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Weekly Day Off: Still a Long Way to Go 
A TWC2 research report, released just before International Domestic 
Workers’ Day (June 16

th
) indicates that the majority of domestic workers - 

59% in the survey - still do not have a weekly day off, while nearly one in four 
of those who do have days off only have one a month. 

It might be noted that these findings are broadly consistent with those of a 
Ministry of Manpower (MOM) survey released in April 2014.  That indicated 
that 39 per cent of 2000 surveyed workers hired during the preceding year 
had less than one day off a month: our total for all domestic workers having 
only one day off a month (23%) or no days off (10%) was 33%. We realize that 
the figure for “no day off” workers is a significant under-estimate, since, while 
we were relatively successful in finding ways to contact women in this 
position, most were afraid to take part in the survey, though promised 
anonymity. To that extent, our figures give an over-optimistic view of the 
current day off position. 

The MOM figure needs some explanation for its full significance to be 
recognized. Workers who have been in Singapore for some years would be 
more likely than new workers to have days off, so it might be argued that the 
no day off problem is probably less serious than this finding suggests at first 
sight. However, against this reasoning, it should be recognized that the MOM 
survey would only have covered women whose employment contracts began 
after the mandatory day off policy came into effect and would exclude 
women on contracts signed before January 1

st
 2013, which did not have to 

have mandatory day off terms written in to them. The MOM figure would 
therefore suggest that, while the new policy had contributed to raising the 
proportion of domestic workers having at least one day off a month from 
around 50 per cent four years ago to around 60 per cent by early 2014, there 
was still a long way to go before all domestic workers even have a day off 
each month, and much further before a weekly day off is the norm. 

Every worker, without exception, is entitled to have regular days off. This is 
indeed the presumption behind Singapore’s Employment Act, but domestic 
workers are specifically excluded from its coverage. Extending the protection 
of the act to cover domestic workers is one of six proposals made in the 
research report. 

 ‘The Right to Rest: The effectiveness of the ‘day off’ legislation for foreign 
domestic workers’ is summarized on page four. The full report can be read on 
the TWC2 website. 

The existing official measures to give domestic workers a regular day off have 
been given a fair try over the two and a half years since they came into effect. 
They have had some positive impact, but clearly, not enough to end an 
abusive employment practice that should have no place in the modern world, 
especially in a society that prides itself on its progress in the years since it 
became an independent nation, fifty years ago.  

 
 
 

 

 

  

Next Heartbeat 

The next Heartbeat, our get-
together for people interested in 
volunteering with TWC2, is at the 
TWC2 office on Wednesday 15th 

July, at 7.30pm. If you’re interested 
in coming along, please register 
with TWC2’s Administration 
Officer at info@twc2.org.sg 

Next Outreach 

Each month, TWC2 has an 
outreach session aimed at 
publicising the services we can 
provide to migrant workers. We 
distrbute leaflets in the appropriate 
languages to workers who tend to 
gather at the selected outreach 

location. If you’d like to help, the 
next session will be on Sunday, 19th 
July. Please contact the 
Administration Officer at 
info@twc2.org.sg, giving your email 
the header “Would like to help 
with outreach”. 
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Events 
May 19th: Winrock International -CTIPII (Cambodia Counter Trafficking in Persons Program II) launched the documentary film,  
“The Giant Ocean Case: Challenges in Securing Justice for Exploited Fishermen”, in Phnom Penh. The film tells of the experiences 
of Ki Pheakdey, Chhan Keoun and Yun Bunthen, three Cambodian men trafficked into the fishing industry. Interviewees in the 
film included the three men, Cambodian officials and Sokchar Mom, from the Cambodian NGO, Legal Support for Women and 
Children, which worked with most of the individuals exploited by Taiwan-based Giant Ocean International. Singapore-based 
trafficking expert Sallie Yea, and Shelley Thio and John Gee from TWC2 were also interviewed, making a significant contribution 
to the film. 

The film can be viewed at: goo.gl/7kTdBa 

May 26
th

: John Gee, head of TWC2’s research sub-committee, spoke about migrant workers globally and locally to a class at 
Temasek Polytechnic. 

June 14
th

: International Domestic Workers’ Day event held/release of TWC2 research report on the impact of the government’s 
mandatory day off policy. See articles elsewhere in this newsletter. 

 

 TWC2’s Direct Services Report for 2014 

TWC2’s latest Direct Services Report was released on 29
th

 May. It provides an overview of the services provided to workers by 
TWC2 in 2014, TWC2’s 10

th
 anniversary year. 

While the total number of workers directly assisted (2444) by our social workers, through The Cuff Road Project (TCRP) and by 
other channels fell somewhat compared to the previous year, our social workers assisted more workers than ever, handling 646 
cases as well as 440 calls for assistance on our helpline. This total of 1086 compares with 823 in 2013 – quite a rise. 176 of the 
workers assisted were women. For the first time, we assisted workers from Cambodia (six) and Vietnam (two). The majority of the 
workers we assisted were Bangladeshi men – 1722 in total – followed by Indian men (343) and Chinese men (172). We were able 
extend our services to provide more comprehensive support through programmes such as Project Roof, Road to Recovery and 
CAREFund. 

For the first time, we were regularly able to shelter women workers who were desperate to escape from bad employment 
conditions. Of the 18 women sheltered in 2014, 17 were domestic workers. The success of this undertaking means that we are 
looking for additional volunteer shelterers and would appreciate hearing from anyone willing to help.  

The number of meals served at TCRP (our food programme for destitute migrant workers) since its launch in 2008 crossed the 
500,000 mark. As of the end of December 2014, the total number of meals served had reached 558,751. 2055 workers registered 
with the project in the course of the year. 

Once again, the report illustrates the extent to which TWC2 relies on the involvement of dedicated volunteers and the support of 
generous donors to be able to do all that the society does with relatively limited material resources. 

Besides providing an overview of the services TWC2 provides to migrant workers, this report provides a breakdown of the 
complaints and cases we’ve dealt with, along with brief comments on recent developments as reflected in them. It also discusses 
the challenges the society sees itself facing in the year or so ahead. 
  
The full report can be read on our website at: 
 
http://twc2.org.sg/2015/05/29/direct-services-report-for-2014/ 
 

Correction 
 
In the March-April newsletter, the release date of the MOM survey on domestic workers alluded to in the final paragraph on 
page nine in John Gee’s review article, “Domestic Workers’ Mental Health: New HOME Report” should have read April, 2014, not 
April 2015. 

 
 

 
 

http://twc2.org.sg/2015/05/29/direct-services-report-for-2014/
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International Domestic Workers’ Day 2015 

The ballroom at the Fort Canning Lodge was filled with excitement as 150 domestic workers filed in to take their seats around 
fifteen big round dining tables. The workers wasted no time and started to pose for photographs with the decorations and 
backdrop for the event as pop music blared in the background. 

This was the scene at the start of International Domestic Workers’ Day (IDWD) 2015, organised by TWC2 with two domestic 
workers groups, the Filipino Family Network (FFN) and the Indonesian Family Network (IFN). This is the second year in a row that 
TWC2 is celebrating IDWD, held on the anniversary of the adoption of the Domestic Workers Convention (C189) in 2011 by the 
International Labour Organisation. The convention set international standards on employment and social rights for domestic 
workers. The actual anniversary falls on 16th June but our event was held on Sunday, 14th June, as this would be the best day on 
for domestic workers to take part.  

TWC2 president Noorashikin Abdul Rahman highlighted in her speech, “We choose to celebrate this day because we would like 
to make a statement that domestic workers are equal to other workers and should be given the same rights and protection as 
other workers.” Domestic workers in Singapore are not covered by the Employment Act. Consequently, their work hours are not 
regulated and they don’t have access to basic employment rights such as overtime pay, medical leave and paid holidays. 

“Stand up for your Health” was the theme of this year’s celebration. The three-hour event combined sharing experiences, 
learning about rights and having fun. The FFN staged a skit about a domestic worker who hid her high blood pressure condition 
from her employer out of fear of losing her job. She eventually suffered a stroke and had to be sent home to the Philippines. The 
skit raised awareness of existing healthcare and social security protection available to workers in Singapore and their home 
countries and their inadequacies. 

 

   Finale choir performance by women of the IFN 

The IFN staged a skit on the experience of a worker who was denied adequate food and rest, a common problem faced by many 
domestic workers especially new ones. The audience were quizzed on their knowledge of Singapore laws pertaining to access to 
food and rest for domestic workers and the minimum standards set by C189 for these provisions. 

TWC2 executive committee member and senior volunteer case worker, Shelley Thio, shared tips on what domestic workers can 
do when their rights are violated. She emphasised the importance of gathering evidence, and advised workers to scrutinise and 
understand the contents of their employment contract and to insist on a copy so that, when a problem arises, their case can be 
lodged at MOM successfully. 

The workers also learnt a few tips on how to keep healthy from a personal trainer, Mr Steffan Fung. A fellow worker, Ms Angie 
Jerez, shared how she incorporates exercise into her house work routine daily. 

Overall, the workers were happy with the event. “The event awakened and encouraged us to stand for our rights especially the 
rights concerning our health. The basic right to have enough food and rest,” said Joan Paye, 37, who has been in Singapore for 
eight years. 
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A fellow Indonesian worker, Nurfadilah bte Suliki, 45, and who has been in Singapore for 18 years said, “I learnt that there’s still 
much to be done about our rights, for example, we need to campaign to the Indonesian government to have a system for 
overseas workers to be included in the country’s health and social security system.” 

The event closed with a choir performance by the IFN. The lyrics of the song “I am a domestic worker” urged workers to be brave 
to speak up for their rights and to demand for domestic workers to be treated fairly and equally like other workers. 

Adapted from http://twc2.org.sg/2015/06/16/twc2-celebrates-international-domestic-workers-day/ on the TWC2 website. 
 

New TWC2 Research on a Day Off for Domestic Workers 

Government legislation has helped improve foreign domestic workers’ access to compensation in lieu of a day off, but 59% of 
foreign domestic workers in Singapore still do not get a weekly day off. 

To mark International Domestic Workers’ Day (16 June 2015), Transient Workers Count Too (TWC2) publishes a new report: ‘The 
Right to Rest: The effectiveness of the ‘day off’ legislation for foreign domestic workers’. The report evaluates the impact of the 
mandatory weekly ‘day off’ policy for foreign domestic workers in Singapore. 

The report surveyed 195 foreign domestic workers about their access to rest days and adequate compensation. 

Of the domestic workers surveyed within the period of 2013-2014, 41% said they had four days off per month, 24% of domestic 
workers received two days off per month, 23% had only one day off per month and 10% had no days off at all. 

If our sample is representative, it means that approximately 22,000 domestic workers in Singapore do not have a day off at all. 

Recommendations 

TWC2 makes the following recommendations to the government: 

1. Increase public education to ensure compliance with existing legislation 

40% of domestic workers who reported not having a weekly day off also reported not receiving compensation in lieu. We 
encourage the Government to raise awareness amongst the public, domestic workers, agents, and employers about existing laws. 
Such education could change social norms, which is one of the most effective ways to ensure compliance with the law. 

2. Adequate enforcement of the ‘day off’ legislation 

The fact that 40% of domestic workers who reported not getting a weekly day off also reported not receiving compensation in 
lieu suggests there is a gap between policy and practice. More widespread use of random checks, and publicity of cases where 
violations are found could close this gap. 

3. Extending Employment Act rest day provisions 

Exclusion of domestic workers from the Employment Act means that they miss out on many basic protections that other workers 
receive, including the right to a 24-hour rest period, and compensation of two days’ salary if their employer requests they give up 
a day off. 

4. 24-hour rest day 

Many domestic workers we interviewed said that they did not get a full 24-hour rest period. They start their day off only after 
they have completed morning chores, and return before a ‘curfew’ so that they can cook dinner. 

All other workers in Singapore are entitled to a full 24-hour rest period each week. Domestic workers in Hong Kong, a comparable 
jurisdiction, receive a full 24-hour period for their rest day. 

TWC2 advocates that to ensure that a full rest period is observed, workers should have the right to a 24 hour rest period, which 
should be preceded or followed by an eight hour period for sleep (32 hours in total) 

5. Adequate compensation for working on a day off 

The average compensation for workers in our survey for missing a day off was $17.50 per day. This is the equivalent to just less 
than a day’s pay in most cases. If domestic workers were covered by the Employment Act and they were working on their day off  
at the request of their employers, they would receive double their daily wage, or close to $40/day. 

6. Minimum compulsory leave 

The workers with the worst leave arrangements in our surveys were also those with the lowest pay, and with the least experience. 
Qualitative interviews found that these workers did not feel that they could negotiate adequate leave conditions. TWC2 believes 
that domestic workers should only be able to trade away a maximum of two rest days per month. Workers who do not get any 
days off are prone to social isolation and are cut off from friends. They are also particularly vulnerable to exploitation and abuse. 

-Media release issued by TWC2 ahead of the formal release of the research report. 

http://twc2.org.sg/2015/06/16/twc2-celebrates-international-domestic-workers-day/
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Purpose-Built Dormitories – Exploring the fallacy of the ‘cure-all’ 

Often described as though they are the answer to the terrible living conditions our migrant workers sometimes have to put up 
with, may purpose-built dormitories just be a flimsy band-aid that distracts from larger issues? Nicolette Stewart digs deeper.  

Housing and accommodation for migrant workers in Singapore have recently been a mainstay of the local news.  
 
In just slightly over six months, three fire related incidents have occurred. These incidents have claimed the lives of six foreign 
workers and caused suffering for many more. For example, the most recent fire at the Keat Hong dormitory saw many workers 
being left with nothing except the clothes on their backs.  
 
Purpose-built dormitories and legislation regarding these dorms have also been a talking point.  
 
Purpose-built dorms currently seem to be heralded by the government as the solution to the issue of poor living conditions for 
migrant workers. In fact, the government has made it quite clear that it will be pushing for the number of purpose-built dorms to 
increase over the next few years.  
 
While it is true that many migrant workers have to put up with dire living conditions, as one delves deeper into the issue of 
housing, one starts to realise that purpose-built dorms are not only not the cure-all they seem to be, but may very well cause 
more difficulties and provide only a temporary gloss over larger problems that need our attention.  
 

The Clash of the Stakeholders  
 
To start looking at the issues faced by migrant workers when it comes to housing and accommodation, we should first identify 
the key stakeholders involved - the government, the employer and of course, the worker himself. 
 
Since it is the government that has the power to push forward any sort of solution or improvements, let’s first take a look at 
where they seem to stand.  
 
With the  passing of the Foreign Employee Dormitories Act

1 
and the setting of guidelines for large dorm operators in areas such 

as social and recreational facilities, public health and safety, the government has sent out a signal showing that it is going to 
continue pushing the use of purpose-built dorms. 

 

 
Apart from the passing of the act, actions such as stopping the building of temporary dormitories in certain industrial estates and 
disallowing workers from certain trades from living in public housing

2 
have also shown the inclination of our Government 

towards ensuring that as many workers as possible are housed in purpose-built dorms. 
 

 
On the surface, purpose-built dorms look like a great idea. They operate like mini-cities of their own. Men have access to shops, 
food and beverage options, remittance outlets, exercise facilities and other social spaces.  
 
A Straits Times article of November 2014 featured Singapore’s largest dormitory - Tuas View. The 16,800-bed dormitory was 
showcased as a home away from home for migrant workers and much emphasis was placed on the amenities made available to 
the workers living there.

3
  

 
While it is true that many migrant workers would be more than happy to be put up in such forms of accommodation, it should 
be recognised that building dorms with good amenities does not actually solve all the non-salary problems migrant workers face. 
In fact, the housing of workers in purpose-built dorms may even exacerbate certain of them.  
 
There are social implications that could arise from housing workers in areas tucked away in far-flung corners of Singapore.  
 
While there may be practical aspects at play, such as the amount of land space required for building such large dormitories, this 
location of their accommodation forces workers to be even more cut off from Singapore society than they already were.   
 
Often, due to their distance from local population centres, companies will have to arrange for transport to bring workers to and 
from worksites. This means that workers are generally only exposed to three areas, their dorms, the buses and the worksite.  
 
The distance and cost of travel creates a disincentive for workers to head out into town to enjoy their well-deserved off-days. 
When one earns a paltry wage of as low as $19 a day basic, what else can be expected? 
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If this form of accommodation is encouraged without any thought given to the segregation it causes, will Singaporeans slip into a 
mindset where the adage of ‘out of sight, out of mind’ starts to ring more resonantly? Will a further decreased need to interact 
with migrant workers deepen the apathetic feelings some Singaporeans already have towards our migrant work force? 
 
The second stakeholder we should discuss is the employer.  
 
Like most businessmen, the bottom line is what is important to an employer. In order to ensure that the cost of labour is kept 
low, companies are interested in hiring and housing workers at the lowest cost possible.  
 
Purpose-built dormitories often simply do not fulfil this requirement for them.  
 
While it is unfair to tar all employers with the same brush and assume that they all have no regard for their employees’ well-
being and safety, most employers are not able or willing to pay more per man for accommodation when it also forces them to 
spend more money on transportation and wastes more time.  
 
In fact, in August 2014, a Straits Times article reported that purpose-built dorms were having difficulties filling beds. This 
problem was then attributed in part to the authorities giving construction companies permission to set up living quarters directly 
on the worksites of major projects.  
 
At the time, the Ministry of Manpower and the National Development Ministry issued a statement saying that employers were 
free to make choices on worker accommodation based on factors such as convenience and costs as long as they adhered to the 
guidelines on safety and well being set by various authorities. 
 
Employers were also quoted saying that housing workers closer to worksites was more efficient and helped to cut costs.

4 
This 

points to the fact that employers still see cost and convenience as key factors in deciding where to house their employees. 
 

 
Interestingly enough, just three months later, in November 2014, a freeze was placed on building temporary dorms in certain 
industrial sites.

5
  

 
With employers themselves not feeling convinced that purpose-built dorms serve their needs, is the government really helping 
anyone by simply continuing to build more dorms and making it harder for employers to house their workers elsewhere? Is 
placing pressure on temporary dormitories that still adhere to basic safety and well-being guidelines really the way to go?  
 
The third stakeholder we need to think about is the worker.  
 
Employers are required by law to provide accommodation for their workers. However, the cost of this accommodation is 
factored into the hiring costs when a worker is given a job here – though it is often not made clear to the worker in advance 
what will be deducted from his salary for his accommodation.  
 
Workers do not get a say in the type of accommodation allocated to them and since the cost is already being taken out of their 
pay cheque, are not able to easily move to somewhere that they feel may be more suitable for their needs.  
 
While many of us assume that workers would be elated to live in accommodations with all these amenities, we fail to consider 
that some of them may place greater value on the chance to take home more money, their rest time, their freedom and mobility.  
 
These men often spend 12 or more hours a day at work. Combined with the amount of time required to travel to and from some 
of these dorms, they find themselves with limited personal time.  
 
To make matters worse, not all employers provide shuttles for their workers. This means that men not only have to spend time 
traveling to and from their dorms but also have to pay additional money to do so. This would not be a problem if their per day 
wages were of a sizeable amount. Unfortunately, these men typically earn such a small sum that even $4-5 a day on transport is 
a big deal to them.  
 
TWC2 executive committee member Debbie Fordyce told me that she personally knew of men who chose to dwell in what we 
may consider to be shabbier living conditions in order to save money on transport costs.   
 

So what now? 
 
One should not make the mistake of thinking that it is being suggested that the health, hygiene and welfare concerns of these 
men should be swept under the rug. These too are very important matters that have been brought to light and should be taken 
seriously.  
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However, when thinking about the issue of accommodation for migrant workers, perhaps what we really need to be doing is 
viewing the issue at hand as one that cannot be tackled in isolation. Rather, it should be thought about as part of the complex 
issues faced by migrant workers brought on by their low wages, a lack of protection and debt bondage.  
 
Simply building more privately owned large format dorms and creating more legislation and measures to force employers to 
place workers in them is not going to solve matters. In fact, it may very well make things worse for all parties involved.  
 
Writing this article would not have been possible if not for the knowledge of Debbie Fordyce, who took time out of her very busy 
schedule to speak to me in depth about this issue.  
---- 
Sources and References:  
1: Tan. J (20 January, 2015) Singapore Parliament passes bill for licensing of larger foreign worker dorms. Retrieved from 
https://sg.news.yahoo.com/singapore-parliament-passes-bill-for-licensing-of-larger-foreign-worker-dorms-120831916.html 
 
2 &5: Tan. A (18 November, 2014) Freeze on temporary dorms in 12 estates. Retrieved from 
http://www.straitstimes.com/news/singapore/housing/story/freeze-temporary-dorms-12-estates-20141118 
 
3: Tan. A (26 November, 2014) A day in the life of Tuas View dorm.Retrieved from http://business.asiaone.com/news/day-the-
life-tuas-view-dorm 
4: Tan. A (19 August, 2014) Big foreign worker dorms faring poorly. Retrieved from 
http://www.straitstimes.com/news/singapore/more-singapore-stories/story/big-foreign-worker-dorms-faring-poorly-20140819 
 

Businesses Can Combat Trafficking 

The following article was written for “The Business Times” by John Gee, president of TWC2 in 2007-11. It was published in the 
paper’s weekend edition on 18

th
-19

th
 April. 

 
Rallying businesses against trafficking 
 
Last November, Singapore's Parliament passed the Prevention of Human Trafficking Act. While it contains provisions for the 
prosecution of traffickers and the protection of trafficked people, all those who have worked on this problem would agree that 
the best response to trafficking would be to prevent it happening in the first place.  
 
One potentially productive approach to this is to enlist the co-operation of businesses. Human trafficking is itself a big business, 
estimated by Interpol last year to have a value of US$39 billion annually, but much of this illicit trade depends on finding buyers 
who are or who partner legitimate businesses.  
 
It is only profitable for two reasons.  
 
Firstly, there are people who are desperate to earn a living and ready to take a chance on what they are invariably promised will 
be a good job. Disempowered through violence, indebtedness or an illegal status, they become available to work as cheap labour 
in conditions of gross exploitation. 
 
Secondly, there are individuals and businesses that want to pay as little as possible for labour and either knowingly connive in 
trafficking, or decide that they would rather not know about what that means for the fellow human beings who work for them, 
directly or indirectly.  
 
It does not help that trafficking may be hard to recognise in circumstances where the legal employment of migrant workers in 
severely disadvantageous conditions and at low pay is not unusual. Trafficking can only be combated comprehensively within a 
broader framework of seeking to eliminate extremely abusive and exploitative practices in general.  
 
On the face of it, businesses that have a supply chain that includes companies that use trafficked labour have no interest in 
opposing trafficking. After all, they stand to pay more for goods and services if they do.  
 
Yet, the question is not so simple. Becoming known as a company that connives at forms of gross labour exploitation can harm a 
business, as the Western high street clothes chains that bought from the Rana Plaza factory in Bangladesh found out, after the 
building collapsed and killed more than 1,100 workers. The disaster produced strong disquiet among customers. 
 
On March 17 this year, Charoen Pokphand Foods PCL (CPF), Thailand's largest meat and animal-feed producer that also depends 
on exports for a sizeable part of its business, announced that it had introduced measures to counter labour abuse and that there 
was no illegal labour in its supply chain in the shrimp industry. This followed the suspension of orders from some customers 

http://www.straitstimes.com/news/singapore/housing/story/freeze-temporary-dorms-12-estates-20141118
http://business.asiaone.com/news/day-the-life-tuas-view-dorm
http://business.asiaone.com/news/day-the-life-tuas-view-dorm
http://www.straitstimes.com/news/singapore/more-singapore-stories/story/big-foreign-worker-dorms-faring-poorly-20140819
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following reports on trafficking of Burmese and Cambodian men into the Thai fishing industry, some of which referred to CPF's 
stake in the sector and the downgrading of Thailand to Tier 3 in the US State Department's annual trafficking survey. CPF 
cooperated with US firm Underwriters Laboratories in order to check on fishmeal factories and boats that supplied it.   
 
There are already many businesses that go to some lengths to check that those supplying them with goods and services do not 
employ workers in conditions of squalor, danger and gross exploitation. Some anti-trafficking activists believe that this provides 
a basis for thinking that substantial sectors of business can be persuaded to take a firm stand against trafficking, and they are 
seeking to enlist support in Singapore. 
 
Daryll Delgado is a programme manager for Verité Southeast Asia (VSEA), a US-based non-profit organisation that operates at an 
international level to research and monitor labour rights abuses.  
 
She identifies unethical recruitment practices and the charges workers are made to pay when they seek jobs in other countries 
as a major factor in their exploitation.  
 
She said: "Workers should not have to pay for work or service obtained from them, it should be the other way around. The 
business sector is in the best position to positively influence the fates of millions of women and men who leave their homes and 
families, mortgage their properties and their children’s futures, for a job that may pay enough to cover their basic needs, but will 
never actually compensate them for the true and irrecoverable cost of migration.  
 
"Business should invest in the ethical recruitment and fair hiring of migrant workers: Strictly implement a 'no-fees to workers' 
policy, take full control of the whole recruitment and hiring process, conduct due diligence of their labour suppliers, provide 
workers decent working and living conditions, give them access to communication and grievance mechanisms, protect them 
from discrimination, and let them enjoy their basic rights to freedom of movement and association." 
 
In March this year, the Singapore Committee for UN Women held a three-day conference aimed at mobilising support among 
businesses for efforts to combat trafficking. Biz@TIP was organised with the backing of the national Inter-agency Task Force on 
Trafficking in Persons.  
 
It focussed on three sectors - hospitality, travel and tourism; global supply; and technology. There was not a big turn-out, but it 
was encouragingly higher than for a similar venture last year and yielded strong expressions of intent from some participants. 
 
One approach to businesses is simply to argue that shunning trafficking and the products of trafficking is the right thing to do, 
but participants in Biz@TIP argued that there can also be real benefits to businesses in doing so.  
 
For companies that have a high public profile or need to maintain a good image to attract customers (as in tourism, for example) 
there is a good case for being seen to treat employees decently and avoid suspicions of conniving at exploitative labour practices. 
Likewise, sellers of well known clothing brands can ill-afford to have their products associated with wretched employment 
conditions, as in the Rana Plaza case.  
 
Some sectors of the public will make their feelings known or simply refuse to give their custom to businesses that behave badly. 
That tendency is likely to grow, with an increase in public concern with human-rights issues, and a rise in incomes in a number of 
East and South-east Asian markets that will make significant sectors of the public willing to spend a little more for ethical reasons. 
 
Another factor in favour of taking a stand against trafficking and against a business approach that emphasises cheap labour is the 
evidence that, in some sectors at least - perhaps not coincidentally, those targeted by the Biz@TIP conference - well-motivated 
workers who can use their initiative and contribute to a team effort can be more of an asset than under-paid staff who have no 
incentive to do more than the bare minimum they need to draw a salary or avoid a scolding. 
 
Concerned companies can take a stand on trafficking first of all, by reviewing their own practices and making sure that they 
observe good basic labour standards.  
 
Secondly, they can insist on agreements with potential partners to observe minimum labour standards  as a condition of signing 
or renewing a contract with them.  
 
Thirdly, they need to check on compliance - including whether their partners themselves maintain decent standards, but draw 
upon the services and products of suppliers who do not. 
 
They need not be modest about making public the steps they have taken; by doing so, they will not only be assuring customers 
of their high standards, but helping to create a climate in which they are taken as the norm. 
 
The writer is head of research at the migrant workers' group Transient Workers Count Too 
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#Our Hands Campaign 
 
An international campaign has been launched to help domestic workers to learn more about their rights and how to carry on 
advocacy for them. It will be conducted through social media. Many domestic workers internationally have access to them, so it 
is a good way to reach out to them.  Of course, the workers in the worst employment situations are normally cut off from 
communication with the outside world by employers who prefer that they should not know of or assert their rights, but ending 
such conditions is one objective of campaigns for domestic workers’ rights. It is also hoped that those workers who do learn 
about their rights will pass what they know along to other workers who may not have the same access to reliable information. 
 
40 organisations internationally have endorsed this campaign, including TWC2 and HOME in Singapore. 
 
This is the statement that was released for the ‘soft launch’ of the campaign on May 1

st
: 

 
Migrant Forum in Asia and Christian Aid, along with our many campaign supporters from around the world, are excited to 
celebrate May Day with the soft launch of a new social media campaign – #OurHands. This campaign will engage domestic 
workers around the world in learning about and advocating for their rights. 
Every year on May 1st, workers around the world celebrate the history of the labour movement and mobilize to call on 
governments to protect and promote the rights of all workers everywhere. Domestic workers have long been a part of this 
struggle. 
#OurHands refers to the power of domestic workers and acknowledges that the struggle for their rights to be properly recognized 
and upheld is a collective responsibility. Join the #OurHands campaign as an expression of solidarity for domestic workers 
everywhere! 
The official launch of the campaign will be June 16th – International Domestic Workers’ Day. It was on June 16th 2011 that ILO 
Convention 189 was adopted, enshrining labour rights for domestic workers in international law, and affirming that domestic 
work is work and that domestic workers are workers. 
Like us on Facebook and Follow us on Twitter for updates on campaign progress! 
 
The website of this campaign is: 
 
http://www.dwrights.org 
 
This is the logo of the campaign, released on June 16

th
:  

 

 
 

The campaign coordinators have called upon supporters to download the #OurHands Campaign official logo and make it their 
profile pic on Facebook & Twitter. 

In Brief: 

Indonesia to End Migration for Domestic Worker Jobs? 
 
Indonesian leaders have, in recent years, talked of stopping women from going abroad to be employed as domestic workers. A 
late 2014 report says: 
 
“Indonesia’s Manpower Minister has clarified comments that Indonesia will stop sending maids abroad by 2019, saying that the 
country just wants to make sure that those working overseas are properly trained as babysitters or caregivers. 
 

 
 

http://mfasia.org/
http://christianaid.org.uk/
http://facebook.com/domesticworkerrights
http://twitter.com/dw_rights
http://www.dwrights.org/
http://www.dwrights.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/OurHands-Logo-FINAL.jpg
http://www.dwrights.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/OurHands-Logo-FINAL.jpg
http://www.dwrights.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/OurHands-Logo-FINAL.jpg
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“That (2019) is a government target. But it doesn’t mean that we don’t send at all…we send (only) skilled workers, “ Mr Hanif  
Dhakiri told reporters after meeting Vice President Jusuf Kalla yesterday.” (Wahyudi Soeriaatmadja, “Jakart to send only ‘skilled’ 
workers abroad, 26

th
 November 2014) 

 
This was not exactly new news. As the report above says, “Mr Hanif  noted yesterday that his predecessor Muhaimin Iskandar 
had said in early 2012 that Indonesia would stop sending its women to work as maids abroad by 2017, and would send only 
skilled workers. But there is no definition of what a skilled job is.” 
 
Ummai Ummairoh of the Indonesian Family Network recently commented on these proposals in talking with a journalist fom the 
Thompson Reuters Foundation. She said that the plan to stop domestic workers from working abroad is unlikely to succeed 
unless there are better jobs available at home. 
 
"It will just lead to more women leaving illegally, which will make them even more vulnerable because they won't be 
documented with the authorities and have no redress if things go wrong." (“Singapore's foreign maids exploited by agents, 
employers” by Astrid Zweynert, 26

th
 May 2015) 

 

Migrant Forum in Asia: May Day Statement 2015 

The Right to Work and the Right to Mobility:  
Respect the rights of all workers everywhere 

 
Every year on May 1

st
, workers around the world celebrate the history of the labour movement and mobilize around the world 

to call on states to fulfill their obligations to protect and promote the labour and human rights of all workers. On this day of 
global solidarity, Migrant Forum in Asia joins with trade unions, worker associations, grassroots organizers, and civil society 
organizations in renewing our commitment to the global struggle for decent work for all workers. 
  
No worker should have to pay recruitment fees to secure decent work 
  
We live in a world in which many workers, even after having developed their skills through education and training programs, are 
required to pay intermediaries to secure employment. In some cases, the amounts paid are so high that workers become 
indebted to friends, family members, and money-lenders. For migrant workers, taking on significant debts for job placements 
abroad is so common that it has become an expected feature of labour migration, even in contexts in which governments have 
heavily regulated or banned the charging of recruitment fees. Too often, migrant workers find themselves in debt bondage and 
exploitative employment relationships, their choices constrained by their need to relieve this financial burden. 
  
Migrants’ rights advocates worldwide are speaking out against the practice of charging recruitment fees to workers. Join the 
global Recruitment Reform Campaign and support our call for Zero Fees for Migrant Workers. #ZeroFees #RecruitmentReform 
  
Migration should be a choice, not a necessity 
  
In an age of unprecedented levels of human mobility, we also see too many indicators of the failure of the world of work. It is 
estimated that 232 million[1] workers have left their countries of origin in search of opportunities abroad, serving as an 
important indicator of the lack of decent livelihoods and jobs at home. For too long, origin country governments have looked at 
labour migration as a strategy to alleviate unemployment pressures while failing to implement policies and programs that would 
also make staying home a viable option. Governments of countries of destination recognize that worker supply far outpaces 
demand for available positions, and too often fail to respect and uphold the human and labour rights of migrant workers 
occupying critical positions in their national workforces. Workers should never be coerced by economic necessity to migrate. 
Workers who choose to migrate must never be subject to exploitation or human or labour rights violations. 
  
Despite two UN High Level Dialogues on International Migration and Development and seven Global Forums on Migration and 
Development, there is a lack of clear political commitment among states to work collaboratively on migration governance. This is 
evident in the disappointingly few ratifications of the Migrant Workers’ Convention, now entering its 25

th
 year, and ILO C143, 

now in its 40
th

 year. In an interdependent world in which we see growing demographic challenges and increasing mobility, it is 
imperative that governments work together towards stronger political will to achieve sustainable development based on the 
existing human rights framework. If the current deliberations on the Post-2015 Development Agenda are to see truly sustainable 
and transformative results, then the willingness of states to address the global governance of migration is crucial. 
  
Workers’ rights to organize and freely associate must be respected and upheld 
  
In many countries of destination, migrant workers do not have the right to organize, form associations, or bargain collectively, in 
contravention of the ILO’s core labour standards. We continually witness the closing down of migrant organizations and 
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associations and the intimidation of community organizers out of fear that migrants will engage in discourses that would 
threaten the status quo. Migrant community organizations are not even allowed to officially register in many countries. Such 
measures have had a stifling effect on hundreds of community organizations, which have stopped meeting for fear of being held 
suspect. 
  
When workers cannot organize or freely associate, their rights are violated. They cannot support one another in defending their 
labour and human rights. The ability to organize and freely associate is crucial in the realization of all fundamental principles and 
rights at work. Migrant workers must be empowered to act collectively. Governments must respect and uphold their obligations 
under ILO Convention 87 – Freedom of Association and Protection of the Right to Organize (1948) and ILO Convention 98 – Right 
to Organize and Bargain Collectively (1949) and guarantee workers’ rights to organize and freely associate. 
  
We stand in solidarity with migrant workers in South Africa 
  
In a world that seems to be turning away from our common humanity, we stand in solidarity with migrants in South Africa. We 
are appalled and outraged by reports of the ongoing violent anti-migrant attacks that are forcing so many to live in fear and 
many more to flee in uncertainty. This violence is the result of egregious systemic failings that have resulted in poverty, extreme 
inequality, corruption, and political repression—legacies of colonial oppression, apartheid, and the unjust neoliberal economic 
order that has made South Africa one of the world’s most unequal societies. 
  
We denounce anti-migrant violence, intimidation, and the systemic failings that have led to this tragedy. We call on governments 
to restore security and dignity for all by respecting the human and labour rights of all people within their borders and taking 
steps to alleviate inequality and deprivation. We call on global civil society to stand in solidarity with those who are still 
struggling and to honour those who have lost their lives in these horrific attacks. 
  
A moment for the true expression of solidarity 
  
Our hearts go out to all the Nepali migrant workers who are so far from home and who have not yet been able to make contact 
with their families in the wake of the recent earthquake. 
  
We call on their employers to stand in solidarity with these workers. Employers should provide immediate assistance to facilitate 
communications and to accommodate the request of any worker who wishes to return home to be with family or assist in 
immediate relief efforts. We likewise call on governments of countries of destination to support these workers such that they 
can assist one another at this difficult time. Destination country governments should create spaces for workers to coordinate 
their efforts to support rebuilding, communication facilities to assist workers in connecting with their home communities, and 
means to fast-track the sending of money and supplies to their families, all of which are crucial for immediate recovery efforts. 
Nepal will need the support of its workers in the long process of recovery. We call on employers and governments to stand in 
solidarity with Nepal and its workers. 
  
As MFA, we believe in the right to work and in the right to mobility. Today, we reaffirm the principle that all workers should be 
treated equally, irrespective of nationality or immigration status—a worker is a worker everywhere. 
 
 

 

 

LOG ONTO OUR WEBSITE www.twc2.org.sg AND JOIN OUR FACEBOOK PAGE FOR UP-TO-DATE NEWS, EVENTS AND FEATURES, AND 
DEVELOPMENTS IN THE COMMUNITY OF MIGRANT WORKER ADVOCATES. 
TO HELP ENSURE TWC2 CONTINUES ITS WORK TO RAISE AWARENESS AND IMPROVE CONDITIONS FOR MIGRANT WORKERS, PLEASE 
CONSIDER SUPPORTING OUR WORK THROUGH A DONATION. YOU COULD SEND A CHEQUE, DO A BANK TRANSFER (details below), or LOG ON 
TO THE WEBSITE and donate through the fundraising portals sggives.org or give.sg. 
Account name: Transient Workers Count Too 
Bank:  DBS Bank Ltd Singapore, 12 Marina Boulevard, Marina Bay Financial Centre, Tower 3, Singapore 018982 
Type:  Current Account 
Number: 006-900625-0 
Bank code:  7171 
Swift Code: DBSSSGSG 
If paying in US$ from overseas, provide details of DBS agent bank as follows: Pay to Bank of New York Mellon, New York (SWIFT address: 
IRVTUS3N) FED ABA: 021000018. For account of: DBS Bank Ltd, Singapore (SWIFT address: DBSSSGSG) 
 
IF YOU WISH TO CEASE RECEIVING THE TWC2 NEWSLETTER, PLEASE EMAIL THE PHRASE “Unsubscribe TWC2 Newsletter” TO info@twc2.org.sg FROM THE EMAIL ADDRESS TO WHICH WE SENT IT  
 

http://www.twc2.org.sg/
mailto:info@twc2.org.sg
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