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    The Free Trade Agreements deal, among  with other trade commodities, the 

migrant workers in service industries. This treatment commodifies the migrant workers, 

and the commodification of women accompanies the feminization of migration. The 

commodified women are frequently the object of excessive exploitation and physical 

violence.  

 

This human rights aspect of FTAs is ignored in most inter-government negotiations, 

and even when discussed it is given a lower priority to the economic interests of the 

sending and receiving countries. The right to live in peace, freedom and dignity, or the 

right to socio-economic security of the commodified individuals must be established. 

This needs a microscopic analysis of individual cases of human insecurity, which only 

can provide the ground to oppose the neo-liberal claim that macro-economic benefits 

trickle down to the micro level and hence must be given absolute priority.    

  

“Human Security”, a key concept proposed by the UN, can be used to criticize the 

human insecurity generated by neoliberal macro-economic policies of FTAs, if 

adequately supported by a bottom-up gender sensitive research, linking the micro, 

mezzo, and macro levels. The Report of the UN Commission on “Human Security” 

entitled “Human Security Now”, address specifically the insecurity of the “people on 

the move”, the migrant workers including the trafficked women and children. It stresses 

the importance to empower them, and calls upon the member States of the UN to take 

measures to eliminate their human insecurity.  

 

Some industrialized countries like Japan which receive migrant workers from the 

developing countries, proclaim their commitment to the promotion of human security 

This makes it useful to call upon them to be attentive to the rights to socio-eonomic 

security of the migrant workers they should not treat as disposable commodities. In 



more general terms the formal adoption of this concept by the UN makes it a useful tool 

to object on any human insecurity caused by the neo-liberal global standards of market 

liberalization. The feminist activists in the industrialized countries can be mobilized to 

support their sisters’ right to live in peace free from human insecurity caused by their 

commodification.  

 

    A concrete case of such commodification of migrant women in FTAs can be found 

in the ongoing negotiation between the Philippines and Japan, dealing with the migrant 

workers from the former to the latter country. The ongoing system of “entertainers”, 

which is institutionalized by the two countries since the 1970s, is a cause for the 

filipinas, who migrate to Japan with an “entertainer” visa, to become the victims of 

sexual and commercial exploitation by brokers selling them to illegal workplaces in 

the sex districts of Japan.  

 

The “entertainer” system has become a trafficking system reproducing the 

workforce of the sex industries in this country. The complaints and criticisms of the 

feminist NGOs of both countries about this situation of gender insecurity has 

motivated the two governments to include in their FTA negotiation concrete measures 

to cope with this situation. The ongoing negotiation includes two counter-measures, 

which are supposed to improve the situation. The problem is that both measures are 

formulated within the neo-liberal framework of minimum State intervention lacking 

the political will to cope with the root causes of this system of exploitative migration.  

 

The first measure agreed by both countries is to reduce the number of entertainer 

visas, and to grant them only under stricter conditions so as to avoid their misuse by 

women who do not possess the skills required to the entertainers.  The other is to 

establish a new category for migrant workers from the Philippines, who can now work 

as nurses taking care of the old aged Japanese. The first measure does not hold 

responsible the State of Japan for its lack of control over the illegal transfer of the 

“entertainers” to sex industries against the terms of the agreement signed by them. It 

penalizes them as if they have broken their contracts by moving to workplaces they are 

forced to work in. This lack of political will to protect the rights to socio-economic 

security is clearly related to the Japanese government’s interest in keeping a prosperous 

sex industry, which is one of the most competitive part of the Japanese service 

industry.  

 



The second measure corresponds to the interest of the Japanese economy to 

introduce foreign cheap labour to care for its rapidly aging population. It does not 

foresee the nurses to settle down and become Japanese citizens. The new system does 

not guarantee that the brokers use this visa to introduce women migrants who are later 

sold to the sex industries, just as the “entertainers” are. It is already reported that the 

brokers on the Philippine’s side are organizing training cources for the nurses, as they 

have been doing for the entertainers. 

 

   The above example indicates the ineffectiveness and counter-productive nature of  

the measures to cope with the situation of exploitative migration, within the neo-liberal 

framework where the market competitiveness of the States signing a FTA 

predominates over any concerns for human security. It is indispensable to attack the 

root causes of insecurity built into the emigration/immigration system treating migrant 

women as disposable commodities, if one wants to cope with the gender insecurity of 

the ongoing system of exploitative migration.  

 

This is where it becomes crucial to develop microscopic case studies, proving to 

the public opinion and to the States that the partial “solutions” proposed within the 

FTA framework do not help reducing the gender insecurity of the migrants. The FTAs 

will continue to develop exploitative migration, unless a sufficiently convincing 

evidence on the intolerable gender insecurity caused by the emigration/immigration 

system mobilizes the civil societies of the concerned countries. 

 

This is why a research strategy should be adopted to look at the gender insecurity 

of the people directly or indirectly affected by any measures included in the FTAs. For 

example, in dealing with the FTA between Japan and the Philippine on female migrant 

workers, it is necessary to develop a series of case studies of human insecurity based 

on the life histories of Philippine women migrant workers with different social status, 

both documented, including the “entertainers”, and undocumented, including the 

trafficked victims.  

 

The new category of nurses will also have to be included, with special emphasis 

on cases where they become the object of illegal transfer to sex-work. The causes of 

their insecurity will have to be critically studied, and the structural and institutional 

aspects of their insecurity should be clearly demonstrated. Such critical analysis 

requires that the micro cases be related to each other within a broader framework, on 



the regional level of ASEAN plu Three, and on the global level in the institutional 

context of the WTO. 

 

The full implementation of such systematic bottom-up research demands the 

organization of a network linking the microscopic research on local realities of gender 

insecurity, on the regional institutionalization of gender insecurity, and on the 

neo-liberal global economy as a root cause of human insecurity.  

 


