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On a tour at the San Lazaro Hospital for infectious diseases in Manila.

April 16, 2012

By Alyssa Chase, Kiwanis International Creative Communications Manager

It seems like a month ago I was writing about my comfort zone. I’m not sure what

zone I’m in now, but it seems patronizing of me to be so focused on comfort. I’d been

in the daily grind for too long, I guess. The world suddenly seems bigger than the

routine that had been both a comfort and a trap.

On this trip to the Philippines, there are new routines, and they change every day.

Today we drove through Manila, down roads with stacked-up houses where

everyone’s clothes seemed to be hanging outside. There were fences and cages—

piled-up structures like the palace at Mesa Verde. There were orchids growing out of

windowboxes, bougainvillea spilling down turquoise walls, mansions next to lakes.

There were crowds of people—lipsticked ladies holding umbrellas for shade, an old

woman feeling along the street with a cane, vendors with bushels of bananas and

brushes, and a little boy in his mama’s shoes uncomfortably close to the curb.

At the San Lazaro Hospital for infectious diseases, our first stop, the only air

conditioning was in the building’s main offices. The hospital’s old metal-frame windows

let in what breeze they could. Sick children rolled around uncomfortably in dark rooms

on sheetless beds. The paint on the walls was chipped. The paint on the floors was

half gone. The walls themselves were half gone. A banana tree grew in an alley that

seemed to be part of, not outside of, the building, which is undergoing a renovation.

Everyone—even the mothers of sick babies—seemed to welcome our delegation of

Kiwanis members, UNICEF staff and U.S. Fund for UNICEF staff. We’d come to see what
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it’s like for babies with neonatal tetanus, since all of us are working to support The

Eliminate Project. It was good luck (for the babies) that we didn’t see any today.

In newborns, the disease has a 95 percent mortality rate.

There were three cases of tetanus at the hospital, though. We saw these children—at

an arm’s length—and we saw what the disease can do.

A five-year-old girl, Janiel Oleja, contracted tetanus when she scratched at a cavity in

her tooth with a dirty toothpick. Close to recovery, she lay in a secluded room with a

nurse and waved to us as we stood outside the glass walls of her isolation unit.

A 10-year-old boy wasn’t doing so well. He’d stepped on broken glass, and contracted

tetanus. We could see his mouth move like a robot. We could see his hands twisted in

awkward contortions. We could see him cringe in pain when spasms shook through his

body. His older brother, in calloused bare feet and a white hospital mask, watched

over him protectively.

A 14-year-old boy who’d contracted tetanus when gathering firewood (he stepped on

a splinter), lay in a dark room upstairs, his mother at his side.

When a baby contracts tetanus, death often comes when the child can’t suckle. A baby

or child with tetanus is a high risk for contracting pneumonia or some other infection.

Tetanus patients are so sensitive to touch, it’s difficult for health workers to suction

their airways.

The three kids with tetanus we saw have today a good prognosis. The right balance of

anti-spasm medications and oxygen support will get them through. And vaccines,

which they’ll receive before they leave, will help them avoid contracting tetanus in the

future.

Right now, they’re uncomfortable. Extremely uncomfortable.

And I’m becoming extremely uncomfortable with what tetanus does. Aren't you too?

The good news: All it takes is a series of three doses of vaccine to stop it, costly

roughly US$1.80. That’s all it takes to preserve the comfort of a mother and her baby.
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