Lessons from a box
by Adelle Chua 

Manila Standard Today

Like any other Filipino worker based abroad, Sienna Jurado, who teaches professional nursing at a private college in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia, scrimped and saved to buy presents for her children, who were living with her parents in Filinvest, Quezon City.

She bought the gifts, arranged them well inside a box and paid her dues at Skyfreight Forwarders – Jeddah branch. She couldn’t wait to hear her kids’ excited voices when they finally received the box. Her sixth-grader son and fifth-grader daughter had their respective birthdays in July and June but it was only in September that she was able to complete the contents of her box—two mobile phones (A Nokia Lumia and a Samsung Galaxy S), shoes, clothes, a watch, perfumes, memory cards, some bracelets, a backpack and a camera. Sienna also sent orthodontic braces with complete accessories so that all they had to pay for in Manila were the services of the dentist.

But on September 25, while she was in class, she received a text message from her mother Anabel who asked her to call home as soon as possible. “My mom does not usually text, so I knew immediately something was wrong,” she said. Anxious, she called back.

She learned that the box she had sent had just arrived in Quezon City, but that the box had been opened and resealed haphazardly. Shoe boxes were opened forcibly, the shoes were separated, the braces/ accessories were not complete —and the phones, digital camera and memory cards were missing.

“Normally, the name and address of the receiver should be fully visible on the box. In this case, only the ‘Ana’ in my name was showing,” Anabel said.

Anabel had the foresight to take photos of the box and its contents in the condition in which they arrived at the house. They called Skyfreight and itemized what were missing. They endured being passed from one contact person to another, and being blamed for not declaring each and every item that was in the box.  They posted pictures of the box on the company’s Facebook page (which they noted was littered with similar complaints)—but these posts were soon deleted.

* * *

Noah Raul de Guzman, Skyfreight’s loose cargo manager, said on October 2 that they had received the complaint and that the matter was under investigation. These things were tricky, he said, especially if there were cases of misdeclaration.

Sienna is the first to say that all she wrote down was “clothes and shoes”.  Still, she says, she is not the only person who has ever done that, if only to save on costs and to get the goods at once to their loved ones. Even then, she adds, it does not make the pilferage less violative of her rights as a customer.

There, too, is the issue of receiving the box when it arrived in the Jurados’ Quezon City home. The helper noticed immediately that the box seemed out of order, but the delivery man dismissed her question and said that was how boxes really looked like after passing through Customs.

Again, does the act of accepting the package negate the responsibility of the forwarder in violating the agreement of trust? It does not.

Last week, television crew from Channel 5 aired a segment on the incident and showed how Skyfreight officials refused to answer their questions about the issue.

But there have been developments. This week, Sienna’s mother sent me an email saying that Skyfreight had met with the family and “settled”—they replace a couple of deosprays that were in the box and gave some monetary compensation as well as some gasoline allowance.

“They, the whole Manila office, apologized for the circumstances and told us that they have leads as to who the culprits are.  They explained to us their findings and showed evidence that a third party from Jeddah did the robbery.  They also told us that they will do their best to have the lost mobile phones returned, but (we know) of course, that will be next to  impossible…” Anabel said.

So is the matter settled? Far from it. It is difficult to say whether what happened is peculiar to Skyfreight or whether other forwarders are vulnerable to the same risks. Given the sheer number of Filipinos toiling abroad for their families, the likelihood is high that as we talk about this incident today, many other boxes, filled with good intentions and fruits of hard work, are being pilfered. If that does not occasion outrage, I don’t know what will.

And what about those who, unlike the Jurados, are not inclined to complain or bring their issue to a larger audience? Must they just suffer their losses without getting some answers?

Those who send packages regularly must be mindful, especially now that the holidays are coming. Is the forwarded legitimate, and more importantly, trustworthy? Those who receive packages must as well be careful; they should make sure the packages are in good condition— and raise a howl immediately when they aren’t.

People will take advantage of others if they get the chance. It’s a sad fact, but one we must live with. So let us deny them this chance whenever and however we can. 
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