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New centre puts city on front lines of diabetes fight
nutrition | South Asian population up to three times more likely to get diabetes: Fraser Health

By Patrick Blennerhassett
news@biv.com

The world’s biggest medical 
technology company has 
hand-picked surrey for its 

first canadian diabetes resource 
centre. 

Medtronic Canada, a subsidiary 
of Medtronic (nYse:mDT), has 
about 88,000 employees in 160 
countries. it opened the centre 
mid-June and is seeing a number 
of patients from the local com-
munity. Located on the main floor 
of the city centre 1 building at 
the Health and Technology Dis-
trict across from surrey memorial 
Hospital, it acts as an education 
and support network for local 
patients who rely on an insulin 
pump and continuous glucose 
monitoring technology for Type 
1 or Type 2 diabetes. 

According to Fraser Health, 38% 
of all known diabetics in british 
columbia live in the heath-care 
authority’s jurisdiction. Fraser 
Health’s south Asian Health in-
stitute notes research has shown 
people of south Asian descent 
are two to three times more likely 

to be diagnosed with heart dis-
ease, kidney disease, stroke and 
diabetes – and 10 years earlier 
– compared with other ethnic 
groups. There is also a higher 
prevalence among south Asian 
immigrants to canada of people 
who are overweight, are older or 
have lower income levels, accord-
ing to Diabetes Canada. 

According to the Surrey Local 
Immigration Partnership, im-
migrants make up 40.5% of the 
city’s population, and 30% of 
immigrants speak Punjabi as the 
household’s first language.  

Laura Cameron, director of 
medtronic canada’s diabetes 
group, said the company picked 
surrey primarily because of its 
large and growing population 
base. 

“There are certainly popula-
tions that have a higher risk of 
Type 2 diabetes, and that is one 
of the contributors to the higher 
prevalence within Fraser Health, 
… and that does include the south 
Asian community, and certainly 
we want to be there to support 
[them],” cameron said. “we also 
want to provide them the chance 

to network from each other and 
learn from each other.” 

According to Diabetes canada, 
an estimated 29% of british col-
umbians – approximately 1.5 mil-
lion people – have either diabetes 
or pre-diabetes, a proportion ex-
pected to increase to 32% or 1.9 
million over the next decade. in 
the past 10 years, b.c. has had a 
74% increase in those diagnosed 
with diabetes, and the number 
is expected to rise another 44% 
by 2027.

People with diabetes are at least 
three times more likely to be hos-
pitalized with cardiovascular 
disease, 12 times more likely to 
be hospitalized with end-stage 
renal disease and over 20 times 
more likely to be hospitalized for a 
non-traumatic lower limb ampu-
tation compared with the general 
population. 

in an emailed statement to Busi-
ness in Vancouver, Sheila Kern, 
regional director for british col-
umbia and Yukon with Diabetes 
canada, noted the disease costs 
the provincial health-care sys-
tem $418 million every year. she 
added there are three key dia-
betes policy issues the organiza-
tion wants addressed, including 
expanding the provincial insulin 
pump program to include all brit-
ish columbians with Type 1 dia-
betes who are medically eligible, 
regardless of age. 

“currently, this program is only 
available to individuals 25 years of 
age and under,” she wrote. “Those 

who do not qualify for the cur-
rent program may need to spend 
$2,200 to $4,700 a year depending 
on their income – a high out-of-
pocket expense that may hinder 
access to insulin pump therapy.”

J o d i e  S t e e n ,  a  p a t i e n t  a t 
medtronic’s surrey centre, has 
had Type 1 diabetes for 32 years. 
she started using an insulin pump 
17 years ago. she said the pump 
has been life-changing. 

“ it  h a s g iven m e s o mu c h 
freedom and better blood sug-
ar control than multiple daily 
injections.” 

steen, who  recently attended 
the official opening of the cen-
tre in surrey, said she is looking 
forward to having access to ex-
perts in insulin pump technology 
through medtronic’s centre.

Arun Garg, medical director 
for Fraser Health’s south Asian 
Health institute, said he has a 
simple message about diabetes 
for the south Asian population: 
while genetics do play a part, the 
biggest culprit is diet. 

“The diet itself is not as bal-
anced as it should be,” he said. 
“especia l ly between si mple 
carbohydrates and all the other 
nutrients … the simplest thing i 
would tell them is cut out added 
sugar in their diet. so for me that 
was not adding sugar to my tea; it 
can be as simple as that.” 

medtronic, which has its head-
quarters in Dublin, ireland, is 
valued at $110 billion according 
to Bloomberg Markets. •

Shelley Blondheim, a patient at Surrey’s Medtronic centre, shows Surrey Mayor Linda Hepner how her 
insulin pump works | Submitted

Laura Cameron, director of Medtronic Canada’s diabetes group, 
says Surrey is a perfect choice for the country’s first diabetes 
centre | Submitted
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The diet itself is not as 
balanced as it should 
be. Especially between 
simple carbohydrates and 
all the other nutrients
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