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It is one of those issues many Jordanians prefer to sweep under the carpet. Cases of veris
and even sexual assault of migrant workers at the hands of their employers are often diSh
general public and exacerbated by inadequate legal safequards. Activists and legal expert{SEE

M. Dabu that things won't i _Improve until the government starts building up and enforcing
- and the public starts seemg foreign laborers as human.
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Lying on a hospital stretcher,
Perez waited. Her eyes danced m
citement and anticipation as a
nurses carried her fraglle, wai

J;(y Her empleyer said the
ted suicide.

ennifer’s physical recov-
ited. But her emotional heal-
the past few months had been

remarkable.

“Before, I was angry...Now, I'm not, be-
cause | forgive her. People from church
advised me that after [ forgive my em-
ployer, I will be healed from the pain of
the tragedy,” Jennifer said during her last
interview.

While Jennifer said she had forgiven
her alleged attacker, activists argue that
migrant worker abuse must also be ad-
dressed with justice.

THE TABOO OF MIGRANT WORKER
ABUSE

Jennifer, like the estimated 300,000
documented migrant workers of various
nationalities in Jordan (including close to
100 runaways at the Philippine embas-
sy as of early May), came with hopes of
finding better work opportunities abroad
to help support her family back home.
But for some, the quest for a better fu-
ture exposes them to a very different and
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‘expected” since not all abuse cases are re-"
ported by workers who are too scared to |

: in Jordan’s Qualified Industrial Zone (QIZs
factories where Bangladeshi workers com-
plained of 20-hour days and physical as-

[IFEM's sample study found 50 per-
‘of live-in domestic workers were
: abused by their employers, with
"tmte alleging physwa] and sexual as-

W}ule experts agree there is an absence

statistics documenting the overall prob-

of migrant worker abuse, migrant}
worker expert and American Univers
f Cairo sociology professor Ray Jureit
ays the problem is “invariably larger than

their story.

ly powerful.
ent New York Times ‘exposeé put the
ghb al spotlight on migrant worker abuse

sault,

Some might not welcome such reports,
saying they damage Jordan’s reputation.
But activists like Atef Majali, a lawyer at™
the National Center for Human Rights, are

eager to defend migrant workers' rights,

including those of twelve Nepalese and
Indian workers who were part of a group
of 280 foreign workers illegally trafficked
into Jordan about nine months ago. Majali
calls this an “unprecedented” national case
of human trafficking.

XENOPHOBIA?

In this affluent neighborhood of Amman,
no one would have guessed that 118 men,
less than half of the larger group illegally
trafficked last year and moved to the cap-
ital in February, were living in cramped,
filthy apartments without adequate food
or running water until April, when most
of the workers borrowed enough money
to pay the agent for their passports and
plane tickets home. Moreover, the workers’
spokesperson alleged that twelve work-
ers remained until early May, while their
agent and embassies provided no food or
help with repatriation. NCHR took over
representation of the Nepalese workers,

ven so, anecdotal evidence can heil .

usly visited
i food through

the 118 workers and
a church group.

To what extent de
particular nationaliti
ment and abuse?

In a 2003 UN report, Jureidini identified
an mtereslmg irony: "It seems ironic that,
-Arab and Muslim racism,
ping is widespread
fries [and possibly
rab racism and
ithers in the Middle

n beliefs about
, lead to maltreat-

domestic  workers,

;atment resembles
iIcism,” because rac-
based upon beliefs
rences,” while xeno-
based upon beliefs as-
al differences or hos-
is.” Xenophobia can
disdain and abuse
. visibly different,

s, Filipinas and

sociated
tility a
lead to “
towards th
particularl
Africans,” Ji

Most foreign la
“unskilled” sectors like c
ry and domestic work. It is‘their perceived
position of “servility,” said Jureidini, which
can result in abuse.

Rights activists are calling for “a change
in perspective.” “They are domestic work-
ers, not ‘maids’,” said Afaf Jabiri, V-
Day Karama's Regional Coordinator at a
February conference including high-level
government officials and leading NGOs.
“Many Jordanian employers regard mi-
grant women workers as nothing more
than machines who can perform any sort
of work, not taking any of the workers’
rights into consideration,” UNIFEM re-
ported.

Even with these challenges, Jureidini
said negative social behavior can change
if the laws that protect migrant workers
have teeth.

LEGAL SHORTCOMINGS.




with the enforcement of existing
laws but there is, first and fore-
most, an absence of a solid legal
framework.

For Taleb Rifai, former
Director of the ILO Regional
Office for the Arab States, vi-
olations of migrant workers’
rights are symptomatic of the A
plight of all workers in the re- o
gion. “The Middle East has the ;
lowest rates of ratification of e
workers’ rights,” said Rifai, dur- W LT e et
ing a telephone interview from e
ILO headquarters in Geneva. He
said minimum wage, the right to
organize and other labor rights
are not yet universally recog-
nized. “[The region’s record] is
even more challenging when, it
comes to migrant workers,” he
added.

To its credit, Jordan is the first
Middle Eastern country'to ad- r
dress domestic workers" rights
with the 2001 Memorandum
of Understanding between
the Ministry of Labor and -
UNIFEM, including Sri Lanka,
the Philippines, India, Indonesia
and Nepal. A standardized con _‘: i
tract and regulation of recruit-
ment agencies followed. ' ’3

But challenges remain. ~; )

“Overall, ~migrant work- ¥ 3
ers have no rights or very lit- /' &"
tle rights...Those w}*],o are traf-
ficked illegally don't §now their
rights. Even if they did, whe are:
they going to claim them from?”
Jureidini asked.

Jennifer's * attorney and
Philippine embassy lawyer,
Firas Ta’amneh, highlighted a
legal loophole: “Migrant work-
ers are subject to Jordanian gen-
eral laws but there is no specific
law for migrant workers in their
capacity as migrant workers,
which makes it difficult to fol-
low up on their rights.”

These legal shortcomings
demonstrate the challenge of
safeguarding migrant workers’ .
rights in national courts if there ; .
are no specific laws in place to '
protect them.

workers,
not ‘maids'”
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SOLUTIONS AND CHALLENGES

To end the cycle of abuse, migrant
workers need to know their rights and
speak out. And authorities with the
power to enact change need to act. But
first, social and legal barriers to justice
for migrant workers need to be overcome,
Majali says heightened public awareness
about human rights will lead to greater
respect for such rights.

In addition to improved legislation,
activists suggest a more “user-friendly”
court system. Migrant workers see the
process as slow and unfavorable to them,
with many afraid to report abuse to the
police because “they feel they will not
win the case,” says Caritas-Jordan social
worker, Sister Ursula Hopfensitz.

But where do workers turn to if their
own embassies are unable or unwilling
to help? NGOs like Caritas-Jordan and
NCHR provide free legal assistance. .

However, outside assistance is not al-
ways welcome. Majali said that NCHR's
efforts to defend the rights of the remain-
ing illegally trafficked workers dismissed
by an Indian embassy official after Majali
negotiated the return of the workers'
passports from their agent, The passports

were later returned to the agent - the last

place to which they should have gone,

Such cases have others pointing the
finger at host governments who they al-
lege only exacerbate the problem by turn-
ing a blind eye 10 allegations of abuse
with their policy decisions.

“Look, domestie workers are suffer_ing-,-

' but Jordan is still epens{for business]...
Are the recruiting agencies and embas-

sies-looking for more Jennifers?” asks one

domestic worker,
Where do the workers' own govern-

ments come in? Some speculate their re- =
sponses to allegations of abuse could be':
tempered by billions of dollars in foreign
remittances. Suzana Paklar, International §

Catholie Migration Commission’s country
representative, says governments usual-
ly balance humanitarian considerations
with economic realities in their response
to such reports.

A 2006 World Bank report put develop-
ing countries' foreign remittances at $167

billion, with India as the largest recipient #

country at $21.7 billion.
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Meanwhile, Jordan's swift response
to the New York Times' report suggests
progress in safeguarding migrant work-
ers’ rights. The Labour Ministry intro-
duced a "bhinding code of practice [that]
obligates employers to pay wages, allows
workers to keep their passports and estab-
lishes maximum working hours.” It also
sued and fined one of the companies in
the illegal trafficking case of Indian and

Nepalese workers. But after most of these
workers were repatriated, twelve strand-
ed drivers received no help from any of-
ficials and the main company allegedly
responsible for trafficking has escaped
prosecution, underscoring the reality that
legal, political and social change doesn't
happen overnight.

Even so, the struggle for Jennifer and
migrant workers’ rights continues. 18




Letter from JO

Nine months after the alleged assault that left Filipina do-
mestic worker Jennifer Perez completely paralyzed, Sheila Dabu
returned to visit her. Her employer's trial - for throwing her off
a second floor balcony - was still unresolved, but Perez had
undergone a remarkable level of emotional healing, and found
it within her to forgive her former employer.

But last month, a mere three weeks after her return home to
the Philippines, Jennifer died unexpectedly.

Her case has sparked an important dialogue about migrant
worker abuse in Jordan, and the outcome will affect how Jordan
views migrant worker's rights. Activists and legal experts tell
Dabu that the situation of migrant workers' abuse at the hands
of their employers will not improve until the government starts
building up and enforcing the law - and the public starts seeing
foreign laborers as human.

On the cover this month is a woman who has just hosted
a New York gala dinner, under the patronage of Her Majesty
Queen Rania, to lure the major US television networks and get
them interested in the animated Jordanian-raised series: Ben &
Izzy. Randa Ayoubi started up Rubicon, an educational multi-
media company in Jordan, 12 years ago, when the decision to
do so seemed like insanity.

Today, Randa and her Rubicon brainchild are in their element,
as Razan Nasser reports. With major projects in the horizon,
including what will become Jordan's first TV cartoon export,
Randa is on a role.

Also in this issue, Hamza Jilani investigates the reasons be-
hind the widespread assaults on doctors. The field of medicine
is becoming an increasingly hazardous occupation, and Jilani
wonders, where did things begin to go so wrong for dedicated
individuals simply trying to do what's right?
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MAGAZINES FROM LKD WHEN
YOU PRESENT THIS ISSUE OF
JO MAGAZINE.

Telephone 5861109

JO MAGAZINE WINS
THE INQUIRER AWARD
FOR THE SECOND YEAR
RUNNING

The Inquirer Award is an annual
competition organized by the
British Embassy as part of a
larger program to support the
Jordanian media in general,

and investigative journalism in
particular. Mutaz Mango won
the award in 2003 for his article
Ghost in the Machine (October
2003) dealing with the issue

of computer hacking in Jordan
and the question of Jordan's
preparedness for the move into
full e-government, Mango won it
again in 2004 with an in-depth
look at the state of Jordan's
laws on abortion, an area that
involves religion, sexuality

and social taboo in his article
entitled Abortion: Truths Untold
{December 2004).
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