Filipino solons speak about Canadian mission

Positive talks with MPs, Filipino communities, trade unions

(Interviews conducted by Hermie Garcia on April 18, 2008 at the Pearson International Airport)

Rep. Satur Ocampo

Q: How would you describe and assess your visit to Canada?

A: I would consider the trip of the three party list members of Congress, Reps. Crispin Beltran, Luz Ilagan and myself, highly successful on two counts. We were able to establish links and interface with Filipino Canadians and apprise them of the situation in the Philippines, particularly with regard to the issue of extrajudicial killings and enforced disappearances and the specific cases of political repression directed at the members of the partylists.

Secondly, the organizers saw that our meetings with the Members of Parliament, both with the leaders of the three parties, the Liberals, the NDP and Bloc Quebecois, and particularly the majority of the members of the Subcommittee on International Human Rights of the Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs and International Trade of the House of Commons, we were able to present directly our case in the formal hearing of the subcommittee and also to the leaders of the three political parties.

The meeting with the subcommittee on human rights was set only for thirty minutes but we exceeded it by ten minutes. They were very very strict about the time slot. There were few questions but there were expected remarks by five of the members of the committee, both Conservatives and Liberals, Bloc and the NDP. All were appreciative of our efforts and commended us for the courage of bringing this matter to them. Some of the members of the committee were given the data and analysis of the killings and were sympathetic with our cause. The official statement is that they will pursue the issues we raised in the standing committee and raise it in Parliament.

Q: What about in Winnipeg. I understand you met with Speaker of the provincial Parliament and the Premier. 

A: There was a special thing about Winnipeg because I am the first member of the Philippine Congress to be able to visit them. We have now a Member of the Legislative Assembly, Flor Marcelino, who made arrangements for me to be formally introduced in a regular session of the Legislative Assembly and then had lunch with the Speaker during a brief break because they had a whole day session that had a break at 12:30 p.m. and resumed at one o’clock.  We had a thirty minute period where I had an exchange with the Speaker about the workings and processes in legislation, the functions of the subcommittees, the powers of the Speaker, which are different from the Philippines where we have a very powerful Speaker. In the case of the Canadian system, the Speaker is mainly a presiding officer regulating the debates.

The more substantive discussion was with Premier Gary Doer. I was able to present the issues of political killings and political repression in the Philippines. He made a very categorical statement that his party supports the rights of minority and smaller parties to participate in the democratic processes, not to be subject to political persecution. He was shocked at the number of political killings. He promised to ask, at his own level as Premier of Manitoba to try to bring it to the attention of the federal government although he says he’s an oppositionist.

I was also able bring the cases of the live-in caregivers program. I commended him because I understood that it was only the Manitoba government that initiated inquiry into the issues of the LCP. He assured me that he would be closely cooperating with the leaders of the Filipino community in Manitoba to ensure that the rights of the caregivers are duly protected. We discussed the possibility of their passing legislation and we in the Philippines also correspondingly doing legislative action towards protecting the rights of the caregivers. 

It was a very fruitful exchange, very brief but substantial.

Q: You spoke before a number of audiences in the cities you visited. Can you describe those meetings and their reception to your talks.

A: I spoke before Filipino communities with white Canadians in Winnipeg, Montreal and Toronto. There was a perceptible enthusiasm among Filipinos. I felt the very warm welcome. I met old friends in these places. They were genuinely concerned with what’s happening in the Philippines. I think the common question was if there was a chance of removing President Arroyo from the presidency before the 2010 or whether if there was a possibility that  she would stay longer. I appreciate the continuing interest of the Filipino Canadian community in Philippine affairs, political and on the economy. I appeal to them, those who still have their heart beat with the Philippines, to try to assist our struggle in the Philippines in an organized way. In Manitoba, there is the group of young Filipinos there who asked how they can get in touch with the organizations of Filipino youth and students. I said that can be very easily facilitated. But they have to organize themselves and define their objectives and we can do the interlinking.

Rep. Crispin Beltran

Q: Anong masasabi ninyo tungkol sa pagbisita ninyo sa Canada?

A: Ang unang purpose namin sa pagpunta rito ay makipag-usap sa inyo, including the Canadian friends, tungkol sa latest situation ng Pilipinas, economically, socially, politically and of course militarily. At makatapos kaming magsumbong, humingi kami ng tulong sa inyo dito. Halimbawa sa sumbong, tatlong bagay lang. Una, kami sa Pilipinas ay gutom at tuloy tuloy ang pagkagutom. Pangalawa, kami sa Pilipinas ay oppressed at tuloy tuloy na ino-oppress na mas malala. At pangatlo, kami naman ay lumalaban. There is resistance. At duon sa parte ng resistance, yun ang hinihingi namin ng tulong sa inyo. Magkatulungan tayo para effectively matutulan natin itong kagutuman at pagkasupil sa atin including pambubusabos. Palagay ko merong na-achieve at lumawak ang paghingi namin ng tulong. Yung human rights subcommittee ng foreign affairs committee ng Canadian Parliament ay napuntahan namin at mayroon silang positive na pagtingin sa aming mga kahilingan sa mga problema sa Pilipinas. At mga ilang pan agencies na may social consciousness.

Q: Sa mga meetings ninyo with groups and audiences na karamihan ay Pilipino, ano naman ang nangyari?

A: Masyadong mga positibo ang aming nakuhang mga komentaryo at yung actual na pag-offer nila na pagtulong. Ngunit may usap usapin na hindi pa nagkakaroon ng consensus at ito yung usapin ng LCP, live in caregivers. Tuloy tuloy kaming nagtatanong sa lahat para mabigyan ng puwang yung resolusyon na pinayl namin sa Kongreso, ito yung Resolution Number 640 na para sa mga live-in caregivers talaga. Hanggang ngayon nasa committee level pa lang yan. At dumami yung mga tanong na hinaharap namin. Unang tanong, ang Canada ba ni-ratify na ba niya ang United Nations Convention on the Human Rights of Migrant Workers? Sapagkat iyon ay masyadong mahalaga sa usapin ng OFWs particular sa mga caregivers. Alam namin na hindi pa napipirmahan ito. So some kind  of an arrangement na top level, presidente ng Pilipinas at Prime Minister ng Canada, siguro mag-usap sila para mapirmahan na yun. At magkaroon ng pag-uusap at agreements ang mga executive departments ng dalawang gobyerno. Halimbawa ang departments of labor ng Pilipinas at ng Canada, and of course ang foreign affairs departments ng Canada at Pilipinas to have a comprehensive and down to earth agreement on this matter. Kung hindi mangyayari yan, the Philippines has got to do with the law of Canada na walang pakialam sa law natin sa Pilipinas. Ito na ang problema namin sa Kongreso sapagkat nabalitaan namin na si dating Secretary Brion na ngayon ay Supreme Court Justice na had been to Canada and made some Memorandums of Understanding with a number of provincial governments in Canada. Problema yan dahil without an agreement between the departments of both countries, nagkaroon na sila ng prior na pag-determine ng kanilang side dito sa programa ng Canada which we’ll try to help resolve. Talaga naming maraming questions despite the fact that Canada ay tinuturing doon sa Pilipinas na masyadong humane and democratic. In other words, mas paborito ito na puntahan ng OFWs.Yun ang problema natin. Kung mayroon namang mga balakid sa relasyon na yan sa actual na nangyayari ay pinaghihirapan ng gobyerno ng Pilipinas, especially Congress, to give its share in the resolution of the problems.

Q: Ang ibig ninyong sabihin, kung walang agreement between the two national governments...kahit na may memo of understanding with so many provinces... ano ba ang gusto ninyong ma-achieve kung magkaroon ng agreement.

A: Kung walang agreement ay one-waProblema yan dahil without an agreement between the departments of both countries, nagkaroon na sila ng prior na pag-determine ng kanilang side dito sa programa ng Canada which we’ll try to help resolve. Talaga naming maraming questions despite the fact that Canada ay tinuturing doon sa Pilipinas na masyadong humane and democratic. In other words, mas paborito ito na puntahan ng OFWs.Yun ang problema natin. Kung mayroon namang mga balakid sa relasyon na yan sa actual na nangyayari ay pinaghihirapan ng gobyerno ng Pilipinas, especially Congress, to give its share in the resolution of the problems.

Q: Ang ibig ninyong sabihin, kung walang agreement between the two national governments...kahit na may memo of understanding with so many provinces... ano ba ang gusto ninyong ma-achieve kung magkaroon ng agreement?

A: Kung walang agreement ay one-way traffic ang ano diyan, from Canada alone, walang counter action mula sa Philippines. However, hindi nawawalan ng pag-asa tayong mga Pilipino sapagkat meron namang mga labor unions dito sa Canada na aware sa nangyayari sa labor and management relations. For instance, yung United Steel Workers sa Canada, nag-o-offer sila na ang mga OFWs dito, mga caregivers, should be considered within the context of labor management relations dito sa Canada which is quite right. Gusto nila dito sa Canada, maging miyembro itong mga caregivers sa kanilang union. Una iko-consider nila na as associate members lamang. At sinabi pa nga na hindi naman yun one-way strait lang. Ito nga ang magbibigay ng benefits na papabor sa inyo. Yan nga ay pabor din sa amin dahil effectively imbes na agawin lang ng foreign employees na masyadong mababa ang kanilang sahod, na agawin lang ang aming trabaho, ay kailangan ay ma-assimilate na sila sa amin at itaas na ang kanilang standard, terms and conditions of employment na kahawig sa amin. In that way we protect each other. Tataas ang kanilang level ng services at the same time ma-iintegrate naman sila sa amin bilang mga members ng union na nawawala sa amin dahil  ang mga employers dito ang gusto yung mababang sahod at mababa pa ang mga benefits sa iba. Which is laudable. I said you’re right and we should help each other.

Isa lang sa particular na mga areas na mayroong near complete understanding sa pag-itan ng Philippine side at Canadian side. Trade unions. On the other hand ay yung mga naipahayag na namin na ngayon ay patuloy na lumalala ang oppression sa Pilipinas. In fact, si Ka Satur  ay meron na raw mga charges na alleged murder cases na tinanggap na ng husgado. Kung susundin ang pagsulong ng pagpapalakad ng batas sa Pilipinas na medyo duling at kiling na kiling sa oppressors, ay may peligro si Ka Satur at iba pa sa amin, si Liza Masa, Teddy Casino at ako mismo sapagkat meron pa akong sedition case na naka-pending at binibistahan sa Quezon City Metropolitan Trial Court. Yun ang problema namin. Yun ang parang lundo o highlight  ng tinatawag naming resistance, sa level ng operationalization ng legality sa ating bansa na involved kami lahat.

(To be continued next issue)

