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ABSTRACT 

At the turn of the new century, unions are faced with several adverse challenges 

brought about by new developments like globalization and rapid technological advancements. 

Labor movement, be it in terms of absolute number or membership, is perceived to continue 

to decrease as these new developments are proven to have brought strong impact on the 

structure of labor markets and industrial relations. Formidably, the fast-changing environment 

requires unions to develop new strategies if they are to remain as major actors in industrial 

relations and contributors to equitable growth and development. 

A new perspective concerning union revitalization is that which relates to the new 

players that have entered the labor-organizing and conscientizing arena such as the Church, 

the non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and peoples' organizations (POs), and the 

academic sector, among others. The changing environment has enabled these organizations to 

take the task of confronting the plight of the distressed and vulnerable workers. The main 

point is that unions do not have to stand on their own. They can use the strategy of 

establishing cooperation with these new players to be able to continue addressing workers’  

issues and concerns, and therefore remain as relevant institutions of the present times. 

As a country vulnerable to the instabilities of the international economy and polity 

and faced with internal problems of unemployment and underemployment, nonetheless one 

that serves as an abode for vibrant and vigilant civil society, it is interesting to look at the 

case of the Philippines on how well it is pacing with this new account in the labor movement. 

Thus, this paper looks into the depth of the involvement so far of the new players in industrial 
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relations, and in accordance with the cultural characteristics and over-all internal conditions 

of the country, provide insights on the areas and opportunities which labor unions can venture 

in and take advantage of to be able to institute linkages with the said organizations. 

INTRODUCTION 

John Dunlop (1958 in Kochan, 2003) once proposed that there are three key actors in 

modern industrial relations systems -- the employers, the labor unions and the government -- 

where in none of these institutions could act in an independent manner and that they are 

shaped, to some extent, by the "market, technological, and political contexts" under which 

they operate. 

However, recent decades have seen profound changes in the said "contexts" where 

trade unions operate, threatening their present-day relevance. The sources of these changes 

are well known to us -- globalization of the world economy, ascent of new technologies, and 

changes in workforce demographics. These changes in the environmental contexts have 

resulted to the expansion of marginalized workers of the economy and with their traditional 

approaches and strategies, these workers have been outside the purview of trade unions, 

leading to their decline over the past years. In the Philippines, such decline has disposed the 

other sectors of the civil society to deviate from their primal roles and take the tasks 

traditionally associated with trade unions. 

This paper then provides an account with respect to the emerging actors in the 

Philippine industrial relations. This paper is divided into five parts. The first part is an 

overview of the factors that caused the decline of trade unions worldwide, and the 

development of revitalized strategies as among the greatest challenges facing the trade unions. 

The second part attempts to provide an overview of the marginalized workers in the 

Philippine labor market. The third part provides an overview of the present state of trade 

unions in the Philippines as compared to the past decades when the country has embarked on 
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fully liberalizing its economy. The fourth part furnishes a closer look on the new actors in the 

Philippine industrial relations and their contributions so far in addressing the plight of the 

workers. The last part contains the conclusions and recommendations of the author. 

FACTORS BEHIND THE DECLINE OF TRADE UNIONISM 

As Jose (2000) noted, "trade unions have been important institutions of industrial 

society". Apart from being successful in legitimizing the workers' struggle, they have helped 

deliver significant outcomes in terms of empowering their members and fighting for equity 

and justice to workers all over the world. The advent of the century is set to be another 

defining moment for unions. Recent decades have seen profound changes in the political and 

economic spheres, which have had negative effects on their position and influence.  

Foremost of this is the globalization of the world economy. Primarily, globalization 

has brought about heavy pressure on the local industries to become globally competitive. 

Heightened global competition has disposed enterprises to adopt greater flexibility -- 

functional or numerical -- in terms of labor utilization. Amongst the common functional 

flexibility employed by enterprises are the "broadening of job designs, mobility across 

tasks…enlarging the scope of individual skills, and extensive training and retraining 

programs" (Binghay, N.D.). Numerical flexibility, on the other hand, entails practices such 

labor subcontracting, changing work hours, and hiring of casual, part-time, temporary and 

contract workers. The consideration of these practices as atypical employment has become 

outdated such that it is now typical for increasing numbers of people and now have gained 

"legitimacy and political support in the climate of economic liberalism" (Jose, 2000). The 

sadder part however is that these practices are easily employed by capitalists without much 

reaction from desperate Filipino workers. Often, they do not have any choice but to agree to 

such settings due to limited better employment opportunities in the country.  
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Globalization has also affected how firms see their employees (Binghay, N.D.). With 

the rising costs of production, management has embarked on creating cheap labor market to 

attain the objective of keeping low prices for their products while maintaining high profits, 

leading one to think that labor have become commodity and not a partner for progress. 

Another phenomenon that could be associated with globalization is the emergence of 

more sophisticated "decollectivization" strategies on the part of employers. With intense 

competition, employers just could not afford any obstructions in their production processes, 

disposing them to adopt anti-union practices.  

Aside from globalization, there is the phenomenon of technological advancements. 

Advancements in technology have made it possible for the new units of production to be 

geographically dispersed. Relevant to this is the fact that today, it is no longer necessary for 

people to work closely and be physically located in the same place. The computer has 

become an indispensable tool of the society with millions of people doing their work online. 

With the advancements in technology, the term virtual office has now become a reality. 

Another phenomenon associated with new technology is the automation of business 

processes and the consequent reduction in labor needs of businesses. Companies have been 

resorting to the substitution of labor-intensive operations by machine-processed operations.  

Meanwhile, Jose (2000) reported that the composition of workers is also changing and 

they are increasingly differentiated by their competence. Jose (2000) observed that at the 

higher end of the spectrum, workers "tend to be better-educated, career minded, 

individualistic and less motivated by class interests and solidarity". However, majority of 

workers belong to the lower end of the scale, usually employed in service industries and 

occupations, and they are mainly the women and the migrant workers (Jose, 2000).  

The above trends in the realm of labor and employment have had the general effect of 

weakening trade unions, demarcating their organizing and bargaining opportunities. The 
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challenge to trade unions therefore is to transcend their traditional approaches in mobilizing 

and organizing workers. Particularly, there is the need for trade unions to establish alliances 

with other institutions to be able to seek social justice for a wider group of workers and 

consequently, sustain their relevance amidst changing global and local pressures.  

THE MARGINALIZED WORKERS AS UNPROTECTED WORKERS 

The marginalized workers in the Philippines being covered here are classified broadly 

into the following "overlapping groups": the informal sector workers, the women workers, 

and the migrant workers.  

1. The Informal Sector Workers 

 The Department of Labor and Employment (DOLE) basically defines the informal 

sector as the own-account workers and unpaid family workers. The said agency further 

defined own account worker as a class of worker who falls in any of the following categories:  

·  Self-employed without any employee - a person working for profit or fee 
in own business, farm,  profession or trade without any paid employee as 
defined in category 2 below. This includes a worker who works purely on 
commission basis and who may not have regular working hours. 

·  Employer in own farm or business - a person working in his/her own 
business, farm, profession or trade who has one or more regular paid 
employees, including paid family members.  

·  A domestic helper, family driver and other household helper who assist in 
the family-operated business, regardless of time spent in this activity, is 
not a hired employee in the enterprise/business…   

·  Worked with pay on own family-operated farm or business - a person 
working in own family-operated  farm or business and receives cash or a 
fixed share of the produce as payment for his services. 

 
The unpaid family worker, on the other hand, is defined by DOLE as one who works 

"without pay on own family operated farm or business operated by another member living in 

the same household. The room and board and any cash allowance given as incentives are not 

counted as compensation for these family workers". 

It is a common observation that the informal sector  comprises a substantial 

component of the domestic economy of many developing countries. The same is true with the 
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case of the Philippines. Data from the National Statistics Office (NSO) reveals that with the 

exemption of the year 2000, the percentage of workers belonging to the informal sector has 

been consistently higher compared to those belonging to the wage and salary workers, with 

own-account and unpaid family workers accounting up to 53.76%, 53.47%, 51.43%, 50.99%, 

51.24%, 49.27%, 50.47%, 51.23% for the years 1995 to 2002, respectively.  

Further, it is commonly claimed that apart from its considerable contribution to the 

employment profile of the country, the informal sector plays an indispensable role in the 

economy, serving as an engine for economic growth. ILO reported in March 2003 that the 

sector has actually contributed at least 44 % of the country's GNP. DOLE also recognizes this 

fact. In a press release dated March 2001, DOLE announced that the informal workers 

deserved a boost for helping the nation withstand severe economic shocks over the years.  

The more important point now is that in spite of the growing recognition of their 

contributions in surmounting the country's economic difficulties, they remain to be deprived 

of social protection. As these workers are part of the labor force not covered by typical 

employer-employee relations, they are mostly deprived of benefits like security of tenure, 

maternity and sick leaves, medical and death benefits, and social security.  

There is also the prevailing issue of poor working conditions especially in the urban 

informal sector, specifically with regards to the working environment and the security of 

informal sector actors. Prescribed labor and business standards are hardly adopted in the 

sector because activities here are chiefly beyond the scope of government regulation, and this 

is partly due to the fact that a large percentage of the sector is household-based. 

2. Women Workers 

Another issue that has been gaining attention is the growing feminization of the labor 

force. Official data show that the labor participation rate of women in the total employment 
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profile has been increasing over time. From 44.83% in 1985, it grew by 8.01% to reach 

52.84% in 2002.  

Szal (2000) claimed that the general trend in higher labor force participation rate of 

women is caused by the needs of enterprises for "cheaper and more flexible sources of labor 

given the intensity of competition" particularly, more opportunities for casual contracts, part-

time contracts, and piece-rate contracting, and greater freedom in hiring and firing. 

Edralin (2001) studied the feminization of workforce in the industries -- notably 

garment manufacturing, shoes, microchip, computerized manufacturing, and electronics 

industry -- operating inside export processing zones in the Philippines, asserting that 

"globalization has not fully improved their working conditions nor expanded their 

opportunities, nor ameliorated the predominance of their low-paying and menial jobs". 

Estrella-Gust (2000) meanwhile noted that export industries outside and inside export 

processing zones carry both benefits and risks. Benefits include regular work in the formal 

sector and a package of standardized working conditions while risks include low salaries and 

deficient enforcement of healthy and safety regulations such as exposure to toxic substances, 

respiratory diseases, and musculo-skeletal problems (Estrella-Gust, 2001).  

ILO, on the other hand, reported the worldwide trend of high share of women in the 

informal sector employment. ILO asserted that women most probably number much more 

than reflected in available statistics because they mainly comprise the unpaid family helpers 

and home-based workers and such types of works are often confounded with household work. 

Moreover, ILO reported that in many cases, women do not view themselves as workers. ILO 

particularly attributed this further integration of women's home-based labor into the formal 

production system under informal, flexible employment arrangements to the rampant strategy 

of subcontracting production and services to family enterprises and home-based labor.  
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Congruent to the assertions made by Edralin (2001) and Estrella-Gust (2000), ILO 

reported that as in their usual jobs in the formal sector, women workers, in contrast to their 

male counterparts, tend to be "concentrated in a narrower range of activities or occupations… 

in tasks that require less or no skills and pay less, and in the lower-end of the markets". 

3. Migrant Workers 

 Massive labor migration is a worldwide phenomenon and the Philippines is well 

known in this respect as a leading exporter of labor. DOLE reported that as of December 

2001, stock estimates show that there are over 7.4 million Overseas Filipino Workers 

(OFWs). DOLE further reported that the magnitude of Filipinos who sought employment in 

foreign lands increased tremendously over the years. From 372,784 in 1985, the number of 

deployed workers has continuously increased over the following years and has more than 

doubled to reach 891,908 in 2002. 

 With their total remittances amounting to billions of dollars each year and 

continuously helping surmount the effects of severe economic crisis in the Philippines, 

Overseas Filipino workers have been labeled as the "new heroes of the land" (bagong bayani 

ng bayan). From an aggregate remittance of 687.2 million dollars in 1985, the growing 

number of deployed OFWs resulted into the commensurate upsurge in their total remittances 

by 6.502 billion to reach as much as 7.189 billion dollars in 2002.  

While many of these migrant workers have adapted to their point of destinations with 

relative ease, a large number still have to combat exploitations and abuses in their workplaces. 

Among the group of migrant workers commonly claimed to be exploited or abused are the 

legions of women working as domestic helpers and entertainers, men in construction works, 

and seamen in unsafe vessels (Estrella-Gust 2000). 

One aspect that warrants special attention is the fact that it is now women who 

dominate the Philippine international migration. It is a common claim in studies about labor 
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migration that women are especially vulnerable to discrimination particularly, maltreatment 

and sexual harassment as a result of the oppressive attitudes of racism and male perceptions 

of superiority over women. Another related aspect that has always gained wide attention is 

the persistence of women trafficking across borders.  

PROFILE OF TRADE UNIONS IN THE PHILIPPINES 

Statistics from DOLE show that the number of trade unions and trade union 

membership have been increasing over the past years. From 1,996 labor organizations with a 

total membership of 2.117 million workers in 1985, this expanded to as much as 11,365 labor 

organizations with a total membership of 3.914 million workers at the end of 2002.  

However, there was not any significant increase in terms of union membership as a 

percentage of the total labor force and of the total number of employed labor force. In 1985, 

union membership covered 10.21% of the total labor force, or 11.67% of the total number of 

employed, while in 2002, union membership covered 11.53% of the total labor force, or 

13.02% of the total number of employed persons. Beginning 1995, trade union membership 

as a percentage of the total labor force has been consistently decreasing, although just slightly 

each year, while trade union membership as a percentage of the total number of employed 

labor force has almost remained the same ever since 1990.  

Bitonio (2000) also raised one important limitation of these statistics: the numbers are 

cumulative; they are based only at the time of the formation of union and do not take into 

account information on unions beyond their organizational stages. Inactive unions, double-

counting of members, defections, or changes in union affiliations -- all very common 

occurrences in the country -- are therefore not really reflected in the statistics (Bitonio, 2000). 

On the other hand, the number of collective bargaining agreements (CBAs) more than 

doubled from 1985 with 2,029 CBAs covering 262,000 workers (1.26% of the labor force or 

1.44% of the total number of employed) to 4,982 CBAs covering 497,000 workers (2.05% of 
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the labor force or 2.24% of the total number of employed) in 1990. However, from 1990, the 

number of CBAs dwindled to 2,700 covering 528,000 workers (1.56% of the labor force or 

1.76% of the total number of employed) towards the end of 2002. 

A more reliable gauge of union strength is the number of unions which are able to 

conclude CBAs and the number of workers covered by such agreements compared to trade 

union membership. From over 100% existing CBAs as a percentage of existing trade unions 

in 1985 to 1990, this has consistently dwindled down over the years to reach as low as 

23.76% at the end of 2002. This means a wide CBA ratio where only one out of four unions 

is able to conclude a CBA. On the other hand, CBA coverage as a percentage of union 

membership slightly increased by 1.11% from 12.38% in 1985 to 13.49% in 2002 although 

the latter is still 2.78% lower compared to the 16.27% registered in 1990. The figure means a 

wide CBA coverage ratio where only one out of seven unionized workers is covered by CBA.  

THE EMERGING ACTORS IN INDUSTRIAL RELATIONS 

 With the effects of the changing environment being widely discussed and assessed by 

different sectors of the society, a new development in industrial relations is taking place. It 

appears that managing the plight of the workers is no longer the sole-preserve of trade unions. 

New players have entered the arena, mainly the other civil society organizations such as the 

Church, NGOs and POs, and even the academic sector. The following discussions highlight 

the depth of the involvement so far of these new players in industrial relations. 

1. The Church 

The paper of Jacob et al (N.D.) provided a backdrop of the depth of the involvement 

of the church in the field of labor. The paper traced the history of the church involvement and 

provided a chronicle on three church organizations that have remained to be actively involved 

over the years: the Archdiocese of Manila Labor Center (AMLC), Ecumenical Institute for 

Labor Education and Research (EILER), and the Institute of Social Order (ISO).  
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1.1. Historical Account: From Marcos Era to Post-EDSA I I  

The paper accounted that the Philippines has started to see a more involved clergy 

during the Marcos regime, when there was an upsurge in the organizational activity of trade 

unions, and the Church was striving to reach out to as many people. When Marcos declared 

Martial Law, labor unions and other organizations were declared illegal and were forced to 

go underground. While there was a rampant oppression and violation of human rights of the 

Filipino people, this did not stop the Church in being involved in the fight of the workers.  

Several organizations that heightened the socio-political involvement of the Church 

were formed during this era. One of which is the Association of Major Religious Superiors in 

the Philippines (AMRSP), formed in 1972. AMRSP in turn has helped established the Urban 

Missionaries. The two became partners in activities that focused on the protection and 

alleviation of the living conditions of the contractual workers (Jacob et al, N.D.).  

With its striking condemnation of the Marcos rule because of its repressive policies, 

the church certainly contributed to the downfall of the dictator, leading to the assumption to 

presidency of Corazon Aquino in 1986. During the Aquino regime, there was a reported 

weakening of the involvement of the church. Church people were drawn out from NGOs and 

social action centers and was brought back to congregational works (Jacob et al, N.D.). 

In 1992, a new president was elected and the Filipinos have once again witnessed a 

watchful and vigilant Church as it calculated every move of Fidel Valdez Ramos, a former 

military man and a distant relative of Marcos (Jacob et al, N.D.). The Church back then has 

been active in its lobbying efforts against the membership of Philippines to the World Trade 

Organization (Jacob et al, N.D.).  

In the advent of globalization, a new president was elected in the person of Joseph 

Ejercito Estrada, a former movie actor. In the word of Jacob et al (N.D.):  

The church was alarmed by the way capitalists accumulate profits at the 
expense of the workers. The Catholic Bishop Congress of the Philippines 
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reiterated via pastoral letter its consistent teaching on the needed prioritization 
of workers over capital and workers' rights over profit, and the duty of the 
Philippine government to help the Filipinos find jobs with just compensation 
and security of tenure. The disappointment of the Filipino workers with the 
Estrada administration on its failure to provide a genuine concern for their 
welfare made them an active participant together with the church people in the 
call for his resignation.  
 
The fall of the Estrada administration brought about by the success of the EDSA 

People Power II paved the way for the proclamation of Ms. Gloria Macapagal-Arroyo as the 

country's president. "Church involvement again weakened though the church remains vigilant 

as the workers' fight for the advancement of their welfare continues" (Jacob et al, N.D.). 

1.2. Well-involved Church Organizations  

1.2.1. Institute of Social Order (ISO) 

The ISO was formally established in 1947 through the efforts of Fr. Walter Hogan, 

S.J. in concretizing the social teachings of the Catholic Church. The organization has a rich 

history of responding to the needs and promoting the liberation of the marginalized sectors of 

the society. Among the fruits of its endeavors and efforts is the formation and strengthening 

of several highly regarded peoples' organizations such as: the San Dionisio Cooperative; the 

Federation of Free Farmers; the Federation of Filipino Workers; the Zone One Tondo 

Organization; and the urban poor groups that contributed significantly to the passage of the 

Urban Development and Housing Act in 1992. 

Consistent with its mission of empowering the poor and the marginalized sectors of 

the Philippine society and transforming unjust structures of power in the country through the 

promotion of a participatory, equitable, gender sensitive and sustainable development 

processes, ISO today is pursuing development programs that adopt integrated, community 

and value based approaches. These development programs are being pursued in partnership 

with the government and the other development-oriented organizations. The Institute is also 

reviving its training and education programs in response to the continuing needs of the basic 
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sector and partner  organizations. Along with these, the Institute works towards 

professionalizing and streamlining its development approaches and management system so it 

can serve its target clients better and to contribute to the furtherance of NGO works. 

1.2.2. Ecumenical Institute for Labor Education & Research (EILER)  

EILER was established in 1981 as an ecumenical service institution for labor, 

research, education and organizing. Consistent with the mission of "raising consciousness of 

workers through liberating education and developing their capability to establish, run and 

lead organizations in pursuit of their immediate and long-term interests", EILER applies a 

two-tiered approach to serving the people (Jacob et al, N.D.). Short-term approaches include 

responding to workers' immediate needs by providing those involved in labor disputes, 

collective bargaining, and sectoral campaigns with informational, paralegal, and material 

support while long term approaches include strengthening their organizations with the 

knowledge and skills to fight all forms of exploitation and oppression (Jacob et al, N.D.).   

EILER also shifts priorities through the years commensurate to the needs of the 

changing milieu. While the 1980s saw EILER taking the lead in course development and full 

blast mass education with the banner course of Genuine Trade Unionism, the mid-1990s saw 

the accent of EILER's work shifting towards replicating capabilities among workers 

organizations by training instructors, leaders and education administrators (Jacob et al, N.D.). 

Now that the very base of unions is threatened by globalization and labor flexibilization, 

EILER started to venture into education work among irregular workers (Jacob et al, N.D.). 

1.2.3. Archdiocese of Manila Labor Center (AMLC) 

According to Jacob et al (N.D.), the beginnings of AMCL can be traced back as early 

as 1976 when Fr. Noel Vasquez, S.J. founded the Church Labor Center within the compound 

of Caritas, Manila. The Parish Labor Desk was then formed as an alternative group for 

laborers from certain parishes. In 1991, PLD changed its name to Parish-Based Labor 
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Organization (PaBLO). The said labor organization was turned over to Archdiocese of 

Manila in September 1997, thus the creation of the AMCL (Jacob et al, N.D.). 

AMLC was established to serve the needs of Metro Manila workers -- organized and 

unorganized, formal or informal. Initially, the institution tried to organize parish-based 

workers’  organizations as in the case of PaBLO, which is still in existence as an 

organizational program under the institution. Nowadays, AMLC plans to carry out is mission 

of promoting workers' rights and dignity by focusing on the formation and empowerment of 

workers through pastoral education and formation, and the provision of legal assistance in 

partnership with other government organizations, labor groups, and other church institutions. 

1.3. Insights 

The Church in the Philippines must be one of the most vigilant religious group or civil 

society organization a country could ever witness. While it is not a traditional role of a church 

to be involved in matters of the state such as labor issues, the Church in the country has 

sought expansion from their traditional mission of evangelization in an effort to utilize their 

influence for the advancement of people's good and empowerment. This included being 

involved in issues advancing workers and human rights in general. 

Indeed, the Church has a long history of involvement in the labor movement. It is 

important to note however the changing focus of the activities of the Church in response to 

the emerging developments. From community organization, developmental works, and 

educational work that focused on replicating capabilities of workers' organizations by training 

their leaders, it is continuously reviving its training and education programs such that it now 

caters even to irregular workers, a clear proof on how it recognizes the challenges posed by 

globalization to trade unions. The growing attention to establishing linkages and partnership 

with other institutions is also discernable. 

2. Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) and People's Organizations (POs) 
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NGOs are generally defined as private organizations that pursue activities related to 

the protection of the environment, mitigation of human suffering, promotion of the interests 

of the poor, provision of basic social services, or community development. 

Usually, it is NGOs which help set up POs. POs (also referred to as grassroots 

organizations or community-based organizations especially in other countries) are normally 

"membership" organizations, and made up of a group of individuals from a narrow 

geographic area who have gathered together to further their own interests. Common examples 

are women's groups, credit circles, cooperatives and farmers' groups. In most cases, POs are 

classified under NGOs. While these POs or community-based NGOs exists to further their 

own interests, other NGOs, especially those which operates at the national level exists to 

serve others. Both organizations are widely known for being value-based organizations where 

altruism and voluntarism remain as the key defining principles of their works. 

2.1. Overview 

Philippine democracy is well known for its vibrant civil society, and NGOs and POs 

take center stage in this respect. Their involvement in industrial relations relies mainly upon 

their dedication and continued efforts on confronting inequity and injustices through 

organization and advocacy. Some of them cooperate with formal trade unions and/or church 

organizations in addressing workers' concerns, some do not, while some are actually a 

network of several organizations. Some of them confront the concerns of a group of workers 

directly by launching programs and projects; some confront indirectly by compelling the 

government to institute changes. Some are local arms of larger NGOs that operate 

internationally; others are local in character. Some only have very specific and narrow 

agenda; others incorporate labor issues in a broad socio-economic development agenda. 

2.2. NGOs that are Well-involved in the Advancement of Workers Rights 

2.2.1. NGOs for the Informal Sector 
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In the 1980s, after realizing the extent of home-based works in developing countries, 

ILO initiated a programme in three Southeast Asian countries -- Philippines, Thailand and 

Indonesia -- resulting in a reported establishment of many new organizations at the grassroots 

level, a national network in each country, and the beginnings of a regional organization.  

In the Philippines, the project resulted in the establishment of PATAMABA, a national 

network for homeworkers. PATAMBA provides extensive training and education courses for 

its members and administers loan schemes for economic livelihood projects. It has been 

extremely active in advocacy at national and sometimes even at international levels and it has 

linkages with many different NGOs and government bodies. PATAMABA works in alliance 

with two other groups: KASAMBHAI and the People's Subsector Development (PSD).  

KASAMBHAI is an organization working with homeworkers from the agricultural 

sector. In the countryside there is a new practice of subcontracting of animal and crop raising 

where women are provided with small animals or seedlings, as well as foodstuffs or 

chemicals, and made to return the grown animals and crops to the company. In return, they 

are paid for the labor. PSD, on the other hand, was set up to organize the "retazo workers" in 

Manila. This group, made up mainly of women, makes products such as woven mats, safety 

globes or cleaning cloths out of waste cloth from garment factories.  

  2.2.2. NGOs for Migrant Workers 

With the lack of presence of trade unions in the issue of labor migration and in host 

countries, Filipino migrants themselves endeavored on establishing peoples' organizations 

and associations. This made possible the establishment of bigger and more powerful migrant 

workers NGOs operating abroad. MIGRANTE and United Filipinos in Hongkong (UNIFIL-

HK) are just among the concrete proofs of this. 

MIGRANTE International is a well-known international alliance of Filipino migrant 

organizations committed in the agenda of fighting for the rights and welfare of overseas 
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Filipinos. Founded in 1996, its traces its early beginnings during the massive international 

campaign against the unjust hanging of Filipino domestic worker Flor Comtemplacion in 

Singapore. MIGRANTE International claims to have 95 member organizations in 22 

countries around the globe. With its Executive Committee based in Manila, the organization 

spearheads campaigns against policies and regulations of the Philippine government that have 

negative bearings on migrant workers. 

UNIFIL-HK, on the other hand, is an alliance of Filipino migrant organizations in 

Hong Kong. Formally established in May 1985, it aims to consolidate Hong Kong-based 

Filipino migrant organizations, raise consciousness of migrants on problems, issues, and root 

causes of migration in the Philippines, and mobilize them to address these issues. Activities 

of UNIFIL-HK range from social encounters, welfare projects, education and training, and 

campaigns for rights and welfare of Filipino migrants to organizing picket-rallies, public 

forums, protest march and other forms of mass actions. 

UNIFIL-HK and MIGRANTE have been long partners in launching programs and 

activities. In fact, UNIFIL-HK is the principal partner of MIGRANTE in implementing its 

programs in Hong Kong. They conduct consultations in issues affecting migrant Filipinos on 

a regular basis. Some members of UNIFIL-HK are also members of MIGRANTE the former 

actually encourages its members to also register as members of MIGRANTE. 

On the other side, there are a number of migrant workers NGOs which are local in 

character. KAIBIGAN NG OCWs, Inc. is mainly an advocacy group that holds the belief that 

labor export is not a solution to the country's economic woes. It conducts public information 

campaigns regarding issues that are of concern to migrant workers.  

The Association of Relatives of Filipino Migrant Workers, better known by its local 

acronym-name of KAKAMMPI (Kapisanan ng mga Kamag-anak ng Migranteng 

Manggagawang Pilipino) is also involved in the agenda of promoting migrant workers rights.  
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There is also the Center for Overseas Workers, which conducts pre-employment 

information campaigns on the issue of women exploitation and provides counseling and 

assistance in filing complaints with the Philippine Overseas Employment Agency (POEA).  

Meanwhile, BATIS caters to the needs of distressed overseas Filipina workers. It was 

founded in 1988, as a result of networking between some staff of the National Council of 

Churches in the Philippines and the House of Emergency of Love and Peace. BATIS aims to 

make Filipina overseas workers aware of their rights and responsibilities through publication 

of relevant materials, launching of education courses, training, seminars and symposia.  

As will be discussed in the following section, aside from providing services and 

assistance for Filipinos who are working abroad, these four organizations are also actively 

involved in programs for Filipinos who are returnees from abroad. 

2.2.3. NGOs for Filipino Returnees 

Concerned with the fact that no major efforts have been made particularly by the 

government to tackle the challenges of return migration, Jeremaiah Opiniano (2002), in his 

paper Migration and Social Development: Challenges to Return Migration and Reintegration 

in the Philippines, tried to track the counterpart efforts made by migrant-worker NGOs in 

ensuring that more of those migrant workers who wish to settle back in the Philippines can do 

so and reintegrate successfully to conditions in the homeland. 

According to Opiniano (2002), the following are the NGOs that are directly involved 

in providing reintegration programs for Filipino returnees, some of which have already been 

mentioned and provided with a brief description in the previous segment of the paper: 

·  Batis Center and the Development Action for Women Network. Founded in 1988 and 1996, 

respectively, both groups cater to Filipinas who were former entertainers in Japan. 

·  Center for Overseas Workers. Formed in 1990 after the outbreak of the Gulf War, the 

center caters to displaced migrant workers with its program on forming cooperatives. 
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·  Kanlungan Center Foundation. Established in 1989, the foundation provides crisis 

intervention and confronts the legal and psychosocial needs of women returnees. 

·  Unlad Kabayan Migrant Services Foundation. Established in 1996, the foundation 

launched an economic reintegration program called the Migrants Savings and Alternative 

Investment program.  

·  The Episcopal Commission on the Pastoral Care of Migrants and Itinerant People 

(ECMI) of the Catholic Bishops Conference of the Philippines (CBCP). ECMI offers an 

Entrepreneurship Development Program (EDP) for migrant returnees in partnership with 

the Catholic Church’s dioceses and parishes nationwide.  

·  The Scalabrini Center for People on the Move (SCPM). SCPM provides counseling 

services and assistance to CBCP-ECMI’s programs on reintegration. 

·  The Ugnayan at Tulong para sa Maralitang Pamilya Foundation or UGAT. Established 

in 1991, the foundation administers programs for families of migrants.  

·  The Apostleship of the Sea-Philippines. Founded in 1986, the organization, together with 

its chapters nationwide, has been the frontline group of the Catholic Church in maritime 

apostolate by providing counseling services to families of seafarers. 

·  Migrante Anak Pamilya. Formed in 2000, the group focuses on meeting the psychosocial 

needs of migrants and their families.  

In addition, Opiniano (2002) highlighted the works of two sister NGOs involved in 

reintegration programs: the Atikha, Inc. and BaliKaBayani Foundation which work together 

to facilitate the reintegration of OFWs into their communities through social preparation and 

economic intervention. Atikha and BaliKaBayani operates under a three-fold goals: 

“ reuniting the families of migrant workers; rebuilding the communities of migrant workers; 

and recreating economic opportunities in the Philippines”  (Opiniano, 2002).   
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As accounted by Opiniano (2002), Atikha was established in 1995 as a result of a 

study conducted by the Center for Women’s Resources in Germany which revealed disturbing 

information on how migration affects family relations and children. BaliKaBayani, on one 

hand, was formed in 1999 upon the realization of Atikha of the potential problems entailed in 

operating its reintegration program (Opiniano, 2002). As the two became partners, a two-

tiered approach to reintegration was formalized with Atikha focusing on the social aspect of 

reintegration, and with BaliKaBayani focusing on the economic aspect (Opiniano, 2002). In 

particular, Atikha runs a program for migrant children called the Batang Atikha (kid of 

Atikha) and conducts orientation sessions for OFWs and their families while BaliKaBayani 

offers financial consultancy and undertakes research and advocacy (Opiniano, 2002).  

3. Academic Sector 

Recognized by the ILO and the International Industrial Relations Association (IIRA) 

as a center of industrial relations school in the Philippines, U.P. School of Labor and 

Industrial Relations (SOLAIR) remains as the country's leading schools in industrial relations 

and human resources development since the 1950s. The School is mandated mainly to 

provide quality instruction, assistance, advanced research, and extension services in the area 

of industrial relations and human resource development.  

U.P. SOLAIR specifies itself in its mission statement as an institution that is 

"committed to the empowerment of labor, enlightened industrial relations and social justice" 

and "seeks the enlightenment of workers and the strengthening of their organizations, and the 

democratization and humanization of industrial relations". 

3.1. Historical Overview 

The beginnings of U.P. SOLAIR can be traced back as early as 1954 to the Labor 

Education Center, organized to serve the labor education needs of a nascent trade union 

movement by providing training on the various aspects of trade union organizing and 
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administration. It was renamed in 1958 as the Asian Labor Education Center as it expanded 

its services to countries in Asia to augment the need in the education of Asian trade unionists. 

Since 1975, the SOLAIR started to offer graduate studies, in addition to its original 

extension and research activities. Subsequently in 1982, it was formally established by the 

U.P. Board of Regents as a distinct academic unit under the name Institute of Industrial 

Relations.  The institution was renamed as the School of Labor and Industrial Relations in 

1988 to adequately reflect its role in the academic community and in the larger society.  

3.2. The Graduate Program 

 The Master of Industrial Relations program aims to train qualified students and staff 

members of unions, management, government agencies and educational institutions for a 

professional career in labor relations and human resources development.  

The graduate studies program in industrial relations is multi-disciplinary and has 

integrated various disciplines that bear upon industrial relations such as sociology, economics, 

business administration, psychology, law, political science, public administration and 

statistics. The curriculum has been designed to give students general competence in the field 

of industrial relations. The students are required to finish basic integrative courses, while 

developing expertise in any of the four areas of specialization in industrial relations: labor-

management relations, human resources development, comparative industrial relations, and 

labor policy and administration.  

3.3. The UP SOLAIR Tri-Centers 

 The year 1996 marked another turning point in the history of SOLAIR upon the 

consolidation of the School's extensions services into three centers of excellence: the Center 

for Labor and Grassroots Initiatives (CLGI), the Center for Administration of Labor Justice 

(CALJ), and the Center for Industry Productivity and Competitiveness (CIPC). The centers 

are envisaged to give greater focus and strengthen the School's research and extension works. 
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CLGI focuses on research and training programs aimed at widening workers' 

ownership base in corporate assets and strengthening grassroots entrepreneurial skills. CALJ 

focuses on research and training programs in the areas of policy analysis in labor justice 

administration, raising workers' consciousness on labor rights and promotion of voluntary and 

peaceful modes of dispute settlements in accordance with the mandate of the Constitution. 

CIPC focuses on research and training programs aimed at strengthening the capability of 

local industries in making appropriate productivity-enhancing IR/HRD measures as well as in 

promoting greater workers' participation in productivity improvement programs. 

3.4. Efforts over the Years   

Historically, U.P. SOLAIR has always been involved in poverty alleviation and mass 

organizing issues. From the 1950s to the 1970s, SOLAIR helped developed a new generation 

of labor leaders all over the country through its Workers Education Program or WEP. 

WEP was transformed into the Labor Education and Extension Program in the late 

1980s upon the recognition of the fact that the number of laborers in the organized sector of 

the economy is not getting any bigger and that there are many marginalized workers in the 

labor market who need non-traditional extension services. In accordance to this, SOLAIR 

began offering courses on cooperativism and self-management for trade unions and informal 

sector workers on top of the traditional workers education subjects involving philosophy and 

history of trade unionism, collective bargaining and dispute settlement. 

In the second half of the 1980s, SOLAIR, with the help of its partners, involved itself 

in organizing national conferences and seminars on marginalized workers, particularly the 

OFWs, informal sector workers, fisherfolks, farmers and landless rural poor, child workers, 

and women workers. These efforts have been carried over up to the 1990s. 

The more recent years have witnessed several efforts of the School to provide 

reflections on globalization and its impact on trade unions. In November 2002, for instance, 
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SOLAIR, in partnership with other labor institutions, organized an international conference, 

aimed to identify emerging challenges facing the labor movement under globalization as well 

as to outline old and new labor empowerment measures. 

3.5. Insights  

Traditionally, the role of a university or any learning institution for that matter is to 

perpetuate the task of educating students and generating information through researches. The 

University of the Philippines, particularly through SOLAIR, however extended this function 

to get involved in poverty alleviation and mass organizing agenda, and provide various 

training programs and seminars, workshops, and conferences for labor leaders, policymakers, 

and other practitioners in the field of labor and industrial relations. 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

The interventions made by the other civil society organizations have been extremely 

crucial in striking a balance against the social costs of heightened trade liberalization in the 

Philippines. With the mentioned contributions of the said civil society organizations in the 

country, Kochan's (2003) suggestion to "expand the definition of the key actors in industrial 

relations systems to include institutional forms that are emerging" may prove to be relevant.  

Meanwhile, trade unions have to recognize that the employer-employee relationship 

has changed drastically. The use of traditional trade unions strategies is not functional or 

applicable on the majority of contractual, informal, and migrant workers. A lot of creativity 

and struggle on their part have to be developed and tested for them to maintain their status as 

a key refuge for the workers. One of the most critical strategies regarding trade union 

resurgence that unions may want to look into is strengthening linkages with other sectors of 

the society. Unions should foster greater trust and stronger collaboration among themselves 

and with various sectors to surmount the challenges posed before them by globalization.  
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Since they have long experiences and training in labor organizing and conscientizing, 

trade unions may want to institute partnerships with other civil society groups that aim to 

organize members of, and address the problems confronting, basic sectors of the society. 

They must also look into the need for them to coordinate more with the industrial relations 

expert from the academe for them to be educated more on how globalization has affected 

labor movement and take into account these observations from the experts while planning for 

strategies. A better understanding on the problems confronting the marginalized groups of 

workers can likewise be gained through multi-sectoral cooperation. Moreover, since an 

overwhelming percentage of workers in the economy are women, unions may tie-up with 

women's groups in the country to identify strategies to more effectively extend social 

protection benefits to workers in the informal economy with a special attention for gendered-

approaches. Trade unions are also urged to establish or strengthen their existing ties with 

political NGOs and POs to struggle openly for a pro-people economic program that shall 

willfully defend the millions of marginalized workers in the country. As inevitable as 

globalization, trade unions must start rethinking their functions and reinventing themselves to 

sustain their organization in the years ahead. 
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