Dogs detect diabetics' trouble, then help

CHAPEL HILL The puppy wanders around the room until it picks up an unusual smell and searches for the source.

On the scrap of fabric is a saliva sample from a diabetic with high blood sugar. As soon as the puppy finds the scent, a trainer gives it a treat.

Teaching dogs to recognize the scent of high or low blood sugar is the first step of scent-based diabetic-assistance dog training, said Deb Cunningham, co-founder of Eyes Ears Nose and Paws. 

Dogs can detect blood sugar changes more quickly than blood glucose meters, Cunningham said. Even diabetics who check their blood sugar eight times a day have highs and lows. Just the presence of a diabetic-assistance dog is a physical reminder to pay attention, but when a diabetic's blood sugar gets low, his or her judgment often suffers, she explained.

When the dog smells high blood sugar, it's taught to nudge the diabetic and sometimes to retrieve the blood sugar-monitoring supplies. If the diabetic doesn't respond, the dog looks for help. If no one else is around, it can use a canine-rescue phone that has a button the dog can push. The phone dials either a friend of the diabetic or 911.

Eyes Ears Nose and Paws trains mobility, disability and diabetic-assistance dogs and matches them with clients. A lot of organizations train assistance dogs, but EENP is one of only six in the country that trains diabetic-assistance dogs, according to the website for Assistance Dogs International. The nonprofit was founded by Cunningham and a partner, Maria Ikenberry, in 2008.

In addition to their medical training, each dog completes public-access training in tasks such as sitting under the table in restaurants and ignoring food and passing people. That part is done by volunteers known as "puppy parents," who adopt and train a dog until it's about 2 years old.

"Volunteers do the bulk of the training, about 90 percent," said Ikenberry, executive director of EENP.

EENP is training nine dogs that will likely graduate in December, and at least two could become diabetic-assistance dogs, Cunningham said.

An assistance dog costs $20,000, Ikenberry and Cunningham estimated. That includes the cost of purchasing and caring for the dog and training, and medical work to ensure that the dogs are healthy, Cunningham said.

Potential clients can apply for scholarships from EENP while applying for the dog itself, and scholarships can cover up to 75 percent of the fee. Grants and donations fund EENP's budget, and scholarship money comes out of that budget. 

Puppy Parents: EENP needs Puppy Parents. If you're interested, go to eenp.org for an application.

Diabetics can help train diabetic-assistance dogs by providing scent samples. Go to eenp.org for details.

