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Breaking the Silence

It was a day of militant declaration, a good reason to reckon with both much appreciation and expectation.  In fact, it was a day of bold and militant declaration - and a historic day at the same time.  I’m talking about the press conference last April 8 with Partylist Representatives Crispin “Ka Bel” Beltran (Anakpawis) and Luz Ilagan (Gabriela Women’s Party) organized by members of the Philippine Press Club of Ontario (PPCO) held at Casa Manila restaurant.

At 75, Ka Bel has still maintained his eloquent form of speaking with such charismatic vigour.  During the Q&A portion, someone asked him what he (and the Philippine Congress) can do to persuade the Canadian government to sign or ratify the United Nations Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of Their Families.  Perhaps with diplomatic rule in mind, Ka Bel replied that it’s impossible for Congress to persuade Canada to sign the resolution.  (Or maybe Ka Bel was thinking about the current composition of Congress, which of course pertains to lots of traditional politicians who are beholden to Gloria Macapagal-Arroyo, and perhaps a lot of these trapos do not even know about this UN convention.)  But he stressed the idea of calling for workers to exert efforts to influence Canada to ratify the resolution.  He also said that he would ask Canadian parliamentarians about this issue when he and Rep. Ilagan together with Rep. Satur Ocampo of Bayan Muna meet with them in Ottawa.                  

Many migrant groups including Migrante-Ontario and Filipino Migrant Workers Movement (FMWM) have been calling for Canadian federal government to sign this very important UN resolution.  As a country of migrant workers, it’s almost idiotic for Canada not to ratify this as it actually gives migrants a blanket protection from different kinds of abuses.  As Ka Bel has said workers themselves should really exert more efforts in this respect.  There’s still a lot of work to be done.       

Meanwhile, someone asked Rep. Ilagan a question about the issue of Canadian [mining] companies operating in the Philippines which may have contributed to displacing some farmers from their farm land.  The media person wanted to clarify the point made earlier in the forum by Rep. Ilagan in her opening statements, if she’s asking for help of the media people to protest in the streets to ask the Canadian government to stop those companies in what they are doing back in the Philippines.       

Rep. Ilagan’s response: “Kung hindi n’yo po kaya yan (mag-rally sa lansangan), hindi po namin hihilingin sa inyo yan.”  Then she pointed out that “we’re not against the government, we’re against developmental aggression.”  She added that “protest action can be [done] in some other ways.  It’s not only [in the form] of the parliament in the streets.  It also can be done [through] creative ways.  As journalists, you can publish these concerns [mining issues and abuses].”  After hearing those words, the crowd made a big sound of applause.    

Truly, if there’s one good thing about being a person in the media, or as journalist, or writer, it’s the opportunity to be a catalyst for social change.  Of course everyone has his own ways.  Not everyone wants to be part of a picket rally.  But, true enough, there’s a lot of “creative” ways (not only thru creative writing) of staging a protest.  And there’s a vast prospect of becoming a major player in the attainment of social change while doing ordinary things in the job.  Exposing corruption and abuses is one way of helping society become a better place.  Reporting the truth is one way of serving the society in which media people, journalists or writers are basically part of.  

Speaking of exposing abuses, I remember that some members of the PPCO also made a bold and militant declaration during their Almusalan forum last February 23 at Casa Manila.  Some members of the club declared their willingness to pursue and expose cases of abuses (especially those of work agencies) of caregivers.  Butch Galicia, editor of Manila Media Monitor, said he would do it “even at the risk of facing libel suits.”

Indeed, it was also a day of militant declaration, a good reason to reckon with both much appreciation and expectation.  The abuses by work agencies dealing with caregivers are rampant.  The problems are real: collecting ridiculous amount of fees, violation of contract terms and conditions, no real employers, lack of support in processing immigration papers and many more.  

What is appalling is that some people who commit these abuses are our own kababayans in their capacity as agency owners, agency employees, recruiters, agents or go-in-between persons.  I will talk more about this in another column.  

For now, let me say that everyone of us should be aware of any modus operandi by these unscrupulous work agencies.  It’s better to ask first questions before giving them a single cent of fee.  Verify and check the authenticity of any documents before signing them.  You can use the internet in verifying the existence of your agency.  

If you feel that your agency or recruiter is doing you an injustice, then report it immediately to proper authorities.  Or report it directly to members of the Filipino media organizations.  I myself will be more than happy to hear any stories from people who have been victims of work agency abuses, and I am willing to pursue and expose their cases.  And I think everyone in the community has to pitch in to solve this perennial problem.  Like staging a protest, there are creative ways to fighting agency-related abuses.  First step though is breaking the silence.  (Your reactions and comments are welcome at usapingmigrante@gmail.com.)
