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	When told of the theme for Diabetes Awareness Week – “diabetics can’t do it alone,” Beatrice Pearce nods her head. At just ten years old, Beatrice knows just how important her family, friends, school and community are in helping her to live a full and active life. Last year, when she was diagnosed with Type 1 diabetes, she and her family thought the diagnosis would mean countless trips to the hospital, major food hassles and an end to lots of the activities they enjoyed. Instead it has meant a new lease of life for a girl who says she was “always skinny, thirsty and angry” but is now fully involved in a variety of sports and “always coming first at things because I feel so healthy!”

It’s been a steep learning curve for the whole family. They’ve had to learn to what to do in an emergency, how to recognise the signals that Beatrice’s blood sugar levels are getting low, and to count carbohydrates and plan balanced meals. But it’s been worth it. According to Beatrice’s older brother Billy, “Not that much has changed. We don’t get to eat icecream as much as we used to … but she’s a lot easier to live with now because she’s not so angry all the time.” 

Their mum, Vicky Read agrees. “We have had to learn a lot,” she says “but in many ways it’s been positive because as a family we’re all probably healthier. Now that we’re in a routine, things are a lot easier. We’ve had heaps of support from people in the health area, but also from our friends and family. The mothers of Beatrice’s friends have just said ‘of course she can still come and stay. What does she need and how can we help?’ Beatrice’s Nan and aunties have learned about diabetes so that they can have the kids to stay and they encourage her a lot by telling her how well she’s doing and how happy they are for her successes.”

Martinborough School, where Beatrice attends, has also played a big role in helping her to cope with her diabetes. “Her teacher is amazing,” says Vicky. “She’s really supportive and has learned as much as she can so that she can help. She had Beatrice’s diabetes nurse, Mollie Kainuku to talk to the class and the class got to see a life-sized model of what’s going on inside Beatrice’s body.” Beatrice has also talked to the class herself and has a buddy who goes with her to check her blood sugar levels. “My friends are really supportive,” she says. “They remind me to do my test and if I’m having a hypo they just sit there with me and don’t complain. My teacher has done other things like organise for us to have Subway on our end-of-year trip instead of MacDonalds, so I can go too.”

While some of her friends get “all freaked out” by the needles that are now part of Beatrice’s life, her family has taken it all in their stride. “At first Beatrice was worried about the needle, but then my partner Tim came home and started pricking himself with it to show us that it wasn’t all that bad,” says Vicky. While still reluctant to believe his sister’s reassurance that having an injection “doesn’t even hurt,” brother Billy has been trained how to give the glucose injection if Beatrice collapses. This has meant that they can still travel to see their father in Australia. Their father too has learned about the disease and takes practical steps to keep Beatrice’s blood sugar stable, such as making sure she gets her meals on “New Zealand time” when they arrive.

Even Beatrice’s six-month-old baby brother is part of her support crew. “When I’m feeling down he always gives me a great smile,” she says, “and he ALWAYS wants to play!”
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Fact box:

What is Diabetes? 

Diabetes is caused by having too much glucose (sugar) in the blood. This happens because the pancreas cannot make enough insulin. There are two main types of diabetes, Type 1 and Type 2.

Type 1 diabetes is caused by an insulin deficiency. The pancreas is unable to make enough insulin. Type 1 diabetes cannot be prevented or cured. It is an auto immune disease in which the body’s immune system destroys its own insulin producing cells. 

In Type 2 diabetes, either the body doesn’t produce enough insulin, or the cells in the body don’t recognise the insulin that is present. Sometimes Type 2 can be managed with appropriate diet, and exercise.

Quick facts

· Type 1 and Type 2 diabetes are both increasing rapidly – Type 2 is an epidemic
· 19 people are diagnosed with diabetes a day in New Zealand 
· There are over 250 million people living with diabetes in the world 
· There are 80,000 at risk and 800,000 overweight or obese people in New Zealand who are at risk from Type 2 diabetes  
· Diabetes incidence in New Zealand is set to double between 2006 -2011
· 175,542 diagnosed New Zealanders with diabetes including their families a total of 340,000 people. Of all the people with diabetes about 10% 15,000 of them have Type 1 diabetes. 90 % 160, 542 have Type 2
· There are an estimated 480- 500 children aged 10-18 years, of mixed ethnicities Maori/ European and PI; who are seriously overweight; some are on metformin for their diabetes.

· There are no symptoms of Type 1 diabetes until more than 90% of the insulin producing cells have been destroyed.

· If you have a blood relative with Type 2 diabetes you are more likely to develop it. However Type 2 diabetes sometimes occurs in people who have no one in their family with the condition.
· Type 2 can often be postponed and possibly prevented by eating less and exercising more.
Myth Buster

· Type 1 diabetes is not caused by eating too much sugar or any other foods

· Children and young people don’t grow out of Type 1 diabetes

· People with diabetes do not need to buy special foods or eat separate meals from the rest of the family.




