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in W.Va.
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HINK ABOUT THIS: More

than 200,000 West Virginians

have contracted a disease
that kills people. About 69,000 of
them don’t know they have it.

It is spreading fast. Another
125,000 West Virginians already
have symptoms,
the federal Cen-
ters for Disease
Control says.

This disease
causes heart at- )
tacks and leads ME SHAPE WE'RE IN
to strokes, blindness, amputa-
tions, nerve damage, kidney fail-
ure and liver failure. It kills peo-
ple early. It’s starting to attack
children.

Obesity is driving this disease.
In 2007, 2,459 West Virginians
died from it and its complications,
according to state records.

All this is true. “The lack of
public concern is staggering,”
said Gina Wood, manager of the
state’s Diabetes Prevention and
Control Program.

“There is absolutely reason to
be alarmed,” she said. “Our health-
care system is not going to be able
to handle all these folks.”

If this was bird flu, killing 2,000
people a year, wouldn’t state gov-
ernment blanket the airwaves
with ads that tell people how
they can prevent it and control it?
Wouldn't they set up a website
that tells citizens where they can
get help? Wouldn't we plaster the
state with billboards and posters
in store windows, telling people
how to prevent it?

One in six West Virginians is
now diabetic, according to the
2011 Gallup Healthways poll.
In 2010, the CDC estimated it

KATE LONG | Sunday Gazette-Mail

For 14 years, Glenda Blake has cooked at Barbour County’s Good Samaritan nursing home. “I figured I'd be diabetic because
most everyone in my family is, but I've found I have some control over that.” Last fall, she “lucked into” sessions with Jill
Weingart, one of West Virginia’s few health counselors.
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was one in eight.

Uncontrolled, diabetes Kkills
people slowly and expensively,
attacking most of their organs,
shutting them down. Many West
Virginians don’t know this is an
epidemic. They don’t know it
can be prevented.

“Type 2 diabetes is exploding
right in front of us, yet people
act like nothing unusual is go-
ing on. It’s bizarre,” said Park-
ersburg native Dr. Frank
Schwartz, who directs Ohio Uni-
versity’s diabetes program.

Because it’s not a sudden epi-
demic like bird flu, it doesn’t
make headlines. “We’ve gotten
so used to diabetes, we don’t
take it seriously anymore,”
Schwartz said.

West Virginia leads the nation
in diabetes, according to the
2011 Gallup Healthways rank-
ing. “This is a genuine epidem-
ic,” said Evan Jenkins, director
of the West Virginia State Med-
ical Association. “It affects a
quarter-million West Virginians.”

Of those, nine out of 10 have
type 2 diabetes, the kind that
can be prevented and controlled
with exercise and weight loss.
Type 2 starts inside a person’s
body years before symptoms
appear: constant thirst, blurry vi-
sion, frequent urination, sweat-
ing, unexplained weight loss.

Overweight people can cut
their risk in half if they lose 7
percent of their weight and are
physically active for just a half
hour three times a week, solid
research shows.

“We've got to let people know
that,” said Beckley pharmacist
Arnie Vaughn, past president of
the WVa. Diabetes Educators As-
sociation. “The number of type 2
diabetics is growing beyond any-
thing we can possibly affect if we
don’t get ahead of this problem.”

m Diabetes has tripled in West
Virginia since 1994, according to
the CDC.

m It already costs West Virginia
more than a billion dollars a
year, mostly in medical bills, ac-
cording to the American Dia-
betes Association. It drives up
the cost of everyone’s health
care and torpedoes the Medic-
aid and Medicare budgets.

m As the obesity epidemic
grows, one in three Americans
will be diabetic by 2050, the
CDC predicts. West Virginia will
be hit harder: Many more West
Virginians are already obese,
adults and children, compared to
the national average.

About 25 percent of West Vir-
ginia 11-year-olds already have
high blood pressure, high cho-
lesterol and are obese. Many

LOWER INCOME = HIGHER DIABETES RISK

In 2007, a person from a household that earned less than $15,000 was
more than three times as likely to be diabetic than a person from a

household that made more than $50,

000. Diabetes is rising in all income

groups. The prevalence increased by at least 100 percent in all groups
between 1995 and 2007. For people who make less than $15,000, it

increased faster: almost 200 percent.
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more have low levels of income
and education, which, research
shows, puts them at greater risk
of contracting all chronic dis-
eases.

We can prevent this

“The first thing we teach in di-
abetes class is, you can get your
blood sugar down to normal
level, no matter who else in
your family had it,” said Pat
White, director of Charleston’s
West Virginia Health Right. “It’s
up to you. We'll show you how.
Exercise and diet.”

Health Right serves 8,500 dia-
betics and has a proven track
record of lowering blood sugar.
People who live in the Charles-
ton area have a choice of about
six programs. But on a county-
by-county map, it is clear that ru-
ral counties have the highest di-
abetes rates and fewer services.

Where are the West Virginia
programs to help them? No-
body really knows. Nobody is
keeping track.

The state’s Diabetes Prevention
and Control Program is housed
in the cubicles of the Department
of Health and Human Resources.
It is tiny, with three staffers and
a budget under a million dollars
to combat the epidemic.

They used to have an online
county-by-county list of diabetes
programs, but they quit keeping
it up about six years ago. “It
took too much staff time to
keep it current,” Wood said.

Fewer than half of West Vir-
ginia diabetics (44 percent) have
ever taken a class on ways they
can control their disease through
lifestyle changes, according to a
2010 CDC survey.

“We have some good pro-
grams in various places, but it’s
not clear where they are, and
they’re disconnected,” said Del-
egate Don Perdue, chairman of
the House Health and Human
Resources Committee. Since no-
body is keeping track, it’s im-
possible to tell where the areas
of greatest need are, he said.

“Access to diabetes education,
care and management is limit-
ed and/or non-existent in many
rural areas of West Virginia,”
says the website of the Dia-
betes Prevention and Control
Program. “People who are poor,
undereducated, and live in rural
areas are therefore more likely
to have devastating diabetes con-
sequences.”

In Logan County, which has
the state’s highest rate, more
than one in six people have di-
agnosed diabetes, but there are
no diabetes education programs
for the public, according to Lo-
gan social service sources.

“We need some kind of over-
arching vision of what’s need-
ed and what’s working and
where the greatest needs are,”
Perdue said.

In the face of rising statistics
and need, the CDC is pushing
states to create diabetes educa-
tion classes statewide. Since no-
body is keeping track statewide,
the programs are like jigsaw
puzzle pieces that may or may
not fit together to create a co-
hesive whole, Perdue said.

Other agencies are also ex-
panding their efforts:

m State schools Superinten-
dent Jorea Marple is pressing for
healthier school meals and dai-
ly physical activity West Vir-

ginia does not require daily
physical education or activity in
the schools, even though one in
four fifth-graders is obese, and
one in four 1l-year-olds has
high blood pressure or abnormal
cholesterol, according to West
Virginia University measures.

m The state Public Employees
Insurance Agency is expanding
its diabetes offerings to include
online prevention and control
tools for its 200,000 members. In
the past two years, PEIA’s dia-
betes claims increased 44 per-
cent. “That’s quite an incentive,”
said Ted Cheatham, the agency’s
director.

m The West Virginia State
Medical Association plans to of-
fer doctors, statewide, continu-
ing education classes on ways to
talk with patients about obesity
and help them control and/or
prevent diabetes. “It’s a very se-
rious situation, and it’s going to
get worse,” Jenkins said. “Dia-
betes has to be attacked on
many fronts.”

m Most of the state’s 28 com-
munity health centers, health
rights, many hospitals, and a few
county health departments offer
diabetes self-management help
in some form and with varying
consistency. Many programs
started in the last three years.

m FEighty of more than 700
state schools now have school-
based health center services.
Only a few are creating obesi-
ty/ffitness programs for at-risk
students, but they will be mod-
els for the rest.

m The West Virginia Universi-
ty Extension Service plans to of-
fer the National Diabetes Pre-
vention Programs through some
of their county offices this year.

m Marshall University has
trained people to offer chronic
disease self-management class-
es in their communities for sev-
eral years.

m Last year, former state sen-
ator Mike Ross personally gave
West Virginia University $1 mil-
lion to create a childhood dia-
betes program.

Almost all these things are in
beginning stages. How do they fit
together? The programs do not
necessarily talk to each other.
West Virginia has no state dia-
betes network like Kentucky has.

Without an overarching vi-
sion, Perdue said, services are
likely to cluster in Charleston,
Morgantown, Huntington and
other cities, leaving rural peo-
ple to drive a long way or go
without.

“And we’re still missing a lot
of high-risk people, even in the
cities,” said White, director of
West Virginia Health Right. “We
need a way to reach people
who don’t or can’t go to doctors
or programs unless they have to.
We need good, plain-language

LESS EDUCATION INCREASES DIABETES RISK

West Virginians who did not graduate from high school are more than
twice as likely to have diabetes, compared with college graduates. The
diabetes rate increased by at least 100 percent for all education levels,

between 1995 and 2007.
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Type 2 diabetes:
Are you at risk?

Check all that apply to you:

m excess weight

m little or no exercise

m history of heart disease

m high blood pressure

m high blood sugar

m abnormal cholesterol levels
m close relatives with diabetes

m darker skin on back of neck
or armpits

m gestational diabetes

m delivered a baby weighing
9 pounds or more

m polycystic ovary syndrome

The more you checked, the
higher your risk.

billboards and TV ads.”

She wants billboards that say,
“Even if your mama had sugar
diabetes, you don’t have to.”

“T can’t tell you how many of
our patients come into their first
visit and say, ‘People in my fam-
ily had sugar, so 'm going to get
it, and there’s not a thing I can
do about it,” White said. “If they
believe that, they won't try.”

West Virginia has two ads
now, paid for by the state Dia-
betes Prevention and Control
Program. In one, a doctor tells
diagnosed diabetics to go to the
doctor to get their blood sugar
and feet checked. Neither ad
says people can prevent dia-
betes or kidney disease.

“The Centers for Disease Con-
trol won't let us put prevention
messages in ads until we have

SOURCE: West Virginia Behavioral Risk
Factor Surveillance System (1995-2007)

Ways to prevent
Type 2 diabetes:

m increased physical activity
m healthier diet
m smaller portions

Source: National Diabetes
Information Clearinghouse,
American Diabetes Association

prevention programs in place to
refer people to,” program manager
Wood said. This coming year, she
hopes some prevention programs
will be up and operating,

“People don’t have to wait
for a program to start,” White
said. “It doesn’t cost a lot of
money to quit drinking soda
pop and start walking. In fact,
it saves you money. But we
need to be telling people these
things statewide.”

Two years from now, in 2014,
as part of federal health reform,
more than 125,000 West Vir-
ginians are scheduled to get
health insurance. “A lot will go
to the doctor for checkups, and
that may be the best prevention
of all,” White said. “We’ll head
off a lot of diabetes that way.

“But if the Supreme Court
shoots it down, then we’re going
to be in the same situation we’re
in now, with tens of thousands of
diabetics who can’t get any in-
surance because they've got a
pre-existing condition.”

Reach Kate Long
at katelong@wvgazette.com
or 304-348-1798.

Monday: Logan County: 7,000
diabetics with no diabetes education

Tuesday: “My mama had diabetes,
so will | get it too?"

“The Shape We're In” was written with the help of the Dennis A. Hunt Fund for Health Joumalism, administered by the California Endowment Health
Journalism Fellowships at the University of Southem California’s Annenberg School for Communication and Journalism.
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