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Cancer doesn’t care aboul geography, status, or polilics—bul access Lo care often does. And in Nigeria, where
too many are still diagnosed too late and treated too little, a group of women—current and former First Ladies—

are determined to change that reality.

First Ladies Against Cancer (FLAC) is a coalition of the spouses of serving and former state governors, united
by a shared mission: Lo improve cancer outcomes for Nigerians through awareness, access, and advocacy. From
organising [ree screening programs in underserved communities to pushing for life-saving policy reforms,

FLAC has become one of the country’s most powerful forces for equitable cancer care.

Since its inception, the coalition has operated with purpose and clarity, gaining national recognition under the
leadership of Dr. Zainab Shinkafi-Bagudu, whose lireless advocacy helped place cancer {irmly on the public
health agenda. Now, with Her Excellency, Chioma Uzodimma, First Lady of Imo State, as Chairperson, FLAC
is entering a new era—one focused on deepening partnerships, strengthening state-level interventions, and
ensuring that no Nigerian is le[t behind in the fight against cancer. Supporting her are HE Lami Finliriof
Adamawa as Vice Chair, HE Huriyya Dauda Lawalof Zamfara as National Secretary, and HE Bamidele

Abiodun as Treasurer, forming a leadership team that is already moving with decisive urgency.

In this exclusive joint interview, eight FLAC members, who include past and present first ladies, reflect on what
drives their commitment, the challenges that remain, and how they are using their positions to shape a future

where qualily cancer care is nol a privilege, but a right.
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H.E. BARR. CHIOMA UZODINMA

(First Lady of Imo State and current FLAC Chairperson)

You're slepping into a role that combines compassion with policy, advocacy with execution. What's the one

thing you're most eager to change or amplify as Chairperson of FLAC?

One of my key priorities is to actively advocate for and engage both current and former First Ladies who are not
yet members of our coalition. Imagine the power and reach we would have if every sitting and past First Lady in
Nigeria joined forces under the FLAC platform. Together, we could calalyse a nationwide transformation in the
cancer care ecosystem.
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This expanded membership drive is nol just about numbers; it is rooted in a shared commitment to amplifying
equity in cancer access. Awareness alone is not enough, especially when it is confined to urban centres. We
musl ensure that people, particularly women and children in remote villages and underserved communilies,

have the same opportunities [or early delection, limely diagnosis. treatment, and ongoing care.

We will design and implement strategies that intentionally reach beyond city limits. These will include scaling
mobile medical outreaches, expanding community-based screening programs, supporting systems for effective
referrals and follow-up care, and advocaling for state-level cancer supporl policies that are inclusive and
responsive Lo grassroots needs. Our ultimate goal is to bridge the critical gap between knowledge and access,

because saving lives depends on both.

How do you plan to navigate the challenges of working across slates with very different healthcare systems,

priorilies, and political dynamics?

Navigaling diversily requires humilily, diplomacy, a shared mission, and an effective strategy. As Chairperson, I
see myself as a collaborator and partner in a worthy cause. Each First Lady operates within unique contexts, but
cancer affects all our people, and that gives us common ground. [ plan to foster peer learning, encourage state-
specific innovations, and strengthen FLAC’s coordination mechanisms so we can align our efforts while
honouring each state’s realities. FLAC will work to provide the needed support required for each First Lady to
thrive within their states in the fight against cancer, while bearing in mind the collective and coordinated front
we musl always presenl as a group. We are stronger when we share what works, implement unified strategic

objectives, and collectively raise the standard of care across Nigeria.
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We often talk about awareness, but access is the bigger hurdle. What's your strategy for ensuring that rural

and underprivileged women don’t just know aboul cancer, but can actually access care?

This is where advocacy must meet infrastructure. My strategy to ensure equitable access to cancer care,

especially for rural and underserved communilies, is built on four interconnected pillars:

First, we will deploy mobile clinics and communily-based oulreaches in rural areas, working in close
partnership with state ministries, faith-based organisations, NGOs, and other key stakeholders. Early diagnosis
significantly reduces cancer mortality, and this grassroots approach will enhance awareness, education, and
access Lo early screening and delection, integraling these services into the broader cancer care continuum—

{rom prevention o treatment and survivorship.

Second, we will intensify advocacy efforts to expand cancer care coverage under both state and national health
insurance schemes, with a strong focus on protecting low-income individuals. The current reality is that most

cancer palients pay out of pockel, often with catastrophic consequences for their families. By pushing for policy
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reforms and increased investment in health financing, we can reduce this burden and make cancer care more

affordable and inclusive.

Third, we will collaborate closely with the National Primary Health Care Development Agency (NPHCDA) and
State Minisltries of Health Lo strengthen cancer-relaled services al the primary healthcare level. This includes
improving rouline screening, ensuring limely referrals, and integraling cancer prevention into existing

maternal and child health programs.

Fourth, none of this can be achieved without strategic, multi-sector partnerships. Sustainable change requires
the active involvement of stakeholders who can bring resources, lechnical experlise, and shared accountability.
We will partner with government stakeholders such as the Federal Ministry of Health and Social Welfare, the
National Institute for Cancer Research and Treatment, the National Taskforce on Cervical Cancer Elimination,
elc., to ensure that we align with national programmes and policies such as National Cancer Control
Programme, Parlnership for the Elimination of Cervical Cancer in Nigeria, and other relevant
programmesimplemented at across Nigeria. That way we do not work in silos. Partnership is the engine that

drives systemic transformation, and we must take advantage of it to succeed.

Al the core of this strategy is a deep conviction: knowledge withoul access is a form of injustlice. My

commitment as Chairperson of FLAC is Lo help turn awareness into action, and access into a reality [or all.

Your background in law and public service gives you a unique vantage point. How will you leverage your legal

and civic influence to drive systemic policy supporl for cancer care and research?

Law is a powerful tool for justice, and in this case, health justice. I will use my legal background to advocate for
stronger cancer-related legislation and enforcement, particularly around health f{inancing, insurance coverage,
and patients’ rights. I believe that with the right partnerships, we can engage with legislators to sponsor or
support hills that institutionalise cancer screening programs and vaccinations, regulate tobacco and alcohol
consumption, and prioritise cancer research funding. Policy must transition from goodwill to governance, and I

believe FLAC can serve as a bridge between the two.

FLAC just launched the “Friends of FLAC” initiative to bring in cross-sector allies. How do you plan to keep

them engaged long after the pholo ops and gala lights go off?

“Friends of FLAC” is more than a campaign or a one-time event. It’s a call to co-own this mission. To sustain
their engagement, we plan to build a structured partnership ecosystem with clear roles, measurable
deliverables, and mutual value. We’ll host periodic learning and accountability forums, highlight their impact
through storytelling, and ensure that partners see how their investments translate into lives touched. We're not
just asking for support—we’re inviling enduring collaboration. Real change outlives pholo ops, and thal’s the

vision we're casting.

As Chair, how do you plan to measure impact? Beyond events and MoUs, what does success look like for you

in the next 12 to 18 months?

Success must be tangible. For me, impact will be measured through clear, meaningful outcomes, including:

The number of women and girls screened, diagnosed, and treated across member states.

The expansion and integration of cancer programs into statc-level primary healthcare systems.

The resources mobilised through FLAC’s collective advocacy and the Friends of FLAC initiative.
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Policy achievements, such as increased state budget allocations for cancer care and improved health financing

mechanisms

A TFLAC that is more visible, influential, and data-driven—leveraging powerful storytelling, strategic
communication, partnerships and impactful projecls to position the coalition as a central force in Nigeria’'s

cancer conlrol ecosystem.

Over the next 12 Lo 18 months, I envision FLAC not only expanding into more states but also launching
innovative, community-responsive, and evidence-bhased programs that create real, measurable impact. T want
Lo see us move boldly from advocacy Lo sustainable, institutional change—ensuring that the lives we touch today

are prolected by the systems we build for tomorrow.

This is a deeply human cause. What personal experiences or moments have shaped your commitment to this
fight — and how do they inform how you lead?

This journey is deeply personal. I've seen close relatives, friends, and constituents lose loved ones—not because
they didn’t care, but because they didn’t have enough knowledge, resources and access Lo fight and overcome
the disease. I've walked with women who discovered cancer loo late, and with families who sold everything to
buy another month for a relative diagnosed with cancer. These moments are seared in my heart. They remind
me that behind every slatistic is a story, and behind every policy must be compassion. I lead [rom that place of

deep empathy and unwavering resolve—because this work is not optional, it’s urgent.

HE Mrs Bamidele Abiodun

First Lady of Ogun State and current FLAC Treasurer
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What drew you personally to cancer advocacy, and how has the journey shaped your understanding of

leadership and public service?

For me, I think it was a personal experience from when I was very young. I discovered a lump in my breast in my

late teens. It was quite small and not painful, but I remember mentioning it to my dad, who took it very
seriously. We went and had it checked and removed. Later, I found oul that that small discovery might have
saved my life. In the years since then, several people I know, some quite close to me, have had one form of
cancer diagnosis or another; some were caught early, others discovered when it was lale. For the ones that died,
it was a very painful experience, not just for me personally for bul the family they left behind. This is the main
thing that has shaped my cancer advocacy. However, later when my life began in public service, T discovered

that there is a huge need for advocacy and sensitisation of people, especially those in the grassroots.

Whalt role do you think women in visible posilions can play in normalising early screening and conversations

around cancer in conservative or underserved communities?
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This particular point is what I believe is the most critical point in having uncomfortable conversations around
cancer within our communities. As women who have influence in our communities, our first job is to get all the
important stakeholders involved, especially those voices that have influence over the people. Religious leaders,
traditional leaders, community mobilisers and so forth. Cancer is no respecler of persons or religions; saying

“God forbid,” may not solve the problem. Rather, providing critical information that people need can be the

difference between life and death.

Many of your peers work on a variely of issues — from gender-based violence lo maternal health. Why is

cancer a cause worth staying committed to long after the spotlight fades?

ILis a known fact that women bear a disproportionate burden of cancer in Africa. Cervical and breast cancers
continue to kill women in our communities, simply because we find out too late. It is also a known fact that
many of these deaths are preventable, yel the barriers remain the same: late diagnosis, limited access Lo
screening, stigma, and the high cost of treatment. That is why, through FLAC, we are building a sustained, long-

term response, even after we are no longer the first ladies of our respective states. We are also advocating for
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national cancer conlrol plans, expanding screening and early detection, and pushing [or betler access lo care

through private sector and international partners.

What has been the most emotionally difficult part of this work — and what keeps you going?

For me, it is usually when people share their personal stories of cancer; maybe if their family member has died,
or if they have been diagnosed and it is looking terminal. Cancer affects the entire family, and some of these
stories are quite heartbreaking. There are people who went Lo seek unproven alternative solutions and ended
up worse off than when they began. It is tough, but we appreciate the fact that they come forward to tell their

stories Lo encourage others Lo take cancer seriously.

The power of First Ladies working together is significanl. Do you think the FLAC model can be replicated for

other health or social issues? If so, what cause would you champion next?

Absolutely, the FLAC model is quite effective. I am a witness to how powerful our voices are nationwide. We can
hardly be ignored. It proves that when First Ladies come together with a shared purpose, we can mobilise
resources and drive national conversations in ways that few others can. I remember when we all came together
during the COVID pandemic and a national emergency was declared against gender-based violence, because we

showed up in our different states. Our collective voice carries weight, and can shape policy and save lives.

H.E. Dr. Zainab Shinkafi-Bagudu

Oulgoing FLAC Chairperson and Former First Lady of Kebbi State
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You’ve spent the last four years growing FLAC inlo a visible and impactful coalition. What was the most

defining moment of your tenure — the one that made you pause and say, ‘This is why we do this’?

Thankfully, [ have had many moments where the work that FLAC does has caused me to pause and celebrate the
impact of the First Ladies and their NGOs across the country. However, one truly stands out as the most
defining, and it is the introduction of I[PV vaccinalion into Nigeria’s rouline immunisation schedule and its
subsequent national launch, over 13 million adolescent girls being vaccinated across the country. This was a

monumental achievement for Nigeria. And I am happy to share that it was built on lessons learned from pilot
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vaccination programs that FLAC had championed and successfully implemented in various slates. Seeing a
critical, evidence-based cancer prevention measure, which we had advocated for and demonstrated its
feasibility al a sub-national level, finally become a part of the national health policy was incredibly powerful. It
made me pause and say, ‘This is why we do this’, because our advocacy. our pilot programs, and our collective
efforts directly translated into a nationwide intervention that will save countless lives from cervical cancer for

generalions Lo come. It was a true lestament Lo the power of sustained advocacy and collaboration.

What were the behind-the-scenes realities of running a coalition of First Ladies: the politics, the emolions,

the expectations? How did you hold it all together?

Leading FLAC was a unique experience, where each First Lady brings her own distinct passion, influence, and

priorities that are centred on the citizens of their state. I sought to always employ a delicate balance of

diplomacy, clear communication, and a shared commitment lo our overarching mission.
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My approach was always rooted in transparency and a strong emphasis on our common goal, lo reduce the
cancer burden in Nigeria. We fostered an environment of mutual respect, where every voice was heard and
valued. Regular, open dialogues, stralegic planning sessions, and celebraling each other’s successes helped
build a strong bond. The magic has to be the unwavering dedication of each First Lady to cancer control; it held

us together and propelled our collective impact.

As a medical doctor, you've brought a rare clinical perspective Lo this role. How did that influence how FLAC

prioritised its initiatives, and how were you able to balance science with advocacy?

My medical background played a significanl role in my leadership at FLAC; however, it is not a requirement to
lead the coalition. It allowed me to approach cancer control not just [rom an advocacy standpoint, but with a
deep understanding of the disease’s continuum of care, the patient journey, and the critical importance of early
detection and patient-centred clinical management. We focused heavily on initiatives thal were scientifically
proven lo vield the grealest public health impact, such as screening programs for cervical, breast, and prostale

cancer, and advocating for access to essential diagnostics and affordable treatment.

Balancing science with advocacy meant translating complex medical information into actionable, relatable
messages [or the public and policymakers. It involved using data Lo make our case for increased [unding and
policy changes, while also ensuring our campaigns resonated emotionally and culturally with communities. The
science provided the “what™ and the “why,” while advocacy provided the “how” - how to mobilise resources,

influence policy, and, to crown it all, save lives on a larger scale.

You’ve now passed the baton. What would you advise the incoming Chairperson to protect at all costs — and

what do you hope she does differently?

To the incoming Chairperson, [ would advise her to protect and continue to nurture the unity and collaborative
spirit of the First Ladies. This coalition’s strength lies in its collective voice and the diverse reach of its

members. Nurture that synergy, for it is our most potent tool for change. She should also priorilise the patient-
cenlred approach of FLAC. Every policy, every program, and every fund raised must ultimately serve the needs

of those affected by cancer.

As for doing things differently, I hope she brings her unique vision and energy to innovate in digital advocacy
and lechnology integration. The landscape of health communication is evolving rapidly, and there’s immense
potential to leverage digital platforms for even broader awareness. I also hope she explores new avenues for

sustainable funding models, ensuring FLAC’s programmes are resilient and transformative.

Now that your term is over, how do you plan to continue your advocacy — not just as a former Firsl Lady, but

as a global cancer champion and current UICC President-Elect?

My role as President-Elect of the Union for International Cancer Control (UICC) presents an incredible global
platform. I have already and will continue using my global network to champion equitable cancer care, focusing
on strengthening cancer control programs in low- and middle-income countries, advocating for universal
health coverage that includes cancer services, and [oslering grealer collaboration among global stakeholders.
My journey has always been about making a tangible difference in the lives of cancer patients, and I am excited

to continue this advocacy at a global level.

M. E. Hajiya Lami Ahmadu Finliri

First Lady of Adamawa Stale and Vice Chairperson, FLAC
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What drew you personally Lo cancer advocacy, and how has the journey shaped your understanding of

leadership and public service?

Cancer is a silent crisis that continues to claim countless lives, particularly among women who are often the
pillars of our families and communities. My journey into cancer advocacy began when I encountered several
women in Adamawa Stale suffering in silence, mostly due to lack of awareness, [ear, and (inancial constraints. I

knew then that I had to use my voice and position to amplify their needs.
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This advocacy has deepened my understanding of leadership as a call Lo service, not just Lo speak, bul o act, Lo
walk beside people through their pain, and to ensure that no one is left behind. True leadership, I've come to

learn, means using influence to give others hope and a fighting chance at life.

What role do you think women in visible positions can play in normalising early screening and conversalions

around cancer in conservative or underserved communities?

Women in leadership, especially First Ladies, have a unique influence that transcends policy. We are mothers,

wives, and sisters, and our voices resonate in ways that can shift cultural mindsets.

In conservative and rural communities where cancer is often seen as a taboo or death sentence, our role is to
demyslify the disease, encourage early screening, and promole access Lo life-saving information. By leading
open conversalions, undergoing screenings publicly, and sharing survivor stories, we help break the silence and
fear that surround cancer. In Adamawa, we are committed to taking this message to every ward, every village,

and every woman, hecause knowledge is the first cure.

Many of your peers work on a variety of issues — from gender-based violence to maternal health. Why is

cancer a cause worth staying committed to long after the spotlight fades?
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rancer affects every parl of a woman’s life, her health, her dignity, her abilily to nurture, and even her economic
independence. While maternal health and gender justice remain critical, cancer is a threal that culs across all
these dimensions. Staying committed to this cause is not about visibility; it's about impact. Long after the
cameras are gone, the pain ol cancer patients remains. That is why I have made cancer awareness, screening,
and support a permanent pillar of my office’s intervention. Our fight conlinues until screening is routine,

treatment is accessible, and survival becomes the norm, not the exception.

What has been the most emotionally difficult part of this work — and what keeps you going?
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The hardest moments are seeing young mothers or promising young women lose their lives simply because they

couldn’t afford a test, didn’t recognise the symptoms, or were too afraid to speak up.

But what keep me going are the survivors, the women who, after receiving support, beat cancer and now help
others do the same. Their resilience, and the prayers from families we've louched, fuels my determination. We

cannol afford to stop, not when lives are at stake.

The power of First Ladies working together is significant. Do you think the FLAC model can be replicated for

other health or social issues? If so, whal cause would you champion next?

Absolutely, the FLAC model has proven that when First Ladies unite, we can drive national change from the
grassrools up. The strength of our colleclive voice, backed by aclion, is transforming how cancer is viewed and
treated in Nigeria. I believe this model can be replicated for issues like mental health awareness, drug abuse
among youth, and the education of the girl child. For me personally, after cancer, I would champion access to
psychosocial support for women and children affected by conflict, especially in Adamawa State that has

experienced insecurity. Healing must go beyond the physical; it must touch the soul.

H.E. Mrs OlufunsoAmosun

Former First Lady, Ogun State, FLAC Member
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What drew you personally to cancer advocacy, and how has the journey shaped your understanding of

leadership and public service?

Over the years, I have been deeply committed to alleviating poverty, preserving the environment, and
supporling vulnerable groups, especially the elderly, widows, unemployed youth, and orphans. Infant mortality,

malernal health, sale motherhood issues have also been a Lop priorily [or me.

Through these engagements, I came across countless individuals silently battling cancer, many of whom lacked

even basic awareness about the disease, its risks, or available interventions.

As such, it is clear to me that cancer advocacy goes beyond just health issues; rather, it should be regarded as a
moral responsibility. The facl thal hundreds of thousands of people die annually from various forms of cancer,
both globally and in Nigeria, has further intensified my resolve to take action. The journey has been both

humbling and inspiring.
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Through my foundation, Uplift Developmenl Foundation, we have reached out lo over 5,000 women through
our advocacy and free breast and cervical cancer screening. We have also donated state-of-the-art cancer
centres Lo the Stale General Hospilals in Abeokuta and Sango-Ola, as well as to the Olabisi Onabanjo Universily

Teaching Hospital in Sagamu, all in Ogun State.

These initiatives have reaffirmed my belief that leadership must go beyond policy to tangible action. Public
service, to me, means using one’s position to champion causes that save lives and uplift communities. Cancer

advocacy musl therefore be embraced as a key aspect of responsible leadership.

This is why I remain commilled o the activilies of First Ladies Against Cancer (FLAC). We musl priorilise
awareness, [ree screenings, mammograms, ullrasounds, and patient supporl systems—especially for women

and underserved populations. It’s not just about fighting cancer; it’s about giving people a fighting chance.

What role do you think women in visible positions can play in normalising early screening and conversations

around cancer in conservative or underserved communities?

Women in visible positions, whether in public service, politics, business, or private service, have a crucial role to
play in ensuring early screening and breaking the stigmatisalion and silence around cancer, especially in

conservative or underserved communities.

We must lead by example. When women in leadership publicly speak about cancer prevention, support
awareness campaigns, and undergo screenings themselves, it sends a strong message that early detection is

key, and encourages others, especially women, Lo take their health seriously.

Through my work with the Uplift Development Foundation and my aclive involvement in First Ladies Against
Cancer (FLAC), I have seen firsthand how community engagement, when driven by women leaders, can break

down barriers and increase acceptance of screenings and early intervention.

Many of your peers work on a variety of issues, from gender-based violence to maternal health. Why is cancer

a cause worth staying committed to long after the spotlight fades?

Every cause that uplifts humanity—whether gender-based violence, maternal health or mental health issues
deserves attention. However, cancer in particular, is a silent and deadly disease that often gets overlooked,
especially in rural communities and low-income areas where awareness is minimal and access to healthcare is

limited.

For me, staying committed to cancer advocacy is about saving lives and giving hope. The spotlight may fade, but
the need remains. Cancer affects the rich and poor, young and old, male and female. The traumatic experience
and pain of watching someone die from cancer when such can be preventable, through early diagnosis and

treatment, compels one to keep going [or the sake of humanity.

What has been the most emotionally difficult part of this work, and what keeps you going?

One of the most emotionally difficult aspects of this work is witnessing the pain and helplessness of individuals,
especially women, who are diagnosed late, often because they lacked access to healthcare, awareness of the
disease, or the confidence to speak up. Most of the time, people don’t realise they have cancer until it is too late.
Seeing patients succumb to cancer, leaving behind devastated families, is extremely difficull to witness and

accept.
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Whal keeps me going is the belief that any intervention, whether through communily awareness or screening
outreach, can literally save a life. 'm driven by the conviction that no one should suffer in silence, and that with

consistent advocacy, we can change the narrative for [uture generations.

The power of First Ladies working together is significant. Do you think the FLAC model can be replicated for

other health or social issues? If so, what cause would you champion next?

The FLAC model has shown that when First Ladies or women’s groups unite around a common cause, the

impact can be far-reaching. It has proven that collaboration amplifies our collective voice and influence.

This model is not only replicable but also necessary for addressing all pressing health and social issues. If T were
to champion another cause through such a collaboralive platform, it would be mental health and maternal
mortalily issues, especially in rural and underserved seltings where awareness is low and cultural/superstitious
beliefs are high. Many people, young and old, are battling mental health issues quietly and experiencing high
infant mortality cases withoul adequate supporl. Just as we are working together o break the silence around
cancer, I believe a united front can also help address mental health, safe motherhood and improve policies and

access to healthcare.

ILE. Dr. Linda Ayade

Former Firsl Lady, Cross River Slale, FLAC Member
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What drew you personally Lo cancer advocacy, and how has the journey shaped your understanding of

leadership and public service?

My personal journey into cancer advocacy was ignited by painful personal experiences. I have lost close [riends
to cancer; some of these losses were especially difficult because the deaths could have been avoided with early
delection. These experiences opened my eyes Lo the devaslating impacl of late diagnosis and the urgent need

for awareness, screening, and access Lo care. As a medical practitioner and public health physician, I felt a
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strong moral obligation to step beyond clinical walls and lend my voice lo a broader, more proaclive movement

that could save lives before cancer becomes terminal.

This journey has reshaped my understanding of leadership and public service. It has taught me that real
leadership is aboul empathy, action, and consistency. Public service is most meaningful when it reaches into
the lives of ordinary people, meeting them where they are with compassion and solutions. Being part of FLAC
and working with other First Ladies who share an infectious drive has reinforced my belief that collective

advocacy can break down systemic barriers and bring about lasting change in public health outcomes.

What role do you think women in visible positions can play in normalising early screening and conversations

around cancer in conservative or under-served communities?

Women in visible positions have a powerful platform to shape narratives and influence atlitudes, especially in
conservative or underserved communities. When such women speak openly about health issues like cancer,
they help dismantle taboos, reduce stigma, and normalise conversations around early screening. By sharing
personal stories or championing regular check-ups, they model proactive health-seeking behaviour and
encourage others to do the same. In many traditional settings, where silence often surrounds topics like breast
or cervical cancer, it lakes trusted voices, like those admired for their leadership, compassion, or spirituality, to
break through cultural barriers. These women can also leverage their influence to partner with community
leaders, religious institutions, and local media to create culturally sensitive awareness campaigns that resonate

with the people.
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Ultimately, visibility breeds trust. When women in leadership speak out, people listen. FLAC has the ears of

women and their admirers across every social level. This makes FLAC a veritable vehicle for cancer advocacy, as
its members can use their platforms to normalise carly screening, dispel myths, and promote lifesaving
information authoritatively and with empathy. Their collective voice is a force for cultural shift, policy

influence, and, most importantly, hope.

Many of your peers work on a variety of issues — from gender-based violence to maternal health. Why is

cancer a cause worth staying committed to long after the spotlight fades?
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Cancer is a cause worth staying committed o because it doesn’t go away when allention shifts. As a medical
practitioner, I have seen firsthand how devastating a late-stage diagnosis can be for both the patient and for the
entire family. [ have also lost close friends to cancer, and what haunts me most is that some of these deaths

were avoidable with early detection.

Unlike many health crises that draw urgent attention, cancer often progresses silently, striking when it’s least
expected. That silence makes it dangerous — and that’s why the advocacy must be persistent. Even when the
cameras are ofl and the public focus has moved elsewhere, people are still gelling diagnosed, still battling, and

still dving — often needlessly.

Conlinuing the work means refusing to let cancer win by neglect. It means championing preventive care, access
to screening, equitable treatment, and support systems. These aren’t seasonal issues; they are matters of life

and death. For me, staying commiltted to cancer advocacy is not just an act of service — it is a moral obligalion.

What has been the most emotionally difficull part of this work — and what keeps you going?

The most emotionally difficult part of this work is walching people lose their lives Lo a disease that could have
been caught early or lreated more effectively if only they had access to the right information, screening, or care.
It’s heartbreaking to comfort families who are left behind — especially when you know that with just a bit more
awareness or limely intervention, things might have turned out differently. As a medical practitioner and

advocale, that helplessness stays with you.

What keeps me going is the hope that every conversation, every campaign, and every screening initiative can
change someone’s outcome. The resilience of survivors, the courage of those still fighting, and the gratitude of
families who gol a second chance all serve as powerful motivators. Most importantly, the knowledge that we are
slowly breaking the silence and saving lives one woman, one family, one communily at a lime, gives me the

strength to continue.

The power of First Ladies working together is significanl. Do you think the FLAC model can be replicated for

other health or social issues? If so, what cause would you champion next?

FLAC’s voice is both significant and transformative, commanding allention with its compassion. When women

in such visible roles unite around a cause, change becomes not just possible, but inevitable.

The FLAC model is one that can and should be replicated to address other pressing health and social issues. If 1
were to champion a cause, I would initiate two projects, and T am already planning for this! The first focuses on
health maintenance and promotion, with the goal of building a preventlive health culture among Nigerians. We
need Lo move [rom reacling to illness Lo actively sustaining wellness through lifestyle changes, early detection,

and regular health checks. This shift is critical in addressing the rising burden of preventable diseases.

The second is aimed at promoting CPR awareness and basic lifesaving skills. I was personally affected by the
sudden loss of a friend who collapsed during exercise. Bystanders walched, panicked, or filmed, but no one
allempled resuscitation. By the lime he was rushed to the hospilal, it was too lale Lo save him. He was only 49. It
was a painful reminder that lifesaving knowledge should be as common as knowing how to dial emergency

services.

Together, these initiatives reflect my belief that public health must start at the community level, and that with

the right awareness and tools, lives can be both protected and saved.
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I believe thal First Ladies, working logether as they have with cancer advocacy, can effectively convey this

lifesaving message and help create a nation of first responders.

ILE Dr Amina Abubakar Bello

Former First Lady of Niger State and Founding Chairperson of First Ladies Against Cancer (FLAC)
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What drew you personally to cancer advocacy, and how has the journey shaped your understanding of

leadership and public service?

In my practice as a gynaecologist, I have treated many women with Cancer of the cervix, and in most cases,
women present Lo the hospital at late stages when very little can be done for them in terms of curalive
treatment. Lack of awareness of cancer is one of the most important causes of late presentation, and it was
clear to me that awareness creation would go a long way in saving women’s lives. Leadership gives a good
platform to create such awareness. The various positions leaders hold open up opportunities to reach out to
many people and provide accurale information that encourages them Lo Lake the necessary steps Lo protect
their health.

What role do you think women in visible positions can play in normalising early screening and conversations

around cancer in conservalive or underserved communilies?

Women can normalise early screening by partaking in the exercises themselves and sharing their experiences
with the public. They can actively participate in screening exercises, advocacy messages, and awareness
creation activities that demonstrate to the public how easy it is to get screened and not be afraid to take the

necessary steps Lo improve their health.

Many of your peers work on a variely of issues — from gender-based violence lo maternal health. Why is

cancer a cause worth staying committed to long after the spotlight fades?

Cancer for me is an issue that forever stays in the spotlight. Especially for cervical cancer, which is completely
preventable when the right steps are taken. It is one cancer that can even be eradicated if we are able to prevent
people from gelting [PV infections, which is the cause of cervical cancer. There is a vaccine that prevents [PV,
and if all girls and even boys gel vaccinaled against this virus, there will be no cervical cancer. So it is important

that we continue to educate people about cancer.
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What has been the most emotionally difficult part of this work, and what keeps you going?

The most difficult part is when women are not able Lo access the services they require, and you see them

deteriorating every day. Especially for the women who are motivated to do all they can to get healthy.

The power of First Ladies working together is significant. Do you think the FLAC model can be replicated for
other health or social issues? If so, whal cause would you champion next?
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Maternal health definitely. More women die from child birth related causes than cancer and this is even sadder
when you think about it. First Ladies certainly have the ability to pull their weight behind maternal health, like

we are doing already, lo contlinue Lo improve the lives of women in Nigeria.

H.E. Mrs Eunice Ortom

Former First Lady, Benue State, FLAC Member
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What drew you personally to cancer advocacy, and how has the journey shaped your understanding of

leadership and public service?

My passion for cancer advocacy stems from a deep personal experience. As a teenager, [ witnessed the silent
pain my Mother endured and ultimately lost her to cancer. I firmly believe her death could have been prevented
with adequale cancer support systems. This intense experience, coupled with countless stories of advanced
cancer diagnoses, not due to individual failings, but from a critical lack of access, information, and responsive
support structures, has fuelled my steadfast commitment to supporting individuals with cancer in Benue State
and beyond. This urgent need propelled me, as Founder of the Eunice Spring of Life Foundation (ESLF), to
deepen its engagement in the health sector, aligning directly with its vision to create a society without barriers

to decent living.

This journey has taught me that leadership and public service are fundamentally about ensuring that no one is
left behind and that everyone receives the respect and services they deserve. Through ESLF, I have woven
cancer care into the fabric of public service, offering free screening programs, awareness campaigns, and direct
patient support. This experience has also shaped my understanding of leadership as a calling rooted in deep
understanding and genuine care. IL means being close enough to truly hear the urgent needs of the people we
serve, and bold enough to take decisive action, even when existing systems resist. Ultimately, public service, to
me, is aboul granting visibilily Lo the invisible and dignity to the underserved, thereby dismantling barriers that

prevent them from achieving a decent living.

What role do you think women in visible positions can play in normalising early screening and conversations

around cancer in conservalive or underserved communilies?

As women in leadership, I believe we hold a unique and powerful space. We are both role models and catalysts.
Across diverse communilies, particularly conservative and rural communilies, where conversalions around
cancer are often laced with [ear, stigma, or spiritual misinterpretation, our visibilily as women in leadership
helps shift the narrative. Through my position as immediate past First Lady of Benue State and Founder ESLF,
I've used my voice to demystify cancer. By leading community outreaches, participating in screenings, and
standing with survivors, I lead efforls lo normalise seeking help, encourage early detection, treatment and

prevention. Our presence at the frontlines tells women: You matter, your health matters, and you are not alone.
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Many of your peers work on a variely of issues — from gender-based violence lo maternal health. Why is

cancer a cause worth staying committed to long after the spotlight fades?

Cancer is a silent and persistent killer; its devastation often unfolds in homes, away from the public eye. While
other issues may command urgent attention due to their immediate visibility or overt nature, cancer remains
just as urgenl, bul dangerously silent. I stay commilted to cancer advocacy because I know that early deteclion
is often the difference between life and death. Through ESLF, many women have been screened for breast and
cervical cancer. Some were diagnosed carly and guided toward care; others were educated and empowered to
30/32
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prolect themselves. For me, cancer is nol a trending lopic; it is a lifelong commitment Lo justice, dignily, and
health equity. Long after the spotlight and public gaze move on, I will continue to invest in systems and

partnerships that save lives and ensure health is not a barrier to anyone’s potential.
What has been the most emotionally difficult part of this work — and what keeps you going?

The most emotionally challenging aspect of this work is encountering persons whose diagnoses came loo lale,
knowing that their lives could have been saved with timely access o screening, awareness, or support. This
preventable loss is a burden I carry. What sustains me, however, is hope. This hope is rekindled with every early
diagnosis, trealment, every survivor’s smile, and every myth debunked. IU’s a testament that the work is not just

aboul statistics, but about people, families, futures.

The power of First Ladies working together is significant. Do you think the FLAC model can be replicated for

other health or social issues? If so, whal cause would you champion next?

Yes, without question. I have witnessed firsthand the strength of First Ladies Against Cancer (FLAC), a platform
where influence meets intention, and individual efforts are amplified through collaboration. It has been a
powerful model for changing public perception, driving policy, and mobilising resources, directly contribuling
to breaking down systemic barriers to health and well-being. T believe this model can be replicated for other
deeply rooled social issues thal pose barriers Lo decent living. One cause I would further champion is mental
health, especially among women, youth, and caregivers. Cancer doesn’t just scar the body; it wounds the spirit.
Mental health must be brought into national conversations, integrated into primary healthcare, and
destigmaltised in homes and churches. Just like with cancer, early awareness and access can be lifesaving and
essential for ensuring comprehensive decent living for all. Through partnerships, policy, and compassion, I

believe First Ladies can lead this transformation too, further advancing its overarching vision.
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