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C r u e l L a n d of H o n e y 
by Lilian S. Mercado Carreon 

Yoly is a w o m a n dr iven by ins t inc t . 
Inst inct has led her to some of the 
mos t di f f icult a n d pe r i l ous p a t h s 
bu t it has not led her astray. So 
she does not see why she s h o u l d 
not t rus t that i nne r voice th is late 
in her life, even if everybody a r o u n d 

her says she may be cour t ing danger. 
A n d danger may very wel l be wha t Yoly is fac­

ing , a long w i th a few others l ike her i n the unde r ­
g r ound suppor t ne twork tha t they es tab l i shed to 
he lp a b u s e d overseas cont rac t workers flee f rom 
c rue l masters . The employers of some of those who 
escaped had the v isas of their former servants c a n ­
cel led, m a k i n g them, i n effect, i l legal a l iens. Yo ly 
a n d her group who are a l l contract workers them­
selves r u n the r i sk of los ing their own jobs if the 
Un i t ed States State Depar tment finds them gui l ty 
of she l ter ing these people. 

B u t for Yoly , he lp ing these people is no th ing 
more a n d no th ing less t h a n a mora l act. It is bu t a 
favor she is r e tu rn ing for the m a n y past favors she 
hersel f received as a n i l legal wo rk ing as a c l ean ing 
w o m a n i n Europe . Yoly went there i n order to get 
over some very sad experiences a n d , at the same 
t ime, earn for her three ch i l d r en w h o m she ra ised , 
albeit absent ly , as a single mother . 

Yo ly trave l led f rom one E u r o p e a n c o u n t r y to 
a n o t h e r , o f ten w o r k i n g a s a h o u s e k e e p e r . In 
He ide lburg , she c leaned homes i n A m e r i c a n bases. 
Yoly 's t ra i ts endeared her to most of her employers 
a n d there was one r i c h family who loved her enough 
to s end her to schoo l . 

F r o m be ing a domest ic helper, Yo ly h a s come a 
long way. She is now the receptionist of a prest ig­
i ous in ternat iona l organizat ion i n Wash ing ton , D .C . , 
U S A . The four languages she h a s l ea rned a n d 

m a s t e r e d i n c l u d e F r e n c h w h i c h she s t u d i e d at 
Sorbonne Univers i ty on a scho larsh ip . "I have m a n ­
aged to get th rough life because 1 have a lways kept 
my self-esteem. I have always believed that I was 
worthy of respect." 

B u t Yoly realizes that condi t ions have changed 
s ince she left the Phi l ipp ines more than 20 years 
ago. She knows now that recruiters do not actively 
c u l t i v a t e se l f - con f idence a n d r i gh t s a w a r e n e s s 
a m o n g contract workers and that part of the prepa­
rat ion of i l legal recrui ts leaving for abroad is to prac­
tice a s s u m i n g a false name. Th i s p lus the know l ­
edge that one is enter ing a country illegally a n d is 
therefore totally dependent on an employer are more 
t h a n enough to break anybody 's sense of identity. 

THE SLAVEMASTERS 
Most of the employers of Wash in ton D.C. 's r u n a ­

way servants are d ip lomats or executives wi th the 
Wor ld B a n k , Internat ional Monetary F u n d , Organ i ­
zat ion of A m e r i c a n States, Interamerican Develop­
ment B a n k or other in ternat iona l agencies. Hav ing 
foreign househo ld help is one of the privileges en­
joyed by Wash ington ' s internatonal elite. The Wash­
ington CityPaper says Wor ld B a n k a n d IMF salar ies 
average at $65 ,000 tax free, a n amount meant to 
"keep pace w i th the labor marke ts " where the B a n k 
a n d the I M F recrui t their staff. 

In contrast , these bureaucra ts get their work­
ers f rom the labor marke ts of poor A s i an , A f r i can 
a n d La t in A m e r i c a n communi t i e s . M a n y of their 
servants are single mothers who came to Amer i ca 
to earn for ch i l d r en a n d parents back home. 

These ' impo r t ed " househe lp were al lowed by the 
State Depar tment for bureauc ra t s a n d d ip l omats 
u n d e r a spec ia l p rog ram that requires employers, 
fol lowing U S law, to i ssue a contract that provides 

Women in Action No. 2,1996 65 



reasonable wo rk ing a n d l i v ing cond i t i ons . Th i s i n ­
c ludes a m i n i m u m wage a n d overt ime pay, fixed 
h o u r s a n d t ime off. In 1 9 9 5 , a c c o r d i n g to the 
CityPaper, the State Depar tmen t i s sued 3 ,400 v i ­
sas for domest ics , 8 7 5 of w h i c h were for servants 
from the Ph i l ipp ines . 

Documented cases show that these domest i cs 
are made to work i l legal ly l ong h o u r s for below m i n i ­
m u m wages, somet imes for as low as $ 5 0 a m o n t h . 
In other ins tances , the ir sa lar ies are w i thhe ld or 
sent to a b a n k account . A few reported not receiv­
ing any pay for more t h a n two years . The employer 
also takes their passpor t a n d other legal documents . 
They are forb idden to leave the house alone, make 
fr iends or use the telephone. 

There are no records of these abuses so it is 
h a r d to keep t rack of the extent of the p rob l em, 
w h i c h cou ld very wel l be more w idespread t h a n re­
ported. B u t as ear ly as 1981 , the State Depart ­
ment, pe rhaps a l ready consc i ous that foreign serv­
ants are be ing mis t rea ted by d ip lomats , required 
employers to have wr i t ten contracts w i th their work­
ers to ensure th em protect ion. B u t th is pol icy was 
later d ropped a n d foreign employers are now only 
r equ i r ed by U S embass i e s i n the wo rke r s ' home 
count ry to provide verba l or wr i t ten a s su rance that 
they w i l l adhere to A m e r i c a n labor laws. S ince then , 
servants for d ip l omats have been a r r i v ing i n the U S 
wi thout a wr i t ten contract . 

The Wor ld B a n k a n d I M F st i l l require their em­
ployees to s ign a wr i t ten contract before v i sas are 
i s sued for domes t i c he lp bu t they a n d the State 
Depar tment do not mon i to r compl iance . 

In ternat iona l officials tend to employ a d i s tan t 
relative or a tr ibe m e m b e r as domest i c servants . 
Those from the M idd l e E a s t a n d A s i a , acco rd ing to 
the CityPaper, often hire from the Ph i l ipp ines . These 
employers are w i l l ing to go th rough the bureaucra t i c 
hass le a n d expense of gett ing overseas workers be­
cause they are more "contro l lab le , more l ike ly to 
endure long h o u r s a n d low pay; less l ike ly a n d able 
to quit , sue or r u n away." 

DARING ESCAPES 
B u t r u n away they do. 
M a r t a , one of the runaways that Yoly a n d her 

fr iends he lped , was be ing mis t reated pa r t i cu l a r l y 
by the wife of her d ip lomat employer from the M i d ­
dle Eas t . One day, M a r t a was wa i t ing for the wife to 
f in ish fitting c lothes at a depar tment store when a n 
A m e r i c a n s a l e s w o m a n , after s ta r t ing a conversa ­
t ion w i th her, a sked whether she was be ing treated 
wel l by her employers . W h e n M a r t a sa id no, the 
sa leswoman to ld her to wait a n d left. 

Ins tead of the A m e r i c a n , two F i l i p i n a s came 
b a c k a n d a s k e d M a r t a if she w a n t e d to escape. 
W h e n she sa id yes, they told her that she had to do 
it r ight there a n d then , whi le her master was st i l l 
i n the fitting r oom z ipp ing her new cock ta i l dress . 
M a r t a was told not to worry about her passpor t or 
persona l belongings. These wi l l a l l be worked out 
later. W i t h i n seconds, M a r t a made u p her m i n d 
a n d escaped. 

M a r t a was then brought to Yo ly who d id wha t 
she u s u a l l y does i n these cases: find temporary 
shelter, get legal he lp and , if poss ib le , app l y for new 
v isas a n d seek new employment . 

SHARED COMMUNITIES 
Yoly is quite aware that their u n d e r g r o u n d net­

work c a n n o t r e m a i n u n d e r g r o u n d forever i f they 
want to be of greater he lp to abused cont rac t work­
ers. At th is point , Yoly 's group is he lp ing F i l i p i n a 
runaways bu t they c a n a lready see tha t the need to 
expand the ir suppor t to servants of o ther na t i ona l i ­
ties, most especial ly other As i ans . The i r p redomi ­
nant l y F i l i p ino network is also be ing j o ined by other 
Wash ington-based non-F i l ip ino professionals. There 
is a T h a i lawyer who provides legal he lp , a n I r i sh-
A m e r i c a n who works out the workers ' i n s u r a n c e , a 
F i l i p ino -Amer i can who teaches the workers E n g ­
l i sh a n d a F i l ip ino-Por tuguese who takes care of 
educa t i on a n d out reach activit ies. 

T h i s c om ing together has insp i r ed Yo ly to ca l l 
their group Shared Commun i t i e s . F r o m a s imple 
gesture of help, their ac t ions have evolved into a 
long-term p l an to ass is t a l l contrac t workers c om­
ing into Wash ing t on D.C. th rough c r i s i s interven­
t ion, legal a n d hea l th services, empowerment work­
shops on leadership, a n d gender sensi t iv i ty , g roup 
therapy a n d peer counse l l ing , sk i l l s t ra in ing , E n g -
l i sh -as -a Second-Language t ra in ing , r i ghts aware­
ness a n d educat ion , a n d advocacy for fair w o r k i n g 
cond i t ions . Even now, when Sha r ed C o m m u n i t i e s 
is s t i l l i n the process of incorpora t ion a n d reg is tra­
t ion, they are already reach ing out a n d l i n k i n g u p 
wi th organisat ions in the U S a n d A s i a w i th s im i l a r 
p rog rams . 

Yoly, the re luctant leader, is i n the midd le of a l l 
these a n d she is orchest ra t ing th ings w i th the same 
creative organiz ing sk i l l s that she u s e d i n m a n a g ­
i ng a l l those E u r o p e a n homes a n d palaces. !^ 

The names of people in this story have been 
changed to protect their real identities. We wish to 
acknowledge "Capital Slaves" written by Martha 
Honey in the 12-18 May 1995 edition of the Wash­
ington CityPaper for some of this story's information. 
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