
Light and Hope for Davao�s
Poorest of the Poor

By Penny Poole

By Camille Purvis

Next MWF Meeting

When: Monday, May 17,
2004, 6:30 p.m.
What: Ursula Schloer, a
longtime German resident of
Cebu, will talk about her
Shambala Center and Tribal
Museum and her work to
preserve nature, indigenous
art and culture, create
livelihood programs and
promote health and healing
of nature and its beings.
Where: CJ Fischer�s home,
3 Aquarius, Bel Air Village,
Makati City
Bring: A contribution to the
potluck dinner.
June meeting: June 21, 2004
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F
or six years, Kim Harper
Given lived with her
children in the heart of
an urban slum in Davao
City, Mindanao. A year
ago when she learned
through an informant of

a credible threat to her safety, she
packed up her kids and her home in
two hours, and moved to a nearby
convent run by the Missionaries of
Assumption. But by varying her
routine, and with cellphones to
communicate, her work in the slum
continues to ease the pain of the sick
and helpless.

It�s difficult to explain exactly what
Kim does because, like her role model
Mother Theresa, she simply tries to
meet the needs as they come,
whatever they may be. One day it�s a
child with hydrocephalus, another it�s
an old man nearly dead from
tuberculosis, another it�s a community
bingo game, or a baby for sale. She
tends to abandoned children with
terminal illnesses, visits mental health
patients and advocates for their
humane treatment, runs a pre-school
and a scholarship program for
underprivileged kids, and a feeding
program for malnourished children the
elderly.

The former Canadian preschool
teacher lives modestly on a widow�s
pension and takes nothing for herself
or her family from the gifts she
receives, no matter what her own
needs may be. As a result, she knows
well the value of a peso and she
teaches villagers how to manage their
money wisely. She runs a
microsavings and microfinance
program from empty mayonnaise and
peanut butter jars in her kitchen and
insists her employees each save at
least P10 every week from their

meager wage and helps with their
spending decisions.

She also operates a medical mission
for those with nowhere else to turn,
does her best to work the system to
get TB medications where needed, or
simply gives people a dignified death.

In fact that�s mainly what�s on offer
through Imagina, Kim�s
nongovernmental organization:
Dignity. For people who have spent
most of their lives never knowing
respect, that is a great gift indeed.

When funds come in, she builds: a
school, a playground, a communal
shower and toilet, whatever is needed.
She built the showers because she
noticed the village women showered
in the open air, fully clothed at the
central water pump, and thought they
deserved the dignity of privacy and
the chance to remove their clothing�
something many had never done
before.

Kim�s life was abruptly transformed
from running a small private school
and living in a comfortable Halifax
home on Canada�s east coast when
her husband died suddenly in 1996. A
visiting Filipino nun helped her work
through the grief and catapulted her
on the journey she had been waiting
for by inviting her to spend some time
in Davao.

�I always thought I�d go to Africa,�
she told MWF members with her huge
warm smile as she recounted her tale.
�But that was not to be.�

When Kim arrived in Mindanao in
1997 with her three children, then
aged 13, 11 and 7, the sisters found a
house for them inside the squatter
village of Dacudao. There she sought
relief from the dull ache of her own
pain by helping others who were
suffering more tangibly. Later, when
her inner sorrow subsided, she found

herself immersed in a life that remains
as fulfilling as it is frustrating.

Kim began her work slowly, building
trust among the villagers, especially the
women. Living among them, she earned
their confidence. She organized regular
activities such as bingo and planned
outings with the women to relieve their
drudgery and began to develop a sense
of community cohesion. Although she
is soft spoken and of slight build, she
became known as a tough moralist,
insisting that those seen drinking and
gambling (activities that break down
the family and contribute to wife and
child abuse) would not be permitted to
join the bingo. Since the prizes were
picked from the coveted quarterly
Swiss balikbayan boxes that yielded
everything from foreign-made
brassieres to Lego blocks to lace
curtains and high quality clothing, the

(Continued on page 3)
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The Manila Women�s Forum

The Manila Women�s Forum (MWF)
is a cross-cultural network for women.
It provides opportunities to build
friendships, to talk to women of various
cultures, and to share information about
resources. Our meetings are intended to
provide intellectual stimulation and lead
to personal and professional develop-
ment. All women are welcome to join.
The current officers are Lisa Lumbao,
Chair, Programs, Treasurer, and
Newsletter. Penny Poole, Programs,
Newsletter. Susan Nishihira, Programs.
Heather Davenport, Database. Beaulah
P. Taguiwalo, Newsletter, Website.

Cost of membership is P300 per year.
Members receive a copy of the current
mailing list in addition to the newsletter,
which is also sent to non-members. A
contribution is collected at each monthly
meeting: P20 for members, and P40 for
non-members. Please contact Lisa
Lumbao at Tel. 818-2887 or 813-0168,
or at lumbao@mozcom.com for more
information about MWF.

Visit our website � a work in progress
www.geocities.com/manilawomensforum

Voice of
 the Chair

By Lisa
Kircher
Lumbao

MWF and the
A4Y: Advocates
for Youth

M
WF supported
Advocates for Youth
(A4Y) in its quarterly
outreach program in
Marillac Hills,

Alabang on April 6. They run 8
cottages that house 275 raped and
abused girls ages 18 years and below.
About 90% of them are in hiding due
to pending cases against their fathers,
male relatives or former employers.

In celebration of Fat Tuesday, a pre-
lenten fiesta was hosted by A4Y with
a clown/magician, merienda cena,
games and giveaways. Two MWF
members, Caz Wade and Lisa Stuart,
spent the day with the girls and MWF
donated P2500 for the program.

Funded by the Department of Social
Welfare that provides its shelter and
food, Marillac Hills also relies on
private donations for personal needs
such as sanitary napkins, soap,

(Above) Caz and Lisa.
(Right) Caz, Lisa and Cindy.

toothpaste, and other
toiletries.

Donations such as
used clothing, shoes
and toys, candies,
biscuits, toothpaste in
sachets, soaps, and
other toiletries are
always greatly
appreciated.

Cyndy Tan-Jarabata,
founder of A4Y and
General Manager of
The Bellevue Manila,
can be reached at
ctjarabata@thebellevue.com.ph
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by Beaulah P. Taguiwalo

community listened. Kim noted a
corresponding decrease in both
alcohol consumption and physical
abuse in the home.

Less than a year after she had
settled in Dacudao, a woman tried to
sell her a baby for P7000. After a long
evening of negotiating, the woman
left the child with Kim, who agreed to
take care of the boy, but refused to
pay the mother for the privilege.
After five years of red tape, Jericho�s
adoption is finally complete and this
summer he will travel with Kim and
his brother Thomas, 15, to meet his
Canadian grandparents for the first
time and reunite temporarily with 18-
year-old Cassandra and 20-year old
Nathan, his adopted siblings who are
now studying in their home country.
This is a long awaited journey. On
her last trip home in 2001 Kim was
forced to leave Jericho behind
because he was ineligible for a visa.

Over the past 8 months, Kim has
experienced the thing slum dwellers
fear most�demolition. The owner of
the land where some 1700 people had
lived and called home, humble as it
was, reclaimed his space for
commercial development and the
illegal occupants were gradually
relocated to plots of land outside the
city, rebuilding their same sad shacks
on different soil.

For Kim, the relocation was a bitter
blow. Along with the concrete
amenities�the playground, showers
and two schools�she had also
successfully managed to build
community in Dacudao. The
preschool is still operating, but when
the planned development begins
construction, it too will go. The
playground was dismantled and
donated to two tribal mountain
villages. Kim is bracing herself to
reveal the bad news to the 88 donors
from the Halifax Knights of
Columbus�who each received
personal handwritten thank you
notes for their gift�that the two
shower stalls and two toilets will
soon be disassembled. She will
salvage every nail and every piece of
tile from the structure, but it still
hurts her to see it destroyed as she
had witnessed the village transform
when the shower and adjacent
playground became the central
meeting place for families.

With the village gone, Kim now
works at the relocation sites. Thanks

Astrid Lindgren prize-winner
Lygia Bojunga�s dream

Brazilian author Lygia Bojunga is
the 2004 winner of the Astrid Lindgren
Memorial Award (ALMA), the world�s

Conference on children�s
literature and war

A one-day conference jointly
organised by the Children�s Laureate,
Action for Children�s Arts and the
National Centre for Research in
Children�s Literature was scheduled to
take place last Saturday 1 May 2004 at
Froebel College, University of Surrey
Roehampton, London SW15.

In his role as Children�s Laureate,
Michael Morpurgo, author of �Private
Peaceful�, has initiated this event to
raise awareness about the way war is
represented in writing and images for
young readers. Since September 11
2000, it seems as if war is rarely out of
the headlines, yet little is known
about the role creative writing plays in
shaping children�s responses to the
images and stories about war that
they encounter.

�...to stimulate debate
into how writing for children
affects the way young people
think about, understand and
visualise war... �

As one of Action for Children�s Arts
�Inspiration Days�, this event is
intended to stimulate debate into how
writing for children affects the way
young people think about,
understand and visualise war,
including children�s experiences of
living during times of war, past and
present.

In addition to the Laureate himself,
guest speakers include Elizabeth Laird
(author), Michael Foreman (illustrator
and author), Charles Way (dramatist),
Geoff Fox (critic and educationalist),
and special guest Philip Pullman. This
is an important subject for anyone
who lives or works with children, and
Those attending were expected to
benefit not only from discussions on
the day, they also would receive
copies of a summary position paper
from ACA. Enquiries: email
L.Atkins@roehampton.ac.uk

�Women in Books for the Teen Age�
Yes, there is such a thing �

�Women in Books for the Teen Age.�
It�s a section in the newly revitalized
center for teens: Teen Central located
at the Donnell Library Center/Nathan
Straus Young Adult Center, 20 West
53rd Streeet, New York, NY 10019.

A typical example of titles in the
selection is Period Pieces, by Erzsi
Deak and Kristin Embry Litchman.
The book is a collection of short
articles and stories about the female
monthly �period�, hence the title.

Books for the Teen Age is only
available in hard copy. There are
approximately 1000 titles on the list,
and they add and subtract
approximately 400 titles per year.
Selections may be seen at their
website teenlink.nypl.org

The head of the center is Joanne
Rosario, Tel. (212) 621-0633, Email
jrosario@nypl.org

largest prize for children�s and young
people�s literature.

Established by the Swedish
Government in 2002, the annual prize
is SEK 5 million (equivalent to approx.
USD 655,000 or 530,000 Euros) and
may be awarded to authors,
illustrators and promoters of reading
whose work reflects the spirit of
Astrid Lindgren. The aim of the award
is to increase interest in children�s and
young people�s literature, and to
promote children�s rights on a global
level. The award is administered by
The Swedish National Council for
Cultural Affairs. Last year�s award
winners were the Austrian author
Christine Nöstlinger and American
illustrator and author, Maurice
Sendak.

�The ALMA 2004 prize came as a
big surprise. I was not the official
candidate of my country, or of any
organization or publisher, and I never
imagined I would receive such
valuable recognition,� said Bojunga.
�Sweden, anticipating my needs, has
provided the means for the realization
of my dreams.�

For a long time, she wanted to
create a Foundation and had hoped
that the Publishing House that she
launched in 2002 would help towards
that dream. The Foundation Bojunga
has in mind is for the development of
cultural projects related to books and
aimed principally at disadvantaged
children and young people. Now, the
prize money that she won will help
make that Foundation come true.
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to a Swiss man�s donation, she has so
far built private 35 �comfort rooms�
there and has been teaching the new
landowners (the relocation came with
titles) to respect each other�s property
and build within their legal lots. Her
weekly feeding program, launched as
an emergency measure for the
transition, can provide 220 children
and a handful of elderly people a
nutritious meal at a cost to her of
P700. She is assisted by a loyal staff
from the village who handle the
phones, translate difficult concepts,
oversee the cooking, and identify new
needs. This fulfills part of Kim�s
vision that sees the poor committed to
helping each other.

Much of Kim�s current work has
involved the mental hospital in
Davao, where until recently with a
colleague she offered her services 3
hours a day, 6 days a week in both
men�s and women�s wards.

The work is disheartening as the
treatment of the mental patients is
inhumane at best. They are restrained
with rusty chains for months at a time
while waste, urine, and blood collect
nearby. More than once Kim has seen
a patient die from secondary
infections in wounds caused by the
chains. Although she has no formal
nursing training, Kim cleans festering
wounds and handles soiled linens
with the best of them. For awhile,
appalled at the women menstruating
in corners �like puppies� she donated
sanitary napkins, but halted the
practice when she learned the pads
went wayward and the women�s

indignity continued. Blankets are not
permitted due to the risk of suicide,
and last December a man died of
hypothermia. Others are left to die of
malnutrition and starvation, since
although they are routinely fed, they
are not encouraged to eat. Before
Kim�s intervention, a young Down�s
syndrome patient was kept behind
bars through which his daily water
and food was unceremoniously
tossed. Medicine, if given at all, often
comes from private and overseas
donations, as the local government�s
scant resources are inadequate.

Twice barred from the hospital on
the excuse that her ankle-length skirts
stimulate the men�s sexual appetites,
Kim is no longer allowed to provide
new hope or wound care within the
hospital building, and the deplorable
situation worsens.

Kim is under no illusions that what
she does is sustainable or makes a
measurable dent in the impoverished
conditions. But as she explained on
the short video that opened her talk (a
gift from sponsors � she does no self
promotion): �If I can just bring an
ounce of joy into a life of poverty,
then I think that�s all I want to do.�

Although she does not solicit funds
directly, Kim attracts resources for her
projects nonetheless and has
sustained donations from several
Halifax churches, Rotary International,
and a Swiss NGO as well as
intermittent individual donations
ranging from modest to substantial.
She treats every offer with equal
respect and donors always know
precisely how their money is spent.

When asked about her needs to
continue service in Davao, Kim
responded by encouraging us to
become aware of what the poor
living near us experience. She
welcomed any interested visitors to
visit Davao to observe or to help,
offering a room at the convent for
P250 a night (including meals).

The feeling among those of us
privileged to attend Kim�s talk was,
and forever will be, immense
gratitude for all she has done to
touch hearts and provide help for
those too destitute to help
themselves. Thank you, Kim. We
love you.  n

After the meeting, a spontaneous
collection yielded over P13,000.
Kim has already used part of the
MWF donation to build three CRs,
rescue a desperate woman in need
of medication for high blood
pressure, feed a meal to 200
children at the relocation site, and
provide two sacks of organic rice
on loan to a small businesswoman
with whom she�s devised a system
whereby buyers will contribute a
handful of their kilo of rice to be
collected and distributed to the
truly destitute. �We�ve already got
the sign painted,� Kim said
excitedly in a telephone
conversation the week after the
meeting. �It says: �The poor
helping the poor.�� She again
expressed her gratitude for both
the evening with us and the
unexpected funds and will let us
know how she spends the rest.


