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BODY :
It was a most unusual victory. But then again, it was the result of a most
unusual doctor.

After more than two years of fanatic -- many said foolhardy -- lobbying,
Sacramento surgeon Dr. Balazs "“Ernie" Bodai on Wednesday watched as first lady
Hillary Rodham Clinton unveiled his brainchild: a postage stamp to benefit
breast cancer research.

For Bodai and many other tireless advocates, 1t was a time to celebrate
something very few thought they could do and that others bitterly opposed.

"It blows me away," Bodaili said before the White House ceremony. “This is a
victory for women and their families."

The 40-cent stamp, which goes on sale today, is the first U.S. "semi-postal"
1 stamp, with a purchase price above that of a regqular first-class stamp to
benefit a special cause. The extra 8 cents per stamp is expected to raise
millions for research into potential new treatments for breast cancer, a disease
that kills 50,000 women 1n the United States every year.

"I am proud to build on the president's long-standing commitment to breast
cancer prevention and research," Hillary Clinton told the group assembled in the
White House East Room. "This historic stamp will be invaluable in our efforts to
increase research funding and save lives."

Bodai, who fled Budapest, Hungary, with his family in 1956, has always
bubbled over with big ideas. Now 47 and chief of surgery at Kaiser Permanente's
Morse Avenue hospital, he is known as an excellent surgeon and compassionate
doctor who always returns patient calls personally, despite a 12-hour workday.

His 1dea for the stamp "came out of the frustration dealing with so many
women who had breast cancer and seeing that we had made so few advances," he
said.

However pure his motives, Bodai got scant encouragement.

"I thought he was nuts," said his wife, Carol. "But when he sets his mind to
something, he will accomplish itc."

The U.S. postmaster general swiftly rejected his first proposal, for a
l-cent -extra breast cancer stamp, made in a letter in January 1996. "He wrote
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pack ana saia, "we'll never Qo 1t. You're wasting your time,"' Boaai saia.

| Undeterred, Bodai then sent letters to every female member of Congress. None
responded.

Bodai did hear, however, from a Kaiser lobbyist in Washington who was asked
to talk with the surgeon because he had used Permanente Medical Group letterhead
to enlist congressional support without the group's blessing.

_ "Exrnie is a terrific guy, and sometimes terrific guys with great ideas have
| tunnel vision," said Dr. Don Parsons, associate executive director for health
policy for the Permanente Federation.

But as Parsons found out, it was hard to scold a guy with infectious energy
and childlike determination. Although Parsons at the time told him the project
"probably wouldn't go anywhere," Kaiser officials and doctors eventually signed
on, even paid for a chunk of his lobbying efforts.

Convinced that he needed to visit the lawmakers in person, Bodai began his
frequent trips to Washington, a junior-high civics book in his briefcase.
Joining him was Betsy Mullen, a breast cancer survivor and the founder of
Women's Information Network Against Breast Cancer.

Eventually, Rep. Vic Fazio, D-West Sacramento, agreed to sponsor a bill.
While plenty of supporters emerged and thousands of petitions favoring the bill
poured in, the idea picked up early opposition.

"It took a while to get everybody in focus and begin to understand what we
were up against," said Fazio.

"We just didn't think it was a good idea," said Don Smeraldi, Postal Service
spokesman. Other countries had tried and failed to garner popular support fcr
charity stamps, he said.

Postal Service opposition meant Fazio couldn't persuade the chairman of t:s
subcommittee over Postal Service operations to hold a hearing on the bill,
nearly essential to get it to the House floor. Stamp collectors, who spend
millions buying stamps every year, also joined the opposition.

Even some breast cancer groups attacked the proposal. The director of the
National Breast Cancer Coalition, for instance, tried to persuade Fazio to drop
the bill, convinced that if lawmakers approved the stamp, they'd reduce other
federal funding for the cause in the future.

Carol Bodai one dreary February night received a call from her husband in
Washington. "He said, "I don't know what I am doing here. Nobody wants to listen
to me. I am so depressed."'

She urged him to stick with 1it, and he did.

The bill didn't pass before the close of the 104th Congress and its
supporters had to reintroduce it in January 1997. This time, Fazio enlisted the
co-sponsorship of then-Rep. Susan Molinari, a Republican from New York. Sen.
Dianne Feinstein introduced a similar measure in the Senate, and a year ago, the

Act to Stamp Out Breast Cancer sailed through the House and Senate.

The bill allows the special stamps to be sold at up to 8 cents above the
normal first-class rate; the Postal Service set the price of 40 cents earlier
this year. The proceeds, after administrative costs, will be earmatrked for
government breast cancer research.

Bodai, meanwhile, isn't planning a restful return to Sacramento. While
promoting sales of the stamp, he is preparing to launch his next big project: a
state-of-the-art breast health center for Kaiser's Sacramento patients.

Facts on the stamp
The "Fund the Fight, Find a Cure" stamp goes on sale today:
Cost: 40 cents -- 8 cents extra

Beneficiaries of the extra funds: 70 percent to the National Institutes of
Health; 30 percent to the Pentagon's Medical Research Program

Issue: 200 million stamps; available at post offices nationwide
Estimated net proceeds: § 16 million

GRAPEIC: Bee'phocographs / Penny De Los Santos

Dr. Ernie Bodai, chief of surgery at Kaiser's Morse Avenue hospital, rests

between operations last week. Wednesday, he was at the White House unveiling of

the breast-cancer research stamp he has campaigned for since 1996.

Dr. Bodai, who fled Hungary in 1956, is known as a compassionate surgeon who

always returns patient calls personally. 2 Of 2
Associated Press photograph

In the White House East Room on Wednesday, Hillary Rodham Clinton officizlly
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First Lady Highlights Education as Hispanic Issue

PHILADELPHIA, July 21 (AP) —
Future demand for high-tech skills
should compel Hispanic students to
push for greater educational
achievement, Hillary Rodham Clin-
ton, the First Lady, told the nation’s
largest Hispanic civil rights group.

“The 2Ist century will be ruth-
less,” Mrs. Clinton said in a speech to
the National Council of La Raza at its
annual conference here on Monday.

Citing statistics that nearly one-
third of all Hispanic students drop
out of high school, Mrs. Clinton said
those numbers must improve if the
nation’s swiftly growing Hispanic
community is to share fully in the

American dream.

‘‘Education is so critical to fulfill
that future,” Mrs. Clinton said. “It is
the gateway to opportunity.”

A study by the Census Bureau that
was released last week found that
the nation’s largest population of mi-
nority children is no longer black but
Hispanic, and the Hispanic commu-
nity will become the nation’s largest
minority group within seven years.

Mrs. Clinton said those figures
presented ‘‘challenges and opportu-
nities”’ for Hispanic people and the
nation as it struggles to improve
schools.

‘“This is an investment in the fu-

ture,” she said.

Mrs. Clinton recently completed a
bus tour of several historic sites in
the Northeast to focus attention on
preserving them.

In her 45-minute talk to a friendly
audience of several thousand, she
said that she would insure ‘‘the ef-
forts and accomplishments of His-
panic Americans’” would also be
highlighted ‘‘front and center.”

La Raza, which celebrates its 30th
anniversary this year, was expected-
to attract more than 12,000 commu-
nity, business and government lead-
ers for the four-day conference.
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A Uganda Tribe Fights Genital Cutting

By BARBARA CROSSETTE

UNITED NATIONS, July 15 — For
the Sabiny people of eastern Uganda,

1998 is a circumcision year — as are’

all even years — when girls as well
as boys would normally be expected
to endure a painful rite of passage to
young adulthood.

But not this time, said G. W. Che-
borian, chairman of the Sabiny Eld-
ers Association, a council of clan
leaders. While young men of 14 to
about 22 will still take part in elabo-
rate circumcision ceremonies in De-
cember to mark their entry into
manhood, for many if not most girls
and young women, there will be no
genital cutting.

In the last few years the Sabiny
(pronounced sa-BEAN) people have
waged a campaign to abolish female
genital mutilation and replace it with
a symbolic ritual declaring the girl a
woman without maiming her for life,
Mr. Cherborian said in an interview.

Last week Mr. Cheborian received
the 1998 United Nations Population
Award for the work that the Sabiny
elders have done in their remote,
mountainous Kapchorwa region of
Uganda.

His association shares it with Dr.
Hugh Hastings Wynter of the Univer-
sity of the West Indies in Jamaica, a
leader in family planning in the Ca-
ribbean. The award is judged by an
international panel.

The Sabiny Elders — after first
converting themselves from propo-
nents to opponents of female genital
cutting — attracted the attention of
health and population experts by
finding their own way to deal with a
practice that is widely condemned by
women's groups and passionately
defended by traditionalists in Africa,
where it is most prevalent.

The elders’ campaign is being
studied by other Africans as an ex-
ample of how to deal with a cultural-
ly sensitive taboo within a traditional
society.

Mr. Cheborian, who describes him-
self as ‘‘about 71,” said that even
among the Sabiny — 130,000 people,
according to Uganda'’s last census in
1991 — there were still those who
clung to the tradition.

‘‘But most of our children are edu-
cated now,’’ he said. **The girls say,
‘Father, this time I am not going to
go along with your idea.’” "

A decade ago the Sabiny, a collec-
tion of rural clans engaged in small-
scale farming, were committed

enough to the practice of genital cut-
ting that they made it a requirement.
That put them into conflict with the
Ugandan Government, which dis-
courages the practice. The tension
only increased Sabiny tenacity on the
subject, Ugandans say.

Then in 1992, Sabiny chiefs formed
the Elders Association and began a
systematic review of their traditions.

““The main reason was to identify
those which are values for retaining,
improve those which required im-
provement, so that they are consis-
tent with modern life,”” Mr. Chebor-
ian said, speaking in English. He said
that those values that were no longer
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The Sabiny group in Kapchorwa
is abolishing genital mutilation.

acceptable were singled out to be
‘*discarded or abandoned."

From the beginning, he said, the
focus was on the genital cutting of
girls. But the elders met resistance
and did not have the necessary re-
sources to wage an effective grass-
roots campaign. A few years ago the
United Nations Population Fund
stepped in with some support.

‘‘We started in 1996, and we have
been very active on the ground for
about two years now,” Mr. Chebor-
ian said. By the end of that year, ‘‘it
appeared that we had reduced the
circumcision of girls by 36 percent,”
he added.

In 1997, a year that was studied
because the practice was not always
limited to even years on girls, there
were no reported incidents. But most
of the cases involving girls take

place in even years, the same as for
boys.

‘*‘What we have done is to tell par-
ents about the harmful parts of cir-
cumcising females,”” Mr. Cheborian
said. "“This included the pain, the
very serious bleeding and fainting
because of the bleeding. Because of
the open cuts, there is a risk of H.I.V.-
AIDS affecting the person.

‘‘We told them that when that part
which is cut forms a scar, that re-
duces the opening of the passage, so
later when a mother wants to de-
liver, she finds a lot of labor prob-
lems. Sometimes it calls for a doctor
to operate. At times it delays a child
to be delivered out, and they die.
Some children are born with their
heads in not quite good shape, and
they remain very dull and cannot
make improvement in learning.”

Fathers and mothers alike ‘‘have
come to understand that it is harm-
ful,” he said. ‘‘Fathers are now on
our side.”

The Sabiny Elders Association has
many other plans for enhancing their
people’s cultural traditions, Mr. Che-
borian said.

“‘Other aims are to write the Sa-
biny language so that schoolchildren
could be taught in that language and
people could read some issues in the
local language,’” he said. The lan-
guage still does not have a written
form and is in danger of extinction.
Another aim ‘‘is to try as much as
possible to research the local herbs,
the local medicine, to see if some can
be more useful.”

The association has introduced
some welfare programs, agricultur-
al improvement campaigns and
drives to educate people about AIDS
and H.1.V., the virus that causes it.
The $25,000 prize Mr. Cheborian took
home will help these projects.

Before the award ceremony, he
said he had some advice for others in
Africa who have defended the tradi-
tion of female genital mutilation. ‘1
think the message I should give them
is that those societies which are hav-
ing female circumcision — we now
call it female genital cutting —
should also know that female genital
cutting is harmful,” he said. *‘Those
are the facts that cannot change.
Doctors know that.

*“Those societies which are still
seeing circumcision should come for-
ward and be faithful to their chil-
dren, not endanger them, not put
them into hardship. Cutting some-
one’s body is a serious problem.”























































