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TRANSIENT WORKERS COUNT TOO  

 

4 February 2014 

 

To: Commission of Inquiry into Little India Riot 

 

Dear Sir, 

 

TWC2 was not present at the scene of the rioting on 8
th

 December 2013. We therefore do not 

have any firsthand information that may help establish the direct cause(s) of the disturbances. 

Our submissions shall confine themselves to what we know about the Little India 

environment on an ordinary day and what that means to foreign workers and how these may 

have an effect on their behaviour. These submissions are made in the spirit of improving what 

can be improved in Little India and reduce the possibility of violent outbursts repeating 

themselves. 

 

First, a summary of what TWC2 is about and how we arrive at these submissions. Formally 

registered as a society in 2004, we have since become a registered charity and beginning in 

2008, have operated a soup kitchen serving free daily meals to abandoned migrant workers in 

Little India. Besides food, we offer advice and guidance on how to resolve salary disputes and 

work injury problems. On an average working day, TWC2’s social workers and volunteers 

would be in contact with at least 300 foreign workers. In a year, TWC2 would handle more 

than 2,000 requests from foreign workers seeking assistance and a vast majority of them 

would be the South Asian community coming to our soup kitchen in Little India. The 

submissions that follow draw on the collective experience of TWC2 staff and volunteers. 

 

Significance of Little India to South Asian workers 

 

Little India is a vibrant neighbourhood enjoyed by both Singaporeans and tourists. For the 

migrant workers of South Asia, it is a place of comfort that offers more than just shops and 

money remittance services that are, after all, available in other parts of Singapore. This 

neighbourhood is where they meet up with friends, kinsmen and fellow villagers to share 

familiar food, worship together or just catch up. Unlike other areas of Singapore where they 

feel out of place, this is a place where they feel they fit in and one should not underestimate 

that kind of psychological comfort and what it means to somebody leading a hard life in 

unfamiliar surroundings far from home. TWC2 believes that this should be a central concern 

when introducing regulations to regulate crowding in Little India. The approach should not be 

to reduce access to Little India but to improve on facilities in the area so that the greater 

numbers visiting on weekend need not be so disruptive. 

 



 

 

For a study of the emotional value of Little India to migrant workers, please refer to a Masters 

thesis by Hamid, W.B.S. (2012) “Seen but unheard – a case study of low-waged Tamil 

migrant workers in Singapore”, University of Sussex, UK. 

 

Transport to Little India 

 

A special report on post-riot Little India in the Sunday Times 2/2/2014 identified a transport 

problem particular to migrant workers visiting Little India on Sunday.   Based on anecdotal 

accounts from TWC2 volunteers, there had been a lack of organisation in boarding and the 

rush for finite number of bus seats are a cause of tension. Sometimes quarrels do erupt 

between the workers and timekeepers/bus conductors. We have heard accounts of the latter 

being unnecessarily brusque and rude to the workers. 

 

Reported accounts of events on 8
th

 December spoke of a bus conductor who wanted a 

passenger off her bus and the passenger died later when knocked down by the bus. TWC2 

does not know enough to say who was at fault in this incident but against a background of a 

rough and ready makeshift bus system, some attention should be paid to the need to sensitise 

bus operators to cultural differences when handling a difficult passenger. Efforts should also 

be made to provide a more orderly system for parking the buses, allocating vacancies on them 

and boarding the vehicles.  

 

TWC2 is also concerned that these Sunday bus services are now terminated at 9 pm with a 

view to reducing numbers of foreign workers visiting Little India. We understand that in this 

immediate post-riot phase the authorities may feel the need to err on the side of caution but 

would urge that these restrictions be lifted as soon as possible. As stated in the preceding 

section, TWC2 takes the view that access to Little India should be facilitated rather than 

restricted; that with better planning and provision of facilities, the pre-8
th

 December status quo 

in Little India can be managed and does not need to be so tightly regulated. 

 

Relationship with Authority 

 

Ever since the riot, there have been public airings of the relationship between migrant workers 

and figures of authority. Whether there is causal relationship between those who were rioting 

and how they view the police would have to await the findings of the COI. What TWC2 can 

say is that we have never found any strong negative feelings against the police among the 

thousands of workers we deal with over the years. Based on our workaday observations of 

things happening around us in Little India, we do not find migrant workers to be resentful of 

and resistant to authority. In our experience, foreign workers are generally rather mindful of 

authority.    

 

That said, there are problem areas to address. Auxiliary police are quite visible in Little India 

policing anti-littering regulations and preventing foreign workers from loitering in certain 

areas. This naturally places them in a situation where foreign workers would see them through 

a custodial lens. Under such circumstances, it is necessary that auxiliary police are sensitised 

to a need to do their jobs without being seen as unnecessarily overbearing. For example, when 

the auxiliary police patrol in a group and crowd round a single worker, it can be intimidating. 

Body language and tone are also key factors in such situations. 



 

 

 

TWC2 has also noted instances of unfair treatment of foreign workers when it comes to the 

policing of anti-littering regulations. See Appendix A for a firsthand account witnessed by our  

volunteers. This report posted on the TWC2 webpage can also be read at 

http://twc2.org.sg/2012/11/06/nus-students-witness-cleansing-operation-against-foreign-

workers/ 

 

TWC2 is not saying such behaviour by the auxiliary is rampant but our volunteers do come 

across them. It is essential for the police/auxiliary police to understand that their legitimacy is 

strengthened by fair policing at all times and not have it eroded by insensitive behaviour no 

matter how occasional this be.  

 

Better Communication  

 

Communication and cultural awareness are key to fostering better relationship between 

workers and authorities - the police/auxiliary police in the Little India area need to be able to 

communicate better with the workers. To do that they should be trained such that they do not 

see themselves as just "policing" the area (which assumes that migrant workers are an unruly 

lot who have to be reigned in). The police are also sources of information, support and 

assistance. If this is not already done, their training and education should cover cultural 

awareness, language awareness (Communication not fluency - ability to interact using simple 

English, sign language, a few key words in Tamil/ Bengali, a smile, empathise) and an 

appreciation of the role migrant workers have in Singapore.  

 

Conclusion 

 

While the 8
th

 December riot shocked Singaporeans, TWC2 urges everybody to take a step 

back and look at things in perspective. Foreign workers generally like Singapore and do not 

find this country unwelcoming. They are not disrespectful or our laws nor defiant of authority. 

The crime rate for foreign workers is not disproportionately high. Singapore should cherish 

this status quo and build on it. The status quo in Little India per se is not something that 

should be radically overhauled. Antecedent problems caused by overcrowding on Sundays 

should be addressed by increasing/improving existing facilities.  By all means provide more 

recreational and other facilities throughout the island for migrant workers but do bear in mind 

that for most foreign workers from South Asia, a visit to Little India at least once a month is 

very much a part of their lives here.  

 

 

Prepared by: 

Russell Heng Hiang Khng 

President, TWC2 

 

 

 

 

        



 

 

Appendix A 

 

Article posted on TWC2 website www.twc2.org.sg on 6
th
 November 2012 

 

NUS Students Witness Cleansing Operation Against 

Foreign Workers 
 

Posted by Debbie on November 6, 2012 in Articles, Stories, Uncategorized 

60 

 

Introduction by Alex Au: 

Even as Debbie Fordyce was explaining to a group of students from the National University 

of Singapore (NUS) the problem of homelessness and lack of social space for foreign workers, 

ten to twelve uniformed officers swept into the same area to shoo away men resting in the 

shaded space. It was proof positive of everything she was telling the students about civic and 

social hostility faced by migrant workers. 

http://www.twc2.org.sg/
http://twc2.org.sg/author/debbie/
http://twc2.org.sg/category/articles/
http://twc2.org.sg/category/articles/stories/
http://twc2.org.sg/category/uncategorized/
http://twc2.org.sg/2012/11/06/nus-students-witness-cleansing-operation-against-foreign-workers/


 

 

In the picture above,  taken on Saturday, 6 

October 2012, the executive committee member of Transient Workers Count Too (TWC2) is 

at foreground right, speaking to students. About three metres behind, officers crowd around a 

man from India, checking his identity and issuing him a court summons. From the vests the 

officers wore, they were auxiliary police and neighbourhood security teams. Outside the 

frame of the photograph, another group of officers chased away two other men who had been 

doing nothing but sit quietly and chat softly. More officers patrolled other parts of the void 

deck of the HDB blocks where the TWC2/NUS group was, to sterilise the space from 

“contamination”. 

At no time did the security patrols approach the much larger group of NUS students led by 

Debbie – about 20 persons. 

— 

Debbie Fordyce writes of the incident: 

When the uniformed group was finished, we approached the man to ask about the 

conversation he had with the security officers. He produced a NOTICE TO ATTEND 

COURT citing him for throwing a cigarette butt in a public place. The fine for this offence is 

$300. 

 

 

 



 

 

ENVIRONMENTAL PUBLIC HEALTH ACT 

(CHAPTER 95) 
Offences in respect of Uncleanliness in Public Places 

Prohibition against throwing refuse, etc., in any public place 

17.—(1)  No person shall — 

a) deposit, drop, place or throw any dust, dirt, paper, ash, carcase, refuse, box, barrel, bale or 

any other article or thing in any public place; 

 

Our TWC2/NUS group had noticed him earlier when we arrived at the void deck for our 

discussion, before the auxiliary police did, and we noticed him lounging against a pillar, 

barely awake and most certainly not smoking. The auxiliary police must have assumed that he 

was responsible for the cigarette butt on the floor beside him to have issued the notice of the 

offence. 

Might the purpose of such aggressive policing and presumption of ownership of the litter, 

serve to deter men like him from resting in this void deck? 

This man was barely able to stay awake in the heat of the afternoon. He had been given ten 

days of medical leave for a workplace injury to his thumb, which was professionally 

bandaged. He looked as if he had not been sleeping well. It’s possible that either his employer 

didn’t allow him to remain in the company dormitory while on medical leave, or that he had 

his own reasons for staying outside. 

After my conversation with the man, the NUS students asked me what would happen to him. 

If he can read and understand the fine print on the notice, he would know that the fine can be 

paid after three working days at an AXS machine, or by cheque, money order or postal order 

to the National Environment Agency, or by cash, NETS or CashCard at the NEA Customer 

Service Centre. If the composition is not paid he must appear before the subordinate court on 

the date stated in the notice. 

If he fails to pay and fails to appear in court on the date given, he will be issued a warrant for 

his arrest. At this court appearance he will be given a penalty “not exceeding $2,000 or 

imprisonment for a term nor exceeding 2 months.” If unable to pay he will be taken directly to 

prison. 

What happens depends on his ability to understand the notice and comply with the fine. The 

notices would be sent to the man’s employer, since the auxiliary police used the address on 

the man’s work permit, so the employer would know about the offence. If all goes well for 

him, he will pay the fine. If not, he would most likely be repatriated after his release from 

prison, and prevented from returning to work again in Singapore. 

Other migrant workers have sought TWC2’s help with similar fines. Some say that they 

received the fine for littering because they were sitting on the ground next to a drink can or 

food wrapper.  Littering is assumed if the person has made no effort to dispose of the item 

within a certain time, even though he may have intended to do so when he leaves the spot. 

Fines for littering are harsh and often enforced, but it does appear as if foreign workers are 

targeted for these fines more often than Singaporeans. 



 

 

 

These signs are posted at the void deck of the HDB flats near the heart of Little India. This 

space is quieter and has less pedestrian traffic than other places the Indian and Bangladeshi 

migrant workers like to congregate and socialise. Bangladeshi men often gather in Lembu 

Park near Mustafa Centre, sitting on the raised ledges in the shade of the trees near the shops 

and restaurants, or in the open space near the Angullia Mosque. Indian men prefer the outdoor 

coffee shop between Belilios Lane and Chander Lane or the open space along Racecourse 

Road. But when the men need a place to rest rather than to socialise, you might find them in 

the void deck of the flats bound by Kampong Kapor Road, Hindoo Road, and Rowell Road. 

On the other side of the issue are the residents of those HDB flats. They expect to enter and 

exit their flat without walking around sleeping workers, without feeling threatened or 

scrutinized, and without worrying about being robbed or molested. They want their children 

to play unperturbed in the children’s playground and they resent the eyesore of men sleeping, 

perhaps drinking and leaving litter below their flats. While it’s not a private condominium 

with security guards, the residents nonetheless resent the migrant workers intruding into what 

they consider their space. 

Signs warning of a maximum fine of $1,000 if caught committing these offenses are an 

attempt to control the situation. Another is to patrol the area with auxiliary police and security 

guards. 

TWC2 discusses these conflicts between the needs of the foreign workers and the local 

community during our workshops with student groups. We escort the students to visit the 

crowded foreign worker lodgings in shophouses, we point out the offices of the repatriation 

companies, we sit and talk in the open spaces where men chat during the day and sleep at 

night, and we stroll through the void decks of the HDB blocks. 



 

 

With next to no provision of indoor spaces 

for foreign workers to socialise during their day off, they spend much of their free time with 

friends in public places. There are restaurants, but with limited spending money, staying long 

within restaurants or cafes is not an option. Instead, workers enjoy eating and chatting outside 

wherever they can find shade. We accept, in principle, that foreigners may use public space 

for certain activities, like sitting and chatting. But in practice, as the incident of 6 October 

demonstrates, “cleansing” operations are regularly performed. We all agree that littering and 

urinating in public are disgusting habits and should be discouraged and punished. Foreign 

workers do litter, but so do Singaporeans. Those litter-free streets that make Singapore so 

proud are litter-free because foreign workers do the job of cleaning up. 

Fining a man for sleeping in public is a less clear issue, especially when the man has no 

alternative place to sleep. 

Several thousand men are estimated to sleep outside in the Little India area every night. No 

one has an actual count, but the reports of the men who eat at TWC2′s Cuff Road Project, 

many of whom sleep outside themselves, support these estimates. The chief reason they live 

on the streets is that they are awaiting resolution to a salary dispute or a claim for injury 

compensation. A condition attached to work permits require that employers provide food and 

lodging for their workers, but once the work permit is cancelled and the man is not allowed to 

work, the requirement is less clear and the employer’s generosity less forthcoming. 

This problem is compounded by the overall lack of accommodation for foreign workers. 

Singapore hosts about 900,000 male work permit holders (low paid workers) but offers beds 

in purpose-built dormitories for only about 100,000. Employers making use of these 

dormitories or on-site housing would prioritize this space for their working employees, 

leaving those who are out of work over salary or injury claims to fend for themselves. 

There is a lack of adequate housing for working as well as for non-working men. Singapore 

needs better housing for foreign workers. Not providing shelter for people who provide the 

sinews of our economy is a disgrace. Forcing men to live in the rough with nowhere to eat, 

chat or wash themselves should stir our conscience. Fining a man for tossing a cigarette butt 



 

 

that he may never have held is not just one more indignity that foreign workers must endure, 

but one more indictment of our system. 

 

__________________________  

 


