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“We are thrown to the wolves”

HK OFWs score DOLE-POEA scheme to ‘ban’ direct hiring

We are being thrown to the wolves and still the government calls it protection.

This was declared by Dolores Balladares, chairperson of the militant United Filipinos in Hong Kong (UNIFIL-MIGRANTE-HK), as the group held a protest action to castigate the Philippine government on the new, more rigid rule on direct hiring of Filipino migrants.

The said rule was issued by the Philippine Overseas Employment Administration (POEA) and took effect last January 15.

Under the rule, direct hiring, which means processing of employment without going through recruitment agencies, is only allowed to a very select categories of employers. Employers who wish for direct hiring, meanwhile, have to pay a repatriation bond of US$5,000 and as well as a performance bond of US$3,000 per OFW

“We are already burdened by overcharging of recruitment agencies that has remained uncontrolled despite the hype of the government. Now they are leaving us completely to the mercy of recruiters by taking away the option for direct hiring that migrant workers, particularly in Hong Kong, have fought for since the POEA issued Memorandum Circular 41 under then President Ramos,” she remarked.

Additionally, Balladares said that the bonds that employers will be forced to pay will be serious deterrents for them to directly hire OFWs  which practically resurrects MC 41 that also made going through agencies mandatory for OFWs. It also wishes to negate the hard-won victory of OFWs for significant reforms against the obviously flawed recruitment business.

“Instead of effectively curbing overcharging and illegal practices of recruitment agencies, the DOLE-POEA is making it appear that direct hiring is causing most of the problems of OFWs, thus needing stricter policies,” she said. “But what they want is to ban direct hiring to force OFWs to pass through recruitment agencies, which in statistics and in real life cause our major woes.”
According to Balladares, the new policy exposes more Filipino migrants to abuses of recruitment agencies and even of unscrupulous employers.

“Under the guise of protection, the government, through the POEA and the DOLE, is again doing a disservice to overseas Filipino workers (OFWs) by absolving itself of  its responsibility to us while assuring the financial gains of the labor export industry, thanks to the long-running connivance between the government and erring recruitment agencies,” she added. 

This policy, she explained, falls perfectly in place with the design of the government to transfer its responsibility of protection and repatriation of OFWs to private recruiters or employers.

“Still not content with denying us services under the OWWA Omnibus Policies and giving a freer rein to recruiters to overcharge us in the name of ‘training fees’ through the POEA Guidelines, this government of Gloria Macapagal-Arroyo has brought calamity after calamity to OFWs,” she remarked.

The group scored the “protection” that the new policy promised and said that the same line was used by the government with the POEA Guidelines.

“More than a year after its implementation, the POEA Guidelines that DOLE Secretary and POEA Board chair Arturo Brion pushed for showed us nothing but more victims of overcharging that the government could not even resolve. Its promises of better protection and ‘no placement fee’ have gone down to the drain,” she complained.

Balladares said that their group will oppose the new rule together with their demand to scrap the OWWA Omnibus Policies and the POEA Guidelines as well as for concrete and genuine assistance to migrant workers in their problems especially with the exchange rate to peso of their income.

“We will not fall into the trap of POEA, Sec. Brion and recruitment agencies. If this government cannot give OFWs genuine protection, then we’ll join the rest of the Filipino people to set up a government that will,” she concluded.#
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