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diabetes health

T hroughout the summer, but 
beginning in earnest during 
Diabetes Week between 8 and  

14 June, thousands of people will take a 
walk in the park organised by Diabetes 
UK. These events will get plenty of people 
outdoors, but will also emphasise the 
benefits that diabetes patients can reap 
from anything from a simple stroll to 
vigorous Munro-bagging. 

Pav Pank, a care advisor for Diabetes 
UK, explains the prevalence of the  
disease. “There are over two million 
people with diabetes and 750,000 who  
are undiagnosed,” she says. Type 1 
diabetes, the less common form, develops 
before the age of 40 because the body is 
unable to produce any insulin. Type 2, 
which is usually diagnosed in people  
over 40, results when the body can’t  
make enough insulin, or when what’s 
made doesn’t work properly. 

“Type 2 is usually due to lifestyle,”  
says Pav. “If you’re overweight you have 
an increased risk.” 

Managing sympToms
Symptoms include being at risk of 
hypoglycaemia, caused by low blood  
sugar. An untreated ‘hypo’ leads to 
unconsciousness. The main long-term 
consequences are heart disease and  
strokes – 80% of people with diabetes  
die from ardiovascular disease. It can  
also result in eye disease, kidney disease 
and nerve damage. 

Organisations are keen for people  
with diabetes not to be referred to as 
‘sufferers’; it’s a condition you live with. 
Management includes insulin injections 
and other medication, but patients are 
encouraged to stay active. 

“Brisk walking is a particularly good 
way to help to control your weight, and  
it will help to bring down the blood 
glucose levels, therefore improving your 
diabetes control,” Pav says.

Simon Waters, head of promoting 
walking at the Ramblers’ Association, is  
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and meets two individuals who pushed their condition to its limits.
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“as a diabetic you have to be aware 
every single second of what you’re 
doing, whether you’ve eaten  
enough and how you’re feeling.”

in firm agreement about the benefits of 
walking. “The government recommends a 
minimum of 30 minutes’ walking at least 
five times a week, and says people who are 
overweight can reduce and then control it 
by doing 60 minutes a day. Obese people 
are far more likely to have type 2 diabetes, 
and walking works both to control weight 
and lessen the likelihood of diabetes.” 

Walking success sTories
This will come as no surprise to Surjeet 
Soin, 63, an accountant from Luton,  
who was diagnosed with type 2 diabetes  
at 50. He embraced the idea of lifestyle 
changes and says walking has made  
a tremendous difference. “After I was 

diagnosed I changed completely. I reduced 
my weight and cholesterol, and my blood 
pressure is good. I have probably lost  
two stone in weight. The nurses are very 
happy with me!” 

Covering five or six miles at the 
weekend has grown to walking from 
Inverness to Aberdeen in six days, doing 
the Yorkshire Dales Three Peaks and a 
trek to Everest base camp. “That was 
pretty hard,” says Surjeet, “in freezing 
conditions and camping too.”  

Soin prepares by taking carbohydrates 
with him and being aware of how he  
feels after a long stint. His achievements 
are impressive, but insulin-dependent type 
1 diabetics like Frances Rickus, 58, face 
the greater challenge of managing their 
injections on the hillside. A Glasgow-
based mature student, she has ‘brittle’ 
diabetes which results in unpredictable 
blood glucose swings. She finished the 
Munros last year and says: “For me the 
Munros are a hundred times harder than 

for anyone who’s not diabetic. You have  
to be aware every single second of what 
you’re doing, whether you’ve eaten enough 
and how you’re feeling. There are constant 
decisions you have to make, but that 
doesn’t stop me enjoying it.” 

a feW precautions
The practicalities of strenuous walking 
present their own challenges. “To bare 
some skin and inject on a wet, windy 
hillside is difficult,” says Frances, “and  
I have orthiotics to prevent boot bang 
because diabetics have to be careful  
with their feet.” 

The exercise affects blood glucose levels 
but Frances has been advised to keep 

going. “My doctors said 
they’d rather have me on bad sugar 

levels but doing the exercise because it’s  
so good for the heart,” she says.

Diabetics should take medical advice 
before tackling a serious walk, and Frances 
always informs the walk leader about  
her condition. 

“I’ve had some unfortunate rebuffs  
but people have to be aware,” she says.  
“I understand people being worried  
about hypos, but anybody could fall  
and hurt themselves.”


