Caregiver demands gain more support

By Mila Astorga-Garcia
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TORONTO – Key officers and members of the The Philippine Press Club-Ontario (PPCO) declared that they will support the present campaign for changes in the Live-in-Caregiver Program(LCP).

Tenny Soriano, PPCO president, said our caregivers have become modern day slaves, referring to those who are in abusive situations.  Soriano was speaking before an audience of caregivers, media and community representatives during the media organization’s Almusalan last Saturday, Feb. 23, at Casa Manila restaurant.

Butch Galicia, editor of Manila Media Monitor, said that if he is provided the facts of cases of abuses of caregivers, he will pursue the story and expose these cases, even at the risk of facing libel suits.

Galicia’s position was supported by Tess Cusipag, managing editor of Balita, and Mon Datol, editor of Philippine Courier.

During the forum, caregivers and advocates spoke about the present campaign pressing for needed changes in the LCP, as they produced documents describing the current situation that breeds abuse in the LCP, recommendations to correct them, an Action Alert statement, and a call for community volunteers in the campaign calling for, among others, landed status for caregivers, and the protection of their rights as workers.

Specifically, caregivers who spoke asked for media’s and the community’s support for their campaign.

Jesusa Cabiling, a live-in-caregiver who came from Hong Kong, was told upon arrival by her agency that she did not have an employer, despite the fact that she had spent a lot of borrowed money in the process. In searching for work, she grabbed the first opportunity that came, even as she had to care for six children, do housework, from 7 a.m. to 1 a.m. the next day.  At first she chose to suffer in silence, as she had to pay her debts, but the long grueling hours were too much to bear that she left.  She went from one employer to another, but when it was time to apply for landed status, she was given the run-around by the various federal departments: Immigration, Human Resources, Labour, Revenue Canada.  She fought this out by getting a  lawyer, and finally won over the claim of one employer that she had worked only for a month, when in fact she had worked for three months, thus allowing her to complete the program within the required three years.

Caregivers even performed a segment of a play  they will soon present to the community, depicting their plight as live-in-temporary workers in the hands of abusive employers.

Since the murder of caregiver Jocelyn Dulnuan in October 2007 in the home of her employer in Mississauga, caregivers have come out in droves to attend meetings, forums and consultations, where many of them have told their stories of abuse by their employers and recruitment agencies, as well as complaints about the insufficient assistance from Philippine government authorities in times of distress – as when a caregiver dies, becomes ill, or is about to be deported – whereby the standard response to them was to fund-raise by themselves, despite fees extracted from them for such emergency purposes.

They also took issue with the flaws of this Canadian program that separates them from their families for several years, and even as it promises them a chance to become landed immigrants, they are required two years of live-in service with their employers, leaving them very limited time to apply for landed status, especially when circumstances force them to switch employers.

Hermie Garcia, editor of The Philippine Reporter, introduced the leaders of the campaign, who were the panel speakers during the forum.

Pura Velasco, a former domestic worker under the defunct Foreign Domestic Movement, the forerunner of the LCP, and now a coordinator of the seniors program of Woodgreen Community Centre, aside form being a labour and women’s rights community activist, gave an overview of the issues of the campaign, as well as a brief history of the LCP:

“The Live-in Caregiver Program is a government program that brings to Canada mainly women from poor countries to work as live-in caregivers to care for the young, the elderly, and the people with disability,” she said.
Recounting Canada’s 100-year history of recruiting caregivers from other countries, Velasco noted that prior to 1940, “all domestic workers were given landed status upon arrival…in exchange for one year work in the domestic field.

Velasco enumerated the negative impacts on being a live-in caregiver on a temporary work status, among them: unpaid wages and overtime pay; unsafe working conditions; confinement; sexual exploitation; the de-skilling from the professions and fields they were trained for; immediate deportation even for minor non-compliance such as the completion of the 24/39 month rule; and the long years of separation from family and the resulting alienation between children and parents.

These, even as our caregivers “are providing an essential and very important service in promoting the well-being and the quality of life of Canadians,” Velasco noted.  

If caregivers were landed, their rights as immigrants and workers would not be easily trampled upon by those who usually abuse them.  Velasco thus called for nothing less than campaigning for the rights and dignity for all caregivers. (See page 35 for the full text of her speech.)

Ma. Sol Pajadura, a live-in caregiver working in Thornhill, gave an emotional account of how she  endured the hardships of being away for many years from family, for economic considerations. A graduate of Bachelor of Education in the Philippines and Coordinator of the Children’s Rehabilitaiton Centre -- a job she said she loved -- she told of being forced to work abroad “so I could send my kids to school and provide them a better life.”

She worked in Hong Kong as a domestic worker for for six years for a very demanding Chinese employer who made her work almost without rest and was “24-hours on call.” 

   She applied to work in Canada under the LCP, attracted by the offer of permanent residence, giving her the hope that she could finaly be reunited with her family.  She however had to pay US$3,500 to an agency that had promised her employment upon arrival, only to be told when she arrived that the promised employer did not want  her in anymore. It took four months of processing her work permit before she could work for another employer, where she had to take care of three kids, and do household work from 7 a.m. to 7 p.m., sometimes until 10 p.m., and on Saturdays even until 3 or 4 a.m, without overtime pay.

Her work was monitored by cameras linked to the employer’s workplace, and if she made a mistake, her male employer would reprimand her.
“I have to endure verbal taunting and humiliating behaviour from my male employer because I could not afford to lose my job...I have a family to support back home, debts to pay incurred during the processing of my application to come to Canada and I have to complete my 24 months as a live-in-caregiver in 3-year’s time,” Pajadura said.

  As a result, she lost weight, was exhausted and worn out, she said.

“I am overworked yet underpaid...On top of these all, is my constant yearning to be with my family in the Philippines. The longing to hug and kiss them and guiding them to face realities in life are very strong feelings in me. Phone calls, emails and letters are not enought to show how I love them,” she tearfully revealed to her audience. 

  Pajadura now volunteers as co-ordinator of Migrante Ontario, inspired by the empowering support she received from migrant organizations that allowed her to quit her abusive employer.

  Connie Sorio emphasized the need for the Filipino community to support the campaign to change the LCP.  “How can we expect other people to support this campaign if we ourselves do not support it?” she asked.

She took issue with some in the community who feel ashamed supporting nannies.  She said parliamentarians are willing to support the campaign, but “we have to act...we have to mobilize.”

