A Lindsay woman, a diabetic for almost 20 years, wants people to know how difficult it is to live with the disease.

Barb Fontaine says she still remembers being told by the diagnosing doctor when she was 16 that she had “a rich man’s disease.” That’s because on top of what her husband’s insurance plan pays, trying to manage her diabetes still costs about $750 in prescriptions that she pays $5 for.

She’d like an insulin pump, but at $6,000, it’s out of the question.

The pumps, which act like a pancreas outside the body, are programmed to deliver insulin all day and night long. It allows the wearer more flexibility in eating times and in most diabetics better controls the highs and lows of blood sugar levels.

Ms Fontaine is one diabetic hoping that MPP Mike Gravelle’s Private Member’s Bill supporting more funding for insulin pumps passes.

The Ontario Diabetes Action Partnership has made submissions to provincial Finance Minister Greg Sorbara’s pre-budget meeting to include insulin pumps and related treatments in the next provincial budget, expected this month.

The provincial partnership suggested the allocation of $5 million for people who cannot afford to buy insulin pumps.

Ms Fontaine can’t imagine her life with a pump. She takes six needles a day, and is supposed to monitor her blood sugar levels eight times a day. She doesn’t monitor that frequently because, “I’m tired of it, I’m sore. Sometimes my fingers are so sore I can’t touch anything.”

She works full-time at a retail store. She arrives at work at 8:30 a.m., and takes her morning insulin at work as well as her lunch insulin. If she’s working late, she sometimes takes her supper needle there too.

Depending on staffing and volume, it’s difficult to take her breaks on time, and her meals and needles are often late.

That delay can throw her schedule and blood sugar levels out of whack.

“It’s been such a battle,” says Ms Fontaine of trying to keep her levels stable. Stress, a little more or less exercise or a change in overall health will all affect blood sugar levels. “It’s such a balancing act,” she says.

“I just can’t imagine what my life would be like (with an insulin pump),” says Ms Fontaine. She would not only go from six needles a day to an injection every three, but would also reduce the risk of long-term complications.

She also questions the value of research if the technology is not available to many people.

“I think they (donors) just put their money in the box and think they’re helping people,” she says. 

Ms Fontaine is urging people to write letters to their MPP or to the health ministry supporting insulin pumps as an OHIP-insurable device.

The Ontario Diabetes Action Partnership website says diabetics make up six per cent of the provincial populations, but account for 32 per cent of heart attacks, 43 per cent of heart failure cases, 30 per cent of strokes, 51 per cent of new dialysis patients and 70 per cent of amputations.

The insulin pump better regulates the insulin and can closely match the insulin production. That reduces the risk of complications.

The Holt family knows very well the difference an insulin pump can make.

Victoria, the Holts’ eldest daughter, was diagnosed at age 4. She’s almost 11.

Mom Rhonda says her sister was diabetic. “I knew it was a major impact on your life,” says Ms Holt. Life with a diabetic is very regimented, she says. They have to eat that same amount of carbs at every meal every day and eat at the same time. In Victoria’s case, her teachers had to learn about diabetes, as did the bus driver. Emergency kits are located on the bus, the class and the office.

Ms Holt used to go to the school every lunch hour to give Victoria her insulin. Three years ago, they bought a pump.

It cost $7,000 and was purchased using a line of credit.

“When we found out there was a better way to manage her health we felt we had no choice,” says Ms Holt.

While Victoria’s insulin is covered by insurance, supplies for the pump are not. It costs the Holts more than $200 a month for supplies.

But Ms Holt says the insulin pump improves Victoria’s health by lowering her blood sugar levels quicker and maintains it at a healthy level. In short, her sugar levels are more stable.

Victoria understands how the pump works and can change the pump as needed. She needs help with calculating grams of carbs and units of insulin.

“I don’t think that people realize how hard it is,” Ms Fontaine says of living with diabetes. She’s hoping support will help her and other diabetics get the tools to manage a disease that is getting more prevalent and costly.
For more information, visit www.insulin-pumpers.ca.

