Walk For Babies Raises Awareness, Money 
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Not all births yield little bundles of joy.

"Our mission is to improve the health of babies by preventing birth defects, infant mortality, and premature births," said LeAnn Olinger, community director for the Wyoming chapter of the March of Dimes.

The chapter's annual Walk for Babies to raise awareness and money attracted about 120 participants - plus their children and their dogs - to City Park on Saturday. The total amount raised was not available Saturday.

The March of Dimes movement began when Franklin D. Roosevelt contracted polio in 1921, and later as president established the National Foundation for Infantile Paralysis in 1938, according to the organization's website. After successful immunization efforts to stop polio in the 1950s and 1960s, the March of Dimes developed programs for fetal alcohol syndrome, sickle cell anemia, prenatal care, respiratory distress syndrome, in utero surgery, spina bifida, mental retardation, folic acid fortification, gene therapy, the State Children's Health Insurance Program (S-CIHP) and the Birth Defects Prevention Act.

The March of Dimes targets tobacco use, too.

The Wyoming chapter invited Smokefree Natrona County to set up an exhibit to show the connection between smoking and the health of babies, Olinger said. "One of the largest risk factors for low birth weight is mothers smoking while pregnant."
Nationally, 10 percent of pregnant women smoke, but Wyoming's rate is twice that at 20 percent, she said.

One of Olinger's friends, Stephanie McCash, decided to walk and raise money from her coworkers at the True Companies, she said. She raised $254 for the cause.

"I know two people with premature babies," McCash said.

"I like the March of Dimes; it's not political, it's not religious," she said. "They just want healthy babies."

McCash and a lot of the other marchers walked with their dogs, hers being a corgi-mutt, she said.

Haley Feyhl, keeping a rein on her golden retriever, Snickers, is a veteran of several marches and joined some of her coworkers from Bank of the West, she said.

Feyhl has worked in dentistry and is training to be an occupational therapist, she said.

That health care background, coupled with her mother's work at the Child Development Center of Natrona County, has taught her a few things about the effects of premature births, she said.

Premature babies, even if born only a few weeks before their due dates, have improperly developed hearts and lungs, and suffer from impaired or no eyesight, Feyhl said.

Their parents and families suffer, too, she said.

"The financial impact is huge," Feyhl said. "Keeping a baby in a neonatal intensive care unit is insanely expensive," she said.

The financial hardships and time away from home can split up marriages, she said. "The first time with a baby is supposed to be happy, but you're spending time in a hospital."

Feyhl and other members of Highland Park Community Church field a lot of prayer requests for parents and their unborn children who may be running the risk of a premature birth, she added.

Before the march began, Britni McDonald of Channel 13 noted the scope of the problem of premature births.

"One in eight [children] are born too soon," McDonald said.

After a rousing cheer from the Natrona County High School cheerleaders, the crowd of about 120 began walking at a brisk pace from City Park north on Center Street.

Josh and Karen Page wore the green T-shirts of one of the march's sponsors, Loaf 'n Jug, as did their retriever-labrador mix, Daisy.

While they don't have children with birth defects, her three nephews - ranging in age from 18 months to 4 1/2 years - endure a medical condition in which their kidneys are shutting down, which has led to constant hospital stays and surgeries, she said.

The March of Dimes' efforts to assist families and conduct research to eliminate birth defects deserves their time, Page said.

"Any organization willing to help a child is worth helping out," she said.
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