The Diabetic Epidemic

16 million Americans suffer from diabetes, and the number is growing. Here's the latest on nutritional therapies to combat this silent killer.
How to Reduce Your Risk
By Jack Challem 

The secret to living a long and healthy life may be to do everything you can to avoid any risk of diabetes. 

What’s diabetes got to do with aging? Everything. Among researchers, diabetes is considered a “model” of accelerated aging. The reason is that diabetics develop heart disease and other life-threatening ailments years earlier than nondiabetics do. 

And, perhaps to your surprise, as people age and their bodies become less efficient, they normally develop “prediabetic” symptoms. In other words, the older you become, the more likely it is that your body will resemble that of a diabetic. 

Diabetes, of course, is a disease characterized by abnormally high levels of blood sugar, or glucose—140 mg per deciliter of blood. High levels of glucose and the hormone insulin set the stage for diabetic complications, including hypertension, heart disease, eye problems and nervous-system disorders. 

There are two main types of diabetes.
Type 1, which usually occurs during childhood or adolescence and Type 2, which is the most common form, occurring after age 45 and affecting nearly 15 million people—a third of which are unaware they even have the disease. 

Despite the growing number of diabetics, there is good news: This disease can often be reversed through diet and the use of a few supplements. 

Supplement Support

Alpha Lipoic Acid This nutrient, found in spinach and beef, is a powerful antioxidant that lowers glucose levels and improves insulin function by up to 30%, according to German physicians. Alpha lipoic acid works in part by enhancing the efficiency of insulin—and the more efficient your insulin, the better. 

Vitamin E This essential nutrient protects against a broad range of diabetic complications. Vitamin E counters glucose-induced protein glycation, including the glycation of hemoglobin. It reduces the risk of heart disease by preventing the oxidation of cholesterol and protects nerve cells from damaging free radicals. 

Vitamin C Like vitamin E, this nutrient protects against protein glycation. Because glucose and vitamin C are chemically similar, there is some competition between the two substances. High glucose levels reduce vitamin C function in the body, and vitamin C supplements contribute to the restoration of normal glucose function. The increased susceptibility to infections among diabetics may be partly the result of this glucose/vitamin C competition. 

Chromium This essential mineral is part of what scientists call the “glucose-tolerance factor,” a molecule that helps insulin to move glucose into cells. Studies by Richard A. Anderson, Ph.D., of the U.S. Department of Agriculture have found that chromium can improve “glucose tolerance” by reducing glucose, insulin and glycation protein. It can also reduce triglyceride levels. 

Vanadium This mineral functions as an insulin “mimic,” sidestepping insulin and helping the body to utilize glucose. In a recent article, John H. McNeill, Ph.D., of the University of British Columbia, reports that vanadium supplements can lower glucose, triglyceride and cholesterol levels. 

Silymarin An extract of the herb milk thistle (Silybum marianum), silymarin can lead to a dramatic improvement in diabetic control, according to a recent study by Mario Velussi, M.D., of the Monfalcone Hospital in Gorizia, Italy. After 12 months of supplementation with 600 mg daily of silymarin, diabetics benefited from a 9.5 to 15% decrease in glucose (without hypoglycemia). In addition, the patients had lower levels of sugar in the urine, lower levels of glycated proteins and reduced insulin requirements. 

Bitter Melon Juices made from this tropical fruit (Momordica charantia) have a significant glucose-lowering effect. One study found that it decreased glucose levels by 54% after three weeks. Numerous animal studies have confirmed the benefits of bitter melon, also known as bitter gourd. You can buy the fruit at Asian grocery stores and use it like squash. It is also available in extract form. 

The Glucose/Insulin Balancing Act

Both glucose and insulin are essential for life, but too much of them can derail health—and therein lies the glucose/ insulin conundrum. Diabetics and prediabetics have too much of a good thing. 

Glucose, a simple sugar produced mostly through the digestion of carbohydrates, fuels your cells. Without glucose, your heart would not beat and your brain would not think. With too little or too much insulin, glucose remains in the blood, where it becomes a biochemical mischief maker. 

One reason is that high levels of glucose generate large numbers of free radicals, which oxidize, or damage, the cells. Free radicals are unbalanced molecules known to promote the aging process and age-related diseases, including heart disease, cancer, arthritis and Alzheimer’s disease. 

Another reason is that glucose combines with proteins to create “advanced glycation end products (AGEs).” AGEs permanently damage proteins, which prevents them from functioning normally, and also ages the body. 

The Glucose/Insulin Cascade

Normally, when food is digested and broken down, glucose levels in the blood increase. This rise in glucose signals the pancreas, an endocrine gland, to secrete insulin. Insulin serves two principal functions: It moves glucose into cells, where it is either burned for energy or stored as fat. 

Throughout most of evolution, humans and their predecessors consumed protein and unrefined, fiber-rich carbohydrates (e.g., those in vegetables and seeds). These foods are digested very slowly, resulting in gradual—and normal—increases in glucose and insulin.
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