Nanny policy is akin to slavery
By Sue Montgomery

The Gazette (Montreal)
That something cracked in the brain of Milanie Baysa  one morning last year causing her to shake 5-month-old Tara Saad to death is a horrible tragedy.
A family is grieving. The 29-year-old nanny  responsible for the death is serving a five-year sentence, after which she will be deported to her native Philippines.

There is no condoning such a crime. But it has to be examined in a  broader context, that is, Canada’s Live-in Caregiver Program under which  thousands of women like Baysa come here every year.
According to Immigration Canada, the program exists  precisely to meet a market demand for live-in workers. There’s no shortage of Canadians and permanent residents willing to do the job as long as they can live out, which gives you a hint of what we’re dealing with.

The demand is mainly being met by Filipinos, whose own government’s solution to a collapsed economy is to export people abroad, who in turn send home some $8 billion U.S. a year.

Would-be nannies, who attend special schools in the  Philippines - some legitimate, some dubious - learn how we like our  shirts ironed and our meat cooked. They’re told that if they complete 24  months of work within a three-year period, they qualify for permanent residence status here.

For many, their hope is to bring the children they had to leave behind  to Canada.

The catch is they have no choice but to live with their employer, which no other worker is required by law to do.
This opens the door to widespread abuse, such as stretching the 40-hour work-week by demanding the at-the-ready nanny to do more hours here, more chores there. Groups that support these women,  such as PINAY in Montreal, say the few women who dare complain about their situation report everything from long hours to verbal, physical and sexual abuse.

At times, says PINAY’s Evelyn Calugay, it amounts to “indentured slavery.”
It all depends on what a woman is willing to put up with to get her  coveted papers at the end of 36 months. But most stay silent for fear of being deported.

Even the Quebec government and the Council for the  Status of Women acknowledge that there are many problems, such as  nannies willing to compromise rather than ask for outside help.

Granted, the nannies could switch employers, but the government doesn’t make it easy. It costs $250 to obtain a new work permit, which can take between four and six months. While waiting, they’re not allowed to work because they don’t have work permits, and therefore, have no money. Nor do they have a place to stay.
Plus, the time spent waiting isn’t counted toward the 24-month work  requirement, which means coming up short at the end of  36 months, which means having to return home.

 This is a racist and discriminatory program that takes advantage of poor women. Canada used to import white domestic workers, and while many were treated harshly, they were at least given permanent residence status much more easily than women from developing countries today.

The current system has been in place for 10 years and despite criticism from many women’s groups, Ottawa has been reluctant to make changes for fear of not meeting market demand. But these vulnerable women need some safeguards. For starters, they shouldn’t be forced to live with their employer and should be able to switch jobs more easily.

The crown prosecutor in Baysa’s case said that in 2005, people have to know that when you shake a baby, it causes severe brain damage. That’s true.
 But people should also know that indentured slavery has no place in Canada.
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