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Special Committee on Overseas Contract Workers
 "Two Filipinos arrive in a box at the Philippine International Airport (NAIA) every day." This was the statement made by the Administrator of the Overseas Workers Welfare Administration (OWWA), Mr. Wilhelm Soriano during a Congressional hearing in August, 1996. This was reinforced by the statistics released by the Department of Foreign Affairs (DFA) on January, 1997. According to the DFA, 54 Filipinos arrive in box every month. Reasons for deaths are varied. One thing for sure, most of them are Filipino OCWs.
The similar statements issued by the two offices in charge of protecting the Filipino OCWs show the inability of the Philippine government to protect the rights and welfare of Filipino migrant workers. Despite policy-statements that the (overseas employment) program should be strengthened through adequate strategies to ensure the dignity and welfare of workers and their families," protection for Filipino OCWs has been inadequate.
A Short History of Filipino Labor Migration and the Philippine Employment Program
Researchers divide the history of Filipino migration into waves, each possessing a distinct character from the others. The First Wave of labor migration was in 1900's, when thousands fled widespread poverty brought by the Philippine-American war to work in Hawaiian plantations. By 1934, there were about 120,000 Filipino workers employed in Hawaiian plantations. The First Wave is characterized by migration to the US with the option to stay there for good or to return to the country.
The Second Wave is characterized by an outflow of professionals, mostly doctors, dentists, and mechanical technicians to the US. Migration was primarily induced by the desire to "look for greener pastures." By 1975 more than 250,000 Filipinos have migrated to the US.
The economic boom brought about by the dramatic increase in oil prices enabled oil-rich countries in the Middle East to pursue development projects for their countries. Scarce of manpower, the Middle East turned to the Philippines as a source of labor in the 70's. The Philippines, in turn, was more than willing to grab this employment opportunity, ushering the Third Wave of labor migration. Labor migration during the Third Wave is characterized by short-term contractual relationships between the worker and the foreign employer. Different from the other waves, the Third Wave saw the geometrical growth in the number of labor migrants. From 1,863 Filipino workers in 1971, this has grown to 47,835 in 1976 to 434,207 in 1983. From 1984 to 1995, the average annual worker deployment is 490,267. Highest documented worker deployment was in 1994, totaling 719,602. Today there are about 6 million FOCs in 159 countries. This means a daily outflow of more than 2,000 workers.
Seeing the high potential to increase the country's dollar revenues, the Marcos Administration pursued a policy of encouraging deployment. During his term, the late President Ferdinand Marcos set-up several offices under the Department of Labor and Employment to regulate overseas employment. Eventually, the Philippine Overseas Employment Administration was established as a processing and regulatory body for the deployment.
During the term of Pres. Corazon Aquino, a more vigorous marketing strategy for Filipino Overseas employment was pursued. Working abroad was made more accessible. One-stop processing windows were created. Regional POEA offices were set-up. Marketing missions were sent abroad to look for more employers of Filipino labor. The target then was to deploy half a million Filipino workers every year.
Reports of abuses and the consequent public outrage on the exploitation of Filipino workers abroad, made the Ramos Administration to rethink its policies on overseas employment. The concern for protection became more apparent. Bans were imposed and laws were passed with the objective to providing more protection for the worker. However, deployment in large numbers still continued.
The Current Overseas Employment Program
Does the Philippine government have an overseas employment program?
Pres. Fidel V. Ramos has issued several statements saying that his administration has no program for overseas employment. On May 1, 1995, he said that: "It is not the policy of my administration to export workers to foreign lands." He also once stated that: "Overseas employment is not a government program, it is a fact."
Despite denials that a program does exist, the Medium-Term Development Plan for 1993-1998,provides as a policy and strategy for poverty alleviation and employment generation, to "(C)ontinue the overseas employment program as an alternative source of employment opportunities, provided that this does not result in an undue drain in scientific/technical expertise and locally needed and middle-level skills. The program should be strengthened through adequate strategies to ensure the dignity and welfare of workers and their families."
A document released by the POEA, entitled: "Overseas Employment: The Challenge of the Philippines 2000" provides a clear statement of policy regarding overseas employment. Accordingly, the mission statement is: "The Philippine overseas employment program will provide the needed facilities and services that meet the individual needs and aspirations of Filipinos who seek and find work overseas. In addition, it aims to maximize the social gains and reduce the social costs of overseas employment and international migration.... Overseas employment and international migration offer a challenge and an opportunity to become a liberating and a humanizing process; it must not be an entrapment into international slavery and servitude."
Based on official documents outlining the programs and thrusts of the POEA,OWWA, DFA and other OCW-concerned agencies of government, the overseas employment program is governed by the following policies: 
• Overseas employment ceases to be a stop-gap measure. It is an "indispensable tool for employment promotion and income generation until such time when the domestic economy can adequately absorb all workers and provide for the comparable terms of employment as the international labor market does. 
• The task of government is to manage labor migration so as to maximise the gains and minimize the losses. Gains identified are financial contribution through remittances, increase in the income for individual families and information and skills transfer from the importing country. The losses on the other hand are abuses and exploitation of Filipino workers, brain drain, deskilling and social costs of family separation. 
• "The overseas employment program will focus primarily on the protection and welfare of the migrant worker. Its ultimate efficiency test is the positive impact on the level of satisfaction and well-being of its overseas workers." 
• "Government will pursue the selective overseas promotion for overseas jobs. There is emphasis on high wage and low risk placements in priority countries." 
• Regulation of employment shall be pursued through a "full disclosure" policy, which would enable the worker to make an intelligent choice. The "full disclosure" policy means requiring recruitment firms to give all necessary information regarding overseas employment, particularly on the costs and benefits to the worker.
• Priority shall be given to legal and documented workers, although the government extends its services to undocumented workers. The government shall offer incentives for workers to legalize their status. 
WEAKNESSES OF THE PHILIPPINE OVERSEAS  EMPLOYMENT PROGRAM
The weaknesses of the government's Overseas Employment Program are: 
(1) The government does not admit that it is a major push factor in Filipino overseas contract migration. Without admitting its key role in influencing the trends in migration, it would not be able to decisively confront the issues and problems brought about by labor migration.
The growth in deployment since the government created offices primarily for overseas employment in 1974, and dramatic increases in the 1980's when the POEA was established, are indications that it plays an influential role in labor migration. With one office that issues licenses for private recruitment agencies, accepts applications for manpower requirements, and processes applications for employment, the government centralized and thereby facilitated deployment of Filipino workers. A worker would simply apply through a private recruitment agencies or directly through the POEA, and would just have to wait to be called if his qualification matches the requirements of the foreign employer. There would always be a job waiting for the applicant since the demand for unskilled workers is great. The POEA's Facilitation and Regulation Office (FARO) alone receives 300 job openings for Taiwan per day. The POEA merely finds out whether or not the applicants' qualifications meet the minimum requirements of the foreign employer. 
The government's role in encouraging or discouraging overseas employment can also be seen when several policies were issued restricting the deployment to entertainers. When former DOLE Secretary Nieves Roldan-Confesor issued several department orders in 1994 providing for more stringent requirements for Filipino entertainers/performing artists, usually bound for Japan, the number of deployment in this type of occupation considerably decreased.
(2) The government has not come out with a comprehensive analysis of labor migration in the country, which should include why Filipinos migrate, the economic, socio-cultural and psychological effects of migration to the worker, family, community and society, and trends in international migration. A comprehensive analysis would have given the overseas employment program the much needed direction and link towards the over-all economic development program of the country. Without such, the government cannot manage it effectively and would always be merely reactive to problems resulting from overseas labor migration. 
Pres. Ramos stated that "overseas employment is not a program, it is a fact." The government's non-admission that there really exists a program for overseas employment could be seen as the root cause of its unsatisfactory performance in protecting the Filipino OCW. Aside from revealing its position that it does not encourage overseas employment, it also always puts the government in a reactive stance towards problems resulting from migration. 
Related to this is the view that labor migration is an inherent structural feature of increasing globalization. Accordingly, the government's role is merely to manage overseas employment. Again, this view indicates the lack of comprehensive analysis of overseas labor migrations. It does not take into consideration the factors which case the active deployment of Filipino workers such as lack of employment opportunities in the country or the facilitation of overseas employment. Again, looking at overseas employment as a natural consequence of globalization puts the government in a reactive, rather than a controlling position. 
(3) The position that overseas employment ceases to be a stop-gap measure and is now looked upon as an alternative source of employment, results in the government's complacency to solve the country's unemployment problem. 
The Medium-Term Development Plan for 1993-1998 particularly mentioned that overseas employment shall be a strategy for poverty alleviation and employment generation. Although the unemployment rate has been decreasing (10.9% or a 1.2% decline from April of 1995) the underemployment figure has been increasing (from 20.3% to 22.2 % in April 1996). Thus, there is still much pressure to provide employment opportunities in the country. However, with the more than 600,000 Filipinos deployed yearly, this pressure on government to provide more employment opportunities to the country by overseas contract workers which constitute a sizeable share in the country's GNP, the government is further moved into complacency to provide significant economic reforms that would increase employment opportunities locally or decrease the country's trade deficit.
In areas where unemployment is a major problem as in the Mt. Pinatubo-devasted areas, the government has established a program called the "Special Credit Assistance Program for Placed Overseas Contract Workers", with the primary objective of providing a loan facility for victims of the Mt. Pinatubo eruption who would want to find work abroad. The government is actually encouraging overseas employment instead of providing viable local employment opportunities. 
(4) The government's view that overseas migration is an important source of employment and income which the country badly needs also contributes to its inability to work for OCW rights. It weakens its bargaining position with labor-importing countries when confronted with the possibility of banning employment of Filipinos. However, such view may be a result of the government's inability to come out with a comprehensive analysis on labor migration which accounts for implementing poor strategies in diplomacy involving the promotion and protection if Filipino OCW rights and welfare. The government has failed to consider the dependence of the economies of labor-importing countries on Filipino manpower. It has also failed to consider that the forging bilateral labor agreements between sending and receiving countries is not new in the world of diplomacy.
(5) Timeliness and effectiveness of government services to OCWs are severely criticised. With the POEA annual budget of P157,129,000.00 and OWWA workers' contribution of over P300 million yearly, much can still be done in providing for meaningful welfare services to Filipino OCWs.
Truly, the government has made attempts to reorient its overseas employment program towards giving more emphasis on welfare protection. Policies such as selective deployment, reorientation of the PDOs or foreign service trainings and information gathering and dissemination on labor conditions in foreign countries are attempts to protect the worker before actual deployment overseas. Recognition that documented or undocumented Filipinos have the right to avail of government services is also an indication of these attempts. However, dissatisfaction still prevails over the government's delivery of welfare protection services. Data also show that much still have to be done to protect the Filipino worker. With the thousands of Filipinos deployed all over the world, the government is, therefore, challenged to provide timely and meaningful services to OCWs within its resources through an overseas employment program that gives highest priority to the promotion and protection of the rights and welfare of Filipino OCWs.
RECOMMENDATIONS 
(1) The government has to be made aware and has to admit that it plays an important role in influencing the trends in labor migration. If it would want to manage the overseas employment program then it would only be right to admit the decisive role it plays in encouraging or discouraging Filipinos to seek overseas employment.
(2) The government has to conduct a comprehensive analysis of Filipino labor migration. It should link the current conditions of employment in the country with overseas labor migration. It should try to assess the trends in labor migration, answer why Filipinos seek employment abroad, and find out the effects of migration to the worker, family, community and society. It should also look into the trends of international labor migration not to find out the marketability of Filipino OCWs but to strengthen policies for their protection. Worth noting is the need to come out with a contingency plan for OCWs in Hong Kong, the second largest Filipino labor-importer, in view of the change in its political leadership. 
From this comprehensive analysis, the government should be able to come out with a program that would provide the direction for overseas employment. However, the policy-makers should always keep in mind that they have the responsibility to give the protection and promotion of Filipino rights and welfare highest priority.
(3) Policies and programs that would generate local employment and uplift the standards of living should be given urgent attention by the government. Provision of quality social services, such as education, health and housing should be relentlessly pursued by the government. 
(4) The government should make more decisive steps to forge bilateral labor agreements that would protect the Filipino OCWs with labor-importing countries. It should use international fora to promote migrant workers protection. It should reorient its labor foreign policy to give priority to workers' rights and welfare. The view that the country benefits more from labor migration rather than the labor-importing country will definitely not work for the interest of the Filipino worker.
(5) Polices, systems and procedures in the POEA, OWWA and the DFA should be assesses not only on the basis of output, i.e.. data on how many were deployed, number of foreign principals accredited, or number of OCWs provided benefits, but more on the outcome and the impact of the services provided to the intended beneficiaries. This evaluation orientation would help in allocating resources to their optimum use. 
An accurate data-gathering system should also be installed so as to guide policy-makers in their decision-making. The credibility of government data will also avoid misinformation as to the actual situation of the Filipino OCWs. Reforms in these offices' policies, systems and procedures should be anchored on an overseas employment program which gives highest priority to the protection of Filipino OCW rights and welfare.
(6) The government should reorganize according to the framework of governance which would optimize resources by using these to finance programs which have more meaningful impact towards the worker.
The POEA should improve its information technology such that resources being used now for processing documents will be channeled to offices which provide direct services such as embassies or overseas centers.
In the same light, OWWA should be streamlined and their programs made more responsive to the OCWs.
The DFA and the Philippine embassies abroad should continue with their reorientation towards providing services to Filipinos. Resources, particularly in posts where there are many OCWs will have to be increased.
