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Migrante International is a grassroots global alliance of Filipino migrant organizations in over 24 countries with the mission to defend the rights and welfare of Filipino migrants through education, rights and welfare assistance programs, organizing, campaigns, and advocacy. Founded on December 1996, Migrante International was formed after it launched a global campaign to save the life of Filipino migrant worker Flor Contemplacion, who was executed in Singapore after being accused of killing another Filipino migrant worker. 



1. Migrante International, a grassroots global alliance of Filipino migrant organizations submits this alternative report to the United Nations Human Rights Committee on the Fifth Periodic Review of the Philippines on its implementation of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights.
2. This alternative report will focus on the issue of the elimination of slavery, servitude and trafficking in persons and the response of the Philippine Government through the Department of Foreign Affairs and its Foreign Service Posts, in identifying, protecting  and providing immediate and comprehensive assistance to victims of human trafficking among Filipino migrant workers. 
3. The Government of the Philippines has enacted Republic Act 9208 or the Anti-Trafficking in Persons Act of 2003, as amended by Republic A 10364 or the Expanded Anti-Trafficking in Persons Act of 2012 and has received a Tier-1 ranking by the US State Department in its most recent Trafficking in Persons Report. 
4. In its report submitted to the Human Rights Committee dated May 31, 2019, the Philippine Government reported the efforts of the Department of Foreign Affairs to “conduct Anti-TIP Regional workshops for its Philippine Foreign Service Posts to capacitate its frontline personnel in identifying and in providing assistance to potential victims. The project complements the Pre-Deployment Orientation Seminar for Philippine Foreign Service personnel to be assigned abroad, which includes a curriculum on combatting human trafficking.” (Section N Protection of Victims of Trafficking, Page 17, Paragraph No. 73) 
5. From the period of 2017-2022, Migrante International noted that Filipino migrants who experienced rights abuses and violations while overseas including their families in the Philippines, faced challenges in seeking immediate and comprehensive assistance and support from the Philippine Government, leaving many of them denied of their right to consular protection, access to justice, comprehensive social and welfare protection. 
6. Additionally, Migrante International raises the concern that while the workshops conducted for personnel in Foreign Service Posts are an important and necessary step in the Philippine Government’s efforts to address the problem of human trafficking and support victims overseas, it has not been sufficient and adequate enough as numerous victims who have sought the assistance of Philippine Foreign Service Posts were not  properly and immediately identified as victims of human trafficking and were not provided with immediate direct services such as psychosocial counseling, medical assistance and legal assistance while under the care of the Philippine Foreign Service Posts. 
7. The case of the Syria 52, highlighted in this report is emblematic of the neglect often experienced by Filipino migrants who are victims of human trafficking who seek assistance from Philippine Government officials overseas. This case prompts a serious and thorough investigation of all active and pending cases reported to the Department of Foreign Affairs Office of the Undersecretary for Migrant Affairs and all its Foreign Service Posts abroad. 
8. On October 2020, Migrante International, in partnership with the United Methodist Church of the Philippines Anti-Human Trafficking Ministry assisted families of victims of illegal recruitment and human trafficking. The family members were able to provide information that an estimate of 52 female migrants were at that time staying in the shelter of the Philippine Embassy in Syria. 
9. Based on the documented accounts of the 10 out of 52 victims who were interviewed by welfare officers of Migrante upon their return to the Philippines, the young girls and women were recruited and deceived into accepting employment opportunities to work as household workers in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia or Dubai, United Arab Emirates but instead were trafficked to Syria. Some were recruited as minors, ages 11, 13 and 14 years old. Their recruiters falsified their documents to reflect a different name and age. 
10. Upon arrival in Syria, the female victims worked for their employers ranging from 6 months to 12 years. Some of them were “sold” to various employers. The women and girls experienced maltreatment, physical, verbal and sexual abuse, food depravation, non-payment and deduction of wages. Their documents and identification such as passports were withheld from them. The inhumane treatment and working conditions they experienced forced them to find their own ways to escape their abusive employers and seek the assistance of the Philippine Embassy in Syria. 
11. After arriving at the Philippine Embassy in Syria, embassy officials confiscated their cellphones, preventing them from contacting their families in the Philippines and informing them of their conditions. While there were instances cellphone use was permitted, the victims claimed this was very limited. Based on their accounts, the women have been asking embassy officials for help to return to the Philippines but were left waiting in the embassy’s shelter for a period of 1-2 years, while some of them were “returned” to recruitment agencies who were also abusive towards them. Many of them also experienced being detained in jails in Syria and were not visited or assisted by Philippine officials. 
12. Migrant and church advocates wrote to the Philippine Embassy in Syria expressing concern for the plight of the 52 women to which the Embassy responded that 49 out of 52 women have pending cases in Syria where they owe penalty fees. According to the Embassy the penalty fees must be paid before being issued exit visas. The Embassy further explained that the closure of the courts in Syria due to COVID19 were the cause for the delay in the repatriation of the victims back to the Philippines, despite the cases being brought to the Embassy’s attention prior to the COVID19 pandemic. The women were told by Embassy officials that if they cannot wait for the budget from the National Office of the Department of Foreign Affairs to pay their penalties, they should pay 200-500 dollars if they want to fast track their return back to the Philippines. 
13. Meanwhile, the families of the victims in the Philippines were relentless in seeking the assistance of Philippine Government Agencies in the Philippines, contacting government officials multiple times but their inquires for help were left unanswered. The families shared they were not being given regular updates on the status of their family members in Syria. 
14. In 2021, the Philippine Senate Committee on Women and Children, held hearings to probe into the reported cases of Filipino girls trafficked as minors to work as domestic workers in Syria.[endnoteRef:2]The hearings revealed that the trafficking involved Bureau of Immigration employees.[endnoteRef:3]  [2: 	https://www.rappler.com/nation/women-mindanao-say-they-were-trafficked-syria-as-minors/]  [3: 	https://www.rappler.com/nation/overseas-filipino-says-immigration-officers-involved-trafficking-syria/] 

15. The Philippine Embassy in Syria failed to identify the 52 women as victims, pursue, investigate and treat their cases as human trafficking and provide them with full and immediate protection and assistance while under its care.[endnoteRef:4] [4: 	https://migranteinternational.org/locked-up-in-the-ph-embassys-basement-38-ofws-in-syria-need-urgent-rescue-and-repatriation/] 

16. While all 52 of the victims have been repatriated to the Philippines, due in part to the replacement of leadership in the Philippine Embassy in Syria who was more proactive in assisting the victims, many of the victims reported they have yet to receive direct welfare support and services such as psychosocial counseling, financial and livelihood assistance, educational and medical assistance. Additionally, the victims and their families have not been updated on what steps the Philippine Government has taken to hold accountable the traffickers and recruiters, including public officials involved in their cases. 

Recommendations: 
1. Conduct a thorough evaluation of all active and pending cases of distressed migrants reported to the Department of Foreign Affairs Office of the Undersecretary for Migrant Affairs and all its Foreign Service Posts abroad, especially of Filipino migrant women who are under the care of the Philippine Government’s temporary shelters overseas and determine cases of human trafficking. 
2. Publish annual report of documented human trafficking cases involving Filipino migrants including data on age, gender, province in the Philippines, industry trafficked into, and the efforts to investigate and prosecute their trafffickers and recruiters. 
3. Develop and publish clear guidelines, protocols and processes that personnel of Philippine Foreign Service Posts must undertake in identifying and protecting victims of human trafficking overseas. 
4. Increase number of trained welfare officers in all Foreign Service Posts and conduct regular trainings for all personnel on combatting human trafficking and supporting victims.
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