
Subi Nalon weaves thousands of  strands 
of  the abaca plant into unique patterns 

to make t’nalak, a rough fabric that is the 
traditional textile of  the ethnic Tboli tribe 
in South Cotabato, southern Mindanao. 
The seventy-five-year-old inherited the skill 
from her mother and has been weaving 
t’nalak since she was 15. 

The t’nalak’s red, black and white fabric 
has become synonymous with the Tboli 
and is regarded as a symbol of  their cultural 
heritage. But t’nalak is more than a pattern; 
it is a manifestation of  the tribe’s collective 
subconscious, because the designs come to 
the weavers in their dreams. 

Legend has it that a goddess named 
Fu Dalu taught the Tboli to weave t’nalak 
through dreams. Generations of  Tboli 
women learned the skill, basing tribal 
designs and cloth patterns on what they 
dreamt. Though traditionally used for 
weddings and births, many women like 
Subi now rely on weaving t’nalak items 
such as bags, hats, vests and wallets to sell 
as souvenirs.

“It’s the most magnificent thing I’ve 
seen. I haven’t come across anything 
like it in my travels,” says an American 

tourist visiting the souvenir shop of  the 
Cooperative of  Women in Health and 
Development (COWHED) in the quiet 
lakeside town where Nalon’s wares are 
among those being sold.

With the help of  COWHED, a project 
funded by the International Labour 
Organization, the T’boli women of  Lake 
Sebu town, one of  the poorest in South 
Cotabato, are rediscovering that t’nalak 
weaving and other indigenous handicraft— 
embroidery, beautiful brass ornaments and 
complicated beadwork tourists—could 
help uplift their economy and improve 
their lives.

But for decades, no goddess, or anyone 
else, taught the Tboli what their skills and 
products were worth. Traditionally Tbolis 
used the barter system and would trade 
their t’nalak for farm animals and food, so 
they were unaware of  the monetary value 
of  their products.

But Subi, a widowed grandmother 
who lives alone, learned how to cost 
her work from a business training 
course on sustainable livelihoods and 
entrepreneurship she successfully 
completed a year ago, despite not being 
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Dreaweavers of Lake Sebu iron and soften 
the T’nalak with cowry shells. (Photo by 
ILO/A. Barredo)

able to read or write.
Lake Sebu, with its cool climate 

and scenic freshwater lake, is known as 
the summer capital of  South Cotabato 
although it is one of  the poorest regions in 
the province. Members of  the T’boli and 
Ubo tribes make up 55 percent of  Lake 
Sebu’s population. 

Like many others from her tribe, Subi 
used to belong to a well-off  family that 
owned land. But slowly the land was sold 
to meet debts and pay for basic needs. Like 
many other indigenous peoples, the Tboli 
were marginalised by poverty, isolation and 
a lack of  basic services like health care and 
education.

The COWHED’s microfinance support 
facility is part of  a poverty reduction and 
human rights protection project being 
implemented by the International Labour 
Organization (ILO) in cooperation with 
the Philippine National Commission on 
Indigenous Peoples. With support from 
the Government of  Finland, the project 
works to help indigenous peoples reduce 
poverty, promote human rights, increase 
employment opportunities and acquire 
land tenure security through Certificates 
of  Ancestral Domain Titles. 

Dreamweavers earn from traditional skills
By Kara Santos, IPS News Service
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Global Employment Trends 2012: 
Preventing a deeper jobs crisis

The Global Employment Trends 
2012 report offers the latest global 
and regional information and 
projections on several indicators 
of  the labour market, including 
unemployment, youth employment 
and working poverty. www.ilo.org/get
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The world faces the “urgent challenge” of  creating 600 million 
productive jobs over the next decade in order to generate 

sustainable growth and maintain social cohesion, according to the 
annual report on global employment by the International Labour 
Organization (ILO).

“After three years of  continuous crisis conditions in global labour 
markets and against the prospect of  a further deterioration of  
economic activity, there is a backlog of  global unemployment of  200 
million,” says the ILO in its annual report titled “Global Employment 
Trends 2012: Preventing a deeper jobs crisis”. Moreover, the report 
says more than 400 million new jobs will be needed over the next 
decade to absorb the estimated 40 million growth of  the labour force 
each year. 

The Global Employment Trends Report also said the world faces 
the additional challenge of  creating decent jobs for the estimated 
900 million workers living with their families below the US$ 2 a day 
poverty line, mostly in developing countries.

“Despite strenuous government efforts, the jobs crisis continues 
unabated, with one in three workers worldwide – or an estimated 1.1 
billion people – either unemployed or living in poverty”, said ILO 
Director-General Juan Somavia. “What is needed is that job creation 
in the real economy must become our number one priority”.

World faces a 600 million jobs challenge, warns ILO
The report says the recovery that started in 2009 has been short-

lived and that there are still 27 million more unemployed workers than 
at the start of  the crisis. The fact that economies are not generating 
enough employment is reflected in the employment-to-population 
ratio (the proportion of  the working-age population in employment), 
which suffered the largest decline on record between 2007 (61.2 per 
cent) and 2010 (60.2 per cent). 

At the same time, there are nearly 29 million fewer people in the 
labour force now than would be expected based on pre-crisis trends. 
If  these discouraged workers were counted as unemployed, then 
global unemployment would swell from the current 197 million to 
225 million, and the unemployment rate would rise from 6 per cent 
to 6.9 per cent.

Young people continue to be among the hardest hit by the jobs 
crisis. Judging by the present course, the report says, there is little 
hope for a substantial improvement in their near-term employment 
prospects.

It also warns that in times of  faltering demand further stimulus 
is important and this can be done in a way that does not put the 
sustainability of  public finances at risk. The report calls for fiscal 
consolidation efforts to be carried out in a socially responsible manner, 
with growth and employment prospects as guiding principles.

The ILO-EU Project on “Economic and Social Empowerment 
of  Migrants, Including Victims of  Trafficking Returned from 

the European Union (EU) and Neighboring Countries” (Thailand 
and the Philippines) will have a Final Project Conference in Manila 
on 27 March 2012. 

The Conference aims to: (a) Enhance understanding on issues 
and challenges in the economic and social empowerment of  
returned migrants; (b) Facilitate the sharing of  emerging/ potential 
good practices and lessons learned by the Project’s implementing 
partners in addressing the economic and social empowerment of  
returned migrants from the EU countries, toward their full recovery 
and reintegration; and (c) Generate recommendations from the 
participants to move forward reintegration programs for returned 
migrants, including victims of  trafficking.

At the end of  the Conference, it is expected that participants 
are able to understand the dynamics of  assisting returned migrants, 
including victims of  trafficking, in their economic and social 
reintegration, as well as appreciate the various approaches to service 
delivery; and generate commitment and create wider use of  systems 
and tools developed under the Project.

Other highlights of  the Conference are: presentation of  
preliminary assessment and findings of  independent Project 
evaluation; presentation of  documented emerging good practices 
and lessons learned; plenary and parallel (simultaneous) discussions. 
Panel discussions on three themes, as follows: (a) Identifying 
and reaching returned migrant workers; (b) Social preparation for 
returned migrants; and (c) Empowering returned migrants toward 
their economic independence; and (d) launch of  knowledge products.

Going Back, Moving On-Final Project Conference
By Mitchell Duran, Going back-moving on: Economic and social empowerment of migrants National Project Coordinator


