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PHILIPPINES: ON OUR WAY (POST 2)

Monday, April 16, 2012

By Alyssa Chase, Kiwanis International Creative Communications Manager

It’s not often I get pushed way out of my comfort zone. Know what I’m talking about?

Going on a big trip breaks the crazy routine that despite itself helps keep you sane.

Even if it’s an exciting trip. An important trip. A trip across the world to learn about and

share about the life-saving work we’re doing with The Eliminate Project. I’m hoping to

take you with me on this uncomfortable and wonderful journey.

Right now I’m on a plane from Nagoya, Japan, to Manila, the Philippine capital. I’ve

been at airports since 10 a.m. yesterday, and since my watch says it’s almost 9 p.m.—

that adds up to about 23 hours. Ditto for most of the folks on this plane—including Bob

and Valerie, Bridgetta and Matt. It’s a special kind of experience, traveling all night,

getting on and off planes. You meet people. You make friends, if only for a while. It’s a

comfort.

I got to know a woman named Janet who’s going back to the Philippines to visit her

family. She married an American guy 10 years ago and has lived in Washington D.C.

ever since. It’s a sweet story. He saw her photo on a friend’s desk at work. In the

picture, she wore yellow shoes, a yellow dress. He called her a “bumble bee” and

asked his friend if she was still single. Not long after that, he made a trip to the

Philippines to meet her. On their first date, Janet had her very first taste of steak at an

Outback Steakhouse in Manila. She thought: “For what that meal cost, I could have fed

my family for a week!”

Janet has a college degree, but it’s different in the Philippines, she says. After she got

married and moved to America, she was shocked by how much food people eat—and

waste. Here’s an example: Back home in Manila, her family had grapes at special

times, like Christmas. Her mother counted out each grape to divide them equally

among the five kids. In DC, Janet and her husband end up throwing out extra grapes

(“There are so many!”). She tells me about the Easter ham at her mother-in-law’s—

how she wished she could have saved the leftovers (“There was so much!”) and

brought it all back to her family in the Philippines. (Now that she’s got a good job in

America, Janet sends money back to the Philippines every month. She didn’t stash the

ham in her suitcase.)
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Janet and I talk about the work The Eliminate Project is doing. We talk about the hilot,

a woman who practices traditional birthing methods. “My grandma was a hilot,” Janet

says. This was during wartime, when women were being raped and killed. This was in

Manila, when it was hard to get medicine and hospital care.

Of course, things are different in Manila now. But the health care system isn’t like what

Americans are used to, Janet says. “Plus, if you called an ambulance in an emergency,

there’s so much traffic, it might not get there in time to save you.”

In rural areas, “out in the provinces,” as Janet says, it’s much worse. Her own sisters,

who have college degrees, live in the provinces. For them and their families, health

care is on a need-to-have basis. “Unless you’re very rich, you only go to a dentist

when you have a toothache, and the tooth gets pulled,” Janet says. “Some people still

just tie the bad tooth to a doorknob with a string, then shut the door to pull it.”

Yes, there are health clinics, but they’re not always easy to get to. In many areas, hilot

caregivers still help mothers give birth. And some of those traditional birthing methods

have the unintended consequence of causing newborn babies to contract tetanus.

I’ll be experiencing those beautiful, uncomfortable conditions for myself in a couple of

days—in Manila and in rural areas around Baugio City. I’ll find out what UNICEF and

The Eliminate Project are doing to reach out and make things better for so many

women and babies. I’ll keep you in the loop.

Look out for my tweets at @alyssaannchase !
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