happening right here in B.C. and it gives us hope," she said.

Meanwhile, Comic Vision promises to be a night of sidesplitting hilarity, said Wong.

The show features headliner and comedian extraordinaire, Jeff Fink - a host of CBC's Just for Laughs, All Access Pass and CityTV's Your City.

Fink will share the stage with Torontonian Lawrence Morgenstern, who has written material for the Tonight Show with Jay Leno and Saturday Night Live and is a frequent headliner at comedy clubs across North America, as well as Calgarian Graham Clark, who has performed across Canada in shows including appearances at Yuk Yuks, CanWest ComedyFest, The Halifax Comedy Festival and Just for Laughs.

Comic Vision happens Thursday, May 6 at 6:30 p.m. at the River Rock Casino Resort Theatre, 8811 River Rd. Tickets are $100 and include hors d'ouvres, live and silent auction and cash bar. For more information or to purchase tickets, visit www.comicvision.ca or www.riverrock.com.

HERE IS A LIST OF SOME OF THE HIGHLIGHTS OF THE LIVE AUCTION ITEMS AND WHAT THEY ARE WORTH:

A round-trip airfare and five-night stay at the Four Seasons Resort for two in Bali. ($10,000);

The perfect Greece Getaway ($1,500);

Escape to Napa Valley ($2,000);

A catered dinner for eight including wine ($1,600);

Carols, light and Fun! A private trolley for 30 during the holidays ($1,350);

Stainless steel BBQ ($1,000).

- - -

RETINA FACTS

There are approximately 10,000 people with RP in Canada; and 3,000 are diagnosed each year.

Age-related macular degeneration (AMD) causes progressive loss of central vision. Approximately one million people in Canada are living with AMD. Each year, 78,000 Canadians are diagnosed with age-related macular degeneration, which is expected to triple within the next 25 years.

Retinitis pigmentosa (RP) and age-related macular degeneration (AMD) are the two leading causes of blindness among children and seniors, respectively.
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