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Diabetes a Growing Problem in Newly Rich Asia

By Tan EE Lyn
REUTERS

HONG KONG - A cheeseburger one
day, lasagne the next—and chick-
en nuggets instead of a bowl of
noodles,

Across the continent, after cen-
turies of deprivation, Asia’s newly-
afftuent middle class is splurging,
shaking off a diet traditionally high
in vegetables.and rice and low in
meat and opting insteal for food
Ioaded with sahurated fat.

But the new variety of foods avail
able to afftuent Asians, coupled with
a less active lifestyle, has a price—
diabetes,

Health experts say Asians are

"The growing affluence among
many in the workd’s two most popu-
lated countries, experts say, could
becausmglhenunpm diabetes
cases as people in China and India
have more money to spend on food
and are less kely to toll in fiekds,

“There is a theory that famine
actually protects people from dia-
betes,” said Kirpal Marwa, a dia-
betes expertin Britam.

Cockram agrees.

“The human orgamism has evol
ed with a lot of protective mecha-
nisms that are basically developed
over millennia to protect us from
starvation and deprivation and from
being hunted down and killed,”

especially at risk for diabetes—

caused by excess weight, fatty

foods and lack of exercdise—as the
Asian metabolism has over the cen-
turies adapted to a frugal diet and a
hardworking §

lifestyle,

“If you have a poor early e and
you then rapidly move into the di-
rection of plenty, you may be more
at risk,” said Clive Cockram, a pro-
fessor of medicine at the Chinese
University n Hong Kong,

Asians are four to six fimes more
likely to get diabetes than Cauca-
sians, experts say.

Health expe:tsmconmed
that diabetes, a chronic and poten-
tially fatal discase, could reach near

Cockram said.

“They are not there'to protect us
from the efiects of the current envi-
ronment which is the exact oppo-
site, where we have plentiful supply
af food,” he added,

According to his “thrifty gene”
theory, a malnourished foetus is
likely to have a smaller pancreas
that would be less able to cope with
asugarrich diet later in kifee.

The pancreas produces insulfin,
which helps 1o use or store sugar.
But when the body doesn't make
enough insulin or cant use insulin,
sugar cannot be properly stored or
used and it builds up in the blood-
stream, resulting in diabetes.

The most common type of dia-
betes is Type 2 diabetes.

There are now 246 million
such cases worldwide and the fig-
ure will hit 380 million by 2025,
according to the International
Diabetes Federation. That figure

epidemic proportions across Asia
and among affluent Asian commu-
nities fving abroad.
“There is more diabetes than
AIDS, It will take over as the main
health problem of the developing
world soon,” said Dr Shirine Board-
man, a diabetes expert at Warwick
Haspital in England.
In the Western Pacific, a region
ing from Mongolia and Ja-
man in the north to New Zealand in
the south, the number of diahetics
is expected to hit 100 million in
2025 from 67 million today.
The rise in diabetes cases comes
hand-in-hand with an economic
boom in China and India that has
brought prosperity to maay poor
families.

was 194 million in 2003,

Thrée million deaths world-
wide are attributable each year to
diabetes,

Karen Lam, a professor at the
University of Hong Kong’s De-
partment of Medicine, said the
solution is the same regardless of
the theories about Asians’ suscep-
tibility to diabetes.

“At the end of the day how you
tackle it is still the same. You eat
less, you may have plenty, but
you don't need to eat all of it, and
you do more exercise,” she said.

when he nicked his finger at
work a few years ago.

“The wound didn’t heal and 1
had to undergo surgery at
once because the bacteria had
gone right into my bones. [
was confirmed with diabetes,”
said Cheung, 51.
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