
142 Stolen Lives 

prostitution, like lingerie, condoms and vibrators. I first had to 
sleep with an older man who paid him. My husband had an air 
gun with which he first shot at the birds and next pointed at me.'6 
She was also threatened by his family. 

The boy ignored his second wife and eventually talked his first 
wife into remarrying him. He promised to stop using cocaine and 
better himself so that she could quit prostitution. She believed 
him, but after remarrying him she found that nothing changed 
and ran away with the help of a teacher who noticed she had been 
beaten up. The defendant claimed he had battered her because 
she was poisoning his food . 

.He was sentenced to three years in prison, but had the last word:
 
'I can only say, don't marry hefore you are 40.'
 

The British context 

In other countries members of ethnic groups also abuse the 
system of arranged marriages to force women on to the game. This 
may be done openly or undercover, as seems to be the case in 
Britain. 'Ethnic communities are not exceptionally proud of it. 
In England forced prostitution of migrant women is cloaked with 
the respectability of family life. Some migrants are pimping. 
Sometimes a woman is made to sleep with brothers and friends 
for financial gain,' several women at the Asian Women's Resource 
Centre in London said. 'They are advertised by word of mouth. 
It is hidden behind family life, especially where extended families 
are concerned. The mother goes out to find her son a wife, who 
is sometimes treated as a slave. In-laws can cause women a lot of 
trouble. Most women from India and Bangladesh come for 
marriage. Women eveD pay to get married. Some of them buy a 
so-called agency visa, which doesn't entitle them to stay legally. 
There is much domestic violence. We know at least one woman 
who was forced into prostitution.' 

Leslie Roberts of the International Anti-Slavery Society said, 
'Eastern European women work on farms in the north as au pairs. 
It is never organized prostitution, but there is always a neighbour 
or a friend who sleeps with them. Many women are brought to 
the north for marriage. They are not part of the community, and 
when the marriage breaks up they have to work in prostitution.' 

13 The trade in domestic 
workers 

'Wllen we enter the room, we wish you to leave and work 
l'hewhere. Always present yourself in the black and white uniform. 
( lpen the door when Mr or I arrive. Don't talk to guests. 
111\\ say hello and keep smiling.' These orders are taken from a 
\l'l of handwritten 'rules of the house' for a domestic worker. The 
document, which was given to me by a worker at Kalayaan, a 
\IIJlport group for enslaved domestic workers in London, does not 
dolle from the nineteenth century but was written recently by a 
I/III/I'mll riche using the sort of English that even a Dutch author 
'.111 recognize as suspect. 1 

In Britain and on the continent it is the height of fashion to 
,·:-.ploit a migrant servant. It happens, among other places, in Spain, 
IIJly, france and Greece: the domestic helpers come from 
11,lllgladesh, Brazil, Colombia, Ethiopia, Eritrea, India, Indonesia, 
f\1mocco, Nepal, Nigeria, the Philippines, Sierra Leone and Sri 
I.. lllka. In Greece alone there are 40,000 domestic workers, 90 per 
I ('Ill of them women. Greece and the Middle East countries are 
Iiolorious for their abuse of these workers. 2 

On the continent domestic workers are usually listed as 'au pairs', 
.111 instilution originally set up to further cultural exchange. 'No 
\\'oIy,' said 26-year-old Filipina Virginia, who was an au pair with 
,I IJlllch family. 'I had to iron till ten 0' clock at night. When I 
Illtally met someone, I was not allowed to go out on my evening 
"II.' j 

Sldfr members of embassies don't have to use the au pair 
\ lI11vention. Because they have diplomatic status they can easily 
( IIl'UI1Went the national rules for hiring domestic servants. The 
111\\ Clses of abuse of diplomatic staff in Europe were recorded in 
1'177, In the Netherlands at least one family with diplomatic 
illll\lunity maltreated a domestic worker and locked her up. She 
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repeatedly threw notes out of the window asking for help, but 
the police could do nothing because of the family's status. A 
member of another embassy escaped prosecution for exploitation 
and maltreatment by the skin of his teeth. 4 

Trafficking for purposes of domestic slavery and prostitution 
are related. When a woman is not successful as a prostitute, she 
may be turned over to a family as a domestic slave. STY has on 
file three reports of domestic workers who were trained to be pros
titutes at the same time. In Belgium, for instance, au pair girls have 
been forced into prostitutionS 

The United Kingdom 

In a London flat, where I was staying and which was a refuge for 
victims of domestic slavery, a few Philippine women are telling 
typical 'domestic worker' jokes about Maria, who worked in Hong 
Kong. Because Maria's English was poor she made all kinds of 
comical mistakes. Through the jokes the Filipinas have found a 
way of coping with their difficult situation. They ran away from 
their employers because they could no longer stand the treatment 
they were receiving. They had entered the UK under the so-called 
Concession, an inbuilt exception to immigration law dating from 
1991, which allows people coming to Britain to bring their own 
domestic staff. This was possible because the 1971 Immigration 
Act gave the Home Secretary wide discretionary powers. 'The 
Home Office was very clear about it. Britain needed business 
people from Hong Kong and Singapore, and they wouldn't come 
without their domestic workers. But even the immigration officers 
knew they were coming to work. Their stamp carried the formula 
"allowed to enter Britain": said Brid Brennan, an expert who is 
working temporarily for the Transnational Institute in Amsterdam. 
She has been an active campaigner for domestic workers in the 
United Kingdom. 'Domestic workers came as tourists. A tourist 
visa forbids work, but the stamp also named the employer.' One 
of the women in the London flat had a stamp in her passport which 
stated that she was an unpaid worker. 

This arrangement makes the women completely dependent on 
their employers. Annually 12,000 foreign women enter Britain 
under the Concession.6 Exact figures as to how many are being 
exploited are not known, but it is at least 1,000 a year. Since 1991 
there have been 4,500 documented cases of abuse in Britain. 

lhe trade in domestic workers 

I\s Brid Brennan said, 'The important difference between I3ritain 
,md other countries is that the British government itself imports 
women. This is where criminalization extends to the government. 
["rafflc in women is often done in corridors of criminality, but in 
IIritain it is official. The United Kingdom criminalized women, 
IluI not the employers.' 

1\ Philippine woman shows her wounded hands to another 
I t1ipina. 'My employer didn't allow me to use her washing 
IIl<lchine. I had to do everything by hand, for hours on end. I'll 
IIf..'V<:f be able to work again,' she said at a meeting where abused 
workers try to help each other. Many of the women have similar 
\Iories to tell. 

'I will cut your face and kill you if you disobey my orders. You 
.Ire' my slave,' one employer said to his domestic worker. If she 
I ried to run away, he would have her killed. Another was not 
,tllowed to cry when she heard that her daughter had died. One 
"Illployer had to go to hospital and made his servant sleep next 
In him on the floor. A nurse objected and offered her a bed, 
whereupon the girl's employer threatened to sack her if she 
.wcepted. Kneeling for two hours as punishment, eating off the 
Iloor, sleeping in garages, verbal abuse, being locked up: all these 
.Ire standard items on the list of psychological and physical abuses 
domestic workers have had to suffer. 7 Some women have to si t 
Ill) the floor when addressing their employers. Too many women 
J\'ported that they could only sleep for a few hours each night, 
,JilL! that they could be woken up at any time. Wages are confis
l,lled by employers. Letters are intercepted and women are denied 
I nntact with fellow countrywomen. 

Confiscation of their passports ranks high on the women's list 
,11 abuse. Brid Brennan said, 'Many of the domestic workers do 
1I0t have control of their own documents. When the employer 
.Ipproaches the immigration desk he gives up the woman's 
jl,ISsrort. That is the last time the woman sees it. She has no idea 
I Ii lIer status. Some women were accused of stealing jewellery, but 
Iiley weren't stealing, they were just looking for their passports. 
It a woman escaped, the employers would give her passport to 
IWf embassy. It emerged that the Philippine embassy had hundreds 
III passports, but they were not returned to the workers. The 
women wouldn't come to collect them for fear of deportation. 
I\nides, they knew the service of the embassies to be bad. 

'We call these women unauthorized. They came into the country 
Iq.:;tlly, their stamp was clear. When they run away they become 
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My clothes are still with my employer. They'll have my things as 
a burden, when they leave for home.' 

A small African woman was listening to this conversation. She 
also had quite a story to tell. As a child she was bought by a rich 
family. They took her to England and promised to educate her. 
They said she would have a better life if she would let her employer 
and his friends sleep with her. She didn't say whether she gave 
in or not. When she was growing into a woman she was even 
refused a bra. She threatened to commit suicide so they would 
have her body on their hands. That was effective and the family 

let her escape 9 

All these abuses took place both in the Middle East lO and in 
England. Businessmen from the Middle East who came to live in 
the UK brought their attitudes to domestic helpers with them. Brid 
Brennan said, 'This should not be seen in terms of Middle Eastern 
employers alone. Every nationality has used the loophole which 
the Concession offers. There have also been cases involving 
American, English, Chinese, Greek and African employers.' 

'Why'> Surely these employers are rich enough already. They 
don't need our meagre salaries.' This is the question that remains 
in the minds of many exploited workers. Sheila said, 'These 
employers wanted to frighten and weaken me. Strong people can 
punch you, weak people abuse you.' Kalayaan's Filipina educa
tional worker Speedy said, 'In certain countries women are 
considered to be inferior to men. They take revenge on other 

women.' 
In 1990 the case of an Indian woman, Laxmi Swami, against 

the Kuwaiti royal family was heard in an English court. Brid 
Brennan said, 'The Kuwaitis tried everything to have the case 
thrown out or to confuse the issue.' Laxmi Swami came to Britain 
under the Concession as the servant of the half-sisters of the 
emir of Kuwait. The princesses spent six months in Bayswater every 
year. When they were in a bad mood they kicked their servants. 
Laxmi and the other servants had to stand by the door when the 
princesses came home late at night. Laxmi's eyes were damaged 
because they had thrown keys in her face. She and another servant 
were beaten daily with a broom handle. The princesses also tried 
to strangle her with electric flex. Laxmi had to sleep in the corridor 
and to steal drinking water from the tap. She was permanently 
hungry. Plenty of food was thrown into the dustbin, but it was 
deliberately spoiled so she couldn't eat it. She managed to escape 
and took a taxi to the Indian high commission. From there she 
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was sen t back to Bayswater to get the taxi fare. ll After five years 
\he was finally awarded £300,000 in damages, Sri Lankan women 
had also run away from the same household. The princesses had 
'l'veral nationalities working together. 

Mrs Swami's case was the start of a campaign initiated by 
women who had experienced similar treatment at first hand. 
Ille campaign has been carried by CFMW, the Commission for 
Filipino Migrant Workers, and Kalayaan. Kalayaan (Freedom) 
was founded because the campaign was extended to include 
domestic workers of nationalities other than Filipino. Kalayaan 
wants to restore the legal situation which existed before 1980, when 
Illj~rant workers were not dependent on one particular employer 
.1 Ill! were eligible for a permanent residence permit after they had 
worked in Britain for several years. 

Lord Hylton protested aboul the exploitation of domestic 
workers in Britain, which he describl'd as slavery, in the fIouse 
III Lords. The government introduced a few new measures, 
Including a mandatory interview with a clearance officer at which 
Ille women are given an information leaflet. It seems unlikely that 
IllL' women, who are completely dependent on their employers, 
would dare to talk about their problems. Many immigration 
ntficers are aware of the conditions the women have to work in. 
I'll[ example, one immigration officer asked an employer whether 
Ill' look two Filipinas with him to have a spare if one ran away12 
j'urlher, girls are only allowed to enter the United Kingdom if their 
1'l1lpJoyers have paid them in previous months. WorKers must be 
,II least 17 years old. The Department of Employment has stated 
Illilt abused domestic workers should have recourse to industrial 
Iflbunals and criminal litigation. But in reality they are unable 
I () pursue claims or seek redress. 

Saudi Arabia and the Lebanon 

\ "mall photo of a sombre-looking woman accompanies a 
(Il'wspaper clipping out of a Saudi Arabian newspaper, saying a 
lilipina is wanted by the police because she ran away from her 
l'lllployer. 13 In 1990 in Saudi Arabia 100 Filipinas were detained 
III deportation cells. King Fahd of Saudi Arabia is also alleged to 
11\' involved in a network which recruits slaves, according to his 
\l'rvants. 14 
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In the Gulf region domestic workers comprise 20 per cent of 
the 6 million migrant workers who keep the economy going. After 
the oil crisis of 1973, the region became rich and a large labour 
force was needed to build a new infrastructure. People from Third 
World countries, where the cost of living had soared because of 
the rise in energy prices, needed the jobs. 

Increased wealth created a desire for domestic workers as a 
status symbol, but, unlike other contract labourers, there were no 
regulations governing domestic workers - domestic work was 
not seen as productive. IS At best these women were treated as 
members of the family, at worst they came lower in the hierarchy 

than the pets. 
FiJi pina Flora, who is 31, has worked as a domestic worker in 

Saudi Arabia and the Lebanon, where she was stuck for six years 
because her employer would not let her go. Eventually the Red 

ross paid a ransom to her employer. In her travels Flora expe
rienced every problem a domestic worker can encounter. After 
having been sent by reasonable agencies to Japan and Saudi 
Arabia, she fell into the hands of a bad agency. 

As a girl Flora had been kidnapped and forced to marry her 
abductor. The boy's father implored Flora's father not to make a 
statement 'because that would mean death row for him'. Flora 
gave in to retain her dignity, but the resulting marriage has never 
been happy. Her husband gambled and drank. Flora was resource
ful; she sold biscuits in schools and made envelopes from waste 
paper. She then decided to end her unhappiness by taking a job 

abroad. 
Flora first went to Japan with the rest of her family to work as 

an entertainer. The arrangements were made without a hitch; the 
money was a slight problem, but the family won this fight. Flora 
knew that many entertainers in Japan were forced into prostitu
tion, but she wasn't. Then she heard there was work in Saudi Arabia. 
She applied and went as a domestic worker. There she met some 
problems, like the amorous advances of her employer, but she dealt 
with this easily because he was an elderly invalid. 

She learned the strict rules which govern behaviour and dress. 
She had to wear the traditional costume and was not allowed to 
go out on the street alone. Even when living in other countries 
Saudi Arabian employers don't allow their domestic workers to 
speak with strangers outside the home. Flora stayed in Saudi 
Arabia for the full term of her contract. She was well paid and 
achieved her aim of providing for her family, which seemed all 
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I Ill' lllore reason to look for a similar job on her return to the 
1'llIlippines. 

J IIrough other people she heard of various opportunities. She 
didn't know where, but assumed they were in Dhahran in Saudi 
\loIbia or Tehran in Iran. She applied and was hired because she 
1I,Id learned to speak Arabic. Flora signed a document stating she 
wlluld pay the commission fee to the agency as soon as possible. 
\Ilt'r some weeks she learned that the agency had changed 
"\\'nership and that the costs for brokerage had increased. 
., mployees of the agency came to our home to see if we had 
dltlicient valuables as collateral. They took the documents that 
l'illWd we owned them. Unfortunately it was not enough. My 
!11111IH'r had to sell a patch of land to pay the remaining fees. I 
,Idllhought the agency was above board.' 

Ill~l before her departure, Flora learned that she was going to 
Illl' Lehanon. As her family had gone to a lot of trouble, she 
,li<1I1'1 want to back out. After all, she wanted to get away from 
I" ln~rty and from her husband. When she arrived the Lebanese 
I Illite of the agency tried to trick Flora by confiscating her contract 
Il,ll substituting a second one with harsher conditions. This is a 

I I '111 III on trick and many women sign th~ new contract in good 
'.IIIIl, which is not in their own language but that of the country 
\\1 Il're they are to work. Fortunately Flora had a xerox of the original 
I1l11lract, but it was to prove no safeguard against future ordeals. 

In the Lebanon the agency assigned Flora to two employers. 
111(' lirst was very nice and wanted to keep her and get rid of the 
oI~~I'IlCY, but because it would lose the fees both Flora and her 
I I tl ployer had to pay tlle agency wou1d not allow this. $0 Flora 
\\.1\ .Issigned to a second household. She had to wait at the agency 
II If Ill'r new boss to collect her. Only then did she reallze how inter
Il,lllonally orientated the agency was. There were women from 
'" I lanka and Thailand waiting to be collected too. Flora said, 'We 
1I.ld to sleep in dormitories. The managers demanded sexual 
wrvil:es from the women. I had a hard time keeping the boss at 
1'01'1" Flora befriended the Thai Wife of one of the managers, who 
I'tld '·Ior.a her husband tried to have sex with all women who 
.111 iwu at the agency. She herself had been forced into prostitu
11'111 by him. 

I'rom the other women flora learned that working conditions 
\\'l'/l' generally terrible in Lebanese households. The food was 
1'.111 and they sometimes had to work 22 hours a day. Flora 
1111 IIlgh t they were exaggerating. After all, her first employer from 
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the same agency had treated her well. Why should the second 
one be worse? 'At last my second employer came to collect me. 
While he scrutinized me from top to toe, he said, "I dislike people 
who falsely accuse me.'" The meaning of this ominous remark 
would become clear later. Flora was surprised and replied, 'Sir, I 
have only come to clean your house.' Bewildered, she went home 

with him. 
'In that household I was only allowed four hours sleep a night. 

They didn't give me Sundays off, which I was entitled to. When 
I arrived they told me generously I could eat as much as I wanted. 
But that wasn't true. I wasn't allowed to take fruit or meat. I was 
only given leftovers. They had two children. Their father hit 
them and they in turn took it out on me. They kicked me when 
T was slow to obey them, Imagine, a ten-year-old child. They 
didn't even try to remember my name. When Twanted to discuss 
a domestic problem with their mother, they said plainly, "You 
can talk it over with us." 

'My employer confiscated my passport and took my money, 
which he promised to send to my mother directly, She never got 
it. When T asked about it, he showed me the deposits in his own 
bank. I didn't buy that and said that I wanted proof he had sent 
the money to the Philippines. I knew nobody in the Lebanon. T 

didn't even know the name of the town where I was working. I 
only had the telephone number of the agency. But when I phoned 
the mistress of the house listened in on her extension. 

'When the family went out, the other servants and I were 
locked up. The employer showed us a gun he said he would use 
if we tried to run away. When we really had to go out, the 
employer sent bodyguards along with us.' 

For Flora, her worst experience was her employer's attempt to 
rape her. One day he asked Flora if she would clean his office before 
the other employees arrived. He made a pass at her, but she 
pressed herself against the window. She claimed she would break 
it and pull him through with her if he went any further. Flora 
said, 'I played for time, I was bluffing, but eventually he let go of 
me.' However, this incident didn't prevent him from a second 
attempt at sexual intimidation. One night the small son came to 
Flora's room and told her his father needed her. The boy implored 
her to obey because he would be beaten up if she refused. It 
wasn't a glass of milk the father wanted, but sex. Again Flora 
managed to escape by the skin of her teeth. She complained to 
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Ills wife, who didn't believe her. This backfired on her. 'I am falsely 
.I{(used, and you know I don't like that/ the husband said. 

By now Flora's position had become impossible. She planned 
III l'scape with another servant who was in the same predicament. 
I hey decided to run away while walking the dogs. They put their 
I'l'longings in plastic bags so that they could pretend they were 
1IIIlting the rubbish out. The plan nearly failed. A neighbour saw 
111,'rn, but she couldn't tell Flora's boss in time. 

lile two Philippine women hailed a taxi and asked the driver 
wllere they could go. He took them to a place where many 
Illft'igners gathered and where they met an African teacher who 
Il,uk care of them. This couldn't last long. The other servant 
Wl'llt her own way, and Flora had to fend for herself. She couldn't 
1l',lve the country because her former employer still had her 
",lssport. She asked for it several times, but he would only give it 
III her after she had paid the expenses he said he had incurred 
l'I'Lluse she had run away. 

1:lora had a hard time. She kept house for people who could 
,,1\ Iy give her food and shelter. Shelter it was, because at the time 
Illl' Lebanon was being bombed heaVily and Flora literally had 
III pick up the pieces. She managed to contact her sister who lived 
III Furope, who warned the Red Cross. Eventually they paid the 
Illolley to release Flora. 'Some story,' Flora concluded. 'I want to 
11'11 it again and again, because I am not the only one.' 

Now she lives in a village with her second husband, who is 
I )\llel1. She still suffers from stomach disorders as a result of the 
,11 lilse she suffered but that doesn't prevent her from cooking a 
/;ood meal for anyone who visits her, including me. 

conomic dependence of sending countries 

111L'gal agencies such as the one Flora went to are a legacy of the 
t\t.lrcos regime. President Marcos saw contract labour as an 
I III portan t source of foreign reven ue, and in the early 1970s 
II 1I111ded the Overseas Employment Development Board to keep 
IIIL' recruitment of such labourers in his control. Since 1983 
I Iii pinos working abroad have had to remit a large part of their 
',,'rnings to special government banks, which charge them high 
Illmmission. Private agencies avoided these remittances. 

Tile Board should have made these private agencies redundant. 
1IIIwever, it could not cope with the volume of job applications 



154 Stolen Lives 

and so in 1982 Marcos created the POEA, the Philippine Overseas 
Employment Agency, which also in its turn became overbur
dened. After that private citizens and illegal agencies filled the 
gap. When President Aquino came to power she did nothing to 
curb the activities of these agencies but, on the contrary, expanded 
the policy of labour export.]6 

Illegal agencies hire people directly without completing the 
necessary documentation. The agencies often lend the women the 
money for their own recruitment fees and take their passports as 
collateral. The women are supposed to pay up just to have their 
documents back for a short span of time. They need them to show 
at the police station, for example, or at the bank. Agencies often 
recruit in five-star hotels. Sometimes families have to pay money 
to agencies which only pretend to find them work. Usually the 
unlicensed agencies promise a backdoor departure to avoid the 
government authorities, for example by boat and not via Manila 
airport. 17 

The two women I met in London, who were making jokes 
about Maria in Hong Kong, talked about their experiences with 
these agencies. 'They don't care if you speak English. You just have 
to answer some questions which are videotaped. One of us even 
had to pretend she had a high-school education. She didn't even 
know how to spell "high school".' The women go abroad 
completely unprepared: 'I also had to undergo a medical check
up. I had X-rays for the first time. I had to undress several times. 
I didn't know why.' Women going to Hong Kong are made to have 
a pregnancy test. 

The Philippines receive yearly £1.3 billion remittance money 
from overseas workers, which may help some families but in 
general doesn't benefit the poor. Some critics claim that remit
tances have produced negative effects like inflation, and rises in 
the price of rural land, the cost of labour and imported goods. 
They also create a political dependence on the receiving country. 
The governments of the sending countries hardly ever oppose 
human rights abuse in the receiving country. Only recently, due 
to domestic pressure, the Philippines had to take action against 
Singapore when the domestic worker Flor Contemplacion was 
conVicted of murdering her employer and hastily executed with 
little investigation. Other Third World countries also encourage 
their women work abroad to remedy their budget deficits. Singapore 
profits directly from domestic workers. Employers have to pay a 
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'I\.'vy' to the state, which gives them an excuse to pay the women 
Il'~S. 

Hemittance money also boosts the economy of Sri Lanka, where 
wclges plummeted after the economy was liberalized. Sri Lankan 
women went as domestic workers to countries which women from 
('tl1er nationalities were avoiding because of bad publicity about 
\·xploitation. 

I)omestic work and prostitution apart, Third World women have 
.Ii~() been sold as surrogate mothers. Even dead women have 
Ill'come merchandise. Until a few years ago in Japan, it was 
possible to insure the life of a third person. If he Or she died, the 
p~rson who bought the insurance would benefit. Some SO unsus
pecting Filipinas' lives were insured in this way; 18 of them died 
III freak accidents. They are believed to have been murdered by 
l.tpanese organized crime, the yakuza. 18 

Another form of trade - in human spare parts - came to light 
i Jl India in 1988. A woman from Bangladesh escaped from a 
Ilospital just before her kidneys, liver and other useful organs were 
.lhout to be removed. She and fellow victims, who had died, had 
I'l'cn bough t for no more than £60. They had been deceived with 
I.lise promises of domestic labour. Nearer home there have been 
\Ome alarming reports about traffickers in kidneys.]9 Elsewhere 
Ille Russian mafia are setting up in the trade in human organs20 


