Will Canada fail Juana Tejada?

Light of hope flickering for ill nanny

By Hermie Garcia

TORONTO--The name Juana Tejada has suddenly become famous after a story about her appeared in the March 2, 2007 issue of the Toronto Star.
But  Tejada, a native of Bangued, Abra province in the Philippines,   has too much  on her plate to  dwell on her “celebrity” status. In fact, the story was about  her  woes that could  devastate anyone who’s faint hearted.
She came  came to Canada under the Live-in Caregiver Program (LCP),worked for more than two years  taking care of kids in a household setting thereby qualifying her to apply for a landed immigrant status. She hoped to bring her husband  and siblings to Canada to save them from a life of poverty. But when  indications of cancer were found in the results of her recent medical examination, her hopes were shattered. Landed immigrant status could be refused for two major reasons: a criminal record or a serious illness.

In fact,  she was told her coverage under the Ontario Health Insurlance Plan was refused when her  contract for  work as  caregiver expired in  February 2006.  From then on she has heavily borrowed money for her medical expenses since she has been sending much of her meager income to her family in the Philippines.

She is heartened, however, by the help she gets from  community  workers like Gene  Lara and Sister Celeste Reinhart of St. Jamestown’s Our Lady of Lourdes Curch, which raised $1,000 for her biopsy. She also received a $500 donation from a former employer.

Dr. Francisco Portugal also helped by providing free medical  services.

It was more than a welcome relief when she received the good news that her OHIP coverage was restored last March 7 through the efforts of Coco Diaz, Counsellor and Program Director of INTERCEDE. She was even advised that her medical expenses would be reimbursed.

What saddens her no end is the possibility of being  refused immigrant status because of her illness. 

“I arrived in Canada healthy.  Dito na ako nagkasakit (I got sick here),” she protests.

She heard from  former nannies that before, in applying for immigration, there was no medical  exam needed for a caregiver who has stayed years in Canada; that their medical record on arrival was good enough.

She did pay her dues. She  arrived  in Toronto in March 2003, four years ago this month. She worked first  as caregiver to a newborn baby for three months on night shift, from 7 p.m. to 7 a.m. and received a net income of $1,000 a month. When she worked  past the 12 hours, she was paid $8 per hour, hardly an overtime pay.

After she was released by her employer, she worked for a couple to take care of their newborn twins but before these twins were born, she took care, for three months, of the elder set of twins who were  three-and-a-half years old. She worked five days a week, sometimes more when her employers went away on weekends.

Once when she got  sick and wanted to be off work, her employers told her they couldn’t get  off work either so  she had to work.  Feeling very weak and sick, she forced herself to work and as a result, the four children caught colds and had coughs.

She continued plodding along for two years, hoping she would soon qualify for  immigrant status.  Before her second year was up in Feb. 2006, she asked her employer if she would get her vacation pay or would she  take a paid vacation. She got the shock of her life when she was told that  there was no  “annual leave” in her contract. She knew she was entitled to that in Canada. In Hongkong she got her paid  vacation, why not in Canada?

But her employer showed  her the contract she signed: opposite the words “weeks of vacation with pay,” “days of paid sick leave,” and “other leave,” was the word “NIL” hand-written three times.

She asked this writer, what does “nil” really mean?

After telling her employer “I trusted you,” and in her mind she said: “I treated your kids as my own,” she decided to leave and refused to renew her contract. 

She moved to a cousin’s  place, had some short-lived jobs for months until she got her open work permit in  September 2006. She now works at a Tim Horton’s branch on a minimum wage.
The x-rays she submitted with her immmigration application showed some lumps in her lungs. After further medical tests, she got another shock in her life when she learned she had lung cancer. No one knows how  she got it. But what come to mind are her back-breaking job of taking care of  four kids for two years, her stress aggravated her long separation from her husband,  seven brothers and sisters and her parents in their late sixties. 

She left home in 1995 for Hong-kong to work as a domestic help, went back home in 2000, got married and stayed there for less than three months, returned to work in  HK and visited home for two weeks in 2001. After eight years in HK, came to Canada in  March 2003, completed her LCP  tenure of 24 months  and had  few short-lived jobs until her present stint at Tim Horton’s.

In the meantime, her hope of  bringing her family to Canada seems to be dimmer now with her illness.

Would Canada fail her by  sending her away? Would the huge Filipino-Canadian community take on her cause as a symbolic  and representative of the plight of thousands of others?
