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Don’t ignore diabetes

People with diabetes need to be aggressively treated for cardiovascular (heart and blood vessel) disease.

This is the conclusion from a Canadian study published this month in the Lancet medical journal. Almost 6 million people without diabetes and nearly 400,000 people with diabetes were included in the study. Results showed that people with diabetes were at high risk of cardiovascular disease (for example, heart attack or stroke) 15 years sooner than people without diabetes.

We probably all know a little about diabetes, but rest assured it’s very much more than too much “sugar in the blood”. Diabetes is a condition where the body can’t use a specific sugar (namely glucose) properly. This is usually because of a lack of insulin or so-called insulin resistance; that is, when the body fails to respond to its own insulin.

Insulin is a chemical messenger or hormone that controls the level of glucose into muscles, liver and fat tissues.

Diabetes is classified into two main types – Type 1 and Type 2. Both types of diabetes were represented in the Canadian study. Type 1 diabetes usually occurs in childhood or young adulthood, and is one of the most common childhood diseases in developed countries. It is thought to occur when the body’s immune system attacks and destroys the insulin-producing cells in the pancreas gland. Because the body stops making insulin, people with this form of diabetes need daily insulin injections.

However, Type 1 diabetes represent only about 10-15% of all cases of diabetes. The majority of cases are Type 2 whereby insulin is still produced by the pancreas, but for some reason it doesn’t work effectively.

Type 2 diabetes usually occurs in adults over the age of 45, but increasingly it is occurring at a younger age. If you have a close relative with diabetes, you are at greater risk yourself; and lifestyle factors such as an unhealthy diet and lack of exercise are known to make Type 2 diabetes more likely.

Uncontrolled diabetes poses a serious threat to our health and well being. Complications can include blindness, kidney failure and in particular, as confirmed by the study from Canada, increased risk of heart disease and stroke. 

This interrelationship between heart disease and diabetes is now firmly established; so you need to know your blood pressure, your blood cholesterol levels and your blood glucose levels (BGL).

BGL monitoring is important because early detection of diabetes makes treatment simple and straightforward, often requiring only slight lifestyle alterations. When medications are required, new products in tablet or injectable form are more convenient than ever before. The latest research indicates needles could be replaced with painless patches in the not-too-distant future.

National Diabetes Awareness Week, 9-15 July, is a timely reminder that we should not ignore diabetes with new data showing a 300% increase in Type 2 diabetes over the last 10 years. So the theme for 2006 is “don’t get it – prevent it”.

You can get more information about diabetes and particularly the new medicines and BGL monitoring systems from pharmacies providing the Self Care health information.

For the location of the Self Care pharmacy closest to you, call the Pharmaceutical Society of Australia on 1300 369 772. 
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