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Letter of the Chinese Bishops’ Conference
on the question of Foreign Workers

We offer our respectful greetings to the officials of the Government, the
members of the Judiciary and of the Executive, the representatives of the peo-
ple, the employers and the foreign workers, to our brothers and sisters in the
Faith, and to all persons of good will.

1. Introduction

The Bishops of the Chinese Bishops’ Conference address this letter to all

persons of good will and particularly to the employers and the friends of for-
elgn workers.
We wish that all of us may cooperate in the spirit of our Chinese saying
“Within the Four Seas We are All Brothers” and of Christ’s invitation to
“Love our Brothers as Ourselves” in order to examine and find a solution to
the problem of the foreign workers which becomes daily more serious, so that
these workers and the families they support may live in dignity as befits
human beings.

Our hope is that this letter may show the concern of the Church for the
foreign Workers and help our government in solving this urgent social prob-
lem. It is part of the mission of the Church to care for the poor and those who
are in difficulty, to be the voice of the voiceless, to be a bridge between them
and government as well as their employers.

Through sincere collaboration and a common effort we hope to face and
comprehend the problem of the foreign workers which becomes more and
more serious with each passing day, so that a solution may be found that is
humanitarian, reasonable and at the same time respectful of the law.

The cold articles of the law and figures of statistics may easily give an er-
roneous view of the problem. One might imagine that the foreign workers are
a large crowd of illegal residents stealing the employment of our own nation-
als. Such a view would ignore the blood and tears or the individuals, the trage-
dy of the families and the difficult international and social implications hidden
behind the laws and the statistics.

2. Situation of the Foreign Workers in Taiwan

The number of illegal foreign workers varies with each different report.
According to the “Labor Bureau Monthly Statistics” of December 1988, they
number between twenty and thirty thousand. A few days later the Police Au-
thorities proposed the figure of 8,000 based on computer information. Newspa-

|

pers and a few private estimates give the number as between seventy thou-
sand and one hundred and fifty thousand. At any rate the number is large
and, because or real needs, it keeps increasing.

Most of our foreign workers come from the Philippines, Malaysia, Thal-
land and Indonesia. They pay a large amount of money to recruiting agencies
in order to enter the country and are “sold” to employers as chcap labor. Then
they sign an extremely unjust and degrading contract. The employers keep
their passports to prevent them from escaping.

Most of the foreign workers come to Taiwan on a tourist visa, After the
visa expires they become illegal residents and are deprived of protection. Be-
cause of that situation it is easy to impose on them low pay, unreasonable
working conditions and such oppression that is an insult to their dignity. As
related by themselves : “We bind ourselves into hard labor which most locais
don’t want.” (China Post, Dec. 13, 1988, letter of Dec. 12, 1988).

Because the number of foreign workers residing illegally in the country is
so large. the Police Authorities offer a reward for their arrest. Anyone who
gives information leading to the arrest of one foreign worker receives 1,000
local dollars. Anyone who brings one foreign worker to the police station re-
ceives 1,200 dollars.

On the other hand our country faces a serious labor shortage. For exam-
ple, the textile and garment industry cannot maintatin its normal level of pro-
duction because it is short of 120,000 workers. Many public construction proj-
ects are behind schedule because of a shortage of 200,000 laborers. It is an un-
deniable fact that many industrial leaders appealed several times to the gov-
ernment to allow them to hire foreign workers.

3. Rights and Dignity of the Person

“Every person has the right to change his residence and his work as well
as the right to migrate freely. This is the concrete expression of human digni-
ty and freedom” (Pontifical Commission for Migratien and Tourism, Rome, 1988).

In the course of history this right has often become an urgent need. War,
hunger, poverty, disasters forced large numbers of people to leave their fami-
lies, their friends and their country in search of a living in distant foreign
lands.

In foreign lands it is not easy for the migrant to earn a living and he ex-
periences hardships because of the differences in race, language, culture and
customs. It is difficult to imagine these hardships if one has not experienced
them personally. Way back in the early stages of migration to southeast Asia
and overseas, our compatriots went through this experience.




4. To the Legislators and Magistrates

We sincerely beg the legislators and magistrates concerned to examine
this ever more serious problem of the foreign workers and, from a humane
point of view, to search for a solution that is compassionate, reasonable and
conformity with the laws.

In fact, since our country experiences a shortage of labor and since many
illegal laborers are already in our country, our legislation should legalize their
presence and thus also assist the normal development of our industry and
trade. This would allow the foreign workers to come out of hiding and live le-
gally in the open, to enjoy their rights and meet their legal obligations, to pay
their taxes and lead a free, happy life worthy of a human being.

After such a law is passed, if an amnesty can be granted, the workers
who are illegal residents would be allowed to register again and their work
would be protected. This would put an end to many forms of exploitation, tax
evasion and other violations of the law. It would help our industrial develop-
ment and also improve our relations with southeast Asian countries while giv-
ing us the possibility of asking other countries to give equal treatment to our
citizens abroad.

5. To the Employers

The employers in our industrial and commercial enterprises made an im-
portant contribution to our economic development by investing their wisdom,
capital, technical knowledge, equipment, management skills, etc. The great
majority of employers make a reasonable profit by normal and legal means.
However some persons, little concerned with the law, earn unjust profits by
deception, exploitation and other devious ways. Such people build their happi-
ness on the sufferings of others. But wealth that is accumulated by cheating
and exploitation, if it comes fast, disappears just as fast.

Great industrialists with a vision always pay attention to the welfare and
the just retribution of their workers. It is only when the workers receive a rea-
sonable and just salary as well as liberal benefits that they can became aware
of their human dignity and of the vqlue of their work. Then they feel
responsible and respected, and they work conscientiously, thus also bringing
great benefits to the employer.

6. To the Foreign Workers

We understant and sympathize deeply with your painful situation. The
need to earn a living for yourself and your family forced you to leave your
wife or husband, your children and your home to come to a foreign land and
live among people of a different race with a different language, a different
culture and different customs, your heart filled with homesickness and wor-

ries. When you left your home you had to borrow at high interest rates the
price of your travel and your documents. Arriving in Taiwan you suffered the
worries of finding a decent work, the pressure of the work and also deception
and exploitation from some employers. All this makes you feel lonely, helpless,
depressed, without hope, inferior and a failure, to the extent of giving up.
Your only consolation is that you can earn a little more than in your country
and send it home to support your family.

In the Old and the New Testament there are many examples of migration.
The people of Israel resided a long time in Egypt to earn a living. St, Joseph
also, with the Holy Family, escaped to Egypt and worked there. After the As-
cension, Jesus’ apostles scattered all over the world, working and announcing
the good news. You, foreign workers who are disciples of Jesus, if you can
show the spirit of Christ in your life and your work, will be the messengers of
the Gospel, spreading the good news of the kingdom. The Roman Empire was
converted by foreign workers, slaves, soldiers and merchants who were believ-
ers in Christ.

Most of you are law — abiding people it is only the necessity of earning a
living that forced you to overstay your visa and remain here illegally. We
hope that, after a government amnesty, you will be allowed to stay in our
country and work legally and that you will observe the law, while accepting
its obligations.

7. To the Parishes

For the Catholic foreign workers, the parish is the most appropriate place
to hold their religious and social activities. For the non — Catholics, it is also an
appropriate place for social activities as well as for getting acquainted with
our faith.

Where there are foreign workers, the parish should establish a committee
that will care for them, planning pastoral and apostolic work, organizing hos-
pitality and visits, as well as welcoming new arrivals and sending — off depart-
ing workers. This will not only be beneficial to the foreign workers but it will
also increase the pastoral and apostolic vitality of the parish.

8. Conclusicn

The presence of foreign workers is a common phenomenon in industrial-
ized countries. Its root reasons are the unequal degree of development of dif-
ferent countries, the manipulations of some multinational companies, the im-
balance between markets and between demand and supply of manpower, as
well as natura)l disasters, racial conflicts, political corruption, the oppression of
war, etc.

In the past our country also produced a large number of foreign workers,




they experienced all the hardships that foreign workers are at present experi-
encing here. Now that our country has been blessed and has joined the ranks
of the developed countries, we must sympathize with the foreign workers in
our midst in the generous spirit of “Within the Four Seas we are all Brothers”
and following the invitation of Christ to “Love our Brothers as Ourselves”,
We must give them a chance to stay here and work, and we must share with
them some of the wealth with which Heaven has blessed us.

My dear brothers and sisters in the Faith, let us all extend a helping hand
to the foreign workers who are away from their homes and families and assist
them to obtain the legal right to stay and work here and enjoy a life worthy of
God’s children and respectful of the dignity of human beings.

May God bless you!

February 6, 1989.

All the Bishops of the Chinese Bishops’ Conference
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SEEKING THE KINGDOM OF GOD
WHICH TRANSCENDS DIFFERENCES
IN NATIONALITY

BROTHERS AND SISTERS :

The Church warmly welcomes people who move into its midst from other
places, recognizing that it i1s the Church’s mission to be of service to them. We,
the bishops, would like to reaffirm this responsibility through the following
message .

MIGRATION—A JOURNEY OF ENCOUNTER

1. Migration is a social phenomenon deeply related to the unfolding of the
history of salvation and the development of the Kingdom of God. Under God’s
direction the patriarch Abraham left his ancestral land to head for the land of
Canaan. This was to enable the lsraelites to settle in that land, which was to
be the place where they would prepare for the coming of the Messiah. That
journey of the People of God is continuing today and will continue on until
salvation is completed in coming of the Kingdom of God.

At one time, when japan was still economically poor, some one million
Japanese nationals emigrated to North America, South America and varicus
countries mn Asia. At preseni, the number of their descendants, known as
nikkeiin, has reached more than 1.3 million, not a few of whom have em-
braced the Catholic faith. Now, however, japan has become affluent and in re-
cent years there has been a sudden increase in the number of people from
many other countries coming to Japan. Including persons whose legal period
of stay has expired, the number of foreigners now living in Japan is estimated
to be about 500,000. Many of these people come to Catholic churches and the
total number of Catholics among them is estimated to be at least 100 to 200
thousand. At present the Japanese church has ongoing contact with the fol-
lowing groups of people and has become particularly involved with those
among them who, for a variety of reasons, need support, protection, or some
other form of assistance.

(D Foreign migrant workers

@ Refugees

(3 Students from abroad, trainees

(@) Japanese war orphans from China and their families

(5 Foreign spouses of international marriages and their families




(6 Seamen from various countries

(@ South and North Koreans, Taiwanese and Chinese who either came to
work before or during WWII, or were forcibly brought to Japan to
work, as well as their descendants

(8 Foreign women who have become victims of sexual violence and vari-
ous forms of exploitation

(@ Foreigners serving prison terms or being detained for questioning

We believe that, in seeking to be a church and a society that can learn to
live and work and pray with these people through our encounters with them,
we are bringing the transforming power of the Gospel to bear on the Church
and society alike.

MAJOR PROBLEMS IN THESE ENCOUNTERS

2. In contemporary Japanese society differences in race, gender, lan-
guage, culture, customs, laws and religion tend to be threatening to the Japa-
nese and deepen tendencies toward discrimination and exclusivism. Unfortu-
nately these tendencies can also be found even within the Church. Meanwhile,
both those who have come from abroad to work in Japan and their families
tend to feel alienated in their workplaces and places of residence, because of
their lack of a base in society and the instability of their living conditions. Fur-
thermore, because many of them are not protected by the Japanese legal
system, they are often placed in a vulnerable position and experience inhu-
mane treatment. Women in particular suffer continually from exploitation and
sexual violence.

At present, Japan’s Immigration—Control and Refugee-Recognition Act(Im-
migration Law) recognizes 28 types of residential status through which a for-
eigner may legally reside in Japan, but does not make provision for those who
have come to do unskilled labor. Furthermore, the types of activity permitted
by each category are very strictly controlled. For this reason, many persons
enter the country under the pretext of entertainment, study, training, research
or sightseeing. This situation results in many problems. Among these the main
ones are overstaying one’s original visa and working without a valid visa, the
nonpayment of wages, work-related injuries, the lack of health and social in-
surance, the victimizing of women in the flesh-trade, deficiencies in training -
programs, problems related to international marriages and education of chil-
dren, ete.

OVERCOMING DIFFERENCES AS A WAY OF WITNESSING
TO THE CATHOLICITY OF THE CHURCH

3. We Christians are all called to become one in Christ with other people

regardless of who they may be. The Japanese Church must not lose sight of
the fact that now is the time for us to respond to that call. The Church is to be
a community in which people of all generations from many different places,
different ways of life and different cultures enter into relationships with one
another, mutually accepting the differences that exist among themselves. The
friction and pain that go along with the experience of such differences should
be looked upon as an occasion to make the radical change of heart called for
in the Gospel. Relationships born of such a conversion will bring new riches to
the Church. This effort to overcome differences between peoples does not
mean trying to assimilate the others by imposing one’s own lifestyle on them,
but should be seen as bringing to birth a new society and culture within which
we can all live together.

For the Church, these immigrants are brothers and sisters in Christ. This
means that we do not merely welcome them, but strive to build up a communi-
ty that respects differences, thereby witnessing to society at large the univer-
sality of the Church.

The Japanese Church is by no means a church just for the Japanese. The
Church founded by Jesus Christ, in its encounter with people of different na-
tionalities, gives witness that the Kingdom of God is bringing about a new hu-
manity. The message that St. Paul addressed to the faithful in Galatia is in-
deed a message for our times as well :

All of you are sons and daughiers of God through faith in Jesus
Christ. All baptized in Christ, you have all clothed yourselves in
Christ, and there are no more distinctions between Jew and Greek,
slave and free, male and female, but all of you are one in Christ.
Galatians 3 ; 26-28

We hope that all who come to the Church or in one way or another asso-
ciate with the Church, will be able to discover there the joy of encountering
Christ.

THE TASK FACING THE JAPANESE CHURCH

The present phenomenon of so many people leaving their families and
homelands to settle in a country like Japan, with its different people, religions,
language and culture, is certainly a sign of the times. For the Japanese
Church, which is seeking the Kingdom of God that rises above national differ-
ences, this sign of the times offers a new challenge and also points to possibili-
ties for the unfolding of a new evangelization. The efforts of the many lay
persons, religious and priests all over Japan who are presently dedicating
themselves wholeheartedly to this work must be praised. But the response to
the sign of the times is a task that must not be limited to the work of a few,




but must now involve the whole of the Japanese Church. The major tasks to
be done are the following :

a. TASKS TO BE DONE IN COOPERATION WITH CIVIC
GROUPS AND THE GOVERNMENT

(D To plan orientation meetings or seminars that will be of assistance to
those trying to adjust to hive in Japan by providing information about
laws related to them, the Japanese lifestyle, food, language, etc.

@ To take the initiative in working for the protection of human rights so
as to counter the proliferation of human rights violations; To cooper-
ate 1n dealing with problems related to medical care, work-related in-
juries, unfair dismissal from employment, witholding of wages, the
seeking of employment, the search for suitable residences, marriages
involving persons who have overstayed their visas or who need an ex-
tension of the period of stay, etc.

(@ To cooperate in setting up emergency shelters that can be used in
common with civic groups.

@ To devise measures to meet the needs of families involved in interna-
tional marriages; in consultation with the families to provide educa-
tion for the spouses and children concerning the situation of the coun-
tries involved and on life in Japan.

®) To work to “legalize” the status of foreigners who have been branded
as “illegals” under current immigration law and whose human rights
have been ignored.

® To work to make the Immigration Law a law based on basic human
rights.

(@) To have Church members study the provisions of the International Con-
vention on the Protection of the Righis of All Migrant Workers and Mem-
bers of Their Families passed by the United Nations on December 18,
1990, and to collaborate with civic groups to press Japan to ratify the
treaty.

To work together to deepen mutual understanding of- the political-eco-
nomic background and other relationships affecting the immigrants’
home country, the receiving country and the countries through which
they pass in transit.

@ To inaugurate a program of study to familiarize ourselves with the
problems mentioned above and find ways to respond appropriately.

b. PARTICULAR TASKS FOR THE CHURCH
(Those to be begun on the diocesan level and carried through on the parochial level)

(D To make renewed efforts to ensure that the Japanese Church can give

witness that it is truly a Church where foreigners and Japanese can
live together.

@ To have the diocesan representatives of the Association for Solidarity

With foreign and Migrant Workers of the Commission for International
Cooperation (set up by the Catholic Bishops’ Conference) cooperate
with the priests and lay representatives in concrete steps to realize the
following :
In order that foreigners may fully participate in the Liturgy and the
Sacraments, to respect and accept their different ways of expressing
their faith; to supply Mass pamphlets and arrange for catechetical in-
struction in their own languages.

- To accept foreigners in our parishes as registered members, regardless
of nationality, and to find ways to open channels of communication
with them. Since one’s name expresses one’s dignity as a person, as
far as possible, names should be written in their original form and not
in katakana. Furigana may be added when necessary.

To set up desk for information and advise in each diocese, with the
aim of finding concrete solutions to the problems that arise.

To introduce courses into seminaries and on-going formation pro-
grams for laity, religious and clergy that will provide the training nec-
essary to enable them to relate more effectively with those from other
countries.

We ask all to begin actively to implement whatever is possible at your

local level.

May the Almighty Father of all humanity shower bountiful blessings on

our efforts to realize the Kingdom of God that transcends and embraces all
nations of the world.

November 5, 1992.

Episcopal Commitiee for Social Activites
CATHOLIC BISHOPS' CONFERENCE OF JAPAN
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