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March Meeting  n  When: 6:30 p.m. Monday 2011 March 21. n  What: Victoria Hoffarth, a communications psycholo-
gist by training, has given seminars for women managers on career planning and management. She will give a brief talk
on the subject. n  Where: Dhavan Poonam’s home, Unit 9C Pacific Plaza Condominium, Ayala Avenue, Makati (across
from Rustans). Car entrance is on Apartment Ridge Road. n  Bring: Something to share for the potluck dinner. n  April
Meeting: Monday 2011 April 11.

A
ll of us are at least
obliquely aware
that the cruel
exploitation of
vulnerable young
girls is a thriving
business in the

Philippines today. But at the January
17th meeting of the Manila Women’s
Forum, it was brought home in no
uncertain terms. Our guest speaker,
Cecilia Flores-Oebanda, founding
president and executive director of the
Visayan Forum Foundation (VFF), put
us thoroughly in the picture on the
pressing social issue of modern-day
slavery in the Philippines and the
heroic work of her organization.

After a moving introduction by
long-time friend and supporter, Georgia
McCauley, Cecil’s talk got off to an
emotional start, her voice betraying the
difficulties of her daily work and her
organization’s mission. “This is not a
happy side of life,” she told us,
apologetically. Human trafficking is
one of the most profitable forms of
underground business in the Philip-
pines today, thanks to the country’s
position as one of the leading export-
ers of workers worldwide (in third
place after the two most populous
nations on earth—China and India). In
the less developed provinces of the
country, an extensive network of

recruiters remorselessly preys on the
hopes and dreams of girls, luring them
with promises of jobs in Manila and
abroad, but instead selling them as sex
slaves and bonded laborers.

The VFF is a national nongovern-
mental organization whose mission is
to promote the human rights and
development of marginalized migrants.
It is licensed by the Department of
Social Welfare and Development to
provide shelter to children and women.
But beyond treating the symptoms, the

organization is also trying to address
the root of the problem by waging a
war against trafficking to reduce the
vulnerability of women and children of
the Philippines.

As Cecil went on to explain, this war
has three fronts: (1) fighting to change
attitudes in government agencies
through active participation in the
trafficking issue at the national level
and by eliminating collusion between
government employees and traffickers;
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(2) increasing ownership of the traffick-
ing issue by the private sector, espe-
cially transport companies, which are
the last point of visibility for the
victims; and (3) changing the culture of
deception in the source, destination,
and transport communities.

The VFF operates in 20 cities and
project areas and has 11 regional
offices. An important part of the
organization’s day-to-day work is to
guard and choke strategic transit areas,
such as sea ports and main roads, to
intercept trafficking victims. To widen
their net, the VFF is enlisting the help of
shipping lines and port and airport
authorities to watch for and intercept
perpetrators and victims. Intercepted
and rescued trafficking victims, who
mostly come from the poorer provinces
in the Visayas and Mindanao, are cared
for in safe houses, typically for 1 to 2
weeks or up to 3 months, but some
victims may need to be assisted for up
to a year. If they can be reunited with
their families, the VFF helps them to
return home; however, the majority
cannot go back for fear of stigma or
retaliation. A Manila safe house is
currently caring for a 10-year-old girl,

Manila Women’s Forum

Manila Women’s Forum (MWF) is a

cross-cultural network for women. It

provides opportunities to build friend-

ships, talk to women of various cultures,

and share information about resources.
Our meetings are intended to provide

intellectual stimulation and lead to

personal and professional development.

All women are welcome to join.

     The current officers are: Amy

Alexander, Message Board. Julia Holz,
Treasurer, Membership and Programs.

Lisa Lumbao, Chair. Junie Navarro,

Message Board. Lisa Stuart, Message

Board Moderator. Beaulah P. Taguiwalo,

Newsletter, Website.

    Cost of membership is P300 per year.
Members receive a copy of the current

mailing list in addition to the newsletter,

which is also sent to non-members. A

contribution is collected at each monthly

meeting: P20 for members, and P50 for
non-members. For more information about

MWF, please contact Lisa Lumbao at Tel.

813-0168, or at lumbao@mozcom.com.

Visit our website – a work in progress

www.geocities.com/manilawomensforum

amongst others, the youngest victim of
trafficking for pornography in their care.

The VFF also empowers trafficking
victims by providing them with coun-
seling and opportunities, such as
training in computer skills with the
support of Microsoft, so that they can
gain a decent job, and live indepen-
dently.

Through these efforts, Cecil says, the
VFF has directly helped more than
12,000 women and girls since 2003.

We were shocked to learn of Cecil’s
own background: she, her husband,
and two of their children endured four
years as prisoners of the Marcos
regime. However, she assured us that
their dreadful experience pales in
comparison with the suffering of girls
sold into prostitution. Moreover, the
impacts of trafficking go beyond the
individual; through a ripple effect they
touch every Filipino by disfiguring the
Philippines’ national image. As no
convictions have been made since the
introduction of the anti-trafficking law
in 2003—in spite of the fact that human
trafficking is such a huge problem in the
country—the Philippines could soon
face sanctions. In short, the Philippines
is a nation at risk of becoming infamous
as the face of modern-day slavery in the
world.

The VFF is a public-private partner-
ship and therefore receives support and
funding from various public and private
sources. Cecil invited us to help by
paying a visit to the safe houses and
talking to the girls. A modest financial
contribution can also sponsor the
training of a trafficking victim to enable
her to gain the necessary skills to

reintegrate into society.
For more information you can visit

the main office at No. 18, 12th Avenue,
Barangay Socorro, Murphy, Cubao,
1109 Quezon City, Tel: 02 709 0711 and
02 709 0573, Fax: 02 421 9423, or visit
their website at www.visayanforum.org
or email development@ visayanforum.
org. You can also enlist in the war
against human trafficking by adding
your name to the petition found on the
VFF website at http://www.ipetitions.
com/petition/watenlistment/.

As no convictions have been
made since the introduction of
the anti-trafficking law in 2003
 . . . the Philippines is a nation

at risk of becoming infamous as
the face of modern-day slavery

in the world.


