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Jocelyn Dulnuan is not the only Filipino caregiver who died in the workplace where she also lived. Last year, another Filipina drowned in a family’s swimming pool in Richmond Hill.  The only thing that we know about her is what the media said: that she died while trying to save the boy who was in her care.  No names were given by the police.  No reports about the investigations.  No charges were filed.

It is hard for us to think that these are isolated cases.  We know that around 3,000 dead Filipino migrant workers are shipped home every year. We are afraid that out of those 3,000, most of them are caregivers working in countries all over the world.

The deaths of Jocelyn Dulnuan and the Filipina who drowned in Richmond Hill underscore the precarious working conditions of caregivers who are under the Live-In Caregiver Program. And as a community, we don’t want these needless deaths to happen again.

We don’t want the Ontario government, which is responsible for our working conditions, to turn a blind eye to all this.  Employment and health and safety standards are in place, and these standards should work for us.  We have to demand from the provincial government why they have not listened to our long standing concern to monitor the employment standards in the homes where caregivers work.    

This situation of living and working in a dangerous place has been a fact from the very start.  It was a very obvious fact to us when Filipino domestic workers in this country started protesting and campaigning for change in the 1980s. We had no status, we worked in slave- like conditions, isolated, bound by our contracts, totally controlled by our employers and by Immigration Canada.

 So we protested and campaigned, and the media reported our issues to the public, and finally we were given a carrot - we were given the possibility of becoming landed immigrants. 

With guarded acceptance of what was achieved in the Good Enough to Work, Good Enough to Stay Campaign in 1981, soon we found out  that there were many sticks or requirements that we have to follow just to get an open permit. The many sessions of assessment by the government, the many hours of required volunteer work as part of our adoption to Canadian society, the educational upgrading paid by ourselves, forced savings from our meager wages, evidences that we had to show that we will not be a burden to the Canadian society were just some of those requirements. But one requirement that we will never forget was the “dirty little release paper” that we had to get from our employer as a condition for issuing new work permit. 

So, we continued organizing  a fighting domestic worker movement across the country lobbying, advocating for changes to the Foreign Domestic Worker Movement Program. But, again when it was being changed in 1992 to the Live-In Caregiver Program, 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.   

So, are caregivers still in slave-like conditions today?  In summary, I am sticking to the facts when I say that after our efforts to make our workplaces better places for us, we have little gains, and big disappointments fall on us every day.   

Caregivers can become landed immigrants - that should be a big carrot.  However, today, the whole family of the caregiver has to be assessed as admissible criminally and medically before she can get the carrot. This is probably the reason why Canada continues to refuse to sign the UN Convention on the Protection of the Rights and Welfare of the Migrant Workers and the members of their families.

Today, the Live-in Caregiver Program has put severe restrictions for the caregiver to complete the mandatory 24 months of work within 36 months, or else she gets deported.  Of course, if she does not want to go home, the strategy she has to take is to keep renewing her contract, under the Temporary Foreign Workers Program. That means, once again, a lot of control and power, is given to the employer, and that means, the worker can no longer apply for landed status inside Canada. The worker now is dependent on immigration Canada’s mercy. 

 There is another restriction that is important to point out. Today, a live-in caregiver’s access to OHIP is withdrawn by the provincial government when she finishes her participation in the Live-in Caregiver program, and is waiting for her open permit papers to arrive in about six to eight months. This means, that the caregiver has to pay for her own medical treatment despite the fact that she is still working as a caregiver and is paying taxes here.

So, those are some of the nitty-gritty facts that a caregiver faces today. It looks grim from the standpoint of some of those who are in the program. But, on the other hand there are some well meaning groups in the community who are optimistic that it is possible for changes to be made, and that injustice and human rights issues will be resolved.

 The community of live-in caregivers and its supporters have never wavered in its advocacy and lobbying efforts over the years.  But with the federal and provincial governments that seem to be always in the hands of either the Liberals or the Conservatives, our demand for changes is ignored. Instead, these politicians continue to listen to the strong lobby of the Fraser Institute and the In-Home Coalition of Employment Agencies and Parents Coalition who are rooting for another hundred years of the backward and privatized Live-In Caregiver Program.

So this is why, at this time, I would like to call on the different communities of freedom and justice-loving people to build a true solidarity around our campaign. With the strong support for justice for Jocelyn campaign that I am seeing now, our hope is high that we will succeed in building a community that says no to slavery.

So, we therefore, we urge the government of Canada to stop issuing temporary work permit to foreign caregivers but instead provide them with permanent residency status on landing. Caregivers are in great demand, they should get higher points in the occupational demand category.

We urge the government of Canada to remove the mandatory live-in condition as caregivers are adults and they should be given the right to choose where to live.

We urge the government of Canada to sign the UN Convention on the Protection of the Rights and Welfare of Migrants Workers and the Members of their Families.

This UN convention speaks about the right of migrant workers to family reunification, and  forbids discrimination against spouse or partner or children during the assessment for permanent landing.

We urge the government of Canada to lobby the provincial government to introduce measures to regulate and enforce employment, health and safety standards, including standards on room and board.

We urge the government of Canada to negotiate with the provincial government regarding the non-OHIP coverage to caregivers who are waiting for their open permit papers.

We urge the provincial government to have a public inquiry into the death of Jocelyn Dulnuan on the matter related to public and workplace safety. 

We urge the provincial government to create policies that will facilitate the creation of a broader based collective bargaining structure for caregivers and other workers, the creation of tripartite commission or committee to monitor the employment, health and safety standards in the homes.

(Delivered at the Press Conference  on November 4, 2007 at OPSEU, organized by Jocelyn Dulnuan Support Committee.)
