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Introduction

Most of the women migrant retumees we met in our work in the communities
felt they have not achieved the goals they set when they left for abroad. Ellen,
a mother of three who worked for 18 years in Hong Kong felt that she is in a far
worse situation now than before she lefi. Two of her children have married
young and are drug dependents. None of her five children was able to finish
college. Her husband left her for another wife. She invested almost & million
pesos in various businesses but not a single one succeeded. Now back in the
Philippines. at age 60, ignored hy her own children and with not enough funds to
sustain her needs. Ellen asks. *Was the sacrilice of leaving the family behind and
working in a foreign land worth it?"

That was also one of the questions ol'our | §-month research on the Social
Cost of Migration and Possibilities for Reintegration. The research was done by
Atikha-Balikabayani, » non-government organization devoted to migrani issues,
welfarc and reintegration. The results were published in'the book, Coming home:
Women, Migration & Reintegration. This paper in the main is a revised version
of the Introduction of the said book written by the authors.

Research Objectives

Atikha-Balikabayani have had plans of designing reintegration programs
for the communities of San Pablo City, l.aguna and Mabini, Batangas. Many
migrant women in Hong Kong come from San Pablo City, while most migrant
women in ltaly are from Mabini.

Atikha-Balikabayani belicves that any reintegration program should be
based on an assessment of the impact of migration on migrants, their families
and cormmunities. Attitudes of migrants and their families on overseas migration
and reintegration are also vital in the design of a reintegration program. Social
and economic changes in communities brought about by migration must be
taken into account in the conceptualization of community projects and enterprises
that could lure migrants to come home.

This study is different from other researches on migration in the sense that
this study was an action research. 1t did not only seek to gain insight on the
situation of migrant women and the effects of their separation from their families
and communities, it also made efforts to pool minds together on the issue of
reintegration. This action research involved the various stakeholders in validating
the research preliminary findings and conceptualizing reintegration and its
programs.
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In Jtaly and Hong Kong,. Filipino women now outnumber the men who are
working in these countries. Most of these women have toiled in these countries
for about 10 years. How couid one characterize their situation? The study gath-
ered the following features of the migrant women’s situation in Italy and Hong
Kong:

I. The pattemns of migration have changed through the years. The femini-
zation of migration in recenl years is one obvious change. The second change,
the result of which is the growing nurber of second- and third- generation
migranis, is the active recruilment of refatives to work abroad by the migrants
themselves. They help out with money, place of work and employer and
residence. This was not 50 during the earlier years of overseas migration,
which was mainly the result of active recruitment by tllegal and Icpal recruit-
mcnt agencies.

Migrants recruit and [acilitate the foreign entry ol their relatives for the fol-
lowing reasons; {a) a relative working in ltaly and Hong Kong means a
helping hand it mceting the growing needs of immediate and extended fami-
lies, (b) the presence, warmth and support ol refatives help migrants cope
with their difficulties and homesickness.

2. Migrant women are able to cope with the separation from their families
and home country. The import of Piray culture, their religious afliliation and
faith. the company of relatives and support from formal and informal social
networks have enabled migrant women to with stand the hard work, foreign
culture and the physical separation from their loved ones.

3. T'he greatest source of anxiery and guilt feelings among migrant women
is their scpuration from their children. Migrant women have made use of
cellular phones to be always in contact with their families. Its frequent use,
for many, is a form of long-distance moihering. The frequent voice confact,
together with the sending of halikhayan boxes, are attempts 10 assuage the
migrant women's guilt feelings for having left their children behind. Physical
separation from their husbands and strained relationships due to marital
intideliry and irresponsibility ofhusbands had led to an increasing number
of cases of extramarital affairs and lesbianism among migrant women.

4. Despite years of hard work, most of the migrani women do not have
substantial savings and immediate plans of returning home for good. The
growing needs of their immediate and extended families, the increasing cost
of living in the home country, the extravagant lifestyle that most migrant
families are leading, families’ dependency on migrant earnings and the debt
trap that many of them are in, are the reasons why most migrant women are
unable 1o savc.
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Figure 3: Feminization of overseas migration and the need for caretakers
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3. Children are the most vulnerable to the physical separation and the family
adjustments made in the absence of their mothers. Many of these children,

not only suffer psychologically but ailsc have to contend with

the

irresponsibility of their fathers and nuriuring a relationship with their
caretakers. Many children in such sitvations have shown remarkable
resilience. But a number have not been able to cope and have wrned to

deviant ways as a way of expressing their anger and discontent.

Resilient or not, children of migrants, because of years of separation, have
slowly developed estranged relationships with their real mothers. And in

spite of their experiences as children of migrants, they still dream of a

life

abroad. Most of them, after college graduation, would opt to work abroad,
even as domestic helpers just like their parents. From these children of
migrants, who have equated life abroad with prosperous life, would come

the third- and fourth- generations of migrant workers,

4. Communities of migrants and their families in the Philippines have been
affected in several ways. This could be discerned from the preliminany
assessment of the impact of migration on the town of Mabini in Batangas.

Although wark overseas has raiscd the standard of living of families, it

has

not contributed substantially to the economic development of Mabini. The
local government has been unable to tap into migrant earnings and social
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Plans for reintegration should be initiated starting from pre-departure, to
on-site and up to the retumn phases of migration. A reintegration program
should have economic and psychosocial components.

The social capital of migrants (or the capacity of organizations of migrants
to cooperate and work together for a common pood) and migrant earnings
should be harnessed for establishing business veniures and social
enterprises that will generate long-tcrm employment and development of
their communities. Business and management training and other services
that would ensure the viability of enterprises of migrants and migrant
returnees must be provided.

The social preparation of the community and families of OF W's is important.
Support services such as counseling and value formation activities shoutd
be in place in the community. Professional psychological help such as
lfamity counseling, must be extended to OF Ws, their husbands and children
who have been adversely affected by the long separation. Schools and
churches should be tapped ta support the families of OFWs.

Pilot communities should be identificd and adopted by the national and local

government agencies, private enterprises and non-government
organizations, where strategies and methods for reintegration could be
tested.

Various organizations of OFWs and their families must be encouraged and
supported. Self-help and savings groups and cooperatives of migrants
should be established, Caretakers, husbands and children should be
organized 1o help them cope with separation and direct their energies
towards meaningful and productive projects for the family and community.

Develop savings and investment schemes for OFWs. Credit and loan programs
and packages should also be developed as an altemnative to those offered
by usurers and unscrupulous financing institutions.
information, education and value formation activities must be conducted
among OFWs, husbands, caretakers and children. The concept of
comprehensive OFW reintegration should be popularized for all
stakeholders. Seminars and other activities must include, among others,
the promotion of savings, importance of hard work and value of education.
Nurturing of relationships and gender sensitivity must also be stressed.

Community impact assessment of reintegration programs and further studies
on the plight of husbands and caretakers must be pursued. Research on
the mobilization of social capital towards community development must be
undertaken.
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