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Editorial 

Riot in Little India 
The riot that took place on the evening of Sunday, December 8

th
, took TWC2 

as much by surprise as it did everyone else in Singapore, but we did have 
some advantages over others as observers scrambled to work out what had 
happened and why. We’ve gained insights into the experiences and views of 
migrant workers in Singapore, not only through research, but through regular 
contact and especially through listening to them. Since 2008 and the launch 
of The Cuff Road Project, the majority of migrant workers we’ve seen have 
been from South Asia.  
 
TWC2 resisted a rush to judgement on the basis of inadequate factual 
information. We condemned the rioting itself, suggested that there may be 
underlying discontents that have left workers with a lower boiling point than 
they might otherwise have and condemned xenophobic reactions. As time 
passed and we found out more about what had happened, this initial 
response was vindicated and what followed, on our part, was an elaboration 
of this basic stand.  
 
This was needed because we were much in demand from the media, 
particularly the following day. During the first 48 hours following the riot, The 
Straits Times, My Paper, TODAY Newspaper, Wall Street Journal, Reuters 
Singapore, Bloomberg News, Mediacorp Channel 8, Mediacorp Radio 95.8, 
Mediacorp TV Malay news, Financial Times and the BBC all interviewed TWC2 
spokespeople. Others, such as AFP, contacted us later. It was a very 
demanding time for our committee members and staff, but we think we can 
honestly say that the society rose to the occasion well. 
 
We want people to think more deeply about the events and get beyond those 
easy instant responses that ascribe the riot to alcohol or call for migrant 
workers to be more strictly policed.  
  
This was an event involving a few hundred workers, out of over one million 
migrant workers; though commonly referred to as a ‘riot in Little India’, it 
took place in a small corner of Little India. Hundreds of thousands of migrant 
workers meet friends each weekend and share a few drinks, and yet, such an 
incident has not happened before. Perspective is important.  
 
The way the police responded in the first place was sensible. If they’d waded 
in and struck workers or fired tear gas and rubber bullets, it would not only 
have inflamed the feelings of the rioters, but quite likely drawn in other 
workers previously on the sidelines, who’d simply see that as the police using 
undue force against fellow nationals. This measured response should be 
maintained: more intrusive policing, an increase in searches of workers or 
interventions to move them on from places where they congregate would 
most likely be counter-productive. 

(Continued on Page Ten) 

 
 

 

  

 TWC2 AGM 2014 

TWC2’s 2014 Annual General 
Meeting will take place on 
Sunday, 23rd March 2014 . All 
members are welcome to attend.  

To take part and vote, you need 
to have your membership up to 
date. Please renew now unless 
you have only just joined. 

Full details will be circulated in 
the new year. 

***** 

Heartbeat 

Heartbeat is TWC2’s monthly 
gathering for volunteers and 
people interested in 
volunteering.  

Due to popular demand, we are 
running 2 Heartbeat sessions in 
the month of January 2014. The 
scheduled dates are Wednesday, 
8th January and Thursday, 9th 
January. If you are interested in 
attending, please let the TWC2 
office know. 
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Events 
October 30th: TWC2 submitted a comprehensive proposal for the amendment of the Employment Act and the Employment of 

Foreign Manpower Act, thanks to the voluntary help of a lawyer. The proposals were endorsed by The Trafficking Research 
Project. 

Regrettably, the amendments made to the Employment Act since then have not included any of the key proposals TWC2 made. 
We had hoped that mandatory itemized pay slips would at least have been introduced, particularly after an announcement 
earlier this year said that this was being planned, but in the event, this measure was deferred, with no timetable provided for its 
introduction. The reason given was that small and medium enterprises had objected that this would add to their administrative 
costs. 

In a statement dated 19
th

 November, TWC2 said: 

For employers to say that this raises costs is simply not credible; the minister should not have given weight to such an argument. 
Employers anyway have to calculate salaries including overtime each month for each employee; it is not as if this exercise does 
not have to be done at present. Issuing a payslip is simply an act of giving the employee a copy of the calculation. 
 
Moreover, this can be outsourced for as little as a few dollars per employee per month, representing less than 0.5 percent of a 
typical work permit employee's total cost, if a company does not wish to keep a payroll clerk on its own payroll.  
 
The only employers who may find their costs increase would be those who are not currently making the effort to calculate salaries 
at all. In the words of MP Zainal Sapari, refusing to issue payslips is how irresponsible employers 'cover their tracks' when they 
underpay or flout the law. 
 
Surely the State should not be encouraging such behaviour by being indulgent towards spurious claims of cost increase. We 
would only be hurting ethical and honest businesses by making it hard for them to compete, and allowing unethical business to 
continue to exploit the most vulnerable of the workers. 
 
The release was reported in ‘Business Times’ and ‘Today’. 
 
A summary of the recommendations and place from which it can be downloaded can be found on the TWC2 website at: 
http://twc2.org.sg/2013/11/01/proposals-submitted-for-second-phase-employment-legislation-review/    
 
November 9

th
: Together in Transformation, an initiative organized by a number of churches in Singapore, gave a ‘Dinner of 

Honour’ at The Victory Family Centre at Sembawang. As its 12
th

 outing, Discover Singapore took 40 workers there, accompanied 
by three volunteers. Apart from a good meal, the workers enjoyed games and a quiz, as well as a performance by a Bangladeshi 
band. Two of the 15 prizes in a lucky draw were won by workers who went with the Discover Singapore team.  
 
A similar dinner was held last year, also on a ‘no strings’ basis, as a way of expressing appreciation for migrant workers here. 
 
November 23

rd
: The Esplanade had an Indian festival of arts from 15

th
-24

th
 November. Discover Singapore decided to bring a 

group of workers to the free Bollywood Nite programme on 23
rd

 November. 37 workers and seven volunteers went.  
 
The workers were very happy with their evening of music, food and socializing. Afterwards, one worker, Harun, said, 
 
“Discover Singapore is very good. It helps to take away the pain, worry and unhappy thoughts.” Harun was about to return home  
following the settlement of his case, which took two and a half years.  

 

 Join TWC2! 
If you’re receiving this newsletter, you are probably a member, but you may also be someone whose membership has lapsed 
in the last year or two. We urge you to renew your membership. 

We’d also welcome new members. You can help by introducing others to TWC2 and inviting them to join. 

It still only costs $10 a year ($2.00 for migrant workers), and that gives you regular information about the society’s work, as 
well as assisting the society to reach out, through you, to a growing number of people. 

You can (re)join by contacting the TWC2 office with your details and membership payment. 

 

 
 

http://twc2.org.sg/2013/11/01/proposals-submitted-for-second-phase-employment-legislation-review/
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An Afternoon of Joy and Celebration at TWC2’s ‘Lunch with Heart’ 

 
DMembers of Desert Roses in performance 
 
On 15

th
 December, Banana Leaf Apolo served as the venue for two important TWC2 events, the society’s annual fundraising 

benefit and International Migrants Day (IMD) celebration. 
 
This year, a joint event was held. Aptly named “Lunch with Heart”, the charity luncheon hoped to raise money to help TWC2 to 
continue its work. The money raised will go towards running TWC2’s food programme – The Cuff Road Project, TWC2’s toll-free 
hotline, helping abandoned workers with their medical bills and other operational costs. 
 
IMD is celebrated on 18

th
 December every year. This marks the anniversary of when the United Nations adopted the 

International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of all Migrant Workers and Members of Their Families.  
 
On this day, communities around the world are encouraged to recognize the contributions and celebrate the rights of migrants 
around the world. At the same time, they are also asked to remember the issues that migrants face and the fact that there is still 
much that can be done for the migrant workers that live and work amongst us. TWC2 holds its IMD events each year on the 
nearest Sunday to the actual day, so that there’s the best opportunity for workers to get there on the day that most have off. 
 
In the spirit of IMD, donors were encouraged to buy additional tickets for the lunch benefit and to donate them back to TWC2 to 
give out to migrant workers. This approach allowed workers to join in the festivities as well. Thanks to the generous support of 
our donors, the event was sold out and the restaurant was filled to capacity. 
 
To get the audience warmed up, a slideshow was presented that showcased the various activities that the Indonesian Family 
Network (IFN), Filipino Family Network (FFN) and Discover Singapore have organised in the past year. The emcees for the 
evening also helped to get the audience revved up and excited.  
 
To kick off the event proper, Dr Russell Heng gave a speech and also called for a minute of silence to reflect on the riot that had 
occurred the week before. Dr Heng also asked that attendees pause to remember Mr Sakthivel Kumaravellu, the Indian worker 
who passed away in the unfortunate bus accident.  
 
Borrowing a practice pioneered by the Discover Singapore group, a cake cutting ceremony then took place to celebrate the 
birthdays of the ‘December babies’ present at the event.  
 
While a 2kg cake was brought in for the ceremonial cake cutting, it was the 150 cupcakes sponsored by The Factory (located at 
22 Lim Tua Tow Rd) that helped ensure that everyone started off their afternoon with a sweet treat.  
 
Once the cake cutting ceremony was over, returning performers the Desert Roses belly dancers took to the stage. The Desert 
Roses were a big hit when they performed at last year's event and the ladies jumped at the chance to perform again when we 
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invited them back this year. The dancers dazzled the audience with their performance and even managed to get some of the 
event’s attendees to get on stage and learn some new dance moves.  
 
At 1pm, lunch commenced and participants were treated to a buffet spread of delicious Northern and Southern Indian dishes.  
 
IFN and FFN also conducted two games to keep the atmosphere lively and fun.  
 
FFN got two groups of participants of mixed genders and nationalities to go up on stage and compete to see which group would 
be able to pass a lime from the front to the back of their row using only a spoon clenched between their teeth. It was a simple 
game but one with hilarious results. A rousing game of charades was later conducted by IFN.  
 

 
Fun and games at ‘Lunch with Heart’ 
 
A lucky draw was also held and 10 prizes of varying denominations of NTUC vouchers were given out, with the lucky first prize 
winner taking home $200 worth of vouchers!  
 
Lunch with Heart was a great success and thanks to all the support received, TWC2 raised $24,000. It was also great to see 
migrant workers having the chance to let their hair down and have a good time while interacting with TWC2 volunteers and 
supporters.  

Nicolette Stewart  

Making a Difference: One Small Aid Project at a Time 

In support of the Filipino Family Network’s small-scale Hurricane Yolanda relief projects 
 
I’m sure many of us remember that, about a month ago, Typhoon Yolanda tore through parts of Southeast Asia leaving behind 
an unbelievable amount of devastation. The Philippines was very badly affected. The latest numbers (as of December 12) put the 
death toll at 6009 people, with 1,779 people still unaccounted for

1
.  Millions have also been displaced and have lost everything 

that they own.  
 
The Filipino Family Network (FFN), an informal group of foreign domestic workers that works closely with TWC2 quickly sprang 
into action. Lead by Davy, whose hometown in Iloilo was badly affected by the typhoon, FFN appealed to donors to contribute 
whatever they could to aid relief efforts.  
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While the initial funds raised have already been used to support two of Davy’s earlier aid projects, it is her latest one that could 
use a bit of help. Davy’s current project aims to help 353 primary school children from Maindang Elementary School in Cuartero, 
Capiz to return to school.  
 
Typhoon Yolanda has not only taken their homes and belongings from the students, but has also caused serious damage to their 
school building. In order to return to school in January 2014, the students need basic school supplies such as pens, pencils, 
notebooks, crayons and bags to resume their curriculum. The school also needs to repair 15 of its classrooms in order to have 
the space to hold lessons.  
 
Davy is currently working with the school’s staff to support their ‘Adopt A Child’ campaign. For a small contribution of $10, 
donors will be able to provide sponsorship for a student to complete their January- April 2014 school term.  
 
Most of the funds that Davy and the FFN have managed to collect previously have been used to provide support for the 
following two relief projects.  
 

 
Joan, from FFN, distributing supplies provided thanks to FFN’s collection efforts. 

 
The first wave of relief was sent to Barangay

2
 Odiongan, San Dionisio, Iloilo. As this coastal village was located next to the eye of 

the typhoon (also known as the eye wall), it received some of the heaviest rains and strongest winds. 
 
With the help of FFN member Joan and Davy’s mother, 100 families each received a new blanket, noodles, cups and plates and a 
tub of biscuits. A small amount of cash was also given to the community and children were also given small treats to help keep 
their morale up.  
 
The second project that Davy worked on saw the FFN collaborating with an American project group called A Special Smile. Run 
by Davy’s personal friend, the group hopes to be able to help bring smiles to the affected communities this festive season. 
 
The collaboration will provide families living in Badiangan Binun-an, Purok Un and Batad, Iloilo with slippers, rice, bread, used 
clothing, mosquito nets and margarine.  
 
In addition, the communities will be provided with spaghetti noodles and sauce and apples and oranges for the children. The FFN 
and A Special Smile hope that the provision of these simple items will allow those affected to still enjoy a happy Christmas 
celebration.  
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Davy tells me that she hopes that victims receiving aid will be reminded that they are not alone and that there are people out 
there who will help them and keep them in their thoughts and prayers.   
 
Davy and the project group also hope that by bringing affected communities a day of happiness, it will help instil hope and will 
encourage victims to work hard and not give up.  
 
After a large-scale disaster like this, it is often a worry that the aid pouring in does not reach victims in more remote areas due to 
logistical and bureaucratic issues. 
 
These small-scale projects help to ensure that smaller communities receive the help they need. Even taking small steps helps to 
alleviate suffering due to exposure or the lack of food and water.   
 
Projects like these also show victims in smaller communities that they have not been forgotten and encourage them to have 
hope and to start re-building their lives.  
 
In some of these types of projects, items are also bought locally for distribution. Not only does this help to stretch out the value 
of the donations, it also helps by contributing to the income of local merchants who may also be suffering due to the natural 
disaster.   
 
If you would like to help contribute, please call the TWC2 office at 6247 7001 and they will put you in touch with the network.  
 

Nicolette Stewart 
 
1: http://www.usatoday.com/story/news/world/2013/12/12/typhoon-haiyan-deaths/4006713/ 
 
2: Barangay - The native Filipino term for a village, district or ward. In colloquial usage, the term often refers to an inner city 
neighbourhood, a suburb or a suburban neighbourhood 
 

In Brief 

Domestic Workers Convention: Ten Ratifications, Four More on the Way 

International Labour Organisation (ILO) Convention 189, which covers domestic workers and was adopted by the International 
Labour Conference in 2011, has now been ratified by ten countries: by date of ratification – Uruguay, Philippines, Mauritius, 
Nicaragua, Italy, Bolivia, Paraguay, South Africa, Guyana and Germany. The national legislatures of Colombia, the Dominican 
Republic, Costa Rica and Ecuador have ratified the convention, but have to complete the process of registering the ratification 
with the ILO. 

While in Brazil…. 

Brazil is one of the Latin American countries still discussing ratification of the convention. There are few obstacles to it doing 
so, as in March this year, its Senate gave domestic workers the same rights as other workers. Some seven million domestic 
workers and cooks will be entitled to overtime after working for a maximum of eight hours a day and 44 hours a week. The 
new law provided for the employers of domestic workers, like other employers, to pay into a fund the equivalent of eight per 
cent of the workers’ pay, which will be paid out if the workers are fired by their employers, face emergencies or die.  

In recent years, domestic workers had already won paid holidays, sick leave and maternity leave. 

"It's the second abolition of slavery. We have house maids who work 18 hours a day," the head of the Sao Paulo's Domestic 
Workers and House Maid's union, Eliana Menezes, told the newspaper Folha de Sao Paulo. (Source for Brazil information: BBC 
news, 27

th
 March 2013) 

Anti Trafficking Law for Singapore 

An anti-trafficking law looks set to be introduced in Singapore through a Private Member’s Bill. It will be tabled by Christopher de 
Souza MP and the government has said that it will support his initiative. The Inter-Agency Task Force on Trafficking in Persons, 
which was due to present its own recommendations on legal measures before the end of this year, has indicated that it  will 
cooperate with Mr de Souza in drafting the bill. It is reported that Mr de Souza plans to table the bill late next year or in 2015. 
 
TWC2 has consistently argued for a consolidated anti-trafficking act, rather than amendments to various existing laws to cover 
trafficking. We have called for a new law to incorporate the definition of trafficking used in the Palermo Protocol, which is the 
main international standard, and for it to have a victim-centred approach.  
 
 

http://www.usatoday.com/story/news/world/2013/12/12/typhoon-haiyan-deaths/4006713/
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Equal Pay for Work of Equal Value 

In the recent past, there have been efforts by the National Trades Union Congress (NTUC) to raise the pay of low-paid workers, 
starting with cleaners and going on to security guards and now bus drivers. They have met with some success, though some 
security guard employers are standing out against the rises called for by NTUC. 
  
Such efforts are to be welcomed, but it is disturbing that the talk is always of benefitting Singaporean workers, rather than all 
workers in these low-paid sectors. In November, it was announced that a progressive wage model was to be implemented for 
bus drivers at SMRT. Although all drivers, regardless of nationality, were reportedly to be included in the scheme, it seemed that 
there would not be equality between local and foreign workers under it. The ‘Straits Times’ report of the scheme described how 
it would “allow an average local bus driver working at SMRT to earn as much as $1,000 more, or $3,500 a month.” (Royston Sim,  
“SMRT bus drivers could earn $1000 more a month”, 8

th
 November, 2013) If all workers stand to gain to the same extent, why 

use the word “local”? 
  
The later statement in the same article that “SMRT yesterday declined to give estimates of how much more its foreign drivers 
could earn with the new scheme” only reinforces this impression. Oddly enough, one of the factors behind the scheme was 
reported to be the strike in November 2012 by Chinese bus drivers employed by SMRT; it seems strange to respond to a strike 
largely due to discriminatory pay practices with a new scheme incorporating similar practices. 
  
Following that protest, Lim Swee Say, Secretary-General of the National Trades Union Congress, said at a press conference that 
Singaporeans should be paid more than foreign workers as they have to shoulder significantly higher expenses than those 
workers in order to support their families here, whereas the foreign workers remit most of their earnings back to their home 
countries, where the cost of living is lower.  As a result, he said, 
  
“We are highly uncomfortable with this idea of same job, equal pay, because we feel that this will disadvantage our local 
workers and their families.” 
  
Instead, Lim Swee Say urged that employers should pay “fair and reasonable wages” regardless of nationality (Amelia Tan, “Pay  
fair wages regardless of nationality”, “Straits Times”, 15

th
 December 2012). 

  
There are a number of problems with this logic. 
In the first place, migrant workers coming to Singapore have to shoulder costs that citizens do not. Citizens take on a job, and at 
the end of a month, they can start to support their families from their earnings. Migrant workers have to pay heavy placement 
costs to obtain a job in the first place, so men typically have to devote the equivalent of their first year’s pay – overtime included 
– simply to paying off debt. Of course, this takes no account of the emotional cost for many migrant workers of working in a 
foreign country without the support of their family around them. 
  
Secondly, in economic sectors where both locals and migrant workers are employed, it can be argued that the real choice for 
locals is not between a well-rewarded job in the absence of migrant workers and a less well-rewarded one with them, but 
between having a job and not having a job. The presence of migrant workers maintains the viability of firms in sectors from 
which Singaporeans were, in any case, moving out – cleaning, shop and hotel service work, and as bus drivers, for example. 
  
Thirdly, it seems doubtful that many Singaporeans would be happy to see such an approach taken to them when they work in 
another country. It is expensive to live in cities like New York and London, but if employers there told Singaporean professionals 
that they were going to be paid less than locals because living in Singapore was cheaper, it is easy to imagine how wronged they 
would feel – and so would their fellow citizens at home. 
  
Fourthly, similar arguments to that advanced to justify paying migrant workers less than locals for doing the same work were 
used to excuse paying women less than men in the past: the main responsibility for providing for families fell on men, it was said, 
so they needed to be paid more than women. It is an argument that Singaporean trade unions have long rejected, and so has the 
government. In this case, the principle of equal pay for work of equal value, regardless of a person’s gender, marital status or 
family responsibilities is accepted, and so it should be for migrant workers. 
  
In most trade union movements around the world, the principle of ‘Equal pay for work of equal value” is accepted without 
question. At some point, most developed country trade unions had to grapple with arguments about migrants and new 
immigrants who were said to be undercutting long-established citizens and taking their jobs. They decided that the best policy 
was to bring new citizens and migrants into their ranks on an equal basis, and to strive so that workers would rise in status and 
income together, not see each other as competitors. It has worked well for them, and there seems little reason to think that 
such an approach wouldn’t work well for Singapore’s workers too. 
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Cut Out the Legal Assistant 

The Work Injury Compensation Act (WICA) provides injured employees with an expeditious way to settle compensation claims. 
An injured worker only needs to prove that he was injured at work, or suffered a disease due to his work. Engaging a lawyer is 
not required. The employer is required to pay for medical treatment, medical leave wages, and compensation, regardless of who 
caused the accident or disease. 
 
Read that part in bold: that’s the message I’d like to convey to injured workers and to our volunteers. The Ministry of Manpower 
(MOM) puts out this information to workers and their employers, and yet almost all of the injured construction and marine 
workers who we see have engaged lawyers by the time they appeal to TWC2 for help. The problem stems partly from MOM’s 
limited success in educating the workers, but to a larger extent from the persistence of a small group of people seeking to enrich 
themselves from the misfortune of the workers who meet with industrial accidents.  
 
They’re not exactly lawyers, though. These men work with law firms, but often quite independently of the lawyer(s) in the firms, 
calling themselves ‘senior legal executive’, ‘business development executive,’ ‘legal manager,’ ‘client coordinator,’ etc.  Because 
the WIC claim doesn’t require a lawyer, the legal assistant can handle the case from start to finish without the participation of 
the lawyer. Actually, anyone could handle the case, including the injured workers themselves, as TWC2 and MOM advise them to 
do. The legal assistants are so persuasive in promoting themselves that the injured workers believe (wrongly) that they won’t 
receive compensation without this expert’s help and that the amount of compensation is dependent on the skill, influence, and 
experience of the legal assistant. 
 
South Asian workers are accustomed to political systems where the wheels of bureaucracy move only when the right palms are 
greased. They are confident that the man with the gold watch, the expansive desk, and the smooth manner can write the letters, 
fill the forms, negotiate the deal and manage the WIC process in a way that will result in a higher compensation amount. He 
convinces the client that he has the power and influence to affect the outcome. 
 
Legal assistants can be devious and effective in preying upon the fears and dependence of migrant workers, who are under-
standably terrified at finding themselves injured in a foreign country. Workers have good reason to dread being sent home after 
being injured, having seen this happen to their co-workers. Injuries can be catastrophically expensive to treat and to compensate, 
to the point of bankrupting a small company. Companies are keen both to save costs and to keep their safety record clean by 
repatriating the injured worker before a WIC claim is lodged. Legal assistants have ways of scouting and finding injured workers, 
promising them safety from repatriation gangsters and other forms of employer abuse, and snaring them as clients. 
 
Yet the intervention of the legal assistant is often what provokes the employer. Many employers have good intentions and 
would be willing to provide for the injured worker if not for what seems a threatening letter from a law firm. After receiving the 
letter advising the employer that the worker has engaged a law firm to assist with medical leave wages and compensation, an 
employer is less prepared to continue housing a worker who may pass on misinformation from the legal assistant to other 
workers about the money that can be gained from injuries.   
 
The legal assistant uses the employer’s lack of cooperation to his advantage, telling his clients not to worry about being expelled 
from the company dorm because he can provide the worker with housing himself. The legal assistant’s solution is the second 
storey of a Little India shop house, which can house over 30 workers. The second storey monthly rent is $2,500; injured workers 
each pay $220 a month for a space; and the profit is over $4,000/month for the legal assistant. 
 
Some injured men are instructed by their legal assistant to sign up for TWC2’s food project. They are told that this free food is 
provided and paid for by MOM. Injured workers are also told to collect their medical leave wages together with their injury 
compensation, rather than monthly as stipulated by the Work Injury Compensation Act: this allows the legal assistant to take a 
cut of both the medical leave wages and the compensation. Injured men often give their passport to the legal assistant for 
safekeeping, only to find that they need to pay $1,000 to retrieve it. 
 
Lawyers are not supposed to take a percentage of the compensation amount as payment, yet this is customary with WIC claims. 
The client rarely receives a receipt to justify or explain the amount deducted, and he fears retaliation from the legal assistant if 
he questions the amount. A ten percent deduction is the common practice, but it depends on compensation amounts. In one 
recent compensation case, the legal assistant took $600 of the $3,400 awarded, or almost 18%. For a more serious injury, the 
legal assistant took $12,000 of the $128,000 settlement, or just under 10%. In both cases the legal assistant did little more than 
file the claim, write form letters to MOM and the employer, wait for the client to complete his treatment, have the doctor 
complete the assessment for percentage of permanent incapacity, and receive the compensation. Two very different amounts 
are deducted for roughly the same amount of work. 
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Both MOM and TWC2 are well aware of workers who lodge a compensation claim for insignificant injuries. At TWC2 we often 
advise men not to give up their job for a case that will certainly result in little or no compensation - if indeed it can be proven to 
be a work-related injury. It’s clear that these men, usually young and dissatisfied with the low salary they’re earning, are 
convinced that WIC is an effective way to make money quickly, both from the compensation and from the chance to work 
(illegally) at a more lucrative job while their claim is being processed. What’s less clear is what the legal assistant stands to gain 
from representing this sort of client.  
 
The willingness to take on such a case would hardly seem to make sense. The legal assistant can earn something in his position 
as landlord, by holding a passport as ransom, or by offering to represent the man in a common law case (for an upfront payment) 
when the injury is deemed not to have resulted from a workplace accident. But there might be another even more unethical side 
to this. Some injured workers suspect that their legal assistants find ways to work together with employers to have cases 
dismissed. If true, this would save the employer the bother of meetings at the MOM’s labour court, of paying medical leave 
wages and treatment, and of having their safety record marred by a workplace accident. It would be tough to find evidence of 
this complicity with the employer, but it’s reasonable to assume that legal assistants have a financial motive for taking up injury 
cases that are sure to be unsuccessful.  
 
The MOM has recently been more active in encouraging men to avoid law firms and approach the ministry directly. They have 
made the process less intimidating and more accessible and have provided staff with the various languages to assist men who 
don’t speak English. The MOM pamphlets for workers that explain the process are clear, concise, and informative, but should be 
made more readily available in hospitals, clinics and dorms. MOM is also embarking on a project to film men who have had 
positive experiences in managing their compensation case without lawyers, and their negative experience with law firms. These 
are all encouraging signs that MOM is aware of the devastating effect that the behaviour of legal assistants can have for the 
workers and the obstacles this can create for the Injury Claims Department and NGOs. 
 
I would recommend that the MOM go even further and refuse to allow injured men to engage lawyers for their WIC claim. (If the 
worker decides to withdraw from the WICA process and have his case resolved under common law, he would then require legal 
support. He would normally complete the medical treatment and have the doctor give the assessment to review the 
compensation amount before withdrawing the WIC claim.)  
 
This would put greater pressure on MOM to serve the needs of the injured worker by seeing that he is not repatriated after the 
accident, is adequately housed and cared for, receives his medical leave wages regularly, has access to proper medical care, and 
resolves any outstanding salary issues. Cutting the legal assistants out of the process would give both TWC2 and other NGOs 
greater access to assist the workers, would regularize and possibly expedite MOM’s handling of the cases, and would result in  
100% of the compensation amount going to the man who needs it the most. 

Debbie Fordyce 

 

The Law Society’s Professional Code of Ethics 

 The lawyer must offer diligent legal service,  

 S/he must have the necessary qualifications,  

 The case must be completed within a reasonable time,  

 The client must be informed of the progress of the case,  

 Payment from the client must be acknowledged,  

 S/he must provide a statement of accounts to the client,  

 S/he must respond to client’s calls and keep 
appointments,  

 S/he must explain important developments in the case 
and notify the client of offers of settlement,  

 The charges for legal service must be explained,  

 S/he must discuss the risks and expenses arising from the 
case. 
 
http://www.lawsociety.org.sg/Portals/0/YoutheLaw/p
df/Brief%20Guide%20to%20Laying%20a%20Complaint
%20under%20Section%2075B%20of%20the%20Legal%20
Profession%20Act.pdf 

 
See http://www.mom.gov.sg/workplace-safety-health/work-injury-compensation/Pages/default.aspx for MOM information on 
WICA. 
 
 

Needed: More Flexibility for Workers Jobless Through No Fault of Their Own 

TWC2 made advocacy central to its work from its foundation. We believed that a lot of the problems and injustices experienced 
by migrant workers could be prevented through changes in law, regulations, official practice and public attitudes. The proposals 
we come up with are not just plucked out of thin air, but based on research, experience and informed observation. 

At the end of October, we submitted comprehensive proposals for the amendment of the Employment Act and the Employment 
of Foreign Manpower Act, building on earlier proposals.  

http://www.lawsociety.org.sg/Portals/0/YoutheLaw/pdf/Brief%20Guide%20to%20Laying%20a%20Complaint%20under%20Section%2075B%20of%20the%20Legal%20Profession%20Act.pdf
http://www.lawsociety.org.sg/Portals/0/YoutheLaw/pdf/Brief%20Guide%20to%20Laying%20a%20Complaint%20under%20Section%2075B%20of%20the%20Legal%20Profession%20Act.pdf
http://www.lawsociety.org.sg/Portals/0/YoutheLaw/pdf/Brief%20Guide%20to%20Laying%20a%20Complaint%20under%20Section%2075B%20of%20the%20Legal%20Profession%20Act.pdf
http://www.lawsociety.org.sg/Portals/0/YoutheLaw/pdf/Brief%20Guide%20to%20Laying%20a%20Complaint%20under%20Section%2075B%20of%20the%20Legal%20Profession%20Act.pdf
http://www.mom.gov.sg/workplace-safety-health/work-injury-compensation/Pages/default.aspx
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Just over two weeks later, on November 18
th

, we started handling a case that forcefully underlined the relevance of those 
proposals. Seven men who had worked for a firm called Menton Technologies came to The Cuff Road Project, our food 
programme in Little India. The company had gone bankrupt, and it turned out that in total, 109 men had been left jobless and 
had two months’ pay owing to them. 

Our social workers and volunteers got into action straight away to ensure that all the workers were sheltered, fed, and briefed 
on how to calculate the money owed to them. Their employer seemed ready to be as cooperative as he could be in settling his 
obligations, and the Ministry of Manpower weighed in to help in sorting out accommodation and seeking to settle the workers’ 
pay claims. 

The workers in this situation were wholly without blame for their situation, and no-one argues otherwise, and yet, when their 
employer went bust, their presence in Singapore, along with their ability to earn money here, was immediately threatened, as 
their work permits had been cancelled – meaning that they needed to be issued with Special Passes to allow them to stay on, or 
otherwise, become illegal overstayers seven days after the work permit cancellation. Some workers had gone without food for a 
whole day when we first encountered them and most could not come to us straight away because they had no money at all to 
pay for bus fares. There was a question mark over just how much they would receive of the money that they were owed. It 
seemed that men who had been in Singapore for less than six months would legally be able to seek new employers and start 
work with them, but other workers were meant to return home before starting work with a new employer – if they found one – 
which would land them with heavy expenses. 

All these issues were covered in our proposals: and most of them reflect ideas we’ve expressed before. With the legal changes 
we’ve proposed, a worker whose employer became bankrupt – however long the worker had been in Singapore – could stay on 
with a “30-day Job Search Special Pass” to look for a new employer. 

Since his employer couldn’t provide food and accommodation for him, the Ministry of Manpower would do so through a 
proposed Foreign Workers’ Assistance Fund, which could be repaid by drawing on the employer’s security bond so that the cost 
did not come out of public money. The pass could be extended by another thirty days, although then the worker would have to 
pay for his own food and accommodation. If, during this time, he found a new employer, a new work permit could be applied for 
and the new employer would assume responsibility for the worker’s ‘maintenance’. During this time, he could pursue payment 
of the money owed to him – also the subject of proposals we’ve made. 

Let’s hope that these sensible and practical ideas will be adopted before too long: they’d make a difference to the lives of 
thousands of workers, giving them the chance to work and earn and retaining their skills for Singapore’s economy. 

 

Editorial (continued from the front page) 

When the news first broke, reports of who was involved in the riots were vague, and some bigoted individuals took to the 
internet with denunciations of “Banglas”; perhaps they simply assumed that those involved were Bangladeshis, because the 
riot seemed to fit in with their existing prejudices, or maybe “Bangla” is their all-purpose term for any dark-skinned migrant 
workers, just as bigots in Britain used to refer to any South Asian immigrant as a “Paki”. As a matter of fact, we knew right 
away that it was pretty likely that the participants in the riot were likely to be Indian, as Little India has areas preferred by one 
national group or another, and we knew that the Race Course Road area was an Indian rather than a Bangladeshi hang-out – 
but facts often don’t make much difference to bigots. In any case, we condemn bigoted attitudes towards any nationality. 

“Say “No” to Bigotry, the editorial in the September-October newsletter, has turned out to have been very timely. It was 
pleasing to see names already familiar to us among those who spoke up against xenophobic reactions, and also how these 
more rational and tolerant views quickly became predominant.  

The government has appointed a Commission of Inquiry into the events. We hope that it will be thorough and wide ranging in 
trying to find out what the various factors behind the riot were. If so, this could be something of a turning point in policies 
towards migrant workers. We’re confident that the policies we’ve been arguing for over recent years, if embraced by the 
government, would be the most appropriate response to what has happened: extend and protect rights, integrate, give 
workers greater security in staying here and make it easier for them to work multiple terms of employment in Singapore. Such 
measures would constitute a ‘win-win’ solution for migrant workers and Singapore as a society, allowing workers to make the 
most of their placement here, for Singapore to raise productivity levels and for all to enjoy healthier community relations. 
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