
Diabetes Project steps in to aid anglos 

A provincewide initiative aims to get information out to areas where English Quebecers 
lack service in their language 
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Just stop eating sugar, one doctor told a senior woman after she was diagnosed with diabetes. 
She promptly cut out chocolate from her diet - and got sicker. 
 
Getting health information in their native tongue is next to impossible for thousands of English-
speaking Quebecers - like the woman who believed getting rid of chocolate would be enough to 
handle fluctuating blood sugar levels associated with the disease. 
 
"Some of the elderly people we spoke to have never been able to speak to a dietician and 
understand what the disease entails and how to manage it effectively," said Maria Maiolo, a nurse 
and director of the non-profit Italian Canadian Community Services, which has received a 
$250,000 grant to launch the Diabetes Project - a first for a community group - in eight regions 
across Quebec. 
 
Only five of Quebec's 95 Health and Social Service Centres can provide all services in both 
languages. 
 
Funded by the Public Health Agency of Canada, Italian Canadian Community Services last year 
sent out information CDs to pockets of minority English groups in the Lower North Shore, Gaspé, 
Percé, Magdalen Islands, Montérégie, Outaouais and Eastern Townships to find out what 
diabetics needed, "and how can we work together to develop services," said Janet Forsythe, 
regional co-ordinator of the provincewide diabetes initiative. 
 
"Getting a Band-Aid is one thing. But health information, people want in their own language," 
Forsythe said. "You have questions, you want to make sure you are not missing anything." 
 
Today, project partners from health centres, schools, city halls, community groups and chefs are 
to meet at the Léonardo Da Vinci Centre to discuss progress and share information. 
 
Preliminary results, Forsythe said, "have been extraordinary. No two communities have done it in 
the same way." 
 
In Montreal's Italian community, for example, four chefs have teamed up with four grandmothers, 
after students said "go talk to my grandmother" about huge pasta portions. 
 
In Gaspé, Grade 5 students created a diabetes activity book; in the Magdalen Islands, one school 
had students create family trees showing the high prevalence of diabetes in isolated bloodlines; in 
the Townships, the community got city hall to pay for portable toilets on nature trails to 
accommodate senior diabetics, and the Outaouais Teen Gospel Choir put together a very clever 
rap video about eating right (see it on youtube at http://bit.ly/oKdZ). 
 
The east-end group is now working with McGill University researchers on telemonitoring seniors' 
blood sugar using BlackBerries. 
 
Diabetes is a chronic lifelong condition in which the body cannot produce or use insulin which it 
needs to convert sugar into energy. 
 



About 2 million Canadians have diabetes and one-third of those affected are unaware they have 
the disease. 
 
"Uncontrolled diabetes is dangerous. It can make you lose limbs, go blind, develop heart and liver 
problems," Forsythe said. 
 
"The key message is that Quebec wants communities to be involved in their health. We're doing 
just that and were really proud of that." 
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