Introduction

A. Background of the Study

The International Labour Organization (ILO) states that its global thrust at this time is the promotion of “opportunities for women and men to obtain decent and productive work, in the conditions of freedom, equity, security and human dignity.”
  This provides the parameter for the Decent Work framework of the ILO to realize this aspiration and synthesizes its four major components, namely: rights at work, employment, social protection and social dialogue. 

The Decent Work program of the ILO is its contribution to the attainment of the Millennium Development Goals of the United Nations, which includes the ambitious target of reducing by half the number of persons living in extreme poverty by 2015 from its 1990 level.

In order to make this a reality, one should first confront the global decent work deficit. According to the ILO, the deficit “is expressed in the absence of sufficient employment opportunities, inadequate social protection, the denial of rights at work and shortcomings in social dialogue. It is a measure of the gap between the world that we work in and the hopes that people have for a better life.”

As part of the effort to confront the prevailing global decent work deficit, the ILO sponsors studies such as this to precisely understand and contribute to the realization of the goals of Decent Work especially in the developing countries like the Philippines. 

Because agriculture is generally the most dominant sector in the economy of many developing countries like the Philippines, it is important to assess how decent is work in the agricultural sector. 

Past Administrations of government in the Philippines, notably since 1986, as well as this current one, have seen renewed focus on promoting Decent Work through employment generation,  poverty alleviation and social integration programs. 

The Medium Term Philippines Development Plan (MTPDP) for 2001-2004 incorporates the Government’s thinking and sets down employment policies and poverty reduction targets. In fact, the MTPDP, for the first time, includes a chapter on “Promoting Full, Decent and Productive Employment.” 

But while there is widespread acknowledgement of the current administration’s commitment and good intentions to generate employment and fight poverty, there is skepticism as to whether it can implement effective programs and policies to achieve results on the ground.

B. Methodology and Limitations

In the past decades, there have been innumerable studies on a wide range of subjects in agriculture and rural development in the Philippines. However, there is a dearth of agricultural or rural development studies undertaken using the decent work lens. 

Many studies on decent work have been done by the ILO and its various attached agencies like the International Institute of Labour Studies, and most of these are on the conceptual level with, of course, an international perspective. 

The country generally lags behind in the distillation of these researches so that they can become timely and digestible inputs to the decision-making processes of international bodies, government policy makers and advocacy agenda of the trade unions, rural worker organizations and their civil society allies.

This study hopes to contribute to the general understanding of decent work in the Philippines context.

The main methodology entailed gathering the latest available data and information relevant to the subject of this study from government sources, international organizations and credible private sources. 

Due to time constraints, it was not possible to gather all these materials in time. This study likewise suffers from lack of or inadequate statistical measures suggested by the ILO framework. In some instances, data available were only overall macro data but there were no disaggregation by urban or rural areas, by major industry or occupational groups or by crops. In others where these are available, no data series can be constructed for lack or inadequacy of the series itself. 

Employment data series were limited because the base of projections since 1998 has changed from 1988 census to the 1995 census. Comparison over a longer term using household-based data was not possible.  In yet another instance, the former 1977 Philippine Standard Industrial Classification (PSIC) was changed to the 1994 PSIC, particularly in the year 2000, making it physically impossible at the moment to compare the years before 2000, unless the year 2000 and above are recomputed to bring these years back to the 1997 PSIC. Finally, the more complete data set readily available ends in 2001.  Upon query, however, the 2002 statistics is expected to come out in full late in 2003 or early in 2004. 

It could be possible to request earlier release of data needed; even then, data handling could still be cumbersome, as re-computations will have to be done along either the 1997 or 1994 PSIC. Some data sets could also be “mined”, that is to request a public use of statistics to generate specially-designed data sets and series. Time and money constrain this alternative.

Thus, where and when relevant statistical data are not available, anecdotal evidence or short case studies have been used.  Expert studies, even if dated were referred to, quoted and inputted. And where applicable, data tables or illustrative graphics serve to accentuate the message.

Finally, this paper is focused on agriculture in general. Fisheries and forestry which are considered part of agriculture have been left out for the time being. 

Some omissions might have been committed in the process of conducting the study in an effort to work within a very limited timeframe. Suffice it to say that this is not intentional and that any error is the responsibility of the author.

C. Objectives and Outline of the Study

The general purpose of this Report is to call the attention of  national policy makers, trade union and peasant leaders and students of decent work and rural development on the decent work deficit in Philippine agriculture. This report, in addition, advocates for promoting decent work in the rural areas and rural development. 

For the ILO and other international development community, this will serve as an expanded case study of the Philippine experience in pursuing decent work in the country. 

The specific objectives of the Report are as follows: 

1. To describe and analyze how decent conditions of work and respect for fundamental rights of rural workers are essential to sustainable agriculture and rural development;

2. To examine the working and living conditions of rural workers highlighting the magnitude of the problems in employment and income or wage conditions, social protection, gender discrimination in income and employment, incidence of child labor, workers’ and farmers’ access to legal protection and social security benefits, education and health facility, safe drinking water, roads, transportation, electricity, market, etc. in both traditional and commercial agriculture;

3. To analyze the role of government and the impact of its policies and programmes, including legal provisions, conventions and location-specific as well as crop-specific institutional arrangements in creating conditions of decent work in agriculture;

4. To identify the role of trade unions, rural workers’ organizations and other civil society groups in the creation of conditions for decent work in agriculture; and 

5. To analyze the role of the ILO and other international bodies in promoting relevant ILO standards relating to rural workers and decent work in agriculture.

This Report will address these objectives in six (6) chapters organized as follows:

Chapter 1: General Agricultural Situation in the Philippines

Chapter 2: Decent Work Deficit in Philippine Agriculture

Chapter 3: Government Initiative and the Decent Work Agenda in Philippine Agriculture

Chapter 4: People’s Movements, NGOs and Decent Work in Agriculture

Chapter 5: ILO, Decent Work and the Philippines

Chapter 6: Conclusions and Recommendations 

D. Decent Work Framework of the ILO

How decent is your work? This question should by easy to answer at the level of the individual because every person at work or looking for work, whatever his or her nationality or ethnic origin, occupation or livelihood, has an idea what decent work means in her or his own context.  It becomes different -- and there lies the difference – when groups and collectives define what is decent. 

At any rate, since work is a major part of life in terms of total time, socialization and individual development, decent work is clearly a primary foundation of a better quality of life. Since employment is also the main source of income for the vast majority of people in any given society and the driving force for poverty reduction and sustainable development, it behooves that employment is turned into decent and productive work for all.

The relative importance of specific aspects of decent work varies from country to country and from person to person, but the concept and basic elements of decent work is universal. It is also the belief of the ILO and many others that decent work is an important contributor to sustainable development, in addition to being an important objective in its own right. 

“Decent work”, as defined by the 1999 ILO’s Director-General Report, “means productive work in which rights are protected, which generates an adequate income, with adequate social protection. It also means sufficient work, in the sense that all should have full access to income-earning opportunities.”
 

E. Decent Work Concept: Work is More than Labor

The concept of decent work, as elaborated in the Report of the ILO DG, covers four interrelated policy areas: employment, social protection, workers’ rights and social dialogue. While these are the traditional concerns of the ILO since its inception, what is new in this framework, according to Bacarro, is that the focus now is no longer simply on labor but on work.  Baccaro postulates the difference by defining work as encompassing “ all kinds of productive activities but does not necessarily involve the presence of an employment contract.”
 Presumably, labor is defined by the “employment contract”; thus it is commodified.

Put in another way, Ghai interpreted decent work as “applicable not just to workers in the formal economy but also to “unregulated wage workers, the self-employed and home workers.”

F. Problem of Measurement

To Ghai, while many studies have been done around the concept and strategies of decent work, little has been done in making operational indicators for decent work.  Ghai emphasized that tracking the progress of the ILO and the member-states efforts’ to implement decent work in their respective country contexts necessitates the development of a core statistical indicators for this purpose.  

This is where the seminal work of Anker et. al., has made a significant contribution.  Their paper focused on how to translate the decent work concept into easily understood characteristics of work using widely used labor statistical indicators in the short and medium term. Their ultimate objective, however, is to develop an commonly agreed “minimum core set of ILO decent work indicators,” perhaps leading to the development of a “Decent Work Index” much like the Human Development Index (HDI) developed by the UNDP.
  

Anker et. al. broke down the definition of decent work into six conceptual elements, namely:

1. Opportunities for work refers to the need for all persons who want work to be able to find work, since decent work is not possible without work itself. The underlying concept of work is a broad one, encompassing all forms of economic activity, including self-employment, unpaid family work and wage employment in both the formal and informal sectors, urban and rural areas.

2. Freedom of work emphasizes that work should be freely chosen and not forced on individuals and that certain forms of work are unacceptable. It means that bonded and slave labor as well as unacceptable forms of child labor should be eliminated as agreed by governments in international declarations and labor standards. It also extends to the right of workers not to join or to join workers’ organization of their own choice.

3. Productive work means that any work should be able to generate enough surplus to provide decent wages or income for the workers in the context of competitiveness and sustainable development. This is indispensable if economic growth should lead to less poverty.

4. Equity in work represents workers’ need to have fair and equitable treatment and opportunity for work. It encompasses absence of discrimination at work for whatever reason as well as  access to work and ability to balance work with family life.

5. Security at work presupposes that a worker is not only assured of a reasonable return on his or her labor; it is also concerned with improving the overall quality of life of the worker. It as well recognizes the workers’ need to limit insecurity associated with possible loss of job or livelihood at any given moment and the reduction of income in old age when it is most needed. For this to be achieved there is a need for workers to have access to other social services and social protection. These social services and protection relate to all matters of health, education, pensions and other benefits afforded by schemes of social assistance and insurances.

6. Dignity at work requires that workers are treated with respect at work and are able to voice concerns (either individually or collectively) or participate in decision making about working conditions both within the enterprise and society in general. 

The first two elements of decent work noted above are concerned about the creation and preservation of employment and the acceptability of work. The four remaining elements of decent work tackle the extent of its decency. 

In addition to these six dimensions of decent work, the macro socio-economic context is likewise important, because it helps determine what constitute decency in societies as well as the extent to which the achievement of decent work enhances national economic, social and labor market performance.

From these six conceptual elements Anker et, al, posited eleven statistical indicators of decent work. These are employment opportunities, unacceptable work, adequate earnings and productive work, decent hours, stability and security of work, combining work and family life, fair treatment in employment, safe work environment, social protection, social dialogue and workplace relations and economic and social context of decent work.

G. Soft Critique of Decent Work

Guy Standing,
 on the other hand, critiques the decent work concept albeit sympathetically. He posits the need to “rethink” the use of commonly available statistical indicators that are used to monitor the progress of decent work. 

First, he agrees the term “work” in decent work is a better choice than “labor.”  He goes further by saying that the better slogan should be “dignified work” instead of “decent work,” if only to emphasize the philosophical underpinning that work is intimately linked with the dignity of the human person. 

Second, Standing critiques the “labor force approach” in generating and categorizing statistical figures. According to him, while categories like “employed”, “unemployed” and the “economically inactive” provide policy makers with estimates of employment and unemployment rates, these may have outlived their usefulness. 

Given the “flexibilization” and “informalisation” of work, including the gradual legitimisation of work other than labor such as “domestic work” and “care work” in this age of globalization, the dichotomy between “labor force” and “non-labor force” becomes untenable. This is apart from the other weaknesses already cited by the feminists in recent pasts. Eventually, this can make the labor force approach to handling statistics an anachronism. 

Finally, the biggest drawback, Standing says, is that the labor force approach has failed to surface the fundamental issue of “control” over the various aspects of work or labor, e.g. individual “labor power”, time, means of production, raw materials, production output and income. It is obvious that whoever controls one or a combination of these aspects has the upper hand in any social relation. The statistical implication of this conclusion is that one should be “wary of analytical or statistical classification based on any one element of rights, freedoms or security possessed by social groups.” 

Standing proposes that instead of using categories like “self-employed (own-account) workers”, “wage workers” and “unpaid family workers”, labor statisticians should use the following labor statuses based on the control perspective: slave, serf, servant, bonded labourer, sharecropper, peasant, tribal cultivators, nomad, artisans, outworker, wage workers, semi-proletarian, family worker, apprentice, cooperative worker, landlord, lord/master, chief, merchant, and employer. If these control-based classification system were used in handling statistics, a very different picture might emerge other than that conveyed by conventional labor statistics. Likewise, it will give a different sense of what decency means in decent work or what “dignity” means in “dignified work.”

H. Limitations of Existing Measures of Decent Work in Philippine Agriculture

At any rate, in determining the decent work deficit in agriculture, the six elements of decent work articulated by Anker et al. will be used as the working framework to assess how decent is work in the agricultural sector of the country. 

In the process, however, this author attempts to inject certain statistical indicators that the he feels is applicable in assessing decent work in agriculture, such as access to land, for example. This author also attempts to estimate the number of rural workers based on their tenurial status, which more or less hew closer to the “control-based classification system” of Standing. 

This paper also attempts to count rural workers according to selected major crop or commodity. Likewise this paper advocates that there should be a means of tracking the number of the various types of rural workers in order to monitor the impact of equity and productivity measures being implemented by the government such as the Comprehensive Agrarian Reform Program (CARP) and the Agriculture and Fisheries Modernization Act (AFMA).

In assessing the decent work deficit in agriculture, this author uses statistics that are strictly categorized as “agricultural” within the categories of major industry or major occupation groups. However, in the absence of data sets or series under these categories, those data categorized as “rural area” were used. 

Balisacan, though, points out a problem in the way “urban” and “rural” areas are defined in the censuses of the Philippines. He suggests that, because of the shifting definition of rural areas, it will be difficult to track the development of rural areas through time because all the so-called progress in the rural areas will eventually redefine these areas as urban. In the end, therefore, all development in a rural area will be credited to the urban areas.
 It shows the flaw of the hidden assumption that the higher goal of rural development is to become a full-fledged urban area. 
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