
Wellbeing

It’s what prompted him to take up running at the age 
of 46 and is a strong motivator for the extreme physical 
challenges he has set himself. Andrew doesn’t have 
diabetes or prediabetes but his family history puts him 
in the high risk category for developing it.

He says his family is “riddled with it”. His mum, dad 
and six siblings have, or had, type 2 diabetes and 
devastatingly, three family members have died of 
diabetes-related conditions in the past four years.

The 50-year-old Auckland social worker’s passion is 
ultra marathons – runs of 42+ kilometres, that take  
14-30 hours without a break. He is famous for doing 
these mega runs in homemade jandals.

(Diabetes NZ doesn’t recommend running in jandals 
if you have diabetes because of the higher risk of 
damaging your feet.) 

“This is what worked for me. It wasn’t that I was 
desperate, I’ve had good running shoes but chose to 
make my own. The jandals worked for my running 
posture and I found it stops the pains in my knees and 
joints.

“I understand the need for wearing/using supportive, 
enclosed footwear and I have taken this as another 
challenge – to make sure that I keep diabetes away  
to continue running in my jandals.” 

Andrew works for Auckland District Health Board as a 
needs assessor and service coordinator for over-65s. 
He wants to raise awareness – especially among New 
Zealand’s Pacific Island community.

The father-of-six explains: “Being a Pacific Islander - I 
am a Tongan - I know diabetes is a huge problem for us. 

I would like to be able to contribute to the great work 
that Diabetes NZ is doing.

“It makes me sad because it’s so close to me and my 
family. I know we are more prone to have diabetes and 
I see a lot of Pacific Islanders carrying excess weight 
(including some of my own children) and that saddens 
me. I know the consequences.”

Jandal man – why I won’t follow  
in my family’s footsteps

Andrew Fifita-Lamb’s extreme running challenges are not for the faint-hearted.  

His attitude towards life has been described as “inspirational” and “determined” and 

he is clearly both. But what some people don’t know about Andrew is that he has a 

demon called “diabetes” on his back.
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Diabetes New Zealand is a leading national organisation and registered charity. Our aim is to support all people affected by diabetes to live 
well through:  Providing information and support to help people take charge of their health  •  Acting as an advocate and representing all people 
with, or at risk of developing, diabetes  •  Raising awareness of diabetes, especially around lifestyle factors that can help prevent or delay type 2 
and help manage and control type 1 and type 2.

Andrew moved from Tonga in 1981 and is from a 
family of 12 siblings. His mum, who still lives in Tonga, 
was diagnosed in 1984 and is now on insulin. She is 
very careful and looks after herself, with a healthy diet 
and regular exercise.

“But my father was a very stubborn man and he 
thought he knew better than the doctor about 
diabetes,” says Andrew.”He had diabetes for a 
while before he was diagnosed. He had his big toe 
amputated and then another amputation below the 
knee leaving him in a wheelchair. 

“He passed away two years ago of renal failure and 
heart problems, but a large part of it was his diabetes.

“Two of my oldest brothers also passed away. My 
eldest brother was obese, he lived in Hawaii, had 
heart problems and was also diabetic. He was 54 
years old when he died last September.

“I had another brother who also died. He lived in New 
Zealand but was visiting Tonga to play rugby and 
he broke his leg. He didn’t go to see the doctor and 
developed septicaemia by the time the doctor saw 
him. They were going to give him a drug to treat it 
but found out he was diabetic. His blood sugar levels 
were so high they couldn’t give him the medication/ 
injection. He knew he had diabetes but said ‘I’m okay  
I don’t need to see a doctor’.”

Andrew has two other siblings who are also living 
with diabetes, both in New Zealand. “I wouldn’t be 
surprised if there are a lot of other families the same 
as ours,” he added. 

Andrew has regular tests to see if he has diabetes.  
His advice is to take the risk seriously and go see a 
doctor and get tests. And follow their advice about 
diet and exercise.

His philosophy is simple: “To achieve your dreams, 
you just have to put in the hard yards, determination 

and commitment. Hold 
on to God and your 
dreams will come true. 
Mine did!”

Getting started
Andrew says he used to be overweight and eat 
unhealthily but the turning point came in 2012 
when he took on a 12-week fitness challenge 
offered through one of the ministries of his church.

“It inspired me to get up to do some exercise.  
My family history with diabetes prompted me 
to do something to stay active and avoid being 
caught up in that [diabetes], explains Andrew.

“I was very fit as a teenager then I got quite 
overweight – I wasn’t active at all. For my first  
run in 2013 I weighed 112kg. I completed the  
12-week Temple Ministries challenge and dropped 
to 87kg for my first ultra marathon run. Now I’m 
around 90kg.”

Andrew admits he has to watch the sweet stuff in 
his diet. He used to eat ice cream and have sugar 
in his coffee, now sugary foods are for treats rather 
than everyday. His wife and younger children have 
adopted a new healthier eating pattern. But his 
older children are a bit harder to help.

“It’s harder to persuade them to eat healthily 
when they are at university or work. They have 
access to food they shouldn’t be eating or eating 
sparingly. Like many young people, they enjoy it 
and disregard the future,” he says.

Both Andrew’s Mum and his late Dad had diabetes.


