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INTRODUCTION

cally over the last decade as the number of women who migrate and get

uprooted from their homes have increased significantly. Women in both the
sending and receiving countries have found that only by forging links can they
advance their struggle for improved living conditions; fair wages; and human rights.

O rganizing efforts for migrant women’s human rights have developed dramati-

This publication is another step toward increasing the understanding of the com-
plex nature of issues affecting migrant women. It makes available the organizing
strategies presented by migrant women at the NGO Forum of the Fourth World
Conference on Women held in Beijing, 1995, at a panel discussion entitled “From
Margin to Center: Migrant Women’s Human Rights in G-7 Countries.”

The panel discussion held in Beijing evolved out of a long-term effort to make the
injustice and violation of the human rights of migrant women more visible. In the
United States, the Family Violence Prevention Fund (FUND) and the Northern
California Coalition for Immigrant Rights, formerly the Coalition for Immigrant and
Refugee Rights and Services (CIRRS), heid a day long tribunal in San Francisco that
brought together testimonies from migrant women detailing the human rights abus-
es they have experienced in the U.S. including violence against women at the border,
sexual abuse from employers, inhuman conditions in refugee camps, domestic vio-
lence perpetrated by US-citizen spouses, and others. That tribunal was a build up
towards the participation at the World Conference on Human Rights in Vienna in
1993.

At the Vienna Conference, the Center for Women'’s Global Leadership coordinat-
ed an all day Global Tribunal on Violations of Women’s Human Rights which was fol-
lowed by similar hearings and tribunals at subsequent UN world conferences. The
series of tribunals and hearings highlighted the experiences of migrant and refugee
women in relation to issues of violence, economic discrimination, political persecu-
tion and health. The FUND and CIRRS also presented a workshop in Vienna, entitled
“Women on the Move,” which examined abuses against women during migration;
gender-based persecution and political asylum and conditions for women in receiv-
ing countries. These initiatives enabled the organizers and participants to work
together on common strategies and initiate networking on behalf of migrant
women'’s rights on an international level.

This working relationship was further developed through collaboration on a vari-
ety of workshops dealing with migrant women'’s issues at the Fourth World
Conference on Women in China during the NGO activities. Specifically, the FUND,




the Center for Women'’s Global Leadership and CIRRS jointly organized the workshop
“From Margin to Center: Migrant Women’'s Human Rights.” The organizing experi-
ences and strategies of the women who presented in China and those of other groups
and individuals have been compiled in this book, Organizing Strategies.

Neither France nor Germany were represented at the workshop “From Margin to
Center” at the Fourth World Conference on Women in China, nor does this publica-
tion contain contributions from those countries. We fully recognize that a great deal
of work is being done by activists in France and Germany on behalf of migrant
women. We hope that Organizing Strategies will be a step toward linking all the work
within the Group of Seven countries (U.K,, Canada, U.S.A., Germany, France, Italy
and Japan).

Organizing Strategies is for all those engaged in social change work. The organizing
efforts documented in this publication are meant to be used by migrant women to
advance their own organizing, by human rights activists to incorporate a more holis-
tic approach to their work, by women'’s groups to understand the needs of migrant
women, and by labor organizations to ensure that migrant women'’s work is incorpo-
rated into their organizing. The international and intersectional nature of the book
should build stronger and better bridges among all the constituencies who care
about advancing justice at many different levels. These can include service delivery,
public awareness, community-based organizing, public policy and legislative change.

At the same time that this report is published, a growing xenophobia and racism
in the G-7 countries has led to a concurrent rise in immigrant bashing. Right-wing
politics scapegoats migrant communities for existing economic problems and
increase the vulnerability of migrant people to further exploitation and violence.
Such policies are being resisted by migrant women living in the North who have
begun to organize and assert their human rights.

Migrant women's voices are being heard in a variety of forums, from agricultural
areas to urban centers, from schools to government institutions. They are demand-
ing enforcement of minimum wages and decent working conditions in agricultural
work, apparel industries, domestic work and mechanized industries. They are insist-
ing on access to education and decent schools for themselves and their children.
They are calling for an end to domestic violence and gender-based oppression within
their own communities. Migrant women can be found battling xenophobia and
racism in all spheres of society; they are standing up to violence on the streets and to
prejudice within the women’s movement.

Migrant women are also using a variety of strategies to demand their human



rights. Community organizing brings together not just women but all members of a
community in confronting the various forms of oppression they experience in the
North. Advocacy efforts range from representing the interests of individuals in gov-
ernment agencies, to demanding benefits and insisting on more structural change.
Public education and awareness raising are employed to teach migrants about their
rights as well as to dispel the many myths that abound in their adopted societies.
Public policy and legislative efforts are underway to ensure that government plans
and laws are developed and implemented in a way that protect basic human rights.
International mobilization and networking have been used to ensure that recent UN
conferences understand that no assertion of women'’s rights as human rights can
ignore the experiences of migrant women.

In bringing together the women who shared their experiences at the UN World
Conference on Women in Beijing, the organizers of “From Margin to Center: Migrant
Women’s Human Rights” hoped to make more visible the pathbreaking work that is
being done by migrant women around the world. These experiences are not only rele-
vant to the lives of migrant women in the North but integral to the vision that )
informs the global women’s movement. In confronting the growing polarization of
the world into haves and have nots, in addressing the globalizing of the world econo-
my which requires cheap exploitable female labor to survive, in stemming the tide of
growing fundamentalism, migrant women have demonstrated time and again their
strength, resilience and capacity for struggle.

We hope that Organizing Strategies will enable readers to understand that oppres-
sion is multi-dimensional and, therefore, struggle and resistance must be multi-
dimensional as well. The experiences of the women whose voices are present in this
publication should assist activists in crafting policies and programs that better
reflect the needs and rights of migrant women.

The wisdom of migrant women runs through the pages of this report. It is our
hope that this wisdom continues to inform the movement for social change. It is only
by bringing the voices of all marginalized communities together that we can trans-
form our world into one where the respect for human rights is the bedrock by which
we live our lives.







Migrant Women
and the Global Economy

OVERVIEW

igrant women play a specific, critical role in the global

economy, as revealed by current economic transforma-

tions. Technological changes, the directions of capital
flows and the increasing presence of transnational corporations all
rely heavily on cheap female migrant labor to maintain their profit
bases. For example, there has been a large shift from full-time jobs
with benefits to contingent and temporary jobs. Exploitative work-
ing conditions with little or no benefits abound and migrant women
provide the linchpin in the maintenance of these new structures.

BY MALLIKA DuTT

FORMERLY, CENTER FOR
WoMEN's GLOBAL LEADERSHIP

Working conditions of a temporary
and exploitative nature are not a new
phenomenon for migrant women. What
is particularly interesting to explore at
this moment in history is the fact that
what has been the reality for migrant
women is now becoming the model of
work for increasing numbers of women
around the world. Governments experi-
encing economic restructuring, struc-
tural adjustment programs and the
burdens of debt which are now affecting
more and more women have always

relied on migrant women to balance
their payments. For example, women
from the Philippines who have been
working overseas as domestic workers,
nurses, prostitutes and garment work-
ers have provided a critical source of
foreign exchange for their government.
The increase in the number of
migrant women performing different
kinds of work has been accompanied by
an increase in anti-immigrant senti-
ment. Countries are increasing penal-
ties for undocumented entry, tightening




Activists demand U.N.
action on international
convention for migrant
workers’ rights.

borders and indulging in racist, anti-
immigrant rhetoric. It is no accident
that at the moment economies are
becoming globalized and the free mar-
ket is being celebrated as the only mod-
el of economic development, that
racism and xenophobia are on the rise.
The global economy demands unfet-

tered mobility for capital flows and
access to markets. However, profit max-
imization can only be realized if workers
are not able to cross borders as easily
and their condition is kept vulnerable
enough to keep their wages low.
Unfortunately, for migrant women in
G-7 countries, the common experience
has been that the mainstream women'’s
movement has not incorporated our
issues into their agenda. While migrant
women have created dynamic and

de Guzman

important organizations to demand
their human rights, their voices remain
at the margins of public debate. The
challenge we face is how to move the
human rights of migrant women from
margin to center. Many of us feel that
we must not only organize separately
and autonomously, but also have an
impact on the mainstream, however one
constructs it. Moving from margin to
center is also about redefining the cate-
gories “center” and “margin.” Without
such a redefinition we risk becoming a
part of a social/political/ economic con-
struct that has created the human rights
violations in the first place.

We can talk about margin and center
at two levels. At one level, we need to
explore how to make what we call the
women’s movement more inclusive and
representative of the realities of all kinds
of women. In that context, redefining the
center would mean an identity of wom-
anhood or a definition of woman that
does not immediately have the connota-
tion of referring only to a certain class or
a certain race or particular category of
“woman.” We could begin to use the
term “woman” in a way that represents
the realities of many different kinds of
women so that we do not constantly
have to keep qualifying the word
“woman” by adding such words as
“migrant” or “Asian” because we do not
feel represented. No one qualifier can
encompass the whole personhood of a
woman because even a migrant woman
can have many identities. Redefining the
center in this context would bring the
voices of migrant women into the defini-
tion of womanhood.



At the second level of moving from
margin to center, we need to realize that
our objective of changing the women’s
movement to address our concerns is
really a step towards another goal: to
change the conditions that have led to
the oppression of migrant women in the
first place. The redefinition of that cen-
ter means taking on the question of
what a national and international econ-
omy should look like. This redefinition
is an enterprise that requires not just
the voices of migrant women but the
voices of many different communities of
people. [n order to make this redefini-
tion process effective, one must begin
by conceptualizing one’s self as already
being at the center.

This mainstreaming of migrant
women's concerns can be assisted by
using the human rights framework.
Human rights concepts are an impor-
tant tool in organizing around migrant
women’s rights, particularly in light of
the increased use of migrant labor com-
bined with the growing intensity immi-
grant bashing, ethnocentrism and
xenophobia. In mainstream society,
when you voice a human rights concern,
there is a resonance to what that claim
means in the international arena.
Human rights claims are based on the
assumption that all of us—as human
beings—are entitled to certain minimal
standards of living that we as a society
agree to abide by. By stating that the
rights of migrant women are fundamen-
tal human rights in a world which sub-
jects them to the worst jobs, the worst
wages and the worst working condi-
tions, one places migrant women into

the definition of humanity.

If the lives of migrant women are
viewed through this human rights
framework, then the interconnected-
ness of different human experiences
also become apparent. One can better
understand the connections among
women of color, women from the South,
women from Eastern Europe and
women from different parts of the world
who move from economies that are
more devastated to economies that are
less devastated to do the work that oth-
ers won't perform.

One must be careful in using the
human rights framework, however. One
cannot argue that women'’s rights are
human rights unless all women are
included in that analysis—otherwise we
are simply replicating the same process
that led to women being excluded from
the human rights paradigm in the first
place. Power differences and inequality
exist among women and must be
acknowledged. It is when women are
viewed as a monolith that the concerns
of communities like migrant women
become marginalized.

The human rights movement and
the migrant women’s movement have
not been completely separate efforts;
however, they are not well integrated
either. If migrant women do not speak
and do not organize to advocate their
rights, then they will remain marginal-
ized or their concerns will be represent-
ed by voices that do not include them.

Migrant women in different parts of
the world have come together fairly
recently. For example, in the case of the
US and Mexico or the Philippines and
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working
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places migrant
women into the
definition of
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Mallika Dutt at the Beijing

Tribunal on Accountability
for Women’s Human Rights
at the IV World Conference on
Women.

Singapore, there are obvious geograph-
ic reasons for coming together to orga-
nize. However, this attempt to create a
community of migrant women from G-7
countries is a relatively new effort. It is a
historic effort because al} of us who
have been doing this work in our own
countries have become more aware of
the similarities of our experiences.

Many of us have also used the human
rights framework because it provides a
tool and a useful way to organize.

We began this as a G-7 country effort
because we saw that there is a certain
relationship that exists among the
receiving countries and the sending
countries. The focus on G-7 countries
had to do with the fact that the politics
and the economies of these countries
drive much of what is happening in the

Beatriz Terrazas

rest of the world. For example, the poli-
cies of the World Bank, the International
Monetary Fund and the World Trade
Organization are very much driven by
the interests of G-7 countries, so that if
we could take on those entities it would
affect patterns in other parts of the
world. However, other women have
pointed out that what happens in the G-
7 context can be applied to other parts
of the world as well where similar socio-
economic and political differences
might exist. For example, movements of
women do not only take place on a
North-South basis but include Filipino
women going to Kuwait, or Nepali
women being trafficked to India.
Perhaps we need to think in a more
international context than simply the G-
7 context. However, as an organizing
strategy, the idea was to try to come
together prior to the next G-7 meeting.
Our goal is to explore and share the
strategies that we have individually and
collectively developed and used to
address our conditions, because we
believe that those strategies are not just
for the marginalized, for the exploited,
for the vulnerable, but are in fact valu-
able lessons and models of organizing
that women can share across the board.
As we look at our communities,
which are facing increasing economic
devastation and racism, as we look at
the increase in the number of women
who are migrants and refugees, we see
that our role as women and the strate-
gies that we are exploring are critical to
move our issues beyond the margin, as
examples of where we can move
towards in the next millennium. ¥



BY FELICITA VILLASIN
INTERCEDE/ToronNTO
ORGANIZATION FOR DOMESTIC
WORKERS' RIGHTS AND THE
NATIONAL AcTION GOMMITTEE
FOR THE STATUS OF WOMEN
oF GANADA

TAKING LEADERSHIP OF THE
MAINSTREAM WOMEN'S
MOVEMENT

he National Action Committee for the Status of Women of
Canada (NAC) celebrated its 20th anniversary three years ago
And three years ago after that celebration, the 400 groups that
then made up NAC overwhelmingly elected a woman of color as its
president. This was a very significant achievement, especially for me, as
an immigrant in Canada and an activist who has worked with migrant

domestic workers since 1979.

It took twenty years before the women
of color—who had always been a small
presence in the biggest women’s organiza-
tion in Canada—decided for the first time
that our issues must be brought to the
center of this organization. Therefore we
had to take responsibility for leadership
within the organization.

This was a very conscious move, not a
spontaneous one. We decided, as a smal!
woman of color caucus in NAC, that this
was what we wanted to accomplish—to
have one of us run for the leadership of

this organization. It was the culmination
of a lot of frustrations on the part of immi-
grant woman, migrant women, and
women of color to get the mainstream
social movement, labor movement and
women’'s movement to take up—centrally
and seriously— the issues of the most
marginalized women in Canada.

We learned some key lessons along
the way.

First of all, in order for us to have the
ability to vie for the leadership of a main-
stream organization, it was essential for
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each of our own organizations to gather
our strengths and accomplishments
because we needed that leverage. We
needed the leverage of our constituen-
cies to be able to speak with a strong
voice and to be able to assert our influ-
ence within the mainstream women'’s
organization.

The other thing that we learned is
that unless we moved into the leader-
ship of a mainstream organization such
as NAC, we would not be satisfied in the
way our issues—migrant women’s
issues, for example—would be taken
up.

But the most important lesson that
we are still learning is that it is not
enough that women of color, immigrant,
refugee women, marginalized women
situate themselves in the leadership of
mainstream organizations like NAC. It is
very clear to us that we also need to
change the organizational structures.

Moreover, we need to consciously
make anti-racist organizational change.
This is not very easy to do; we are going
through this with much struggle and
pain. Some of our experiences in the
center of the mainstream women’s orga-
nization have been quite surprising,
sometimes shocking, and always very
interesting. For example, struggling to
get into the center of an organization’s
leadership is not enough. We need to be
able to get into “the old girls’ networks.”
Because without our own expertise and
that of women of color before us, we
would still have the disadvantage of
having to accept the expertise and
advice of the “old girls’ network.” So we
found that we needed more of us mar-

ginalized women, minority women, to
go into the different areas of expertise
of this organization.

We have also found that when
women of color are in the leadership of
such a mainstream organization as
NAC, the backlash can be quick and
instantaneous. One form of backlash
takes place when the rest of the white
women of Canada stop identifying with
the issues taken up by this mainstream
organization. So a slogan like “NAC
does not speak for me,” which is a twist
on the slogan “NAC speaks for me” has
become a challenge to our current lead-
ership.

I'm pleased to note that when we
had our first woman of color president,
there were only five of us out of twenty-
six executives who were women of color,
migrant and immigrant women. After
the election last June, eleven out of 26
elected executives were women of col-
or—an affirmation of what we have
been doing within this mainstream
organization. So nearly half of the lead-
ership of this mainstream organization,
NAC on the Status of Women, is com-
prised of women of color, immigrant
women, aboriginal women and les-
bians.

CANADA'S ANTI-IMMIGRANT POLICIES
The Canadian government has
attempted to introduce measures hos-
tile to immigrants, refugees and migrant
workers, including a hefty “head tax” or
fee imposed on those applying for per-
manent residency or landed immigrant
status. Just recently, there were reports
that the Immigration Minister would



propose changing from citizenship by
place to citizenship by blood. This
would deny automatic citizenship to
children born to refugees or other non-
immigrant migrants to Canada.

In the 1950s, Canada gave condi-
tional landing to domestic workers
coming from the Caribbean. That is,
they were allowed to immigrate on con-
dition that they served for one year as
domestic workers or nannies. This poli-
cy was changed to a temporary work
permit program, one that would ensure
a permanent pool of domestic workers
who could stay in Canada only for a lim-
ited period.

In 1979-80, domestic workers
launched a one-year campaign against
the temporary work permit program.
They were successful in gaining perma-
nent residency rights but only after two
years on a work permit program. When
the Canadian government tried to close
this program, there was loud opposi-
tion. Instead, the Live-in Caregiver
Program was installed in 1992. This
restricted the number of domestic work-
ers entering Canada, from 10,000 in
1990 to the present limit of 3,000. Now
there is a guest worker program that is
increasing the number of migrant work-
ers up to 150,000 in 1993. There are no
services provided nor organizing being
done for these temporary workers.

As a result of the work following the
conference in Beijing, INTERCEDE has
launched a campaign and petition drive
urging Canada to sign the 1990 UN
Convention for the Protection of the
Rights of all Migrant Workers and
Members of Their Families. This inter-
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national convention obliges UN mem-
ber states to recognize and protect the
fundamental rights of migrant workers
and their families. Among its provi-
sions, the convention protects migrant
workers from cruel and inhuman treat-
ment, from forced labor, slavery or servi-
tude, and from threats and physical
violence.

The Convention guarantees the right
of migrant workers to organize into
associations or unions, to be paid
wages similar to those received by citi-
zens of their host country, or to transfer
their earnings to their home states. 1t
provides the right of migrants and their
families to receive medical care, educa-
tion and other social services.
Furthermore, the UN agreement pro-
tects migrant workers from arbitrary
detention and assures them access to
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Under heavy rain, migrant
women activists march on the
front steps of the NGO forum
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Actwists supporting
migrant women workers
march in Huairou.

their consular authorities in case they
are arrested. For this Convention to be
binding, 20 governments must sign and
ratify it. Egypt, Morocco and the
Philippines are the only countries that
have signed and ratified while three
others have signed.

WnAT Dip Micrant WoMEN GET
Ourt oF BELJING

The UN Fourth World Conference on
Women in Beijing, China brought at
least 180 governments to the end of
more than a year of negotiation over a
document called the Platform of Action.

The document lists 12 critical areas
of women'’s lives where actions are
required to advance their status so that
women around the world can achieve
equality, development and peace—the
three slogans of the conference.
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The first draft of the Platform for
Action did not have a single reference to
migrant or immigrant women nor to
migrant women workers. But because of
the presence, lobby work and persis-
tence of migrant women’s organizations
and other NGO advocates, the Beijing
document not only recognizes the exis-
tence of migrant women and migrant
women workers, but directly includes
their concerns in at least 22 paragraphs.

Clearly, there are serious and glaring
omissions in the Platform. Most impor-
tant, there is no admission that the fem-
inization of poverty, that has led to the
feminization of migration, is rooted and
inherent in the present global economic
system. There is no recognition that the
increasing poverty of women in the
South stems from structural adjustment
programs imposed on their deeply
indebted countries by international
financial institutions.

Consequently, there is no account-
ability from financial institutions and
transnational corporations, the princi-
pal architects and beneficiaries of a
world market economy that puts profits
first above people, and above women in
particular. Migrant women'’s organiza-
tions that worked as a caucus in
preparatory meetings before Beijing
consistently called for signing, ratifica-
tion and enforcement of the 1990 UN
Convention for the Protection of the
Rights of all Migrant Workers and
Members of Their Families.

In the Platform section on poverty,
governments are committed to “ensur-
ing the full realization of the human
rights of all women migrants, including






