‘Spoon and fork’ incident triggers complaint for
Human rights violation

By Marlou S. Tiro

The Philippine Reporter

MONTREAL–“I am very furious and degraded” said Maria Theresa Gallardo Cagadoc as she finally filed her complaint with the Quebec Human Rights Commission against the local school board, Norman Bergeron, the principal of Ecole Lalande School and Martin Bertrand, and the After School Daycare Educational Program for what she claims as a human rights violation against her 7-year old son, Luc Cagadoc. 

Mr. Fo Nime, Director General of the Centre for Research-Action on Race Relations (CARR) has also confirmed its legal support for the Caganocs. CARR is a Montreal-based independent, non-profit public interest organization with the mandate to promote racial harmony and equality in Canada. According to Nime, “Theresa has the full support of the group and that she will have a good case because she has been consistent with her version in proving racism committed by the parties. In fact, they have proven their racist remarks by making public statements in the media.”
According to Cagadoc, she was never aware that her son, Luc, was punished 10 times for his eating habits using a fork and a spoon at the same time. Luc was also told to have lunch in a separate table. She only learned it when on April 11th while dining with the family, Luc said he did not want to go to school anymore because Martin Bertrand always punishes him. 

When she confronted Bertrand, she was told that her son eats in a “disgusting manner.” She wants her son to eat like the way Canadians eat. “The principal was not sympathetic either,” Theresa Caganoc added. “He even told me that my son eats like a pig. Like any other immigrant in Canada I feel it is prejudiced and racist.  I did not expect from a principal that he would say anything like that. I expected more empathy and apology.”
“He had to investigate first before commenting on the issue. He should know how to resolve the problem in a professional manner and not based in one’s own culture. This is how we eat in the Philippines with a spoon and fork. This  is how I was taught by my parents. My son can adapt to different utensils accordingly. How can a 7-year-old boy eat a sinigang with a fork only? There’s a soup in there? If he goes to a steakhouse he uses the fork and knife to cut the meat. If he goes to a pizza he knows how to use a fork and knife. It’s really common sense. The principal should go around the world. He should travel. He should know how Chinese, Arabs Bangladesh people eat. What’s wrong about our culture? I cannot blame all the Filipinos if they feel insulted because I feel insulted too. In fact, they even asked me if Filipinos wash their hands before eating.”
The controversy was published in The Chronicle West End Edition  and it prompted a flurry of letters and e-mails from readers. For instance, a certain Rogerio Ajero wrote: “Your article just exposed how there are still some segments of Quebec society who think their way is the only right way. This principal has to travel himself sometime and educate himself about other cultures.”

Marivic Juson wrote: “What does Canadian really mean? Is it only those people who are eating with a fork and knife? What about those people who use chopsticks? Are they Canadian, too?”

The principal’s reference to Luc as a pig further infuriated Theresa. Luc’s father, Aldrin, also found the principal’s comments very rude.  “He said that if you eat aside from the Canadian method, it’s not intelligent. I told him you mean if you eat with chopsticks it’s not intelligent?” 

Aldrin and Theresa are medical technology graduates in the Philippines and are now Canadian citizens. They worked in one of the hospitals in the Middle East prior to their immigration to Canada in 1999. Currently, they run a daycare center at their home in Roxborough, Montreal. According to Aldrin, “ I have been working in hospitals for seven yearrs  and this method of isolating a person is done only to people with mental problems. The school cannot apply it to my child. Does my child have a mental disorder?”  

During a personal interview with The Philippine Reporter at the Cagadoc’s home, Luc appeared to be like any other playful kid. He was proud to show off his various drawings and even spoke fluently in French. Luc also loved to play the piano and constantly practices his karate lessons. 

An interview by the The Chronicle West End Edition in Montreal with Norman Bergeron stated that Luc needed discipline. Bergeron was reported to have told Theresa Cagadoc, “Madame, you are in Canada. Here in Canada you should eat the way Canadians eat.”  Adding, “I don’t necessarily want students to eat with one hand or with only one instrument, I want them to eat intelligently at the table. I want them to eat correctly with respect for others who are eating with them. That’s all I ask. Personally, I don’t have any problems with it, but it is not the way you see people eat everyday. I have never seen somebody eat with a spoon and a fork at the same time.”

The Philippine Ambassador to Canada Jose S. Brillantes also made comments on the issue stating that the Filipino community in Montreal is outraged upon learning about the incident. In a telephone interview with The Philippine Reporter, Brilliantes added, “it is completely an upfront against the Filipino practices and culture”.  However, he clarified that before any action is taken by various organizations in the community, a thorough investigation has to be undertaken. 

Brilliantes’s  comments were echoed by the Marlene Birao, president of the Federation of Canadian Associaton in Quebec. Birao said that the comments made by the school principal and the lunch monitor were offensive and is an attack not only to the Filipino community but to the ethnic community. They plan to organize demonstrations depending on the outcome of the investigation. The community also reiterated their demand for a public apology from the school board and the defendants in the human rights complaint..

The Philippine Reporter made numerous phone calls to Ecole Lalande school but  school administrators have not returned these calls. 

SUMMARY UPDATE from Montreal as of press time, 
   
May 15, 2006:
• On May 11, 2006, the Commission Scolaire MargueriteBourgeoys in Montreal published a whole page advertisement in The Chronicle reassuring its 45,000 students, the parents and the citizens that the School Board respects all of the Canadian people regardless of race, religion and culture. The statement also claims to support the staff and the school team of  Ecole Lalande who are involved in the case pointing out that there was no discrimination involved. They  further stressed  that the educational intervention was not aimed at any culture but simply a disciplinary action for Luc Cagadoc.
•  The Federation of Filipino Canadian Associations of Quebec, meanwhile, sent a letter to the School Board asking for a special meeting. The FFCAQ was given an appointment on Monday, May 15, 2006 at 7:00 p.m. in a closed-door meeting limited to six Filipino community representatives and four representatives of the school board.
