Aleut communities embrace tradition as a way to treat diabetes epidemic 

Spending the day picking badarkies on an Aleutian Island beach may sound more like entertainment than a prescription for wellness. 

But for families living in Aleut communities like Sand Point, King Cove, False Pass and Akutan, rediscovering traditional activities could be an important step to treating and preventing diabetes—a disease that has grown faster among Alaska’s Aleut people than any other population in the United States.

 “Diabetes is having an incredible impact on Alaska Natives and it is growing at alarming rates among Aleut people,” said Dr. Gary Ferguson Wellness Coordinator with Eastern Aleutian Tribes.  “But we have found when we return to traditional foods, rediscover traditional activities and rediscover our sense of community our bodies can begin to heal.”

Alaska’s Aleut population saw a 73 percent increase in the rate of diabetes in the United States, between 1990 and 2001. That’s the largest increase in the Nation, according to Ferguson. Health experts believe that without intervention the trend will continue. “In 20 years it’s going to be a very bleak picture,” he said. 

Ferguson who completed his naturopathic studies in Oregon before returning to Alaska two years ago is Aleut himself. He was born in the village of Sand Point, one of the communities he serves. He believes naturopathic care is a natural fit for Alaska Natives at risk or battling the disease.

“In Native communities telling your story is an important part of life,” said Ferguson. “A first appointment with me will take an hour to an hour-and-a-half rather than 15 or 20 minutes with a mainstream physician,” he said. “The patients feel heard. I spend the time and allow them to make a personal change. It’s a slow, gradual process. But that’s just one way the Native culture is validated.” 

While Ferguson doesn’t dismiss mainstream medicine, interventions like diet and exercise, which play an important role in any diabetes treatment, become more meaningful in Aleutian communities when given a traditional Aleut focus.

“I like to reinforce the traditional use of herbs and use traditional foods,” said Ferguson. “Kelp on the beach, sea mammals, it’s a way of eating locally. Maybe the reason people got sick in the first place is they quit eating the foods that sustained them…living the life that sustained them.” Ferguson urges his patients to eat salmon more often, something that’s always welcome in salmon communities. 

“He always tells us we should eat salmon twice as much as we do,” said Dorothy McCallum of Sand Point whose husband is diabetic. “He has so much knowledge that he shares, it’s really wonderful. He is a wonderful person. Everyone thinks very highly of him.”

Ferguson argues that Natives need a slightly different diet than non-Natives and they need to be more careful.

“A stressed-out Native will get diabetes a lot faster than a non-Native. But returning to tradition is a natural stress buster,” he said. “We look at the genetic factors of the Aleut people. Alaska Native and American Indians have different dietary needs. The Native patient has a different set of circumstances.”

Not only does diet help nourish the body, it can also help renew a sense of community—something that’s been lost over the years, according to Ferguson. 

“Whenever I come into a community the first thing we do is have a potluck,” said Ferguson. “We want to develop connections and relationships, anything that develops our connectedness to each other. In this modern world we desperately need to reconnect.”

The reconnections have already begun. Beginning in March, a Sand Point group began meeting to support each other for health and wellness. It’s the first time in decades that there has been an organized effort to connect with others in the community. One of the group’s leaders, Cherilyn Larsen said.

“We’re getting together now to decide what activities we want to do together,” said Larsen. “Our hope is that every person will pick an activity that we can all do together.” 

Although Ferguson recommends running and other mainstream exercise programs, an hour picking berries, walking on the beach or working on a fishing boat provides benefits too, he said.

“It’s important to move,” he said. “A lot of people may not be comfortable putting on a sweat suit and running down the road. But when I ask them about the last time they’ve gone out and picked baidarkis off the beach, they often tell me it’s been years. When I explain that participating in traditional activities counts as exercise too, I can see a light bulb go off. Then they’re a step closer to wellness.”

Ferguson’s interventions appear to be working. A recent audit for the villages of Akutan, False Pass, King Cove, Nelson Lagoon, Pauloff Harbor, Sanak, Sand Point, and Squaw Harbor, Cold Bay and Adak showed improved A1C levels, an indicator of blood glucose control.

In the study, 54 percent of diabetic residents had A1C or Glycosylated hemoglobin levels below 7 percent between 2000 and 2004. Just 25 percent of participants had A1C levels below 7 percent between 1994 and 1999. The number of patients with A1C levels more that 9 percent has gone down from 25 percent to 21 percent in the same years.

A1C levels measure the average glucose level of the body over a period of 2-3 months. The target levels for any diabetic to achieve is less than 7 percent.  Anything over 9 percent is categorized at “poor control.”
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