
 

Diabetics in Black, Brown communities get
more amputations, at a higher rate than
others
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Austin resident Betty Williams, 82, lost her big toe on her right foot to
diabetes.
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Looking back, she said she didn't notice any health concerns that would
indicate she had it. Her daughter Yolanda Williams, however, noticed
her mother couldn't put her shoes on due to swelling. After closer
inspection, she also found a sore on her foot. Yolanda rushed her mom
to the hospital.

"Do you know what the nurses said? They said her blood sugar level was
over 600. They don't even know how she was living. I started crying
right there. The nurses said, 'You saved your mother's life.' I have never
seen my mother cry. My mom started crying," she said.

It's been two weeks since Biz Markie (aka Marcel Theo Hall), the rapper
behind the 1989 hit, "Just A Friend" died of complications from diabetes
. He was 57 and struggled with health issues related to his decadelong
battle with Type 2 diabetes.

The chronic health condition impacts how your body turns food into
energy. With it, either your body doesn't make enough insulin or can't
use the insulin it makes as well as it should. When there isn't enough
insulin or cells stop responding to insulin, too much blood sugar stays in
your bloodstream. Over time, diabetes can cause heart and/or kidney
disease and vision loss, according to the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention.

"I felt like life dealt me a hand I didn't need," Betty Williams said. "But
as time went on, I thanked God I didn't lose my foot. My only regret is if
I could have gone in sooner ... maybe I wouldn't have wound up like
this."

Betty is a patient of Dr. Sreekumar Madassery, a radiologist and director
of peripheral vascular intervention at Rush University Medical Center.
In his work, Madassery opens up damaged arteries in the lower portion
of the body to prevent amputations. He advocates for more education
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about diabetes, a vascular disease, and how deadly it is in the long term.

"What happens with diabetes is it kills the nerves and hardens the
arteries," he said. "A person will stub their toe, cut their toenail wrong,
and because diabetes has messed with their arteries, these tiny wounds
become black and green, and they lose their whole leg. Patients, when
they get a major amputation, they have almost a 50% mortality rate
within four years. Diabetes is a multiheaded monster where the
symptoms of each effect need to be tracked earlier; but also diabetes
itself needs earlier detection and management."

University of Chicago Medicine endocrinologist Dr. Celeste Thomas
agrees, citing Biz Markie's death as a call to action, since diabetes
complications can be prevented.

"Successfully managing diabetes takes effort and intentional work," she
said. "The (American Diabetes Association) has a great risk calculator
for people who if they don't know if they have diabetes, that they can
look and say, 'Am I at risk?' And if you are at risk, go in and have that
conversation with your doctor."

Thomas said when the medical community recognizes somebody with
prediabetes (where blood sugar levels that are higher than normal but not
yet high enough to be diagnosed as diabetes), intervention is necessary
then and not after a diabetes diagnosis. Waking up at night to empty your
bladder more than you used to (increased thirst paired with increased
urination)? Blurry vision (fluid shifts in the eye, associated with high
blood sugar)? Increased appetite (due to insufficient insulin)?
Unexplained fatigue? Thomas recommends people who have a family
history of high blood pressure and diabetes, those who carry excess
weight, and workers of certain jobs that affect sleep and circadian
rhythms (i.e. shift work), get screened for diabetes.
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"When we have that family history of diabetes—the same for high blood
pressure or coronary artery disease—we can intervene early and delay
the onset of the disease," she said. "Too many of our patients are being
diagnosed in the hospital when they should have been screened in the
clinics. When we see people in the emergency department, when we
gather that history, symptoms have been going on an average of weeks
and they are not recognizing it."

Diabetes affects the immune system, and can lead to increased risk for
infections and stroke. According to Madassery, he's seeing earlier onset
diabetes in kids and teenagers more and more. And the Black
community is enduring more amputations due to diabetes than other
populations. Madassery says that is why he uses the phrase: "arterial
cancer" frequently to convey the seriousness and raise awareness of the
condition.

"A lot of patients, especially in cities, they don't get even the basic
medical education in screening. So the question is how do we get the
health care system and insurances to incentivize or promote early
preventive care and maintenance?" he said. "Just like we talk about
breast cancer mammography and colonoscopies for colon cancer,
patients who are in their 30s and 40s should be seeing doctors annually
and getting regular blood work for diabetes."

While there isn't a cure for diabetes, losing weight, a healthy diet and
being active can help when battling the disease. Taking medicine as
needed, and getting diabetes self-management education and support can
also reduce the impact of diabetes on your lifestyle. Betty Williams'
advice: Go to the doctor for regular checkups. If you're not satisfied with
the doctors you have, get a second opinion.

"If you want to live, go get yourself checked out," she said.
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