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Introduction 
From January 13 - 14, 2005, Citizenship and Immigration Canada (CIC) held a national roundtable on the Review of the Live-In Caregiver Program (LCP).  This came about amidst the long and continuing insistence by advocates for a review of the program and through a series of bilateral meetings between stakeholders and CIC in 2004 in cities across Canada.

 The objectives of this roundtable are to build on the bilateral consultations that CIC carried out with stakeholder participants in 2004; provide participants with an opportunity to express their views on the LCP; and to identify possible changes to the program.  That the advocates who attended the consultation were mostly from the Filipino communities in Toronto, Montreal, and Vancouver was not unexpected. According to CIC data, 92.6% of live-in caregivers who entered Canada in the last 6 years from 1998 to 2003 are Filipinos and these three major cities are the concentration areas of these Filipino caregivers. Moreover, with around 65% of Filipinos in Canada being female, this feminization of Filipino migration in Canada has been largely attributed to the entry of Filipino women as domestic workers and caregivers in the last couple of decades. 

Background of Consultation 
There had been lots of criticisms of the LCP and its predecessors especially from community groups and the academic community.  The LCP replaced the Foreign Domestic Movement in 1992 as the program that brings in foreign domestic workers and caregivers to provide child care, senior home support care or care of the disabled in the home. Time and again, its three pillars of living in employer’s home, worker’s temporary residency status and employer-specific work permit have been criticized as grounds for unregulated work conditions and cases of abuse and exploitation of foreign domestic workers and caregivers. With foreign caregivers being mostly women of colour, the LCP was also being criticized from a gender based analysis not only as anti-immigrant but as a racialized and anti-woman program.

During its bilateral meetings with CIC in March 2004, the National Alliance of Philippine Women in Canada (NAPWC) emphasized several key issues concerning the program among which are de-skilling, economic segregation, violence against women, systemic racism and discrimination, arbitrary deportation, prostitution and trafficking, family separation, bureaucratic hurdles and unregulated recruitment agencies. NAPWC underlined the major power imbalance between caregivers and employers and the exploitation and mistreatment that caregivers experienced in the hands of recruitment agencies.  

After series of bilateral meetings with advocacy groups and other stakeholders in 2004, CIC finally called for a roundtable discussions in January 2005.  But it limited its invitation only to those who had participated in its bilateral meetings.  It refused to admit the media and other community groups that have expressed interest in attending but had not been part of its bilateral meetings.  It also did not provide for any travel funds and accommodations to participants, particularly community-based groups that do not have resources but are in the forefront of advocacy work for live-in caregivers. NAPCW’s letter to Minister Sgro asking for her ministry’s support remained unanswered until her resignation as minister of CIC.  NAPWC had to scramble for funds and is thankful to Status of Women Canada for the grant to attend the consultation.

Furthermore, the consultation also failed to include advocates or caregivers as panel speakers whose experiences and ideas are important, especially on the women question. In other words, advocates and caregivers found themselves listen ng mostly to the voices of policy-makers even if it was obvious that the consultation really needed to hear from the former.  Moreover, inviting employment and recruitment agencies, whose interests are different from those of advocates and caregivers, dilutes the whole process of genuine consultation with the hope that it will effect positive social change.

Hence, one can only surmise that CIC wanted to put restrictions on the consultation and did not find it that important to warrant any support to participating groups.  

The consultation process
The roundtable consisted of three major groupings:  government agencies, caregiver advocacy groups and recruitment agencies. There were representatives from HRSDC, Status of Women and from the government of the Provinces of Ontario and Quebec.  The Immigration Program Manager from the Canadian Embassy in the Philippines was also around to present the state of the LCP in the Philippines.

After the opening remarks and preliminary introductions, including a presentation by the Status of Women on its gender-based analysis on the impact of LCP on women, CIC proceeded to make a report about its series of bilateral meetings in 2004. They mentioned that the roundtable is the culmination of these bilateral meetings and the efforts by various stakeholders, especially advocates, for a review of the program.  Subsequent to this roundtable, CIC is expected to come out with recommendations on possible modifications to the LCP.

CIC made it amply clear from the start that the roundtable is limited in scope and would only look at the program’s immediate impact. Its main argument is that the LCP has been developed in response to specific labor market demand for temporary foreign live-in caregivers in Canada.  Labor market information has consistently indicated that there is no shortage of Canadians willing to work as caregivers as long as they do not live in their employers homes. In other words, Canadians realize the exploitative and abusive nature of “live-in” that they refuse to accept this kind of work arrangement. 

Hence, while the LCP continues to reflect Canada’s program of opening or closing its doors to immigrants in response to its need for supply of and demand for cheap and skilled labor, it further exposes caregivers to potential abuse and exploitation because of the live-in requirement of work, their temporary status and their being tied to one specific employer at any given time. Moreover, the program takes advantage of the caregivers’ desire to leave their country of origin due to extreme poverty and unemployment by dangling the carrot of future permanent residency after 24 months within 36 months under the LCP. For foreign caregivers therefore, the price of future permanent residency or Canadian citizenship is their willingness to go through this program that is clearly discriminatory and anti-woman and consigns them to further downward social and economic mobility.
The roundtable only tackled issues categorized under concerns of permanent residency, eligibility and working conditions. These issues were discussed in separate workshops but the workshop proceedings were not reported in the plenary sessions.  The long-term implications of the program itself, especially on women who almost make up the program, were deemed not within the competence of the consultation. 

The discussion on permanent residency revolved around the issue of whether or not these women should continue to come under temporary status or should they be accorded immediate permanent residence upon application.  It was discussed that their temporary status is the ground for the many problems that these women experienced.  Caregivers are reluctant to report their problems with employers or with recruiting agencies for fear that their status would be compromised and would lead to their refusal of permanent residency.  For them, it is a choice between enduring the indignities of abusive and exploitative working conditions and earning that permanent residency status and, eventually, Canadian citizenship. Seeing other caregivers being deported for one reason or another, simply adds to their being silent about their dismal condition. 

As to the issue of eligibility, Canada wanted a minimum grade 12 education for foreign caregivers.  Advocates pointed out that many caregivers are in fact, professional or are college graduates.  There are nurses, teachers, accountants, engineers and even some doctors among them.  For these people, care-giving is a downward step in their eligibility, mobility and personal development.
Market demand for LCP
After two days of discussions and sometimes, intense exchange of ideas, it was apparent that despite deficiencies in the program, the LCP would continue in one form or another as there continues to be a market demand for foreign live-in caregivers and that it is good for Canada’s economy.  With reluctance to implement a national day care program, low birth rate, and aging demographics, Canada needs a continuing flow of immigrants including foreign caregivers. And there are unlimited supplies of these caregivers from countries of the South.  It was intimated during the consultation that CIC might start bringing in more caregivers, this time, from India.  

Thus, from a gender-based perspective the status of these women will not have changed since the program will essentially continue in its present form.  Down the road, only the ethnicity of these women will change.  The basis for their continued abuse and exploitation will remain. These women will continue being trapped in a situation that, from a gender based analysis, is anti-woman and highly racialized.
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