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Dealing with diabetes among recent immigrant popula tion

By German Blanco, Special to the Sun February 12009

A young man came into my office at REACH Commutisalth Centre on Commercial Drive recently. He wlagrly anxious.

His mother and his older brother had been diagnosed with Type 2 Diabetes. Though too young at 35 to be considered at risk by
most standards, he was fearful he had it, too.

We talked for a while about what it means to have diabetes and about how people live with and manage diabetes. | also suggested
he go to his family doctor for a diagnosis.

Though | trained and worked for many years as a medical doctor in Colombia, | am not certified to practice in Canada.My role at the
Multicultural Family Centre at REACH is to provide diabetes screening, prevention education, maintenance education and
counseling. Still, | have seen a lot of people with diabetes over the past seven years. The idea that a 35-year-old from Latin America
might have Type 2 Diabetes, does not come as a shock.

Worldwide, Type 2 Diabetes is at epidemic proportions. In Canada, at least one in 20 people is estimated to have diabetes and the
number is expected to rise over the next 10 years. Advancing age is a major risk factor for all Canadians, but certain ethnic groups
are at a higher risk.

These groups include people of South Asian, Asian, Latin American and African heritage. Aboriginal Canadians also have higher
rates of diabetes.

Part of the reason is genetic. But a greater part relates to other factors: Poverty, change of diet, lack of exercise, stress, weight gain,
lack of access to regular health care and lack of information about prevention.

The presence of numerous risk factors is what leads to diabetes, not just one. Reducing or eliminating the factors that can be
controlled is the goal of diabetes prevention.

Prevention is the only way to reduce the incidence of diabetes. Treatment does not provide a cure; the best we can do is manage it.

For those willing to make the effort, diabetes can be managed quite effectively through lifestyle changes involving a healthy diet,
weight loss, increased exercise and in some cases medication.

Unmanaged, diabetes can lead to heart disease, kidney disease, eye disease and amputation, as well as the less well-know
complications of more severe symptoms from colds, flu and other infectious diseases.

A challenge for medical professionals in Canada is to educate higher risk groups, including new immigrants, about diabetes and
diabetes prevention. Many new immigrants do not have a family doctor or access to health information. And in many parts of the
world, the kind of preventive health and nutrition information that we have in Canada does not exist.

One way this information gap is being addressed in Metro Vancouver is through AMSSA's (the Association of Multicultural Societies
and Service Agencies) Diversity Health Fair.

Now celebrating its fifth anniversary, the Diversity Health Fair has proven effective in making information about healthy living
accessible to Vancouver's multicultural communities.

The Diversity Health Fair introduces people to ideas like prevention and helps people understand how they can help themselves
stay healthy.

This year, the fair is taking place on Saturday from 10 a.m. to 4 p.m. at the Croatian Cultural Centre, 3250 Commercial Drive, and
the focus is on diabetes. There will be a wide variety of cooking demonstrations, fithess demonstrations and health and dental
screenings, as well as entertainment and activities for children. Health and nutrition information will be available in eight languages.

For more information visit: www.amssa.org  Dr. German Blanco works at the REACH Community Health Centre on Commercial
Drive in Vancouver.
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1145 Commercial Drive
Vancouver, BC V5L 3X3

Medical: (604) 254-1354
Dental: (604) 254-1331
Admin: (604) 254-5456
MFC: (604) 254-6468
www.reachcentre.bc.ca
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