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Political and Economic Update

D espite protest from various sectors in the
Philippines, in 2003 President Gloria
Macapagal-Arroyo declared support for
US aggression in Iraq, and the

Philippines became the first country in Asia to join
the “Coalition of the Willing”.  To secure the safety
of overseas Filipino workers (OFWs) in the Middle
East affected by war, the president established a
committee to see to the relocation of OFWs.
However, when the US finally attacked Iraq, she
encouraged those in the Middle East to stay and
continue sending home remittances to the
Philippines.

The Arroyo presidency then busied itself with
campaigning.  Arroyo utilized various governance
activities to reach out to the electorate in the
provinces.  Opposition forces accused the incumbent

president of diverting government funds and
maximizing government programs for her campaign.
Even programs for OFWs were suspiciously timed to
coincide with the campaign period.  These include:
1) OFW Groceria - interest free loans of PHP50,000
worth of grocery items; and 2) The transfer of
Overseas Workers Welfare Administration (OWWA)
Medicare to PhilHealth, the national health insurance
program.  The latter was opposed by migrant
organizations and migrants’ rights NGOs because of
the lack of transparency and consultation.  In the face
of strong protest, President Arroyo revoked the
executive order which would have effected the
transfer.

The Lakas majority in Congress ultimately
declared Arroyo the official winner of the May 2004
election, said to be the most fraudulent and violent
election contest since 1986.1 The Arroyo presidency
was declared last June, but its credibility remains an
issue. 

Thus did Arroyo begin her second term as
President.  She promised to create six to ten million
jobs in the next six years, and set a target to deploy
six million Filipinos abroad for her six-year term.
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Filipino migrants in Hong Kong perform drama depicting the struggles of domestic workers during a public dialogue on Labor Day.
Hong Kong, May 2004.
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This is not surprising since OFW remittances have
consistently propped up the Philippines’ economy
over the years. 

In July 2004 the Arroyo administration was put
in a dilemma when Filipino truck driver Angelo de la
Cruz was held hostage by Iraqi militants.  Arroyo
had to backtrack on her commitment to the
“Coalition of the Willing” and ordered the pullout of
Filipino troops from Iraq one month ahead of
schedule in order to save de la Cruz.  The
administration was left without a choice, as once
more, similar to the Flor Contemplacion days (circa
1995), there was spontaneous outpouring of
sympathy for de la Cruz.  The pullout was therefore a
matter of Arroyo’s political survival.  America and
Australia publicly criticized this move.  

The government also reinstated a ban on
deployment to Iraq, affecting 6,000 Filipinos
awaiting deployment.  3,000 people held a rally near
Malacanang demanding that the ban be lifted.  This
reflects poorly on the employment situation in the
Philippines: jobs are so scarce that Filipinos are
willing to risk their lives in war-torn areas.
According to the Department of Labor and
Employment (DOLE), an average of 30 workers lose
their jobs daily.2

The Philippines’ GDP grew 4.5% in 2003, with a
5.1% rise in private consumption.  This was
accompanied, however, by a plunge in foreign direct
investment – total investment fell from USD1.8
billion in 2002 to only USD319 million in 2003.
Large budget deficits had the country in a chokehold,
with 1/3 of that deficit allocated to servicing debt.
Unemployment and underemployment remained
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DEPLOYED LANDBASED 
OVERSEAS FILIPINO WORKERS 

BY DESTINATION 
(NEW HIRES AND REHIRES) *

1998 2002 2003 2004 % Change 
(2003-2004)

Middle East 279,767 306,939 285,564 352,314 23.37%
Bahrain 5,180 6,034 6,406 8,257 28.89%
Egypt 358 421 490 385 -21.43%
Iran 18 112 240 576 140.00%
Iraq 10 50 1,490 3,252 118.26%
Israel 2,022 5,049 5,094 5,639 10.70%
Jordan 551 701 812 1,166 43.60%
Kuwait 17,372 25,894 26,225 36,591 39.53%
Lebanon 1,342 3,046 2,786 7,795 179.79%
Libya 7,084 6,114 5,083 5,728 12.69%
Oman 5,199 3,303 3,652 4,279 17.17%
Qatar 10,734 11,516 14,344 21,360 48.91%
Saudi Arabia 193,698 193,157 169,011 188,107 11.30%
Syria 99 193 138 142 2.90%
United Arab Emirates 35,485 50,796 49,164 68,386 39.10%
Yemen 591 553 629 651 3.50%
Middle East (unsp.) 24 -   -   -   0.00%

ASIA 307,261 292,077 255,287 266,609 4.44%
Afghanistan -   2 19 148 678.95%
Bangladesh 501 182 416 286 -31.25%
Bhutan -   1 -   3 0.00%
Brunei 16,264 11,564 9,829 10,313 4.92%
Cambodia 179 629 719 605 -15.86%
China 1,280 2,046 2,168 2,942 35.70%
East Timor -   812 439 553 25.97%
Hong Kong 122,337 105,036 84,633 87,254 3.10%
India 191 249 408 316 -22.55%
Indonesia 2,471 1,492 1,534 1,744 13.69%
Japan 38,930 77,870 62,539 74,480 19.09%
Kazakhstan 3 548 1,580 314 -80.13%
Kirgiztan -   -   -   2 0.00%
Korea 2,337 3,594 7,136 8,392 17.60%
Laos 63 71 181 54 -70.17%
Macau 2,021 1,963 2,335 2,361 1.11%
Malaysia 7,132 9,317 7,891 6,319 -19.92%
Maldives 82 105 186 142 -23.66%
Mongolia 72 15 9 32 255.56%
Myanmar 153 187 221 139 -37.10%
Nepal 3 4 5 6 20.00%
Pakistan 186 65 58 84 44.83%
Singapore 23,175 27,648 24,737 22,198 -10.26%
Sri Lanka 230 502 309 293 -5.18%
Tadzhikistan 3 3 4 3 -25.00%
Taiwan 87,360 46,371 45,186 45,059 -0.28%
Thailand 1,384 1,162 2,139 1,750 -18.19%
Turkmenistan 98 33 2 29 1350.00%
Uzbekistan 4 18 8 5 -37.50%
Vietnam 802 588 596 783 31.38%

Source: Philippine Overseas Employment Administration
Alliance of Migrant Workers and Advocates to Amend RA 8042
protest the allocation of OWWA fund to Iraq.  Manila, 2003.
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2003
January
(18) Philippines Overseas
Employment Administration enters
into a bilateral agreement with
Indonesia for the promotion and
protection of both Filipino and
Indonesian migrant workers’ rights.

(24) Gloria Macapagal Arroyo
issues an administrative order
establishing the Philippine Seafarers
One-stop Center (PSOC), to
consolidate and streamline services.
The center was established at the
POEA Building in Ortigas Avenue
in Mandaluyong City.  Another
One-stop Center was established in
Cebu City on April 22, 2004 based
on an order issued by Secretary
Partricia Sto. Tomas, which also
renamed the previous center into the
Overseas Filipino Workers One-
Stop Center to provide services to
both seafarers and land-based
workers.

February  
(13) President Gloria Macapagal
Arroyo signs the Overseas Absentee
Voting Law of 2003, which allows
overseas Filipinos to vote in
Philippine elections; the law was
passed in part due to an
international campaign by Filipino

migrant workers.

(20-21) Violence resumes in
Mindanao, as the MILF attacks
various targets on February 20 and
21st and the government resumes
large-scale military operations. 

March
(5) In response to the Hong Kong
government’s imposition of a levy
on foreign domestic workers
(FDWs) and reduction of the
Minimum Allowable Wage by
HKD400, President Arroyo issues a
temporary ban on the deployment of
FDWs to Hong Kong.

(9) President Arroyo declares the
period from March 2003 to
February 2004 to be the Year of the
Families of OFWs, stressing the
need to sustain ties between OFWs
and their families.  The OWWA, in
coordination with groups from the
private sector, church, and non-
governmental groups, will
spearhead activities during the year.

(20) The Philippines government
issues a suspension of deployment
of Filipino migrant workers to Iraq,
Saudi Arabia, Kuwait and Israel.
The ban was later lifted on April 8
in regard to Saudi Arabia, Kuwait

and Israel.

May
(1) President Arroyo announces
new benefits package for OFW
which doubles death benefits and
establishes a scholarship program
for OFW children, among others.

(7) Two Filipino migrant workers
organizations in Hong Kong
organize a demonstration in front of
the Philippine consulate, protesting
the government’s continued ban on
the deployment of workers to Hong
Kong.

(26) President Arroyo signs into law
the Anti-Trafficking in Persons Act
of 2003, and approves the law’s
Implementing Rules and
Regulations.  The comprehensive
anti-trafficking law outlaws
trafficking in persons and imposes
penalties for prostitution, sexual
exploitation and slavery.

July
(18) The government announces a
ceasefire had been agreed upon with
the MILF, to begin July 19th.  The
ceasefire also allows for the return
of many of those displaced by the
conflict.

Philippines Significant         

high, with unemployment rising to 11.4%, while the
Asian Development Bank reported the country
experienced 17% underemployment.

In August 2004, Arroyo formally declared a
financial crisis.  She pushed for new tax legislation
including: 1) increasing the Value Added Tax (VAT)
from 10% to 12%; 2) additional “sin taxes” on
cigarettes and liquor; 3) “vanity taxes” on cosmetic
surgery; and even 4) gross income taxation of OFWs.

The NGO sector had long been alerting the
government to the impending crisis, as the public
sector debt at the end of December 2003 reached
PHP5.9 trillion, or about 130% of the gross domestic
product.3

In November 2004, Arroyo also called on the
OFWs to send USD20 more per month to keep the
economy afloat.4 A month later, she contradicted
herself by declaring that the Philippines was out of
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(27) Around 300 military personnel
lay siege on a hotel in Manila’s
Makati district, calling for the
resignation of President Arroyo.
The President declares a state of
rebellion, but the mutiny ultimately
ends peacefully after negotiations
between the two sides.

August
(29) President Arroyo signs into law
a bill granting dual citizenship to
Filipinos living overseas, and also
allows Filipinos who are naturalized
citizens of another country to
reacquire their Philippine
citizenship for themselves and their
minor children upon taking an oath
of allegiance.

September
(19) The OWWA approves No. 038
Series of 2003, which institutes the
Omnibus Policies of the OWWA.

2004
January
(25) Filipino domestic workers
stage a protest outside the
Philippine consulate in Hong Kong
to rally against an increase in
processing fees for employment
contracts, as well as the OWWA
Omnibus Policies.

February
(10-14) Negotiating panels between
GRP and NDFP resumed formal
peace talks in Oslo, Norway,
culminating in the Oslo Joint
Statement which renews a number
of commitments.

(18) An advocacy group led by the
Philippine Migrants Rights Watch
file suit against Labor Secretary
Patricia Sto. Tomas and members of
the board of Trustees of the
OWWA, seeking to enjoin the
implementation of the OWWA
Omnibus policies.  The suit also
charged the defendants with ‘grave
abuse of discretion’.

March
(12) Over 2,000 seafarers become
the first to vote under the Phippines
overseas voting law.  Land-based
Filipinos overseas can begin voting
on April 11.

April
(23) The Philippines and South
Korea sign the Memorandum of
Understanding between the
Department of Labor and
Employment of the Philippines and
the Ministry of Labor of the
Republic of Korea on the Sending

of Workers to the Republic of
Korea, to deploy Filipino migrant
workers through the Korean
Employment Permit System.

(29) Rodrigo Reyes, a civilian truck
driver, is the first Filipino to be
killed in Iraq.  His truck was part of
a convoy which was attacked north
of Baghdad; he died during
transport to a hospital.

May
(10) Presidential elections are held;
voter turnout is estimated at over
80%.

June
Gloria Macapagal Arroyo is
declared the winner in the May 10
presidential elections, after a vote-
count. 

Sources:
Scalabrini Asian Migration News;
BBC News; Technical Education
and Skills Development Authority;
Philippine Overseas Employment
Administration website; Asian
Labour News; www.INQ7.net;
www.mindanews.com;
www.manilatimes.net;
www.electionguide.org

        Events 2003 – June 2004

crisis, and that Filipinos would experience a
bountiful Christmas.  The northeastern provinces
suffered heavy casualties from floods and landslides
in November and December.  It was also at this time
that the Supreme Court revised an earlier decision
and declared the Mining Act of 1995 constitutional,
to the detriment of indigenous communities.  The
declaration is expected to attract foreign investments
in mining.

Migration Update

As SARS swept across the region, the Philippines was
listed by WHO as a SARS-affected country, and
concerns increased about the safety of Filipino
migrants working in SARS-affected countries such as
Hong Kong and Singapore.  The Philippines
government banned deployment of its citizens to some
SARS-affected destinations including Hong Kong,
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while countries such as Singapore, Kuwait, Cyprus
and Taiwan imposed entry restrictions on Filipinos.
These bans were lifted as the countries were declared
SARS-free in late May and early June 2003.

In October 2003, the governing Board of Trustees
of OWWA approved a new set of Omnibus Policies
published in September 2003.  Many migrant workers
and migrants’ rights groups opposed the new policies.
Some of the contentious policies pertained to a) the
term of membership, which used to be lifetime, is now
merely co-terminus with the worker's contract; b) the
setting of a prescriptive period - six months upon
return to the Philippines - for members to claim their
entitlements or else forfeit them; and c) the scrapping
of the General Financial Assistance Program (GFAP).
Crucial to returnees, GFAP had offered medical and
burial assistance ranging from PHP2,000 to 15,000.
433 pending applications would no longer be acted
upon.  Migrant workers viewed these policies as an

insult, claiming service to OFWs is subordinated to
fund collection and profitability.

Other scandals in 2003 involved the use of the
Overseas Workers Welfare Administration (OWWA)
fund by the Arroyo administration for the
“humanitarian” efforts in Iraq.  A total of
USD293,500 was requested by then Foreign Affairs
Secretary Blas Ople, from Malacanang.  While
claimants of benefits and loans waited for months to
be attended to, the release of such a large amount
merely took a note which read “OK Charge to
OWWA” and the initials of the President.  Further, in
August 2003, Labor Secretary Sto. Tomas revealed
that around PHP40 million of the Medicare Fund of
the OWWA was lost to bogus claims.

Public hearings were held by Congress to discuss
the nature of the OWWA as a national government
agency without any government appropriation, on the
use of OWWA funds for the Philippine participation in
the US aggression in Iraq, and the OWWA Omnibus
Policies.  Little came out of these hearings, however,
since Congress recessed in the second week of
February 2004.   

Deployment
The ILO has acknowledged the Philippines as one of
the top manpower exporters in the world.  Total
official deployment for 2003 was 867,969 (651,938
land-based and 216,031 sea-based).  This translates to
the daily departure of 2,412 workers for overseas
employment, a much lower figure than 2002's
departure rate of 2,618.  However, with the inclusion
of those who left without going through the Philippine
Overseas Employment Administration (POEA), the
estimated daily departure rate is 3,000.  New hires in
2003 totaled 232,726, with women comprising
71.47% of the new hires.  

The first six months of 2004 saw increased
deployment of Filipinos to various destinations.
According to the POEA, the total number of deployed
Filipino workers grew by 9.2% to 501,713 during the
first half of the year compared year-on-year.
Deployment tapered off in the second half of the year.
Destinations include war torn and conflict-ridden
areas like Israel and Iraq, and many Filipinos were
caught in the crossfire.

Exodus of nurses and doctors
The Philippines is also a top exporter of nurses.

Migrant workers in Hong Kong, primarily employed as domestic
workers, line up to vote.

Photo courtesy of CM
A
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According to POEA, 3,657 nurses went abroad from
1996 to 2002.  This included a large number of
doctors who went abroad to work as nurses.  If the
trend continues, the Philippines' health care system
will continue to collapse.  DOLE responded by
offering up a program to allow local employers to hire
new graduates and inexperienced workers at much
lower pay in exchange for six months’ training.

Remittances
Remittances for 2003 totaled USD7.6 billion,
accounting for 7.5% of the GDP.  This figure is up
from the USD7.2 billion remitted in 2002, however,
the 6.3% growth rate in 2003 is much lower than
2002’s 15% growth rate.

First quarter 2004 remittances totaled USD1.92
billion as compared to USD1.84 billion in the same
period in 2003 (or a 4.3% increase).  In the second
quarter, dollars remitted by OFWs surged by 19.4%
in June 2004 to USD706 million from a year ago,
reversing the contractions seen in April and May.  

Philippine banks have beefed up off-shore
money transfer operations, resulting in a six-month
high remittance of USD4 billion - 2.6% better than
the level during the same period last year.  The
domestic commercial banks provided services to a
greater number of Filipino workers by establishing
new remittance centers abroad, promoting on-line
remittances to facilitate inward transfers, as well as
strengthening and widening tie-ups with financial
institutions in host economies.  

Filipino Migrants Overseas
In South Korea 17,000 overstaying and
undocumented Filipinos and other aliens
were allowed to stay in the country only
until March 2004 before being repatriated.
The government cracked down on
undocumented workers in late 2004.  On a
positive note, however, South Korea has
instituted a new Employment Permit
System, which is an improvement on its
Trainee System (See Korea Country Report
for further details).

In Hong Kong, the government once
again turned to foreign domestic workers, the
lowest paid workers, to generate much
needed revenue to meet its budget deficit.  It
reduced the monthly minimum wage of

foreign domestic workers by HKD400 (USD51.00)
effective April 2003, while simultaneously imposing
a levy on their employers in the same monthly
amount.  Further, the government outlawed the “live-
out” arrangement for foreign domestic workers.  It
was also observed that at the height of the SARS
outbreak, employers forbade foreign domestic
workers from going out during their days off.  In
response to the Hong Kong government’s wage
reduction, the POEA temporarily suspended the
processing of new contracts for domestic workers
which offered low wages.

In Saudi Arabia, the Saudi government instituted
a “unified contract” scheme.  The scheme involves the
processing by the Saudi government of contracts and
visas that have been endorsed by the Saudi National
Recruitment Commission (SANARCOM) and its
Philippine counterpart, the Overseas Placement
Association of the Philippines (OPAP).  This virtually
privatizes the contract between employer and
employee, and negates the jurisdiction of the
Philippine Overseas Employment Administration
(POEA) over the enforcement of a standard contract
for overseas workers.

Filipino workers’ associations in Saudi and
partner NGOs in the Philippines, as well as
associations of recruitment and placement agencies,
objected to the scheme. Despite harsh criticisms by
NGOs and returned OFWs, the government took no
action, saying the matter was a private business
transaction between recruitment agencies rather than

OFWs cast their ballots at voting booths in their host countries.

Photo courtesy of CM
A
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THE OVERSEAS ABSENTEE VOTING LAW:                

Background
On February 13, 2003, President Gloria Macapagal-Arroyo
signed into law Republic Act 9189 (RA9189), otherwise known
as the Overseas Absentee Voting Act of 2003.   Under the law,
Filipino citizens abroad who are 18 years of age or more may
vote for President, Vice President, Senators and party-list rep-
resentative, so long as they are not otherwise disqualified by
law. 

To qualify as an overseas absentee voter, one must apply
for registration in person to the Election Registration officer in the
municipality of his/her domicile in the Philippines prior to departure
abroad.  Those already abroad at the time of the Act may apply to
the election officer deputized by the Commission on Elections
(Comelec) at the nearest Philippine embassy, consulate, or other
designated registration centers.  Seafarers may also apply for reg-
istration to the Committee on OAV at the Comelec office in Manila.
All applications for registration are forwarded to the local Election
Registration Board where the applicants are domiciled for
approval.

The Overseas Absentee Voting Act of 2003 was first imple-
mented in the 2004 National Elections.  This box story will provide
updates on the voting which took place for the elections.

OAV Registration  
A total of 364,187 applications were received during the two-
month registration period from 1 August - 30 September 2003.
This comprised 37% of the 975,000 projected maximum regis-
trants who were legally eligible. 

81 embassies and consulates, three Manila Economic and
Cultural Offices in Taiwan and three Philippine Labor offices in
Macau, Al Khobar and Dubai were mobilized to receive applica-
tions for registration.  Comelec authorized the Department of For-
eign Affairs to conduct field registration activities in 154 areas cov-
ering 44 posts to reach out to more Filipinos who would otherwise
not be able to register due to the distance of their work place and
residence from the posts. 

The posts received an average of 2,100 applications during
the first ten days of registration, which leapt to nearly 16,000 appli-
cations per day during the last ten days of the registration period.
The posts with the highest number of applications were Hong
Kong (90,233), Riyadh (64,325), Jeddah (33,217), Singapore

(24,009), Abu Dhabi (21,501), Kuwait (15,894), Rome (14,543),
Taiwan (11,620), Brunei (9,697) and Milan (7,232).  In addition, a
total of 3,161 Filipino seafarers registered overseas. 

By virtue of RA 9225 (Citizenship Retention and Reacquisi-
tion Act), 1,577 individuals who re-acquired their Filipino citizen-
ship have also applied for registration.  However, their applications
to vote were disapproved due to the opinion issued by Comelec
that they still lack the residency requirement mandated in the Con-
stitution. 

A total of 1,013 Comelec representatives have been dep-
utized for purposes of conducting the OAV registration-related
duties. 

Voting 
OAV voter turnout was 65%, or 233,092 voters.  For the first 28
days of voting, only 639 voters turned out.  The number of voters
rose significantly, however, from April 11-17, to 54,532.  On the
last week of voting, from May 2-10, turn out was 76,943. 

In regard to voter turn out by geographic area, Asia Pacific
logged the highest percentage of voters, at 69%, followed by 64%
in Europe, 62% in the Middle East and Africa, and 61% in the
Americas.  Voting by mail was conducted in Japan, the United
Kingdom and Canada. 

There were 138 precincts set up in all 81 embassies and
consulates, as well as in the Philippines Labor Offices and MECO
offices.  All of the precincts were open continuously for a period of
60 days, including weekends.  2,795 election officers were depu-
tized by Comelec for purposes of voting.  Election officers came
from the foreign service corps (37%), individuals from the Filipino
communities (54%) and other government representatives
assigned overseas (9%). 

NGO Mobilization
The DFA-OAVS maintain regular liaisons with non-government
organizations (NGOs) dealing with migrants’ issues.  These NGOs
have been specifically requested to: 1) assist in information dis-
semination; 2) assist in developing information materials; 3) mobi-
lize Filipino community members overseas; 4) incorporate OAV in
their pre-departure seminars; and 5) extend volunteer services to
the posts.  

This report was contributed by Ellene Sana, Center for Migrant Advocacy in the Philippines
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               UPDATE ON THE 2004 NATIONAL ELECTIONS

General Statement on the OAV First-time implementation: 
A day after the elections, Department of Foreign Affairs Secretary
Delia Albert stated that:  

"It is to the credit of the overseas Filipinos themselves that
we were able to carry out this exercise.  Overseas Filipinos not
only voted but also helped in the conduct of voting but they
also guarded their ballots and helped raise voter awareness
from the very beginning….  This turnout was very good, consid-
ering the rather difficult circumstances some of our registered
voters are in, particularly those who live far from our foreign
posts or authorized voting centers.... much of the success of
the overseas absentee voting can also be attributed to the
excellent working relationship between the Department of For-
eign Affairs and the COMELEC and the Filipino community..."

Issues and Problems Encountered in the Implementation of
the Overseas Absentee Voting Law :

Few and far registration and voting centers
Overseas Filipinos from various parts of each region had to travel
to a specific diplomatic post just to register and vote.  For example,
all Scandinavian countries including Denmark, Finland, Iceland
and Norway, plus Lithuania, had only one voting center located in
Stockholm, Sweden.  This problem has made registration and vot-
ing almost impossible, especially for Overseas Filipinos in far-flung
areas.

Non-user-friendly forms 
Some Filipinos are not comfortable with filling out forms, and need
assistance in providing the requisite data.  A more user-friendly
format for election forms is necessary.  For example, the space
provided for the applicants’ address on election day was often
confused with the space for the contact person's address in the
Philippines, which resulted in a number of applicants being regis-
tered in the Philippines. 

Missing names, ID problems
Many names were missing in the Certified List of Absentee Voters
(CLOAV).  A large number of IDs did not arrive.  Moreover, many
of the IDs issued had discrepancies.  Some of the IDs received
had missing pictures, signatures and thumb prints.  Some regis-
trants received their voters' IDs even when their names were miss-

ing on the CLOAV.

Tedious counting process
Each precinct is required by law to use one ballot box per day
during the voting period.  Each completed ballot has to be
placed in a sealed envelope.  These envelopes are grouped
into hundreds, and are opened individually at the start of count-
ing.

In Hong Kong, distributing 838 ballots for each of the Special
Board of Elections Inspectors (SBEI) made the counting process
tedious.  The situation extended the counting to two and half days,
which stretched the limits of endurance of the SBEIs.  Extreme
fatigue led to the SBEIs’ inability to focus, resulting in the recount-
ing of votes of some precincts.  

Special Ballot Reception and Custody Group (SBRCG)
It was noted that the voting materials received were either
hastily packed or substandard.  This made accounting and
inventory for the materials difficult and tedious.  The protective
covers of the ballots were often already detached upon arrival.
Some of the security tapes did not have sufficient adhesives,
causing them to open easily, compromising the security of the
ballots. 

Insufficient manpower and training
Posts with a high concentration of voters were hard-pressed to
continue delivering consular, protocol, assistance-to-nationals,
trade, tourism, cultural, and similar services to the community. 

Moreover, the volunteers were inadequately trained on the
OAV law itself.  As there is no standard interpretation of the law,
people often had varying interpretations of the law.

Lack of information dissemination
Due to time and budgetary constraints, there was severe lack of
information dissemination on the voting process as well as the
election candidates.  As a result, both volunteers and voters were
not equipped with the necessary registration and voting knowl-
edge and skills.

The Party List system, which is supposed to democratize
representation in Congress suffered a great blow because Over-
seas Filipinos were not properly informed about it. 
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by the Philippine and Saudi Arabian governments.5 

The Saudi government also clarified its policy
on migrant workers: that the number of foreign
workers and their families must not exceed 20% of
the Saudi population by 2013 (there are currently
around 6-7 million migrant workers, compared to
around 17 million Saudis).  Based on the annual
growth rate of 3.2%, by 2013 Saudis will number
around 23 million, thus, foreign workers must not
exceed 4.5 million.  A number of countries in the
Gulf region are also implementing similar policies
favoring national workers.

Responses

Government
Deaths of several Filipino domestic workers in
Lebanon in the first quarter of 2004 highlighted the
lack of on-site protection and care for OFWs,
especially the widespread practice of Philippine
embassies in returning runaways to abusive employers

and agency owners, along with the overall
subordination of migrant workers’ rights to the
Philippine government’s mendicant foreign policy.
While the deaths in Lebanon did result in the
resignation of the Philippine ambassador to Beirut,
systemic problems continue. 

The deregulation of the labor export industry
continues as the Philippine Senate failed to pass the
Senate Bill which would repeal the deregulatory
sections (Sec. 29 and 30) of Republic Act 8042 or
the Overseas Filipinos and Migrant Workers Act of
1995.  This move failed despite a strong lobby
launched by several migrant organizations. 

On the other hand, the lobbying of the OFW
sector against Executive Order (EO) 182 on the
transfer of OWWA Medicare Program to PhilHealth
had a positive result.  EO 182 was subsequently
revoked and revised.

Earlier in 2003, Congress also enacted the
progressive Anti-Trafficking in Persons Act of 2003
(otherwise known as Republic Act 9208).  This was a
welcome victory for women’s and children's

Migrants and migrants’ rights advocates meet to discuss the protection of migrant workers abroad.
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organizations which actively lobbied for the bill.
The last elections also saw the implementation

of the Overseas Absentee Voting Law.  For the first
time, Filipinos abroad were given the chance to
vote.  However, voter registration and turnout was
low; 10 out of 74 absentee voting centers set up
worldwide did not cast any votes in the last polls.
(See Box Story on Oversees Absentee Voting)

DOLE issued its new reintegration program
called “Sa Iyong Pagbabalik” (Upon Your Return).
The program will include life planning sessions with
prospective migrant workers and their families.  Also,
Labor Secretary Patricia Sto. Tomas announced in
early 2003 the establishment of the Workers Micro-
finance Program, a PHP100 million micro-credit
finance facility for returning migrant workers.

The Department of Foreign Affairs will be
improving the Philippine passport to make it
biometric-enabled.  The new passports costing

PHP1,100 will be issued beginning 2005.  It will
incorporate biometrics and additional security
features such as palm prints, a 2-D bar code and
digital photos, among other things.  

NGOs
The past years brought forth fruits of lobbying
initiatives by overseas Filipino organizations,
migrants’ rights advocates/NGOs, and women’s
organizations.  The absentee voting bill was finally
approved by Congress, paving the way for overseas
Filipinos to participate in national elections in 2004.
Congress also enacted an anti-trafficking law.
Migrant NGOs celebrated the coming into force of
the United Nations Convention for the Protection of
the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Their Families
on 1 July 2003.

A number of migrant organizations and alliances
formed a large alliance to protest the OWWA

STOCK ESTIMATE OF OVERSEAS FILIPINOS
AS OF DECEMBER 2004

REGION / COUNTRY PERMANENT TEMPORARY IRREGULAR TOTAL

Source: Philippine Overseas Employment Administration

WORLD TOTAL 3,187,586 3,599,257 1,296,972 8,083,815

ASIA, East & South 91,901 1,005,609 443,343 1,540,853 
BRUNEI 26 21,762 1,700 23,488
HONGKONG 404 194,241 2,700 197,345
JAPAN 83,303 238,522 31,428 353,253
KOREA (South) 4,850 33,285 9,015 47,150
MACAU 56 17,391 1,000 18,447
MALAYSIA 313 52,337 300,000 352,650
SINGAPORE 152 64,337 72,000 136,489
TAIWAN 2,037 154,135 4,500 160,672
OTHERS / UNSPECIFIED 760 229,599 21,000 251,359

ASIA, West 2,312 1,449,031 112,750 1,564,093
BAHRAIN 64 33,154 3,500 36,718
ISRAEL 104 14,051 23,000 37,155
JORDAN 108 5,885 7,000 12,993
KUWAIT 93 80,196 11,500 91,789
LEBANON 19 28,318 6,100 34,437
OMAN 20 18,941 1,500 20,461
QATAR 13 57,345 1,000 58,358
SAUDI ARABIA 243 976,134 18,000 994,377
UAE 405 185,562 20,000 205,967
OTHERS / UNSPECIFIED 1,243 49,445 21,150 71,838



Omnibus Policies.  SCOOP, or Scrap OWWA
Omnibus Policies, held various protest actions and
brought the issue to Congress.  It also filed a legal
case against OWWA.

Migrants’ rights NGOs were also active in
ensuring that the agenda of OFWs was heard during
the May 2004 elections.  The Alliance of Migrants
and Advocates to Amend RA 8042 (AMEND) and the
Network Opposed to Violence Against Women
Migrants (NOVA) held several candidates’ fora to
present and get the support of the candidates on the
OFW Agenda.

AMEND worked with Akbayan! Citizens Action
Party to refile the bill seeking the repeal of the
deregulation provisions of RA8042.  House Bill No.
2637, “An Act Strengthening the Regulatory
Functions of the Philippine Overseas Employment
Administration (POEA) Amending for this purpose
Republic Act No. 8042, otherwise known as the
Migrant Workers and Overseas Filipinos Act of
1995” was re-filed at the House of Representatives on
11 August 2004.

During the celebration of the “16 days of
Activism against VAW”, NOVA focused on
trafficking issues.  NOVA mobilized advocates to
attend court hearings to give moral support to
trafficking victims. 

Unlad Kabayan continued its program for
migrant savings and alternative investments to
prepare migrant workers for return and reintegration.
Unlad offers training, business counseling, credit
assistance and other services to empower migrants
and their families.

From 16-18 December 2004, OFWs from all
over the world gathered in a conference, “Shaping the
Future of Filipino Migration”.  The conference,
which was sponsored by the Philippine Migrants
Rights Watch (PMRW), aimed to create a labor
migration context that would uphold the rights and
welfare of OFWs.  

Migrant organizations actively participated in
political mobilizations to protest against the U.S. war
of aggression in Iraq, as well as the Arroyo
administration’s anti-poor policies which were
highlighted in the State of the Nation (SONA) rallies
and various street actions. 
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TOP 10 DESTINATIONS OF OFWS

Rank/Country 2002 2003 %Change

Source: Philippine Overseas Employment Administration

1. Saudi Arabia 193, 157 169,011 -12.5%
2. Hong Kong 105, 036 84,633 -19.4%
3. Japan 77, 870 62,539 -19.7%
4. United Arab Emirates 50, 796 49,164 -3.2%
5. Taiwan 46, 371 45,186 -2.6%
6. Kuwait 25, 894 26,225 1.3%
7. Singapore 27, 648 24,737 -10.5%
8. Qatar 11, 516 14,344 24.6%
9. United Kingdom 13, 633 13,598 -0.3%
10. Italy 20, 034 12,175 -39.2%

Alliance of Migrant Workers and Advocates to Amend RA 8042
protest the allocation of OWWA funds to Iraq.  Manila, 2003.
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