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Labour Protection for the 
Vulnerable 
On 29th June, the TWC2 report, “Labour Protection for the Vulnerable”, was 
launched at Singapore Management University (SMU). The report was the 
culmination of 18 months of research and writing by the Labour Court Research 
Project (LCRP) team, which included over 100 volunteer students, faculty, 
lawyers, medical professionals and NGO workers.  
 
The research, funded by a grant to TWC2 from the Chen Su Lan Trust, began 
with weekly research seminars open to anyone interested in the topic – 
university students from law, sociology, business, university faculty, medical 
staff, NGO staff and volunteers, lawyers, and community members. This large 
group from different backgrounds with diverse skills and contacts came 
together to create rich and informative learning, sharing, and networking 
sessions. (And eat cookies.) The process also resulted in the formation of a 
separate group specifically focused on migrant workers and their access to 
medical care, the Migrant Health Partnership. 
 
Over the months, we discussed topics such as illegal contracts, barriers to 
lodging claims, evidence, court processes, enforcement, legislation, case law, 
and comparative jurisdictions. The interviews were primarily coordinated, 
scheduled, conducted, and coded by students. Although students began 
expecting to commit to the project for a semester, some continued until the 
final printing, providing legal research, reviewing text, and layout. The 
collaborative process culminated in the creation of the 84-page report. 
  
At the 29th June launch, two of the authors, Nick Harrigan and Tamera Fillinger, 
of SMU and TWC2, reviewed the report's findings. The panel, consisting of 
lawyer Meerah Rajah of Rajah and Tann, and Stephanie Chok and Jolovan 
Wham of HOME, gave context and their favourite report recommendation. The 
report focuses on ten recommended reforms to improve the salary and injury 
claims system and enhance protections for migrant workers. (Here is a link to 
the report on the website: http://twc2.org.sg/2017/06/29/labour-protection-
for-the-vulnerable-challenges-and-recommendations/ ) 
 
Many of the findings of the report are familiar to those who work regularly with 
migrant workers, but some of the attendees at the launch said they were 
surprised to learn that workers don’t know their employment terms, that they 
are paid in cash and that they have no affordable recourse when an employer 
doesn’t pay or winds up.  
 
A common response to the report’s findings is that only 157 men were 
interviewed about their claims. It should be noted that the experiences of these 
men are typical of the thousands seen each year by both TWC2 and HOME. 
 

(Continued on Page 8) 
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Heartbeat 
The next “Heartbeat”, our 
orientation session for 
potential volunteers, is on 
Tuesday, 12th September, 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, 17th September 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 
September 2017 outreach”. 

http://twc2.org.sg/2017/06/29/labour-protection-for-the-vulnerable-challenges-and-recommendations/
http://twc2.org.sg/2017/06/29/labour-protection-for-the-vulnerable-challenges-and-recommendations/
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Events 
 

 
Participants from over 20 countries who took part in the GAATW-BTS meeting 
 
17

th
-20

th
 August: John Gee represented TWC2 at a four-day international gathering on “Human Trafficking, 

Forced Labour and Modern Slavery: Understanding Popular Narratives and Planning Strategic Action. 
Convened by the Global Alliance Against Traffic in Women and Beyond Trafficking and Slavery, the 
participants questioned the application of terms such as “modern slavery” and misuse of references to 
trafficking to describe the conditions faced by the great majority of migrant workers. An article on the 
gathering will appear in the next TWC2 newsletter. 
 
19

th
 August: Singapore acceded to the United Nations’ Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 

Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) 21 years ago.  All states that sign the convention are expected to 
submit periodic reports on their progress in furthering CEDAW’s aims to the UN CEDAW committee. NGOs 
in those states can submit shadow reports and the committee and its members may draw on them in asking 
questions of a state’s representatives about their progress. Singapore delivered its fourth periodic report in 
March 2009. A number of shadow reports were then submitted, including one prepared jointly by TWC2 
and the Global Alliance Against Traffic in Women.  
Singapore submitted its fifth report in 2015 and this time, TWC2 took part in the drafting of a shadow 
report by a broad coalition of organisations – mainly women’s organisations. TWC2 worked on a section 
concerning domestic workers in Singapore. The completed Singapore NGO Coalition Shadow Report to the 
CEDAW Committee was presented at the Singapore Council of Women’s Organisations to SCWO members 
and contributing civil society organisations on 19

th
 August. It will be submitted to the UN CEDAW 

committee in September. 
 
23

rd
 August: Over 30 participants in the Peace Boat University Program visited TWC2’s Day Space in Little 

India, where presentations were given by Debbie Fordyce and Christine Pelly on migrant workers in 
Singapore. The visitors were taken on a short walk around local sites of significance to the workers. 
 

***** 
 

12,000 “Likes”: TWC2’s website continues to draw more readers. Reflecting this, it currently has over 
12,000 “Likes”. 
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The Cuff Road Project 

How Many Men; How Many Meals-January-July 2017? 
 

Numbers are up at our food programme. Debbie Fordyce explores the figures and the background. 

1732 individual male migrant workers have sought assistance from TWC2 from January to July 2017, and all 
have shared in free meals offered by The Cuff Road Project (TCRP) as well as participating in various other 
TWC2 projects. In addition to the meals now provided at three Bangladeshi restaurants and two Indian 
restaurants, TWC2 also provides, to selected individuals: EZlink cards for those with medical appointments, 
cash for taxis for those with walking difficulties, shelter for those with special difficulties, accompaniment to 
hospital visits for those who have difficulty with medical payments or with speaking to and understanding the 
doctor, referrals to clinics, information on the progress of the case, and the assistance of our social workers in 
the TWC2 office

1
.  

TCRP has been operating since March 2008 to offer meals to anyone who is not permitted to work, but is 
required to remain in Singapore until the resolution of his claim or investigation. By the end of August 2017, 
we will have served over 800,000 meals to over 10,000 individuals since the project began. Some men remain 
with the meal programme for over a year, while others stay a shorter length of time until their case is 
concluded and they are repatriated. Most reside in and around Little India and receive minimal, if any, financial 
support from employers. The lack of legal employment opportunities is felt more acutely by family members in 
home countries dependant on the man in Singapore.

2
 

Meal Numbers Soar – January to July 2017  

In recent months the number of meals served has almost doubled. This paper will explore several reasons for 
this surge in numbers.

3 

 

Month Breakfast Mon-
Fri 

Dinner Mon-Fri and 
Sat lunch 

Total 

Meals/month 

Jan 1,330 5,276 6,606 

Feb 1,408 5,382 6,790 

Mar 1,722 6,185 7,907 

Apr 2,313 8,962 11,275 

May 3,614 11,654 15,268 

Jun 2,186 9,202 11,388 

Jul 2,983 9,524 12,507 

 

Total 

 

15,556 

 

56,185 

 

71,741 

 

The Men and Their Problems  

The majority of the men come to the meal programme after having suffered a work related injury. Fearful of 
being repatriated before they’re able to lodge an injury compensation claim and access treatment, they leave 
the company dormitory for lodging in and around Little India. While this means using their own funds for 
housing and food, a variety of services are available and they’re beyond the reach of the company and 
repatriation firms. The outcome is uncertain and the process may take more than one year, but they increase 
their chance of having the injury treated and receiving compensation. For those men still indebted as a result of 
recruitment fees and kickbacks to the company, this waiting period postpones having to face banks, money 
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lenders and relatives who loaned the money and it might offer a chance to work illegally to repay loans and 
support family.  

In the chart below, the number of individual men in the bottom row is not the sum of the numbers of men 
each month. Many men continue with the meal programme from one month to the next. The salary cases are 
resolved or concluded within a relatively short time of two to three months, and so we see a higher turnover 
among those with salary claims. The stay is longer for men waiting for injury compensation as the case needs to 
be validated, the injury treated and given time to heal, the worker assessed for permanent incapacity, and 
various parties given time to dispute the compensation amount. Once the man is discharged from hospital 
appointments, it could be another three to four months before he receives the compensation and returns 
home. Thus the total number of individuals (1321) is much smaller than the sum of the men participating each 
month. 

Even with the increased number of men signing up for the meal programme, the percentage of salary disputes 
compared to injury claims remains fairly constant. Although within each month the percentage of salary cases 
is between 10% and 17%, the men with salary problems are 22% of the total number. The men with injury 
claims are 76% of the total number for these seven months, but a higher percentage within each month. Other 
problems include a variety of issues such as recruitment fraud or scam, premature termination, contract 
dispute and criminal investigation. All of these men with injury and salary claims will be repatriated at the 
conclusion of their case. Those whose case is investigated for recruitment fraud or premature termination may 
be given the opportunity to find a new employer, but most are unsuccessful.

4
  

 

2017 Men  

per month 

Salary Dispute 

Number / Percent 

Work Injury 

Number / Percent 

Other Problem 

Number / Percent 

Jan 694 74  11% 577  83% 43  6% 

Feb 703 71  10% 582  83% 50 7% 

Mar 787 119  15% 634  81% 34 4% 

Apr 841 108  13% 698  83% 35 4% 

May 1003 139  14% 822  83% 42 4% 

Jun 890 155  17% 697  78% 38 4% 

Jul 950 152  16% 750  80% 48 5% 

 

Individual men  

 

1732 

 

380 

 

22% 

 

1321 

 

76% 

 

54 

 

3% 

 

Bangladeshi and Indian  

At the start of the year TCRP was offering meals from two restaurants: seven meals a week at Isthana, a 
Bangladeshi restaurant, on Monday, Wednesday, Thursday and Friday, and four meals a week at Alankar, an 
Indian restaurant, on Tuesday and Friday. 91% of the men with the food programme are from Bangladesh 
and 9% from India. The Indian men eat at both restaurants with equal frequency, but many of the 
Bangladeshi men avoid the Indian restaurant, saying they aren’t used to Indian food and find it unpalatable. 
Because of the discernment of the Bangladeshi men, the number of dinners served at Alankar in the evenings 
was significantly lower, at just over half of the number served at Isthana. It should also be noted that we 
asked the Indian restaurant to serve vegetarian fare. Some Bangladeshi men would therefore collect a packet 
meal of rice and vegetables from Alankar in the evenings and supplement that with a meat dish from a 
Bangladeshi restaurant. 

From November 2014 TWC2 had been paying $2.30 to Isthana and $2.00 to Alankar for each meal. Early this 
year we felt that this was not enough to guarantee that the men receive adequate nutrition, and that without 
competition for this large number of diners, the restaurants might resort to cutting corners on the food they 
served the TCRP beneficiaries. The men were all given the same food, unable to choose from the selection of 
dishes displayed, as ordinary clients of these two restaurants would do. 
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Five Restaurants Participate 

We made the decision to expand the number of restaurants participating in the programme and to increase the 
price to $3.00 for the dinner while maintaining the price of $2.00 for the breakfast. We decided to offer tokens 
that the men could redeem at several different restaurants, red tokens for the morning meal and white tokens 
for the evening meal to signify the different pricing. The men were able to choose which meat and which 
vegetable, within the price allowance. In addition to Isthana and Alankar, two more Bangladeshi restaurants 
(Dhanshiri and RS International) and one other Indian restaurant (Sri Annavarshini) agreed to participate. The 
men could patronise the restaurant of their choosing, select the items for their meal, and they were no longer 
restricted to the two-hour span during which our TCRP volunteers hand out the tokens. They could make use of 
the tokens later that same morning or evening, or on a different day. 

3G Phone Distributions on 21
st

 and 27
th

 March 2017 

Just prior to the introduction of this scheme in April, TWC2 had launched a donation campaign to collect 
second-hand 3G phones and donations to buy new 3G phones in order to replace the workers’ old 2G phones 
that would no longer be serviceable in Singapore from April 2017.

5
 We gave priority to the men who owned 

and used a 2G phone, and had been eating at TCRP regularly, as those men were assumed to be in greater 
need. The registration of men for the 3G phones began in March, and with it came an increase in the numbers 
registering for the meals. The number of individuals who received meals jumped from 703 in February to 787 
in March, many of these new men presumably with the hope of receiving a 3G phone. Even with the 
distribution of hundreds of 3G phones on 21 March and 27 March, there were not enough phones to satisfy 
everyone. 

The introduction of the new restaurants was confusing at the start because the men all needed to be informed 
of the system and the location of the restaurants, some restaurants, due to staffing issues, were unable to 
serve breakfast, and some were not used to the huge number of clients from our programme. Early teething 
problems included running out of food or perceived mistreatment of our ‘non-paying’ clients. We reminded 
our beneficiaries to choose a different restaurant if they were not satisfied with the food or the service, and 
confirmed to the restaurants our support of their refusal to serve any of our beneficiaries who causes a 
disturbance. 

Phone Cards, Shopping Vouchers and Gelato, April 2017 

Several groups and individuals collaborate with TWC2 in providing items of practical use to the men who 
participate in the food programme. Fruits, toiletries and snacks are commonly handed out by well-wishers. 
Some groups offer more costly items, which adds to the attraction of the programme. On 13 April, one regular 
supporter provided 300 phone cards, each worth $28, to the men. That Wednesday, 447 men came for the 
meal, a jump of 56 more compared to the previous Wednesday. The phone cards ran out long before the end 
of the meal tokens. Another group of regular supporters handed out 200 bags of essentials –including a $20 
Mustafa shopping voucher- on 18 April. That evening too saw a huge jump in numbers from previous days. On 
24 April, a group that had recently discovered TWC2’s meal programme offered 250 individual servings of 
gelato. This was an unexpected delight for the men, and provided a valuable insight to migrant workers for the 
donors. 

Ramadan 26
th

 May-25
th

 June 2017 

Ramadan has a more significant effect on the non-working population of Muslim migrant workers than on 
those with regular work. It allows them to wake before dawn, pray and take a pre-dawn meal and sleep again. 
Many breakfast at the mosque and come for the evening meal just before 8:00. That would account for the 
lower number of men and meals in June as compared to May. Even though a large number came for meals 
after breaking fast at mosque during Ramadan, some men would prefer to spend time with friends for iftar, 
rather than collect meals from TCRP. 

Back to Buttons to Reduce Costs from June 2017 

Looking at the numbers and the corresponding costs to TWC2, we had to find a way to cut costs without 
depriving the men of appetising meals with sufficient nutrition. Even though we offer free food to the 
beneficiaries, the men quickly come to see the meals as an entitlement. Not all the men are aware that TWC2 
operates as a small Singapore charity, without financial support from government and without bottomless  
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buckets of international funding. While struggling to offer our skeleton staff an adequate salary, our main 
expense is food for migrant workers. 

The answer was to revert somewhat to the previous system by limiting the choice of restaurants on two days a 
week to the two Indian restaurants. We now give out tokens four days a week that can be redeemed for meals 
at any of the five restaurants, and buttons on two days a week redeemable at only the Indian restaurants. This 
caused some discontent among the Bangladeshi men at the start, requiring our volunteers to subdue some of 
the more vocal critics and explain the reason for limiting the restaurants. Better to have a limited choice on 
certain days than to force us to close the meal programme entirely. 

The Importance of the Meal Programme 

These meals meet an essential need for men who are not permitted to work and earn a salary. Food is more 
important than shelter, and indeed when we started the programme, many of the beneficiaries were sleeping 
rough on the 5-foot way and in parks. The meal programme gives TWC2 volunteers the chance to interact with 
the workers, understand their problems, and recognise that the complex circumstances for this vulnerable 
group are not limited to issues with agents and employers. We often address needs beyond food, medical 
treatment and salary slips, and through regular contact come to empathize with and befriend these men. The 
men, in turn, expect that we will do whatever we can to assist them, but may not ponder the wider issues of 
wealth and power, inequality and corruption that drive them to seek work outside their country.  The large 
gathering of men on a regular basis at TCRP provides information for research projects

6
, and studies conducted 

by media, academics and student groups, and adds to the shared pool of knowledge about migration issues. 

Volunteers 

Always welcome. Always needed. Contact TWC2.  

 

 

FOOTNOTES 

1. Female domestic workers do not participate in the meal program due to special needs for shelter and 
protection, and are assisted by the social workers in other ways.  

2. The employer typically cancels the work permit soon after the man is injured at work or after he lodges a 
salary claim. The MOM then issues a Special Pass, which allows the man to remain in Singapore, but prohibits 
him from engaging in any type of business or employment. Some men therefor find casual work with small 
companies or home removal companies. Unlike the work at shipyards or large construction sites, this type of 
work is less likely to come under MOM scrutiny to ensure that workers carry valid work permits. 

3. The meal numbers correspond to the signatures of the men who receive the tokens. The number of tokens 
redeemed at the restaurants may differ slightly. 

4. We are presently investigating the reasons for the abysmally few men who are able to secure a new job even 
when given permission to do so. Evidence suggests that companies are unwilling to hire a foreign worker given 
permission to change employers by MOM because he is considered to be a troublesome worker, having had 
difficulties with his previous employer. Most workers claim that employers taking on a new worker who is 
already in Singapore demand a recruitment fee (or kickback) that they are able to pay, having been cheated of 
the earlier job.  

5. http://twc2.org.sg/2017/03/22/donation-campaign-a-huge-success-distribution-of-3g-phones-begins/ 

6. http://twc2.org.sg/2017/06/29/labour-protection-for-the-vulnerable-challenges-and-recommendations/ 

 

 

 
 
 

http://twc2.org.sg/2017/03/22/donation-campaign-a-huge-success-distribution-of-3g-phones-begins/
http://twc2.org.sg/2017/06/29/labour-protection-for-the-vulnerable-challenges-and-recommendations/
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Trading Rights For a Living: Living and Fighting 

Migrant workers come to Singapore in hope, but for some, things can turn out badly. Smita Mitra gives 
an overview. 

While there are human rights conventions and instruments to protect the rights of migrant workers, how many 
of these are truly implemented in letter and spirit is still debatable. Globalization and digitalization have further 
added to complications of labour migration management. Labour surplus countries witness a huge number of 
migrant workers travelling to developed countries for low skill, low pay, job categories that the workforce of the 
host country does not usually take up. They include construction work, contract labour, domestic work and 
similar less skilled jobs, like cleaning. Social scientists term it as theory of change whereby push and pull factors 
play upon the market forces of demand and supply to attract labourers from one country to another. 

However, as the governance of labour migration management gets more complex, we need to underline the 
duties and responsibilities of stakeholders involved in the process. Is enough being done to ensure migrants’ 
rights are secured and protected? Do they have access to justice in case of mistreatment or violation of contract 
terms? Do they have the right to choose decent work conditions, are they subject to abuse and exploitation, are 
there ethical norms in place for their recruitment? Is there a transparent legal process available for redress of 
grievances? A Pandora’s box opens up, triggering us to delve deeper, ask more probing questions: what are the 
stakes of the recruitment agencies, who engages in the negotiation of how many labourers, how are contracts 
and terms of employment determined, are they translated into the workers’ language for them to understand, 
are there safety standards incorporated as a pre-requisite for the employers and what if the terms are violated?  

“I took the salary because I had to live.” This is the crux of the story of a migrant worker presently caught in a 
legal dispute with his employer. Migrant workers do not have any standard employment contract and have to 
pay large amounts to recruiting agents in their native country to get a job in the country of employment (be it 
any of the countries in the Gulf or Malaysia, Hong Kong and Singapore).  The sum paid to the recruiting agent or 
sub-agents is often unaccounted for and the aspiring migrant worker often has to pawn family or ancestral 
properties, land, jewellery - at times, his house - to secure a job overseas. After this difficult bargain, when he is 
left deceived in a foreign land, the trauma and agony is inconceivable. This is a story often repeated  in the files 
of any case worker of Non-Governmental Organizations working in Singapore to secure the human and labour 
rights of migrant workers.  

These and others have lodged complaints of salary underpayment with the Ministry of Manpower of the 
Government of Singapore and remain in Singapore on a temporary residence document-a Special Pass. The 
employer may not have appeared at mediation sessions or professes to have gone bankrupt and be unable to 
pay money due. 

The plight gets more difficult when it includes workplace injury claims. The workers may be rendered helpless by 
injury and unable to perform their duties, but the employer often refuses to acknowledge the accident site as the 
workplace, leading to falsification of evidence and dishonest testimony, all to avoid payment of medical charges. 
This cost of hospitalization is often borne by the migrant worker from his meagre savings or, if he is lucky, he is 
able to mobilize resources from or through non-profit organizations. Some are simply unable to obtain the 
treatment they need, when their condition is not life-threatening. The treatment of such low wage migrant 
workers is abysmal. While they are the backbone of the construction and shipyard sectors and supply other 
essential work, provisions to secure their rights are woefully inadequate. Another meandering exploitative curve 
in the journey is those legal firms and lawyers offering services to these workers, who usurp fees from the 
migrant workers only to bend in the direction of the powerful. Language, understanding of the context scenario 
and the damaging nexus between the wealthy employer, legal firms and brokering agencies many a time leaves 
the complainant (migrant worker) penniless and devastated. 

The not for profit organizations do their share of good Samaritans’ work, advice, free clinics providing assistance 
with case matters, evidence building through research and advocating for change to the Government of Singapore, 
in particular regulations and promoting accountability of the Ministry of Manpower to the migrant workers. Non-
profits working on securing the rights of migrant workers in Singapore are faced with these questions in their day 
to day operations. Research and policy analysis informs evidence-based advocacy, but the larger question remains: 
how do we address vulnerability of workers? Can we educate them, can we make the system accountable or can 
we partner with stakeholders, government, civil society and migrant returnee networks to build a strong 
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momentum to make decent work, access to justice, skills development training programmes to move the workers 
up the value chain? 

The collective agency of migrant workers definitely works, but constant negotiation with policy makers, strategic 
advocacy partnerships can help to initiate a mindset change. 

The TWC2 newsletter brings to you a plethora of information, policy discourse on workplace injury, compensation 
issues, knowledge products developed with methodical empirical analysis and evidence generation through case 
studies of workers from the field. The evidence includes case histories of hundreds of workers, fighting for their 
rights, in the sub-terrains of this financial capital of Southeast Asia, Singapore. A picture that is not visible to the 
tourist’s eye or the expatriate clubs and local hubs of the garden city. However, the scene gets clearer to the 
perceptive eye when we see open backs of trucks and transport carriers, transiting migrant labourers from one site 
to another or in the by-lanes of Little India during meal hours. The influx of labourers at NGO meal distribution 
centres or a usual scene at the Government approved dormitories like  the one in Tuas, South Avenue, gives one 
an idea of the bizarre nature of “apartheid” (as one of our colleague describes) practiced in Singapore. 

 At the inter-governmental level, the Special Rapporteur on the Human Rights of Migrants negotiates with United 
Nations member states and regularly works with nations and civil society networks to uphold the charter of 
principles. The International Labour Organisation and others seek to improve conditions for migrants 

A phenomenon as complex as transnational mobility, requires consistent advocacy, with all stakeholders. This 
newsletter from Transient Workers Count Too aims to contribute to that process. 

 

Labour Protection for the Vulnerable  (Continued from front page) 
 

This report, in addition to looking at issues that 
force migrant workers to bring a claim and 
leave their job, scrutinises the difficulties that 
workers face in assembling documents and 
information needed to support their claim, 
and the way that the Ministry of Manpower 
(MOM) mediates and handles claims. The 
NGOs would like to work further with the 
MOM to assist workers to understand and 
navigate the claim process. 

Among the report’s recommendations are 
some that could be considered low-hanging 
fruit, or methods that could be implemented 
relatively easily and others that would involve 
a complex restructuring of legislative systems 
governing migrant workers. Some of the 
simplest reforms include requiring that 
workers sign a standard employment contract 
setting out minimum standards and registering 

this document at MOM and requiring that salaries and allowances be made via electronic transfer. Such 
measures should alleviate many of the issues faced by workers encountered by TWC2.  
 
We now look forward to advocacy and information-sharing about the other key recommended reforms, 
including:  

 compulsory dual reporting of injuries by employers and medical staff  

 MOM opening on Sundays so that employees can seek information and file claims on their day 
off 

 compulsory salary payment of Work Permit holders by electronic transfer 

 abolition of the sponsorship employment system 
 

http://studentry.sg/2016/02/04/singapore-largest-dorm/
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If you are interested in helping with advocacy or learning more about the report, please contact Tamera 
(casehelp4@twc2.org.sg) or Pat (casehelp3@twc2.org.sg) on the Wednesday clinic team. 
 

Tamera Fillinger and Pat Meyer 
 

Make Direct Contact 

TWC2 tries its best to meet the requests of students and educational institutions, but sometimes feels that 
things could have gone better. Debbie Fordyce writes of some of the frustrations faced by responders and 
suggests how engagement could be improved. 
 
Student groups often ask to talk to someone at TWC2 to better understand problems that transient workers 
face. We make every effort to speak to them, either over the phone or in person. These conversations can 
be very useful in dissuading the students that discrimination and xenophobia are a major challenges for 
foreign workers, and in helping students to understand about the deception relating to recruitment fees, 
salaries and kickbacks, and the way debt is used as a tool to coerce workers to accept unfavourable terms 
and conditions. 
Sometimes teachers make the first contact, asking us to address groups of students. This allows us to 
request the teacher to provide reading material before the talk so that the students have some background 
information before we meet them. This can be helpful in making sure that the teacher and the students are 
familiar with some of the issues, and allowing them to follow up with us afterwards. 
Recently, due to the requirement that students engage in community involvement activities, middlemen 
have been contacting TWC2 asking us to engage with students. I’ve found that this can lead to 
misunderstandings all around. 
This August TWC2 was asked to talk to a small group of students by a private social enterprise “empowering 
children to shape society for a better tomorrow”. Having spoken to someone from the group, I agreed to 
meet the students. It was apparent from the start that what the social enterprise group had promised the 
school was not what I was prepared to deliver, and that my contact from this group was not well 
acquainted with TWC2, our mission or our work. When I mentioned problems of salary payments and injury 
claims, she assumed that such problems were things of the past, and our website stories were recycled 
from years ago for dramatic effect. 
The contact had promised the secondary school teacher that I would arrange for the students to interact 
with workers and ask questions that they had prepared. These were secondary school students who 
assumed that the greatest problems were discrimination and living conditions.  
At the end of our talk, which was cut short because the students were late and their bus had arrived, I had a 
few minutes to speak to the teacher. I invited her to call TWC2 directly next time so that we can better 
tailor the talk to the students’ level of understanding and commitment, and ensure that the teacher can 
offer practical suggestions to students for further learning and practical action. 
We welcome requests from student groups and appreciate the opportunity to talk with students and 
teachers. Making direct contact with TWC2 will facilitate that collaboration, save money and avoid 
misunderstanding. 
 

In Brief 

Pay Gap 

Some tuition centres are reported to be hiring people to stand outside well known schools around exam times to 
hand out flyers and promotional material for their services. 

“Those who are hired to distribute such materials earn about $20 an hour.” (Calvin Yang, “Tuition centres drum up 
business at schools”, “Straits Times”, 31

st
 July 2017) 

In contrast to this hourly rate for work that requires no skills, domestic workers who receive payment in return for 
giving up their days off typically receive between $15 and $20 compensation for one day; the basic pay of Bangladeshi 
construction workers for a day’s work (before overtime) ranges between $18 and $22. 

mailto:casehelp4@twc2.org.sg)
mailto:casehelp3@twc2.org.sg
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Filipina Domestic Workers in China? 

The Philippines is discussing terms for Filipina women to work in China as domestic workers. The initial proposal is for 
them to be employed in five big cities, including Beijing and Shanghai. Philippines Labour Under Secretary Dominador 
Say said that a monthly salary of 100,000 pesos (S$2,700) is being discussed, although Emmanuel Geslani, a 
consultant for Philippines recruitment firms, thinks the workers are more likely to be paid a minimum of US$400 
(S$540), up to US$800. He expects about 20,000 women to go to China every month once an agreement is in place. 
(Raul Dancel, “Straits Times”, 3

rd
 August 2017). 5,000 women are already employed in China illegally as domestic 

workers, says this article. TWC2 hears that, for many employers, having a foreign domestic worker is a status symbol. 

If  (and it is admittedly a big “if”) China really offers attractive pay and conditions and becomes a major country of 
destination for Filipina women workers, it is likely to put pressure on Singapore to offer better all-round terms. 

 

Halimah Yacob Stands for Presidency 

One of the candidates for Singapore’s presidency, seen by many 
observers as the front runner, is Halimah Yacob. She has a 
history in the Singapore labour movement, has served as an MP 
and more recently as the Speaker of Parliament. Less well known 
is the sympathy she has shown for migrant workers in the past. 
She was a highly effective spokesperson for the workers’ bloc at 
the International Labour Conference in 2010 and 2011, when the 
Domestic Workers Convention (C189) was debated and passed. 
Our photo shows her at the launch of TWC2’s helpline in 
December 2006, speaking with TWC2 staff member, Sha Najak.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Two Letters…  
 
Don't treat maids like property 

Following the murder of a couple in which the main suspect is a domestic worker who has since fled Singapore, 
Miss Low Sock Heng proposed that domestic workers be made to seek the consent of their employers to leave 
Singapore. She is also of the view that domestic maids should not have possession of their passports and work 
permits. 

It is not fair to penalise the more than 230,000 domestic workers in Singapore because of the actions of a tiny 
minority. 

Serious crimes are more likely to be committed by Singaporeans and Permanent Residents, but who would 
seriously suggest that these two groups of people surrender their passports to a higher authority and require 
permission to leave, unless actually charged with an offence?  

Domestic workers are not property and should not be treated as such. It is absolutely wrong to seek to chain any 
worker to an employer by giving an employer control over the worker’s personal documents. Domestic workers, 
like any other worker, should be retained by decent treatment and proper payment.  

John Gee 

(As published in “Straits Times” on 29/6/2017) 
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MOM's advice out of step with reality 
 
Transient Workers Count Too (TWC2) agrees with the Ministry of Manpower that workers should come forward 
and report salary abuses as early as possible (Foreign workers should lodge complaints without delay; Aug 19). 
However, the reality is that the workers are not always able to do this. 
Almost all work permit holders would have paid thousands of dollars to get their jobs. 
To lodge a report with the MOM would mean writing off this sunk cost. 
For a worker, the more rational thing to do is continue working, in the hope that the company's fortunes improve 
and he is subsequently paid. 
The ministry needs to get serious and crack down on high recruitment costs, whether incurred in Singapore or 
abroad. This may involve redesigning the entire recruitment system to cut out middlemen. 
So long as recruitment costs are not addressed, saying that the ministry would have taken action against the 
employer had the workers come forward immediately is akin to blaming the victim for the ministry's inaction. 
The MOM's statement that workers in salary dispute cases would have been offered the chance to find other 
employers is also meaningless. 
The reality is that only a tiny fraction of these workers actually manage to find new jobs. 
This is largely because it is much more profitable for employers and their agents to recruit directly from the source 
countries than to take workers already in Singapore. This, again, is tied to the issue of high recruitment fees. 
TWC2 urges the MOM to monitor the pool of foreign workers already in Singapore and looking for jobs, and 
restrict hiring from abroad until this pool has shrunk to a certain size. 
Doing so helps retain experience and skills within the country rather than open the door wide to inexperienced 
new workers. 
 
Alex Au, Treasurer, Transient Workers Count Too 

 
(This letter is reproduced as printed in “Straits Times” on 23

rd
 August. A reply from the Ministry of Manpower was published 

on 25
th

 August. The newsletter hopes to explore this issue more deeply in the September-October edition.) 

 

 

 
 

 

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.straitstimes.com/forum/letters-in-print/foreign-workers-should-lodge-complaints-without-delay
http://www.twc2.org.sg/
mailto:info@twc2.org.sg

