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Silence the Best Policy? 
Zin Mar Oo, a young domestic worker from Myanmar, leapt to her death from 
the 18

th
 floor of the Interlace condominium on June 12th. She reportedly left 

a suicide note for her sister describing what had driven her to this desperate 
act. 

The Myanmar embassy said that she was a 25-year-old member of the Myo 
national minority, but a later report on the Coconuts website in Yangon said 
that she was 21. It reported that Mar Oo’s father, Maung Tin Shwe, said, “I 
only knew what had happened to her when I saw the videos on Facebook.” 

Mar Oo was filmed as someone tried to talk her down and when she jumped. 
These images were shown on several websites on June 13th after appearing 
on Facebook before the horrific images of her death were taken down.  

Mar Oo’s death raises quite a few questions: about the misrepresentation of 
her age when she was recruited, the treatment she experienced in her 
employers’ home, her degree of isolation from the outside world while she 
was there, and what finally induced her to take her own life. Perhaps an 
inquest will cast some light on them. Certainly, neither the mainstream media 
nor the authorities in Singapore have done so thus far. Why is this?  

In general, there is a policy in Singapore of not reporting suicides – or, at least, 
giving them minimal coverage. The media might discuss the topic in general 
terms, but avoids specifics. The reasoning seems to be that reporting these 
deaths might encourage “copy-cat” suicides. It is questionable whether this 
would be the case. People self-harm because they are in distress and feel that 
they have no way out of their despair, not because the idea was planted in 
their minds.  

In the case of migrant workers, particularly domestic workers, other factors 
may come into play. The revelation that some were killing themselves 
because of treatment they had faced at the hands of employers would reflect 
very badly on those employers, of course, but also upon policies that leave 
workers subject to the coercion and whims of unscrupulous or callous 
employers: burdened with recruitment costs, at risk of summary dismissal and 
deportation by their employers if they displease them, and, in the case of over 
one third of domestic workers, isolated in their employers’ homes with little 
or no contact with the outside world – practically a prescription for 
unhappiness. The case for compulsory regular days off for all domestic 
workers could hardly be made more forcibly.  

It may also be argued that any publicity around migrant worker suicides 
might make Singapore look bad abroad, but, though Singaporeans may be 
denied information about these cases, people in the workers’ home 
countries often hear about them. Mar Oo’s death was certainly reported 
in Myanmar.  

Facts don’t disappear by being shrouded; problems usually get worse 
without frank discussion and attempts to establish the reasons behind 
them. Isn’t it time for a change of approach? 
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Heartbeat 
The next “Heartbeat”, our 
orientation session for potential 
volunteers, is on Tuesday, 11th 
July, at 7:30 pm. If you are 
interested in helping, please 
email our Administration Officer 
at info@twc2.org.sg with the 
header “interested in 
volunteering”. 

Outreach 
Our next outreach is on Sunday, 
16th July from 4 – 6pm, when we 
fan out to distribute flyers and 
share information with migrant 
workers at a specified location 
near an MRT station (to be 
decided). If you’re able to help, 
please drop an email to 
info@twc2.org.sg with the 
header “can help with July 2017 
outreach”. 
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Protection for Vulnerable Workers 
 

TWC2 Report: Labour Protection for the Vulnerable: An Evaluation of the 
Salary and Injury Claims System for Migrant Workers in Singapore 
 

 
 

The report was launched on 29
th

 June 2017 with a panel discussion at Singapore Management University. The 
research that was the basis of the report was undertaken thanks to a grant from the Chen Su Lan Trust to 
TWC2. The topic grew from the observation of persistent issues faced by workers with salary and injury claims 
in the Ministry of Manpower (MOM)’s Labour Court. It was subsequently expanded to include the entire MOM 
injury and salary claims system for Singapore’s migrant workers. The report includes a review of existing 
legislative and regulatory protections and ways these protections may be undermined by four factors: 

1. migrant worker vulnerability (the sponsorship system and recruitment fee debt, among others),  
2. ambiguous legal language (in the legislation and regulations),  
3. violations of the law (by various stakeholders in the system), and  
4. gaps in administration and enforcement (drawn from interviews with 157 workers as well as 

consultations with stakeholders).  

Taking into account the legal framework and the perspectives of diverse stakeholders, recommendations are 
made for policy change and improvement. 

In addition to the workers interviewed, over 100 people contributed to the research over the course of more 
than a year, including students and faculty of SMU and NUS, doctors, emergency room staff and occupational 
therapists, lawyers and legal assistants, and volunteers from TWC2, HOME and HealthServe. The report also 
benefited from consultations with MOM staff. Much goodwill was created through the collaboration as 
everyone was eager to contribute their ideas and energy to an effort seeking to improve the injury and salary 
claim process for migrant workers.  
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Walter Woon, the former Attorney-General of Singapore and currently the David Marshall Professor of Law, 
NUS, wrote the foreword. The report received SMU and NUS Institutional Review Board approval that the 
research methodologies adhered to the highest ethical standards.  

Below is the report’s executive summary and a synopsis of recommendations. The full report is available online. 
Please go to the TWC2 website or contact info@twc2.org.sg if you wish to receive a copy. We encourage you 
to share it widely.  

 
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
This research report reviews and analyses the system governing the salary and injury claims process for 
migrant workers in Singapore. It focuses on male Work Permit holders from Bangladesh, China, and India who 
make up the majority of the workforce in Singapore’s construction and marine sectors. Work Permit holders 
are the lowest wage category of foreign workers and comprise nearly a third of the total workforce in 
Singapore. While these workers play an important role in building the nation, they face workplace issues that 
many would not associate with a modern economy. 
 
The impetus for this research was the persistent number of migrant workers with salary and injury issues who 
approach TWC2 and Singapore’s other migrant worker non-profit organisations (NPOs) for assistance. While 
the Singapore Government has continued to improve employee protections and clarify employer 
responsibilities—such as recent legislative amendments requiring employers to provide employment terms 
and pay slips—the persistence of salary and injury issues shows a disconnect between legislative intent and 
the practical realities for workers on the ground. 
 
We examine the underlying context of worker vulnerability and experiences with the salary and injury claims 
process. Drawing on legal and sociological analysis, we employed a two-pronged approach. First, through a 
review of legislation, Parliamentary debates, regulations, case law, and the claims system, we sought to 
understand the legislative intent behind the current regulatory framework governing resolution of workers’ 
claims. While the framework is designed to protect migrant workers, four factors appear to undermine these 
protections: migrant worker vulnerability, ambiguous legal language, violations of the law, and gaps in 
administration and enforcement. 
 
Second, our sociological analysis draws on 157 qualitative interviews with migrant workers, as well as 
interviews and consultations with a range of stakeholders—including academics, industry representatives, and 
legal and medical practitioners. This is further supported by relevant literature on migrant workers in 
Singapore. 
 
We have developed policy recommendations by consolidating our legal and sociological analysis, reviewing 
policies and legislation under the jurisdictions of territories that have a comparable level of development to 
Singapore and that also employ a proportionately significant number of migrant workers in their workforces. 
These territories are Hong Kong, Taiwan, Malaysia, United Arab Emirates, Qatar, Australia, and Germany. 
Furthermore, we considered the key principles that undergird labour standards agreed upon by institutions 
such as ASEAN, the International Labour Organisation, and United Nations agencies. 
 
We acknowledge that the recommendations have associated costs for government, employers, and workers, 
and potential downstream implications. These costs may constrain policy options. We have sought to identify 
ways to simplify systems and reduce process ambiguity to improve administrative efficiency and create greater 
deterrence, which together are intended to reduce incidents and costs over the long term. We present an 
abbreviated version of our recommendations below. Please see the full version of our recommendations in 
Chapter 4 of the report. 
 
RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
1. Require that before arrival in Singapore, Work Permit holders sign a Standard Employment Contract (SEC) 

that sets forth minimum standards embodied in the Employment Act (EA), Employment of Foreign 
Manpower Act (EFMA), and other relevant legislation. 

 The SEC will include predetermined minimum contractual parameters and key employment terms; 

mailto:info@twc2.org.sg
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 The SEC will be made available to workers before they arrive in Singapore and in a language the 
worker understands; 

 Changes to employment terms and conditions set forth in the SEC made after the employee’s arrival 
in Singapore that are less favourable to the employee must be authorised by MOM and agreed to in 
writing by the employee. 

 
2. Require payment of salaries and allowances by electronic transfer or through payroll services for all Work 

Permit holders. 

 Provide assistance packages to employers to aid their compliance; 

 Facilitate accessible and affordable bank transfer or payroll service options for Work Permit holders, 
in coordination with employers and local banks. 

 
3. Amend Employment Act, Employment of Foreign Manpower Act, Work Injury Compensation Act, and 

related regulations and policies. 

 For the Employment Act: 
 Simplify rules regarding salary payments;  
 Extend the time bar for salary claims from one to three years; 
 Require employers to provide and maintain receipts for employee: salary payments and 

deductions, costs of meals, accommodation, amenities, and medical care; 
 Require employers to maintain records of any payments workers make to agents or company 

representatives to obtain their job or renew their contract. 

 For the Employment of Foreign Manpower Act: 
 Require that any changes to the Standard Employment Contract to reduce employment 

terms be agreed to in writing by the employee and be reviewed and approved by MOM. This 
process should involve all parties and take into account the unequal bargaining power of 
migrant workers. 

 For WICA: 
 Clarify and strengthen application of the presumption that an injury is related to work if it 

occurred at the workplace to better reflect legislative intent and reduce the burden of proof 
on the injured worker; 

 Create a six-month time limit for MOM’s initial determination of the validity of the workplace 
injury; 

 Create an exception to the one-year time bar on medical treatment when employees’ 
medical treatment has been delayed or withheld during the first year. 

 
4. Improve claims process through access to information and enhancing safeguards. 

 Provide clear information on procedural rules, decision-making criteria, evidentiary requirements, as 
well as time and costs involved, and ensure this information is available in the languages of Work 
Permit holders; 

 Enhance scrutiny of the credibility of employer witnesses who testify against co-workers; 

 Ensure officers at MOM and the Tripartite Alliance for Dispute Management (TADM) with mediation 
or negotiation responsibility are accredited by a recognized external mediation organisation; 

 Increase access to the Change of Employer (COE) scheme for claimants, eliminate the employer 
permission requirement, and increase incentives for employers to hire through the COE scheme; 

 Allow access to the Foreign Construction Worker Directory System (FCWDS) for claimants on Special 
Pass, and increase incentives for employers to accept workers through FCWDS; 

 Enhance employer compliance with employee maintenance obligations during the claim process, such 
as for the provision of meals and accommodation, through the establishment and monitoring by 
MOM of specific dollar amounts per month; 

 Create a fund to compensate migrant workers when employers fail to pay judgments, orders, or 
employee maintenance; 

 Create time limits for injury claim decisions, including that the validity of the workplace injury be 
determined within six months of the date of the claim. 

 
5. Improve claims-reporting mechanisms and injury prevention. 

 Extend MOM hours and create alternative sites so workers can access information or file claims on 
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Sundays and in the evenings; 

 Require healthcare providers or their surrogates to report to MOM when a Work Permit holder is 
issued more than three days of medical certificates (MC), or is hospitalised for more than 24 hours; 

 Employ independent safety supervisors on worksites and strengthen employee representation on 
workplace safety and health committees; 

 Increase unannounced worksite safety audits by MOM and other inspectors. 
 
6. Ensure Work Permit holders have access to the full range of documentation needed to bring a claim. 

 Ensure access to documents required for salary claims, including the in-principle approval, contract, 
key employment terms, time cards, pay slips, evidence of hours worked, rate of pay, payment 
received; 

 Ensure access to documents required for injury claims, including the worksite attendance record, 
incident report, safety report, MCs, medical records; 

 For salary or injury claims, if an employer fails to provide these documents, legislation and guidance 
protocols should direct an adverse inference; 

 Utilise the power to order discovery of these documents, and enforce sanctions for failure to produce 
or maintain such records;  

 Require an affordable forensics analysis if the authenticity of a document or signature is reasonably in 
question; 

 Medical providers should ensure that patients have access to their medical documents; 

 Create an affordable avenue for medical expert testimony. 
 
7. Increase transparency and effectiveness of the mediation and adjudication process. 

 Publish written Labour Court and Employment Claims Tribunal (ECT) decisions and judgments in order 
to create a body of precedents; 

 Provide all parties with information from MOM’s investigations; 

 Allow access to mediation, Labour Court, Tripartite Alliance for Dispute Management (TADM), and 
ECT sessions to a limited number of nominated observers; 

 Permit migrant workers to be accompanied by volunteer non-legal representatives during mediation 
and adjudication proceedings; 

 Ensure all ACLs and adjudicators have legal training; 

 Move Labour Court adjudication for injury claims to the Singapore courts. 
 
8. Improve access to medical care for Work Permit holders. 

 Provide workers with insurance cards to directly access medical care, subject to a maximum amount; 

 Require employers to pay for medical treatment and procedures that the doctor deems medically 
necessary; 

 Enhance employer compliance with maintenance obligations, including for employee medical care; 

 Maintain a central register of Work Permit holders’ insurers accessible to healthcare providers to 
clarify insurance coverage; 

 Require use of the National Electronic Health Record by healthcare providers serving migrant 
workers; 

 Establish a government fund or subsidy for migrant workers whose medical expenses exceed the 
S$36,000 insurance coverage threshold and whose employers are unable to pay; 

 Publicise services that NPOs, hospitals, and other organisations provide to migrant workers. 
 
9. Enhance stakeholder engagement and education. 

 Create a central resource centre to provide information to healthcare staff on the injury claim process 
for migrant workers; 

 Enhance education to increase understanding and awareness of migrant worker issues and employer 
obligations during the claim process among members of the Singapore Medical Council, the Law 
Society, and the General Insurance Association of Singapore; 

 Extend pro bono or legal aid services to migrant workers in need; 

 Create a multi-stakeholder committee to provide feedback to MOM on the claims process. 
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10.  Strengthen enforcement regime. 

 Create a dedicated unit and no-cost mechanism to help Work Permit holders enforce judgments 
when employers fail to pay;  

 Require employers to pay judgments and settlement orders directly to MOM or a Public Trustee; 

 Extend the Special Pass period for Work Permit holders until judgments are enforced and amounts 
are paid; 

 Penalties should be increased and strictly enforced for employers who fail to pay judgments or 
employee salaries, engage in contract substitution or forgery, fail to report workplace injuries within 
stipulated timelines, fail to meet their employee maintenance obligations, attempt to repatriate 
workers with claims, coerce witnesses, or demand kickbacks from workers.  

 
For more information, please contact the TWC2 Wednesday Clinic team 

 Tamera Fillinger  casehelp4@twc2.org.sg 

 Pat Meyer  casehelp3@twc2.org.sg 
 

Tamera Fillinger & Pat Meyer 
 
 

Insurance Coverage for DWs to Be Extended 
 
Employers will have to take out personal accident insurance (PAI) policies of at least $60,000 for their 
domestic workers as of October 1

st
, announced Minister of Manpower Sam Tan on May 7

th
.  This is an 

increase of $20,000 over its present level.  

In a press release on the insurance changes, the Ministry of Manpower said that the scope of PAI would be 
defined: 

“Today, different insurers provide different coverage for PAI, with some insurers taking a narrower definition 
of accidents and imposing more exclusions. As a result, some FDWs receive compensation for certain 
accidents, while others may not, even though the circumstances and injuries are the same. To ensure that all 
FDWs and their beneficiaries receive the same protection, MOM will require that PAI cover all sudden, 
unforeseen, and unexpected incidents that result in the death or permanent disability of the FDW. Insurers 
will not be permitted to impose additional conditions, exceptions or exclusions except those specified by the 
Controller for Work Passes, such as on pre-existing conditions and suicide.” 

Responding to the announced changes, TWC2 President Noorashikin Abdul Rahman said: 

“It is good that there is an attempt to provide insurance coverage for domestic workers in case of death or 
permanent incapacity. However, like other workers, domestic workers should also be covered under the 
Work Injury Compensation Act (WICA) which provides more comprehensive coverage for injuries and 
illnesses sustained in the course of work. Not only are the limits for death and permanent incapacity 
compensation higher under WICA, but so is the coverage for medical expenses, as well as coverage for 
medical leave wages. These forms of coverage are not present under the PAI. 

Like other workers, domestic workers are exposed to the risk of injuries and illnesses. I have seen workers 
who contracted severe skin allergy conditions because of exposure to harmful cleaning chemicals and 
detergents. One particular worker was asked to leave by her employer who couldn’t accede to her requests 
for medical leave while she sought treatment for her severe allergy. The severe allergy has also 
compromised her ability to use her hands. Other risks and vulnerabilities domestic workers may be exposed 
to include falling from a height while cleaning, as well as to burns.  

Many domestic workers are also primary breadwinners of their families. Median wages have indeed 
increased over the years and a maximum coverage of $60,000 for death or permanent incapacity will barely 
be adequate to cover the loss of income as well medical costs of injuries that may help a family to provide 
care in the case of something such as a spinal cord injury, which requires care for a lifetime. 

I would strongly urge the government to extend WICA to foreign domestic workers.” 
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It is Illegal to Confine a Domestic Worker 
 

On 27
th

 May, the High Court tripled the prison sentence for a “maid abuser” from two months to 24 weeks, 
following an appeal for a heavier sentence by prosecutors. Chua Siew Peng had been convicted of assaulting 
her Filipina domestic worker, Jonna Memeje Muegue, and locking her in her sister’s condominium. The 
offences took place on 30

th
-31

st
 October 2012. Chua’s 75-year-old mother slapped the worker for eating 

salmon that was not meant for her, and then Chua herself pulled the worker’s hair and slapped her repeatedly, 
it had been revealed during the trial.  

Muegue escaped the following day by climbing out of a sixth storey window and jumping onto a ledge below, 
suffering injuries to her feet in the process. During the trial, Muegue testified to earlier instances of abuse by 
Chua’s mother, sister and Chua. 

While trials and sentencing for physical abuse are all too familiar, one thing that was different about this case 
was that Chua was also tried and convicted for wrongfully confining Muegue. This was the first time that an 
employer had been penalized for committing this offence. 

TWC2 has argued for some time (See box below) that employers who prevent domestic workers from leaving 
the homes that they work in should be judged to be in violation of Article 340 of the Penal Code, which refers 
to “wrongful confinement”. Now that one employer has been convicted of this offence and the penalty has 
been reinforced on appeal, it is to be hoped that others who seek to keep workers at their mercy and protect 
their ability to abuse them without anyone else finding out will find themselves charged and sentenced 
likewise. 

What happened when Muegue escaped from her employer’s family is worth noting. She felt that she had no 
choice but to climb out of a sixth-storey window in order to get away, even though by doing so, she put her life 
at risk. Had she died in through falling and not merely been injured, would her death have been recognized as 
resulting from abuse? What would have proved that it was anything other than an accident? TWC2 has posed 
the question in the past: how many of the deaths of domestic workers in falls from high buildings are 
accidental, and how many are suicides or the result of attempts to escape from abusive employers? The 
authorities have taken firm action to deter employers from making domestic workers clean the exterior of 
windows or hang washing in ways that subject them to risk, but have been very reluctant to even admit that 
there is good reason to think that some women have died as a result of these other causes. Most such deaths 
could have been avoided if these women were able to leave their employers’ homes regularly. 

 

From “Wrongful Confinement Must Stop”, TWC2 Newsletter, May-June 2008: 

In Singapore’s Penal Code, an offence of ‘wrongful confinement’ is recognised. Chapter XVI (Offences Affecting 
the Human Body) sets out clearly what constitutes wrongful confinement: 

Wrongful confinement. 340. Whoever wrongfully restrains any person in such a manner as to prevent that 
person from proceeding beyond certain circumscribing limits, is said “wrongfully to confine” that person. 

Illustrations 

(a) A causes Z to go within a walled space, and locks Z in. Z is thus prevented from proceeding in any direction 
beyond the circumscribing line of wall. A wrongfully confines Z. 

(b) A places men with firearms at the outlets of a building and tells Z that they will fire at Z if Z attempts to 
leave the building. A wrongfully confines Z.  

No exception is made for foreign nationals or for workers such as domestic helpers or construction workers: 
they are entitled to the same protection against wrongful confinement as any other person under Singapore’s 
jurisdiction. Locking a domestic worker in an employer’s place of residence, or in premises belonging to an 
agency, corresponds to the behaviour described in illustration (a). Therefore, when an agent locks workers in a 
flat when they have just arrived in Singapore, or an employer leaves a house and locks the door so that the 
worker is unable to leave, they are breaking the law. 
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In Brief 

 

BCA Aims for Reduction in Migrant Worker Numbers 

The Building and Construction Authority (BCA) aims to reduce the number of migrant workers employed in 
Singapore’s construction sector by 20-30 per cent by 2020. Dr John Keung said this in an interview just before 
stepping down as the BCA’s chief executive.  He said that it was part of an ongoing effort to enhance the 
sector’s productivity. (Wong Siew Ying, “BCA seeks to cut number of foreign workers”, “Straits Times”, 29

th
 

May 2017)  

The intention is to dispense with workers of a lower skill level and retain workers who are more skilled in a 
more technologically advanced industry. Dr Keung said that about four in 10 workers are currently qualified 
as higher-skilled workers.  

A reduction in the employment of migrant workers employed in the construction sector would have 
significant consequences. The reduction in available jobs might intensify competition for those that do 
become available and make workers more vulnerable to demands for kickbacks and for even higher 
recruitment charges than at present. On the other hand, those workers who have qualified as higher skilled 
may find that their employers are keener to retain them and have greater job security and perhaps improved 
pay.  
 
After Dr Keung’s interview, the BCA said that he had meant to say “that a higher skilled workforce will be able 
to generate 20 to 30 per cent more construction output.” (Wong Siew Ying and Ng Jun Sen, “Construction 
industry faces tough times”, “Straits Times”, 19

th
 June 2017) 

 

Fall in Construction Industry Fatalities 

There was only one worksite death in the first five months of 2017, compared to 24 in the whole of 2016, 
Manpower Minister Sam Tan told company representatives at a seminar organized by the Singapore 
Contractors Association Limited (SCAL). (Joanna Seow, “Drop in number of construction worksite deaths”, 
“Straits Times”, 7

th
 June 2017). Tan expressed concern at the level of major injuries: 22 in the first quarter of 

this year, compared to 153 for the whole of 2016.  

SCAL’s president, Kenneth Loo, said that awareness about safety had increased in the industry after a series 
of accidents last year. “He also hopes the authorities will list separate WSH provisions in tender requirements 
for all government construction projects,” reported “Straits Times”, WSH referring to workplace safety and 
health. “This would give contractors a separate budget for safety measures and prevent them from cutting 
corners, as they will not be paid the sum if they do not meet safety requirements.” 

TWC2 has proposed in the past that labour standards, which would include those for safety, should form a 
strong component of the tendering process in the construction sector, and government can lead the way on 
this as the biggest customer for building projects.  

TWC2 executive committee member, Debbie Fordyce, reportedly commented that many workers know about 
safety procedures, but employers sometimes feel impelled to push their workers to work long hours of 
overtime, which results in fatigue.  

“Companies looking to cut costs may not invest in heavy machinery, which can mean more manual work and 
more risk for the workers,” she said. 

$450 Billion: Remittance Total Projected in 2017 

The UN International Fund for Agricultural Development reported in June that migrant workers remitted 
home more than $445 billion in 2016 and it expects them to increase that amount by $5 billion this year. The 
report estimates that around 200 million migrant workers support 800 million family members in their 
countries of origin.  

In 2016, the biggest recipient country of remittances was India ($62.7 billion), followed by China ($61 
billion), Philippines ($29 billion) and Mexico ($28 billion). 
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Decent Work for Domestic Workers: MFA  
 

Migrant Forum in Asia Statement on International Domestic Workers Day 

Decent Work: The Road Towards Transformation and Empowerment of 
Domestic Workers 
  
Today, June 16, Migrant Forum in Asia (MFA) joins domestic workers and all who struggle with them in 
celebrating the International Domestic Workers Day. On this day in 2011, history was made at the 100

th
 

Session of the International Labour Conference as the International Labour Organization adopted 
Convention 189 on Domestic Work, a turning point in the history of the world of work that will change the 
lives of the domestic workers. 
 As we celebrate the 6

th
 Anniversary of ILO Convention 189 and as governments embark on a new 

framework on global governance of migration which will impact the lives of 11.5 million migrant domestic 
workers, let us not lose sight of the reality that while there have been notable incremental reforms 
initiated by some countries including 24 ratifications, domestic workers are only provided few rights, with 
little freedom and yet stories of rights violations are too frequent.  Let us continue the fight and support 
the collective voices of domestic workers worldwide who are working to achieve their rights and to making 
decent work their lived reality. 
  
Reject labels and free domestic workers from derogatory terms 
  
“Helper”, “servant”, and “maid” are still widely used by many of us when talking or referring to domestic 
workers. These labels could be constraining for domestic workers who are stereotyped in simplistic and 
derogatory ways. People will continue to name-call and degrade them and their type of work until we 
change the frequency of using such labels and derogatory terms. They are human beings who also do work 
and the first step in recognising and respecting them is to refer to them as “workers”. 
  
Transform our homes to decent workplace for domestic workers 
  
Evidence based reports show that many domestic workers work more than 8 hours a day, with inadequate 
rest and days off, no decent living quarters, no adequate and decent meals, lack access to communication 
and information facilities, restricted mobility and at worst, are subjected to various forms of abuses-verbal, 
mental, physical, and sexual. As employers of domestic workers, transforming our homes to a decent 
workplace for domestic workers means treating them with dignity and respect, and providing them what is 
rightfully due of them. Limits on working hours and timely payment of wages should be observed. They 
should be given weekly 24-hour time off from work, provided with decent accommodation, give them an 
option for a live-out arrangement, and ensure their privacy and safety among others. 
  
Secure their future and well-being through social protection 
  
Social protection is an integral part of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.  An ILO study on 
Social Protection reveals that 60 million out of the 67 million domestic workers in the world (roughly 90 per 
cent) do not have access to social protection and 55 million of them are women. When they do exist, 
access to these become a challenge to domestic workers due to some barriers which could be either 
legislative and/or administrative; or it may also lack information about entitlements and how to access 
these benefits. Special schemes that respond to the nature of domestic work and needs and interest of 
women domestic workers should be explored. Extending social protection to domestic workers is one way 
to promote gender equality and address poverty. 
  
Recognise their agency and their right to organise 
  
It is globally recognized that domestic workers contribute enormously to the development of our societies. 
When their voices are recognised and their mobility is not restricted, they are allowed to organise, and 
opportunities for growth are available, their productivity will be further enhanced, thereby, contributing 
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more to the development of our society. Governments need to support domestic workers associations and 
recognise their organising efforts and move towards formalizing the sector and ensure better protections. 
 MFA pays tribute to the struggles and achievements of domestic workers associations and unions in the 
region and globally in asserting their rights and in taking authorities to task to ensure their labour rights 
and human rights are respected, upheld and protected.  
  
Ratification and implementation of ILO Convention 189 and other relevant international standards 
Many of the domestic workers remain excluded from protections in national labour laws, and restrictive 
immigration systems leave migrant domestic workers at heightened risk of abuse and exploitation. 
Governments must ratify C189 and immediately move towards its effective implementation by 
incorporating its provisions in domestic legislation.  
Governments must demonstrate a strong political commitment to end existing policies and practices that 
continue to perpetuate abuse and exploitation of all domestic workers. Employers’ tied-visa systems 
should be abolished. 
Governments must demonstrate their commitment to eradicating forced labour and contemporary forms 
of slavery in all its forms. Ratifying and implementing the ILO Protocol on Forced Labour would send a 
strong signal of their commitment to end forced labour for all workers. 
Governments must “Step It Up,” taking the long overdue step to demonstrate their commitment to 
guaranteeing the rights of all migrant workers. 
Migrant Forum in Asia celebrates the hope and the promise that the International Domestic Workers Day 
brings to domestic workers and all who struggle with them, toward decent and dignified work. 
 
TWC2 is an affiliate of Migrant Forum in Asia. 
 

ASEAN Framework Instrument 
 

ASEAN Framework Instrument Now! Protect ALL Migrant Workers and 
Decent Work for ALL 

Civil Society Statement to the 30th ASEAN Summit 

April 2017, Manila, Philippines  

On 13 January 2007, ASEAN Member States made a commitment to protect migrant workers’ rights and to 
promote decent, humane, productive, dignified and remunerative employment. This commitment was 
enshrined in the ASEAN Declaration on the Protection and Promotion of the Rights of Migrant Workers. 
Article 22 of the Declaration called for the development of an ASEAN Instrument to advance the agenda of 
the Declaration. Migrant Forum in Asia welcomed this effort by the ASEAN Member States with hope that the 
Instrument will be developed without delay and that the process will be transparent and actively involve civil 
society and other stakeholders. 

However, to the dismay of civil society, the development of the Instrument was done without the active 
participation of civil society and other stakeholders. 

2017 is the 10
th

 year after the adoption of the Declaration and yet to date the ASEAN Instrument to safeguard 
the rights of migrant workers has not been finalized. In the absence of a regional regulatory framework, the 
living and working conditions of migrant workers have been governed by national laws and regulations which 
do not provide adequate rights and protection for migrant workers and leave many of them unprotected and 
in precarious working conditions particularly undocumented migrants and migrant domestic workers who are 
often excluded from the scope of national laws and regulations. While ASEAN Member States forged bilateral 
labour agreements, these are not adequate to protect the rights of all migrant workers, commit to worker’s 
welfare and promote decent work for all migrants.  

Meanwhile, the ASEAN Economic Community (AEC) insisted to focus only its freedom of movement provision 
to highly skilled/professional migrant workers which comprise a very small proportion of the migrant 
population in ASEAN as compared to those found in low-skilled sectors and informal economy that offer 
limited opportunities for upward mobility. 
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Many of them are women migrant workers who are increasingly migrating through irregular channels which 
expose them to greater risks. Protection of migrants’ rights remains inadequate, subjecting them to 
inhumane conditions such as low wages or withholding of wages, unlawful wage deductions, long working 
hours, overwork, poor living conditions, food deprivation, exposure to dangerous and hazardous work, poor 
health conditions including sexual and physical abuse among others. Migrant workers also do not have job 
security and remain transient workforce subject to involuntary or forced repatriation at employers ‘whims 
and during economic downturn, crisis and conflicts.  

Further, children accompanying migrant workers and children who migrate independently are more often 
exposed to worst forms of child labour, including trafficking and debt bondage and work in hazardous 
conditions which put them in great danger, abuse and exploitation. They also lack access to basic social 
services such as education, housing and health care facilities. 

As ASEAN Member States meet for the 30
th

 ASEAN Summit in Manila, we, the Migrant Forum in Asia, 
reiterates our call to adopt and implement a legally binding ASEAN Framework Instrument for the Protection 
and Promotion of the Rights of Migrant Workers. 

Specifically, we call on ASEAN Member States to: 

  

 Include ALL migrant workers (from ASEAN and non-ASEAN countries) and their families as well as all 
undocumented migrant workers in the scope and coverage of the Framework Instrument. 

 Develop a regional plan of action to effectively implement the Framework Instrument and a monitoring 
and evaluation system such as annual report cards in regard to the compliance to the ASEAN 
Framework Instrument and its declaration. 

 Harmonize national laws and policies to comply with the UN Migrant Workers Convention and ILO core 
labor standards, fundamental freedoms and rights at work including ILO Convention 189. 

 Create easily accessible mechanisms for the regularizing of undocumented migrant workers and absorb 
them in the labor market. 

 Repeal policies of contract termination and deportation on the grounds of pregnancy and communicable 
diseases, such as HIV/AIDS.  States must provide social protection that includes provisions for 
healthcare, disability insurance and medical insurance and wage security/assurance, and that 
promote safe working environments for all migrant workers and members of their families. 

 Remove reservations clauses to the CEDAW (Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination 
Against Women) and the CRC (Convention on the Rights of the Child) given the increasing number of 
women migrant workers in the region who are working in precarious conditions. As States parties to 
CEDAW, all ASEAN Member States must utilize the guidance offered by CEDAW General 
Recommendation 26 on low-waged, low skilled women migrants. The instrument should reflect this 
commitment to address the specific working and living conditions of all women migrants. 

 Implement concrete policies and measures to promote decent work for all and address the widespread 
unemployment and informalization of employment in the region. 

 Develop programs and services to address the needs and protection of children of migrant workers and 
children who migrate independently. 

  

Signed by: 

Action Network for Migrant Workers ( ACTFORM) - Sri Lanka 
Asia Human Rights Development Foundation, Migrants Center - Nepal 
Association for Community Development - Bangladesh 
Atikha Overseas Workers and Communities Initiative (ATIKHA) - Philippines 
Batis Center for Women, Inc. – Philippines 
Building and Wood Workers International 
Caram Cambodia - Cambodia 
Center for Indian Migration Studies - India 
Center for Indonesian Migrant Workers - Indonesia 
Center for Migrant Advocacy - Philippines 
Center for Women and Peace Development - Cambodia 
Community Development Services (CDS) - Sri Lanka 
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Friends of Women Selangor - Malaysia 
Hope Workers Center - Taiwan 
Hsinchu Catholic Diocese Migrants and Immigrants Service Center 
Human Rights and Development Foundation (HRDF) - Thailand 
Humanitarian Organization for Migration Economics (HOME) - Singapore 
Kanlungan Center Foundation, Inc. -Philippines 
Kapisanan ng mga Kamag-anakan ng mga Migranteng Manggagawang Pilipino -KAKAMMPI 
Legal Support for Children and Women (LSCW) - Cambodia 
Map Foundation- Thailand 
Migrant Care - Indonesia 
Migrant Forum in Asia - Philippines 
Migrant Workers Rights Network (MWRN) - Myanmar/Thailand 
Migration Working Group-Malaysia - Malaysia 
National Domestic Workers Movement/ Migrant Forum India- India 
National Workers Welfare Trust – India 
North South Initiative- Malaysia 
Pakistan Rural Workers Social Welfare Organisation - Pakistan 
POURAKHI Nepal- Nepal 
Pravasi Nepali Coordination Committee - Nepal 
Serikat Buruh Migran Indonesia - Indonesia 
Solidaritas Perempuan - Indonesia 
St. Francis of Assisi Workers Center - Singapore 
Transient Workers Count Too (TWC2) - Singapore 
Unlad Kabayan Migrant Services Foundation, Inc. – Philippines 
WARBE Development Foundation- Bangladesh 
Women's Legal and Human Rights Bureau, Inc. - Philippines 
Youth Action Nepal 
 

Anti Trafficking Review 
 

No 8 (2017) 
Special Issue–Where’s the Evidence? 

Despite increasing interest in human trafficking and related exploitation, a great deal of anti-trafficking work 
still appears to be based on assumptions that are not well-proven or adequately questioned. 
 
Policy formations, advocacy campaigns, concrete interventions and popular understandings of trafficking have 
all been accused of making exaggerated claims and resting on thin, if any, evidence. There is an almost 
obsessive desire to know the scale, proportion, size, major sectors and geographical concentrations of human 
trafficking. Similarly, the monitoring and evaluation of interventions prioritise numbers of people reached 
rather than any significant change in knowledge or behaviour. This focus on quantification has come at the 
expense of quality and a true understanding of the lives of the migrants and trafficked persons it is supposed to 
benefit. 
 
This issue of the Anti-Trafficking Review explores the role of evidence, research and data in anti-trafficking 
work and how they influence our understanding of the issue and responses to it. Contributors examine the 
evidence used—or rejected—in the formation of national anti-trafficking policies in Northern Ireland, Canada 
and India, as well as the role of statistics, and monitoring and evaluation of anti-trafficking interventions. In the 
debate section, four authors take turn defending or rejecting the proposition 'Global Trafficking Prevalence 
Data Advances the Fight against Trafficking in Persons'. 
 
Ultimately, this issue demonstrates that research, if designed, implemented and analysed properly, can 
produce the evidence necessary for better responses to trafficking and exploitation. At the same time we need 
to look more critically at the political and social factors that often lend an implicit bias to research and 
evidence.  



▪ Winner of the National Volunteer and Philanthropy Centre’s New Non-Profit Initiative Award 2005 ▪ 
▪ Winner of the American Women’s Association Woman of the Year Award 2011 ▪ 

▪ Winner of the Rotary Club of Singapore Good Samaritan 2011 Award ▪                                                                     Page 13 of 13                                                                                                                                          

 
View the new issue at www.antitraffickingreview.org  
 
Published by the Global Alliance Against Traffic in Women, the Anti-Trafficking Review is a peer-reviewed 
academic journal that promotes a human rights based approach to anti-trafficking, and offers a space for 
dialogue for those seeking to communicate new ideas and findings. The journal is an open source publication 
with a readership in over 100 countries.  
www.antitraffickingreview.org 
 
 

 

 

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://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001AWSykZr5f15ZXY167rwaauViknnSBtYJeU8aO42TLDEvsmWAWFguUcEtzcXH2LqaAQo44gOBrDTj6fDlSXvZuI5Z3QnYuzR7tX4QLZKsnR1yXMKdmQsqfGfCt-AJpAZoB7bkoOwWcFmZTT697JHYxyeJvZt2oHLZmiv7aOZmUgiOfKYIl3wgEnw4_4IH8QIM&c=S2p1WolXSnkWYz8xR5J9tsJLvXDh4HtUySQA2XXgE6ydmGSGQiMnQw==&ch=zPmjDz4qCAISTxiXcBqJ1vE8wGNGlMahxAbpLTM39e3PfLbisulbZg==
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001AWSykZr5f15ZXY167rwaauViknnSBtYJeU8aO42TLDEvsmWAWFguUSTnPk4gCqZeJ2gUMuKvPAgTZIt7jE-nXvi6saX8WqJmVwBnwvA1FUdTWGMd0ymr8lIBd0r4BXB02t2tb9QW7fSgfRjTodnR84BBa3SY2FsJ1Wt4QdicaPc=&c=S2p1WolXSnkWYz8xR5J9tsJLvXDh4HtUySQA2XXgE6ydmGSGQiMnQw==&ch=zPmjDz4qCAISTxiXcBqJ1vE8wGNGlMahxAbpLTM39e3PfLbisulbZg==
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001AWSykZr5f15ZXY167rwaauViknnSBtYJeU8aO42TLDEvsmWAWFguUUQ7chOEjw9JYJInqURECAWymqhL7ME-wNwppYPPl3PUA6H_ViP4QiMSe1mNIc89t-CHka80cZ46x7owF7qayXrZXH3tT6-4YowBg0vLcZgrBXHfmWpBRgTaClYqaFQe5Bh7BZX_t3KE&c=S2p1WolXSnkWYz8xR5J9tsJLvXDh4HtUySQA2XXgE6ydmGSGQiMnQw==&ch=zPmjDz4qCAISTxiXcBqJ1vE8wGNGlMahxAbpLTM39e3PfLbisulbZg==
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001AWSykZr5f15ZXY167rwaauViknnSBtYJeU8aO42TLDEvsmWAWFguUd3C8qW1KTtIRoPf_xDY0ub48mqK1bm44XdMt-pBokOUwy6Xz-L5lQrG6u4xPnHPu3fRWNOB2hKGg7PqUU0g-IlQxh7H9GCLQ5QOa-rJEtmaOwLLr5a377-SQzGzBjt6XpMJ2MBtiyPOZ_WBIW-GyDq7BJemomIpVUvBuAsadnoG&c=S2p1WolXSnkWYz8xR5J9tsJLvXDh4HtUySQA2XXgE6ydmGSGQiMnQw==&ch=zPmjDz4qCAISTxiXcBqJ1vE8wGNGlMahxAbpLTM39e3PfLbisulbZg==
http://www.twc2.org.sg/
mailto:info@twc2.org.sg

