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Overhead vents pour an air-conditioned breeze over 
four Kiwanis-family members as their UNICEF van 

creeps through Manila’s Monday afternoon traffic. Outside 
in the humid heat, motorcycles zip and weave through 
the narrow openings between car doors and bumpers. Up 
ahead, a truck edges left to change lanes. A biker, his hulk-
ing body virtually hiding the machine beneath him, pulls 
up beside the van and pauses to plot a new route through 
the maze. The message on the back of his T-shirt boasts, 
“Pain is just weakness escaping the body.”

Only minutes earlier, the Kiwanis visitors had seen 
pain—real pain—in the frail bodies of two newborn babies. 
Nebraska Kiwanians Lenora and Milford Hanna, Virginia 

CKI member Brian Cofrancesco and Florida Key Clubber 
René Miller were in the Philippines on a site visit for the 
new global campaign for children, The Eliminate Project: 
Kiwanis eliminating maternal/neonatal tetanus. Their 
agenda included a tour of San Lazaro Hospital, one of the 
Philippines’ oldest health-care institutions, where they 
came face to face with maternal/neonatal tetanus.

Metro Manila—a collection of communities that sur-
rounds and includes the capital city—has officially elimi-
nated MNT, so babies born in the city are rarely infected. 
But in some urban slums and remote, rural areas newborns 
remain at risk, and occasionally a child is rushed to Manila 
with hopes a big city hospital can save his life. It’s a desper-
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Saving joy
What could compare to the joy a family feels when a new baby’s 

born? Maternal/neonatal tetanus can quickly turn a family’s joy into 

despair—even death. Four Kiwanis family members traveled to the 

Philippines to see how Kiwanis and UNICEF can keep joy alive for 

babies, mothers and their families through The Eliminate Project. 

Here are their stories.  STORY AND PHOTOGRAPHY BY JACK BROCKLEY
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ate battle against time, because neonatal tetanus can kill an 
infant in just four days.

Gab Michael lay sleeping when the Kiwanis team was led 
to his window. His one-week-old body was a mere island 
on the child-size hospital bed. Sweat dampened his thick 
black hair. An oxygen mask engulfed his face. An IV line 
taped to the back of his left fist pushed fluids and antibiot-
ics into his bloodstream. 

Down the hall and around the corner, in another hospital 
bed, Princess Mae grimaced in her sleep. Straps of tape—
one beneath her nose and the other across her chin—held 
an intubation tube in her throat, because unlike Gab, who 
only needed an oxygen mask, she couldn’t breathe on her 

own. Peeking out from the end of her pink Mickey Mouse 
blanket, a foot clenched, contorting her toes.

Gab and Princess were infected with Clostridium tetani 
spores at birth, when their umbilical cords were cut with 
unsterile equipment. They had about three days of pain-
free life before abdominal convulsions began. When their 
mouths locked tight, they stopped eating.

Riding away from the hospital in the UNICEF van, the 
Kiwanis-family members knew Gab and Princess likely 
would die. Neonatal tetanus’ death rate globally is near 100 
percent. Yet the group’s Philippine visit had just begun. The 
journey would prove a whirlwind of intense emotions. Here 
are their experiences, in their own words.

Gab Michael, opposite page, was switched 
from an intubation tube to an oxygen mask—a 
hopeful sign of recovery from neonatal tetanus. 
A toddler, top, in a fishing village luckily elud-
ed the disease, but two mothers aren’t taking 
chances. One comforts her daughter as she 
gets her first immunization shots. And a mother-
to-be, left, gets vaccinated for her third child.
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René Miller
KEY CLUB OF JESUIT HIGH SCHOOL, TAMPA, FLORIDA

WHAT HE SAW: Miller talked and played with the children 
while their mothers met with doctors.

Lenora Hanna
KIWANIS CLUB OF LINCOLN-NORTHEAST, 
NEBRASKA

WHAT SHE SAW: Lenora Hanna had the difficult 
assignment of a one-mother-to-another interview with 
Alona Lamog, who had just lost a son to tetanus.

How do you cope with the loss of your child? How 
must it feel when your perfectly healthy newborn 
suddenly becomes very ill and most likely will not 
live beyond its first week of life? How agonizing 
must it be to watch your child die a horrible and 
painful death that could have been prevented?

I had the opportunity to meet and talk with 
Alona Lamog, a mother who lost her son to tetanus 
in April. When I asked her why she hadn’t been 
immunized, she said she felt it wasn’t necessary. 
She’d had two healthy children with no problems 
after their birth. But this birth was different.

The setting was the same. She was using the 
same hilot—an attendant who uses traditional birthing 
methods. But this baby came very fast, and there was no 
time to get ready for the delivery. The hilot said she used 
bamboo to cut the umbilical cord, but this time she didn’t 
have time to sterilize it.

I asked Alona if she’d get the vaccine now, and her 

answer was no, because she’s not planning to have any 
more children. But if she gets pregnant again, she says 
she’ll be vaccinated. She knows better now.

As a mother, I can’t imagine the sadness I’d carry know-
ing I could have prevented my child’s death. Every child 
deserves the chance to live, and every parent—rich or 
poor—loves her child the same. We need to remember that.

Alona Lamog tells Lenora Hanna (left) her first two children were born 
healthy, so she thought  her third child would be safe from tetanus. A 
few days after the delivery, her baby—a son—died.

The obvious focus of The Eliminate Project is to protect 
children, so I felt great excitement about actually meeting 
some of the children during my trip to the Philippines. But 
I didn’t expect that every child I met would make such a 
memorable impression on my life.

I was lucky enough to visit a birthing center in Duma-
guete City on the day a baby boy was born. Thankfully, 
he was born very healthy. When I shook the father’s hand 
and congratulated him on becoming a new dad, I saw 
pure euphoria in his eyes.

I realized then The Eliminate Project was not only 
protecting innocent children, but it’s also protecting that 
indescribable feeling that that man must have had when 
his son was born. How many fathers, mothers, brothers, 
sisters, aunts and grandfathers are robbed of that happi-
ness when their precious newborn dies by tetanus?

I met another young boy named Franklin. He was play-

Ready to go home, a newborn lays cradled  
in his mother’s arms. His mother came to a health 
clinic in Dumaguete City, where clean delivery 
practices are followed.
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As I arrived in the Philippines for my introduction to The 
Eliminate Project, I couldn’t help but reflect upon a simi-
lar opportunity I’d had years ago to take a team to Bhutan 
for Kiwanis’ iodine deficiency disorders project. I remem-
bered how impressed I’d been with the job the UNICEF 
staff was doing there. They were so committed to elimi-
nating IDD, all while working on many other projects.

This year, while visiting the Philippines, I witnessed 
again UNICEF’s commitment to the children of the world. 
They have an enthusiasm for their work though they 
face what seem like insurmountable odds. With people 
like Joyce Ducusin, M.D., of the national office of the 
Philippine Department of Health, UNICEF Philippines’ 
Health Specialist Marisa Ricardo, M.D., and Private 
Fundraising and Partnerships Chief Michelle Borromeo, 
what they bring to the table will far outweigh our fund-
raising efforts. Together with the countless dedicated rural 
health workers in the field, they’re the ones who will 

Milford Hanna
KIWANIS CLUB OF LINCOLN-NORTHEAST, 
NEBRASKA

WHAT HE SAW: Milford Hanna visited health clinics, 
where an army of medical professionals and volunteers 
fought daily battles against MNT, along with dengue 
fever, malnutrition and a host of other health threats.

conduct the educational campaigns, administer the shots 
and follow up to ensure we actually eliminate maternal/
neonatal tetanus.

The Eliminate Project is a great opportunity for Kiwanis 
members to work with another group of people who, like 
us, care about children. Together, we’ll protect millions of 
mothers and children against suffering horrific deaths.

Joyce Ducusin, M.D., explains to Milford Hanna the impor-
tance of maintaining accurate records of every woman’s pre-
natal visits and vaccinations at a Negros Oriental clinic. 

ing basketball outside 
a rural medical clinic in 
Basay, which is a little 
village on the southwest 
coast of the Negros 
Oriental province. I walked 
over to shoot a couple of 
hoops with him. Rather 
than being selfish or shun-
ning me, he instantly 
passed me the ball, and 
we got a game going. 
Franklin’s immediate gen-
erosity was just one more 
example of how amaz-
ing the children of the 
Philippines are. I’m glad to 
say I made a new friend in 
Franklin that day.

It’s because of children like Franklin and the newborn 
that I know The Eliminate Project is so genuinely worth-

while. These kids may have so little, but they are so happy 
with life, and they bring their joy, excitement and thirst for 
life into their communities as well.

After spending time with the children of a Basay fishing village, René Miller sits down and makes 
friends with one of the local grandmothers, who offers to tell his future by reading his palm.
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Brian Cofrancesco
CIRCLE K CLUB OF THE UNIVERSITY OF 
VIRGINIA, CHARLOTTESVILLE, VIRGINIA

WHAT HE SAW: Nationwide, every 
Wednesday is vaccination day. On this day 
Cofrancesco talked to mothers about their deci-
sion to protect their unborn children.

We were taken to vaccination day at a health 
center in Dumaguete City. Swarms of women 
and children packed the entrance lobby. The 
women were incredibly candid with us and 
even allowed us to sit in the room as they 
received their tetanus vaccines. As I watched 
one young, pregnant mother, I noticed she was 
nervous, although she was smiling. I asked her 
how she felt, and she said she was scared of 
the needle but very happy to be protecting her 
future child from tetanus.

I also visited with mothers who had just 
delivered their babies, and most were able to 
say that they’d received their vaccinations. As 
I said hello to a baby less than an hour old, 
it was a comfort to know that, because he was born in a 
clean facility and the mother was vaccinated against teta-
nus prior to the birth, he would live.

In this barangay, vaccination day brings free shots for 
mothers and children. This, unfortunately, is not the case 
in some places. Our experience at this hospital reflects the 
eagerness of many mothers to protect their children when 

they are taught how. They often just lack the necessary 
resources.

The Eliminate Project will give more than 1 million 
Filipino mothers and children access to the vaccines. 
Worldwide, it will protect more than 129 million mothers 
and their babies—most of whom cannot afford 60-cent 
vaccines. It will allow 129 million mothers and their 
babies to live.

SO CLOSE
The Philippines is so close to defeating MNT. Only nine 

provinces in the 7,107-island archipelago remain at risk.

THE PROBLEM
The poverty and remoteness of the nine remaining regions 

present formidable hurdles to a nationwide victory over 
MNT. The families live many hours away from clinics, and 
mothers prefer to use traditional birth attendants. These hilots, 
as they are known, use bamboo or other unsterile equipment 
to cut the umbilical cord and treat the wound with herbs, 
garlic, ash or even wasp’s nest to hasten healing.

THE CONSEQUENCES
In 2009,149 MNT cases were reported in those resistant 

regions, and only 44 percent of deliveries were at health 
facilities attended by medical professionals.

THE PLAN
With Kiwanis International’s assistance, the Philippine 

health department, UNICEF and the World Health 
Organization will conduct three rounds of tetanus immuni-
zations in the nine provinces, targeting 1,083,465 women 
between the ages of 15 and 40. At the same time, an 
advocacy and educational campaign will instruct communi-
ties about the importance of clean delivery practices and 
of seeking skilled attendants at birthing facilities.

Gab Michael and Princess Mae are among the few lucky  
newborns who have beaten the odds and defeated neonatal 
tetanus. They’re both currently at home with their families.

Read more about MNT and how you and your Kiwanis club can get 
involved in The Eliminate Project at www.TheEliminateProject.org.

On vaccination day, Brian Cofrancesco entertained children as their moth-
ers waited to see the doctors. Endeared by his attention to their children, the 
women felt at ease talking about tetanus and prenatal health care.


