Plight of Filipino women worsens

Despite a pledge on her accession to power that she would improve their lot, the plight of Filipino women under President Gloria Macapagal-Arroyo has continued to worsen as a result of the impact of the pro-globalisation policies of her regime.

By Hetty Alcuitas

________________________________________________________________________

WITH International Women's Day upon us once again, it is fitting to examine the current state of Filipino women under the first year of the presidency of Gloria Macapagal Arroyo. Despite her promise of  bright future for the Filipino people (May glorya daw,ang bukas mo), the conditions of the majority of Filipinos, particularly of women, have deteriorated in the last year. This is because of GMA’s strict adherence the dictates of neoliberal globalisation and increasing militarism (and militarisation) by local and now foreign militaries under the guise of the US-led  ‛global war on terrorism’. 

The bubble bursts 

In 1996, when, 'globalisation' was still a buzzword, then president Fidel Ramos hosted the APEC (Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation) leaders, meeting in Manila. The Asia-Pacific leaders, sporting the traditional barongs, smiled at and waved to the international media in a highly secured area that had been previously 'cleansed' of poor urban dwellers. With big business interests behind them, the leaders envisioned a ‘global village’ living in, ‘peaceful harmony’ under the adherence of countries to neoliberal policies of  liberalisation, deregulation and privatisation. They drooled over the prospect of forcing weak developing countries to open up their economies further. Today, in 2002, the impact of these policies on the marginalized peoples of the world has burst the globalisation bubble. Instead of alleviating the poverty of the majority of the world's population, globalisation has only intensified their exploitation and oppression. 

And in the Philippines, when President Arroyo was catapulted into  power in 2001 through the People Power II uprising, many people also held on to her promises that she would improve the lot of Filipinos, particularly women. But GMA’s bubble has been blown to bits, as the impacts of continuing policies of trade and investment liberalisation, deregulation and privatisation have shown. Globalisation has devastated the lives of the majority of Filipinos.

Despite the 3.4% GDP growth last year, the Philippine economy remains in a constant state of crisis under semifeudal and semicolonial conditions. The independent research think-tank IBON’s year-end ‘Economic and Political Briefing’ held last 15 January highlighted the actual deceleration of the economy by pinpointing the slowdown in growth rates of the GDP compared with pervious years. Reasons for this are the Philippine economy’s reliance mainly on the service sector (over half of the country’s GDP and the least productive of sectors), the slowdown in the industry sector, the plummeting of foreign direct investment and the deceleration of agriculture.

With this worsening crisis, women (and children) are the hardest hit. Besides facing class oppression, women are doubly oppressed by gender discrimination. Feudal and patriarchal structures in Philippine society are deeply embedded. Women are in subordinated positions and are also held responsible for reproductive work, the replenishment of labour, and all the related housework. Women are often the ones also responsible for the economic survival of their families. Under globalisation, the commodification, exploitation and oppression of women have intensified.

According to a study by the Center for Women’s Resources (CWR), the unemployment rate of women increased from 9.9% to 10.3% in the first 11 months of 2001. This was brought about by the high number of women workers who lost their jobs in the same period: 27,045, or 42% of the 63,780 permanently displaced workers.

The study also cited statistics indicating that as of October 2001, 52% of employed women were in the informal sector, as own-account workers or unpaid family labour, such as housewives with sidelines or prostitutes. Only 48% were in the formal sector as wage and salary workers. The majority of wage and salary women workers are service sector workers.  The trend under globalisation is the promotion of a cheap, flexible and docile labour force. For women workers, this has meant the relentless implementation of contractualisation schemes such as job and service subcontracting. The creation of Export Processing Zones (EPZs) has intensified the exploitation of women workers who make up the majority (70% to 85%) of EPZ workers. Women are often hired over men in the EPZs for their 'natural' abilities for this type of work such as: manual dexterity, attention to detail and obedience. Conditions in the EPZs have been criticised as exploitative and oppressive. Stories of poor working conditions and sexual harassment run rampant. 

For retail workers, the conditions are not much better. While government statistics peg contractual workers at only 20% of all workers, it is estimated that in some work places the majority are contractual. In Shoemart, for example, the country's largest department store chain, an estimated 90% of workers are contractual. Poor working conditions include restrictions on CR privileges (which results in many women acquiring liver ailments and urinary tract infections) and restrictions against sitting down while working. Women workers are also forced to accept job subcontracts, especially in the garment industry with piecework and high quotas, working in their homes for low wages where overtime and unpaid child labour are common practices. Besides these poor conditions, women workers also face sexual discrimination and harassment in the workplace. Virginity tests are reportedly required for some women and no benefits such as maternity leave are available to contract workers. In the Philippines, there is a marked preference for young single women workers and a bias against married women. 

When women workers do organise into trade unions, they also face discrimination and harassment. The Center for Trade Union Human Rights recorded 218 cases of trade union rights violations in the first year of the GMA government. This is a l00% increase over last year. Of the 5,362 victims. 865 or 16% were women. 

Along with these worsening working conditions, the social conditions of women and the majority of Filipinos have also worsened under GMA with a reduction in the allocation of budget expenditures for social services such as health and education. At the same time, expenditures for debt servicing and defence went up by 37% and 67%, respectively. With the reduction in funding for social services, it is the women who must make up the loss in terms of caring for the sick, elderly and the young. 

Domestic violence is also on the rise with the intensifying crisis. According to Nenette Miranda-Tampico, secretary-general of Kilusan ng Manggagawang Kababaihan (KMK, Women Workers Movement), 'Ordinary workers experience every day a lot of pressure and stress from added workload, high quota, and the pressure to keep the job because of labour flexibilisation schemes adopted by the employer,' This results in an increase in domestic violence. The CWR's study also cited that in the year 2001, every one-and-a-half hours, a rape was committed or attempted and a wife battered. 

Rural women face landlessness 

For the majority of peasant women living in the countryside, globalisation has intensified and maintained as its social base the backward agrarian system with feudal and semifeudal forms of exploitation under the landlord-tenant relationship. The lack of genuine agrarian reform continues to this day. Under globalisation, crop conversion –  from traditional crops like rice and corn to high-value crops and high-yield varieties like asparagus and cut flowers – has taken place, destroying the country's self-sufficiency in food. As well, land-use conversion, from agricultural uses to golf courses, tourist resorts and EPZs, has resulted in the displacement of thousands of peasants. The liberalisation of the mining industry has allowed foreign mining corporations to gobble up huge tracts of land and no livelihood and leaving behind their chemical and toxic wastes

According to Amihan, the national federation of peasant women, peasants are forced under these conditions to seek seasonal employment as temporary farm workers, earning anywhere from 30 to 80 pesos a day, depending on the type of work. Women and children receive significantly lower rates than men do for the same type of work. 

‘Ibayong paghihirap sa ilalim ng patakarang liberalisasyon, deregulasyon at pribatisasyon, pagpapatalsik sa kakarampot na lupang sinasaka o pinagtatrabuhan, at karanasan ang sagot ng rehimeng Macapagal-Arroyo,' said Amihan spokesperson Zenaida Soriano at a recent CWR forum. (Policies of liberalisation, deregulation and privatisation have caused us great hardship. All that the Macapagal-Arroyo regime has offered us is poverty, displacement and violence.) 

Impacts of militarisation 

Peasant women and children are also the hardest hit by militarisation in the countryside. Amihan's Zenaida Soriano told members of an audience at a recent CWR forum that the increased military presence ‘is meant to suppress peasant unrest and protect the interests of foreign corporations’. Military operations against armed rebel groups like the New People's Army (NPA) and Moro Islamic Liberation Front (MILF) as well as bandit groups like the Abu Sayyaf Group (ASG) have resulted in the evacuation of 173,004 families or 928,874 individuals in Mindanao alone. Amihan cited the recent arrests of peasant leaders in Nueva Ecija, Aurora and Tarlac as evidence that along with increased militarisation come increased human rights violations. Under these conditions, many peasant women are forced to migrate to the cities to seek work in factories or as househelp or to migrate abroad. 

Feminisation of migration and the trafficking of women 

Of the estimated 8 to 1l million overseas Filipino workers (OFWs) around the world, 70% are women. The majority work as domestic helpers, while others are entertainers or nurses. Highly educated, yet unable to find sufficient livelihood in the Philippines, they are forced abroad to seek pastures of all hues. 'Once abroad, many women find themselves in backbreaking conditions,' according to Maita Santiago, executive committee member of Migrante-International. 'Filipino OFWs, the majority of whom are women, are taking the dirty, difficult and dangerous jobs that nationals of the host countries refuse to take,' says Santiago. 'Abroad they face racism and discrimination. Many "disappear" or return home either mentally unstable, in overwhelming debt, or in coffins,' she laments. According to Migrante-International, over 400 Filipino OFWs died overseas last year. 

War's 'collateral damage': women and children

Displaced from the countryside and finding little opportunity for livelihood in the cities, many women and children are forced into prostitution. According to the International Labour Organisation (ILO), the Philippines has the highest number of women prostitutes - 600,000. An estimated 100,000 of these are children. According to GABRIELA, the national alliance of women's organisations, sex tourism and sex trafficking are also on the rise in the era of globalisation. 

With the US using the Philippines as a 'second front' in the global war on terrorism and the deployment of 660 American soldiers for the 'Balikatan' joint military exercises that began earlier this year, what will be the impact on women? 

GABRIELA believes that the war will only serve to intensify the exploitation and oppression that women are already suffering as a result of imperialist globalisation.

'The economic crisis and war against terrorism that countries of the world are facing today are twin problems that have a destructive impact on the toiling masses of people, especially women,' wrote Liza Largoza Maza, Bayan Muna Partylist representative to the Philippine Congress and Secretary-General of GABRIELA in a message to the International League of People's Struggles for March 8th. 'Economic downturns exploit women's labour and bodies to the hilt as big capitalists resort to all sorts of schemes to amass profit. Women's lives and bodies become vulnerable targets of all forms of violence in times of war for pleasure and profit,' she added. 

According to GABRIELA, data show that there are about 2,000 registered commercial sex workers in Zamboanga City. ' It has come to our attention that prostituted women, from as far as Manila, have started to flock to Zamboanga, ' Emmi de Jesus, GABRIELA Deputy Secretary-General, states, adding that with the entry of the US soldiers,                 ‘Zamboanga may be the next Angeles or Olongapo.’

'US re-occupation of the Philippine territory will have a multi-faceted impact on the lives of Filipinas,' said Ninotchka Rosca, international spokesperson for the Purple Rose Campaign, an international campaign of GABRIELA to end the sex-trafficking of Filipino women, in an e-mail interview with IBON Features. 'Because prostitution is premised on the woman's total loss of control over her body and sexuality, her transformation from a human being with intrinsic value into merchandise, it is inevitable that the more "helpless" she appears, the more her market value. Thus, we can expect, as is already happening, that extremely young girls will be among those pushed into prostitution.' 

Tanikala, an organization in Davao City focusing on abused and prostituted women, reported 36 girls, aged 13 to 18 years old, were recruited by a sex syndicate to work in Zamboanga City as waitresses and entertainers with the start of the Balikatan exercises.

'Like an insane stalker, the US military has been unable to let go of the Filipina,' explains Rosca. 'Indeed, even here in the US, Filipinas have been smuggled in to work at "entertainment" areas surrounding the bases. It would seem that the US military's sexual and physical brutalisation of Filipinas have also driven it into a mad obsession.' And in this 'mad obsession', women and children are the victims.

'Conditions of war aggravate further the flourishing of the trafficking and prostitution industry with women and children as its "collateral damage",' said Maitet Ledesma, European coordinator for the Purple Rose Campaign, in a speech to delegates of the North American Consultation for Women of Philippine Ancestry held in Seattle, Washington, last October. 

The challenge ahead 

Despite the ravaging effects globalisation and militarism have had on women in the Philippines, they are refusing to passively accept their situation. Women workers, peasants and youth are joining other sectors in the call for the emancipation of women through national democracy and genuine land reform.

'This is a crucial moment for women,' challenged Liza Maza in a speech during the Seattle conference, less than a month after the New York terrorist attacks. 'We should more than ever be vigilant and continue with what we have already been doing – educate, 

organise and mobilise and challenge the very system of imperialism and the machismo that feeds from it and fuels it as well... Without a militant organisation we cannot have the power to change a rotten system and create one which serves the interest of the disenfranchised and marginalised majority,' she concluded.

'The Philippines must not make light of this aspect of the US military re-occupation,' challenges Rosca. 'It is in effect selling the next generation of Filipinos and Filipinas, for underlying the sex trade is the sale of the womb-its conquest and corruption, by the colonial master. If we, the Filipino people, do not protest and resist this re-occupation by US troops and their "chapter two" brutalisation of Filipinas, then we are complicit in the planned destruction of our country and our people,' she stresses. 

Answering the challenge, tens of thousands of Filipino women workers, peasants and youth joined other sectors last 8 March in a march to Mendiola and in other cities all over the country and the world to send a clear message to President Aroyo and President Bush: 'Gloria, taksil sa bayan! (Gloria, traitor to the nation!) US troops, out now!' 

The above article first appeared in Education for Development (Vol. I, No. 3, March 2002), which is published by the Manila-based IBON Foundation. 
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