LCP changes gain ground
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TORONTO -  There is an upsurge of support for changes in the live-in-caregiver program generated by the campaign for justice for Jocelyn  Dulnuan and for all live-in-caregivers.

These changes, which will be brought forward to both provincial and federal legislatures by concerned parliamentarians, and the community promoting and supporting the campaign, include, among others:

• Scrapping the live-in requirement that breeds abuse by employers;

• Allowing caregivers to come to Canada as skilled immigrants, including their families;

• Removal of employer-specific requirement;

• Inspections of living and  working conditions in employers’ homes;

• Building a registry of employers and placement agencies; 

• Establishing a mechanism for hearing and acting on LCP grievances; and
• Implementation of the Employment Standards Act on caregivers and their workplaces.

In a press conference held by the Jocelyn Dulnuan Support Committee on Saturday, Nov. 4 at the OPSEU building in Toronto, Peggy Nash, MP, announced that together with the community, she will seek changes in legislation to “modernize” the live-in caregive program by allowing them to come as landed immigrants.

“We should allow them to come with their family; allow them to decide where they want to live, who they want to live with,” she said, as she expressed concern in the live-in requirements where “caregivers are insulated in their employers’ homes.

Nash committeed to sponsoring a private members bill in the  Canadian parliament. 

 “Let’s hope that with the organization of the (Jocelyn Dulnuan Support) Committee, the community will keep pushing so we can work together for changes,” Nash said.

Cheri DiNovo, MPP, said that she was shocked to know the plight of live-in-caregivers living and working in a system where there are supposed to be laws to protect them.

“It is absolutely appalling that both levels of government are complicit in what is really a system of indentured slavery,” DiNovo said, after hearing the issues brought up at the press conference by live-in-caregivers themselves.

Di Novo promised to do everything possible to change the situation, by bringing to the Ontario parliament the need to:

(1) probe into the death of Jocelyn Dulnuan;

(2) send labor inspectors to at least 10 percent of the homes where caregivers live and work in unannounced visits; and

(3) ensure that everyone, including caregivers, should be covered by OHIP.

Pura Velasco, a former caregiver and currently a labor and community activist, said that despite the many years of advocacy for changes in the program that she has been involved in, a lot more needs to be done.

“We continued organizing a fighting domestic worker movement across the country lobbying, advocating for changes to the Foreign Domestic Worker Movement Program,”  Velasco said. 

However, when it was changed to the Live-In Caregiver Program (LCP), “the educational requirement has become higher and other job categories have been added.  And, embedded in the administrative regulations of the LCP are the restrictive policies that strengthened the three pillars of the program which are: (1) the mandatory live-in requirement, (2) the temporary immigration status for 24 months, and (3) the employer-specific work permit which ties down the caregiver to a single employer,” Velasco added.

Sol Pajadura, a live-in-caregiver currently in the program, who was also a panelist during the press conference, said that all that live-in-caregivers ask is “that we be treated fairly, that our rights be protected, and that the Canadian government through its laws and policies do not contribute to our mistreatment, exploitation or endangerment.”

Pajadura, who was elected Coordinator of Migrante Ontario during its launch last Nov. 4, cited examples of such policies, among them: the issuance of visas through the LCP that tie them up to a specific employer.  She said this policy and practice put barriers to caregivers seeking a different employer.

She explained: “People brought in via the LCP come in with a kind of temporary permit that allows for landed immigrant status once the person has completed work of two years within the three-year period.  Failing to complete that requirement, the LCPer is usually forced to leave Canada.  The big problem is that visas through the LCP are tied to a specific employer.”

What this means is that those in the program cannot work for anyone else on threat of deportation, unless one applies for a new visa which, however, can take up to four months process.  Also, employers are allowed to release caregivers for no reason at all, forcing caregivers to switch to another employer, a process which again endangers the caregiver’s immigration status.

So, the LCP puts barriers to caregivers seeking a different employer. “This can have grave consequences if the work conditions are exploitative, or even dangerous,” Pajadura said.

She added: “We note that the press has reported that Jocelyn had expressed concern for her safety.  Some have asked why did she not leave?   Did the LCP visa restriction play a role?”

Pajadura also noted that with regard the representatives of the Philippine government who are expected to protect their citizens abroad in situations when they need help, their demands “are few and just.” And they are: to promote the welfare and protect the rights of Filipinos abroad, and “if a Filipino comes to a bad end, that the consulate come quick to help bring the body home.”

Imie Belanger, who was also a panelist representing the family of Jocelyn Dulnuan, and as president of the Ifugao Association of Canada, expressed gratitude for the support of everyone in the campaign to seek justice for Dulnuan.

Jun Enverga, president of the Philippine Independence Day Council (PIDC), an umbrella organization of over 200 associations in the Filipino community, announced that his organization, which is one of the founding members of the JDSC, will fully support the campaign.

“We are here to support you, to help you, to ensure that your are protected, that your rights are respected,” Enverga said.

“We promise that we will be helping you as much as we can,” he said.

The PIDC president added that although the focus of PIDC is to promote Philippine art andculture, the 2008 Mabuhay Festival, the biggest Filipino-Canadian event in Canada usually held in August, will honor the overseas Filipino workers (OFWs). 

“It is about time that we celebrate our modern day heroes, and that will be for next year,” Enverga said.

These OFWs have been named “modern day heroes” by former Philippine President Cory Aquino.

Participants in the Nov. 4 events had noted that the campaign towards policy and implementation changes in the live-in-caregiver program is gaining ground in the form of increasing support from the community, the labour sector and legislators. Over 150 attended the press conference and the ecumenical service that followed. 

Also, an increasing number of live-in-caregivers both in and outside the program, including those who have already achieved immigrant and Canadian citizen status, have come out in big numbers to participate in the campaign, as evidenced in the launching of Migrante International earlier on the same day.

The campaign is now spreading to other cities, including Mississauga, Hamilton, and Niagara Region, as community leaders have volunteered to launch similar activities with their own organizations.  A number of consultation and education forums are now being organized simultaneously around the LCP issue by these volunteers, in coordination with the JDSC which now has 22 member organizations.

Likewise, the campaign has gained strong support from the labour movement, as representatives coming from various cultures participated in the Nov. 4 events.  Among the labour groups represented were OPSEU, the Toronto Labour Council, United Farm Workers, CUPE, and UNITE HERE.

The presss conference was followed by an ecumenical remembrance service conducted by Fr. Ariel Dumaran of the St. Simon the Apostle Anglican Church and San Lorenzo Ruiz Parish; and Sister Haydee Librojo of the Catholic Church who told the story of how Ifugao tribesmen saved her life when she was injured in the mountains of the Cordilleras.

 Juana Hangdaan, an Ifugao elder and aunt of Jocelyn’s husband, delivered spiritual messages calling for justice for Jocelyn and peace. 

Alfredo Tomas, a leader from Ifugao Association and BIBAK (Benguet, Ifugao, Bontoc, Apayao, Kalinga) spoke about the beliefs and traditions on justice of the Ifugao.
