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Singapore Budget: Welcome Moves 
on Levy 

In this year’s budget, announced on February 23
rd

, the levy on domestic 
workers for families with children or elderly parents to care for will be cut by 
half as of May 1

st
. The new monthly payment will be $60 instead of $120; two 

years ago, it had been reduced from $170. The monthly levy for families that 
don’t have dependents to support remains at $265. 

In our proposals on last year’s budget, we argued that the impact of the levy 
is to depress migrant workers’ salaries, since many employers will try to offset 
the cost of the levy by keeping their migrant worker employees’ salaries low. 
We argued for the levy to be reduced over time and then abolished, and for 
competition for jobs that might threaten the employment of locals to be 
countered through the control of labour migration. 

Concerning domestic workers, we said: 

The case in favour of the levy is particularly weak when it comes to domestic 
workers, the lowest paid employees in Singapore with the longest hours. Far 
from excluding Singaporeans from an occupation in which they desire to work, 
they take on work that no local wishes to do. They enable tens of thousands of 
families to be dual income households and to provide care for young, disabled 
or elderly relatives for which no adequate alternative yet exists. The levy is 
simply a burden on employers’ families and a constraint on domestic workers’ 
incomes. 

We are therefore pleased to see a big reduction in the levy that some 144,500 
households pay. We hope that the families who benefit from this change will 
pass on a share of their saving to the domestic workers they employ: the 
change ought to be for their benefit too. 

As to the levy on migrant workers employed in other sectors, the raise 
planned for this year will be deferred for one year to give companies a better 
chance of adapting to rising wages and a tighter labour market. Levy rates for 
the manufacturing sector will remain at their present level until June 2017.  

Those for higher skilled workers in the construction sector will remain 
unchanged up to and including 2017 while those for basic-skilled workers will 
be raised in July 2016 and again in 2017. The intention is to encourage 
employers in the sector to upgrade the skills of their existing workers and 
seek to retain them, instead of hiring new basic skilled workers. It is to be 
hoped that these workers will be incentivized to stay on with improved 
salaries and conditions, as TWC2 has argued in the past. 

Our 2014 budget proposals can be read at: 

http://twc2.org.sg/2014/01/31/twc2s-recommendations-for-state-budget-
2014/ 

 

 

 
 
 

 

 

TWC2 AGM 2015 

TWC2’s 2015 Annual General 

Meeting takes place on 22
nd

 March. It 

starts at 3pm.  

Venue: Seminar Room, 21, Tan Quee 

Lan Street, #02-08, Heritage Place. 

This is very close to Bugis MRT. 

Items on the agenda include reports 

from the committee and treasurer and 

the election of the new Exco 2015-

2017, as well as one constitutional 

amendment.  

All members are welcome to attend. If 

your membership needs renewing or 

you are not a member, please 

renew/join by filling in the form at the 

back of this newsletter and sending it to 

the TWC2 office, with your 

subscription payment.  

Next Heartbeat 

The next Heartbeat, our get-together 

for people interested in volunteering 

with TWC2, is at the TWC2 office on 

Wednesday, 25
th

 March, at 7.30pm. If 

you’re interested in coming along, 

please register with TWC2’s 

Administration Officer at 
info@twc2.org.sg 
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Events 
January 23

rd
: Tan Ying Zhen and Rob Teo represented TWC2 at Bartley Secondary School's VWO/NPO Expo. The Expo was 

attended by 500 upper secondary students who learned from the participating voluntary organisations about their approach to 
tackling different social issues, with the aim of building the next generation of volunteers and community leaders. 

January 28
th

: Shona Loong, from Public Education team, gave a presentation on migrant workers to Secondary 4 students of Hua 
Yi Secondary School during their morning assembly. The talk was organised as part of the school’s focus on Character and 
Citizenship Education. This is aimed at inspiring students to undertake relevant Values-in-Action projects in collaboration with 
community partners.  

February  7th: A regional get-together, the Inclusive Development and Migration Forum, was held at the National University of 
Singapore (NUS), on the theme of “Migrant Empowerment through Financial and Entrepreneurial Capabilities”. It was organized 
by ASKI Global (a non-profit organization that provides coaching to migrant workers and their families on financial management 
and entrepreneurship), in cooperation with Citi Foundation and NUS. Among the participants in its courses have been members 
of the Filipino Family Network (FFN). After the one-day event, an optional study tour was offered for the next day, and 
participants dropped in on classes held by FFN, in cooperation with TWC2. 

March 1
st

: Back in August 2014, TWC2 was approached by a group of students from the Wee Kim Wee School of Communication 
and Information. They had formed a group called AnOther Angle, and hoped to have our cooperation in their final year project, 
which was a “campaign to address the social prejudice towards low-wage migrant workers in Singapore.” We agreed to 
cooperate. 

AnOther Angle has worked on putting together a sports event for locals and migrant workers, and this takes place on March 1
st

, 
at Uber Sports East Coast. There will be activities a-plenty for everyone who goes along! (See notice on back page) 

 

International Women’s Day: March 8th 

TWC2 will have an information stand at this year’s “All Fired Up!”, the International Women’s Day event at Hong Lim Park 
organized by the Association of Women for Action & Research (AWARE). Below are the details. If you can volunteer to help out, 
please let the office know.  

Get All Fired Up! for 
International Women's Day 

 
On 8 March, celebrate International Women's Day with AWARE at Hong Lim Park. 
  
Kick off with women’s football, scrawl on our graffiti wall, chat with activists at civil society booths, smash a patriarchy piñata, 
and have a great time with live music, spoken word, chants, a dance party, bubbles and jugglers! (We're not joking about the 
jugglers and piñatas!) 
  
We also have a kids’ corner with games, books, art supplies and more to keep budding little feminists engaged.  
  
As Singapore turns 50 – and AWARE turns 30 – the women’s movement has much to celebrate – and more to gear up for. So join 
us for a riotous carnival at All Fired Up! this International Women’s Day. 
  
Date: 8 March 2015 (Sunday) 
Time: 4pm - 9pm 
Location: Hong Lim Park 
Invite your friends on Facebook 
  
There’s something for everyone at All Fired Up! 
 
Fuller information can be found here: 
 
http://www.icontact-archive.com/d-mn-IraSw3glJTWMfC6h0sJ7zMl7BT7?w=4# 
 

 

 

http://click.icptrack.com/icp/rclick.php?d=d-mn-IraSw3glJTWMfC6h0sJ7zMl7BT7&w=4&destination=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.facebook.com%2Fevents%2F793358620738668%2F
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It Could Easily Happen Here…. 

 
From HK Helpers Campaign, with image from AFP 

Erwiana Sulistyaningsih left Indonesia to work as a domestic worker in Hong Kong. After being placed with a family in May 2013, 
she was subjected to repeated abuse over a period of seven months after she attempted to leave her employer. Beaten, scalded, 
denied adequate time to sleep or enough food to sustain her in good health, she was reduced to such a state that she could 
hardly stand up, let alone work. In January 2014, when Erwiana was so weakened by abuse that she could no longer work, her 
employers took her to the airport to send her home, but there she encountered other Indonesian women who, seeing her 
condition, asked her what had happened to her. Eventually she told one, “I was tortured”. 

Her story then came out. There were protests in Indonesia and in Hongkong, where domestic workers picketed the agency that 
not only placed her with her abusive employers, but returned her to them when she ran away and asked for their help. The 
Hongkong police investigated her case and charges were brought against Law Wan Tung, her female employer. On February 10

th
, 

Law was found guilty of 18 of the 20 charges brought against her. They included grievous bodily harm with intent, assault, 
criminal intimidation and failure to pay wages. 

Erwiana thanked her supporters after the trial and said, “I am very happy because I got justice from Hong Kong.” 

Migrant worker NGOs in Hong Kong hope to build on the outcome of the case to secure better treatment for the thousands of 
other domestic workers in the territory whose rights are infringed or denied. 

The case calls for some comment from a Singaporean perspective. What happened to Erwiana Sulistyaningsih could easily 
happen here; indeed, it was the death of one Indonesian domestic worker, Muawanatul Chasanah, in 2002, following months of 
abuse, which was the original stimulus to the formation of TWC2. 

There are numerous similarities between Erwiana’s case and those of abused domestic workers in Singapore. 

Erwiana’s female employer inflicted most of the abuse. This is the usual pattern. In both Singapore and Hong Kong, housework is 
still widely regarded as women’s work. Even when a wife and mother has a full-time job and the family hires a domestic worker, 
overall responsibility for seeing that housework gets done still falls to the wife/mother. This can place her under great stress, 
which may be vented on her domestic worker. In not taking any responsibility for housework but in expecting it to be done, the 
male head of the family contributes in no small way to the circumstances in which abuse takes place, and yet is normally able to 
dissociate himself from his wife’s actions – in Erwiana’s case, she said that Ms Law’s husband was never at their flat. 

Erwiana was let down by Chan Asia, the agency that placed her. She tried to run away after her first month with the Law family. 
She told her agency that she was not given enough food, was not allowed a day off and was only allowed to rest between 1am 
and 5am but an Indonesian employee of her agent took her back to the family. The agency said she could not leave until she had 
paid off their fee. It was then that the more serious physical abuse began. TWC2 has encountered numerous cases in Singapore 
where a domestic worker who appeals to her agency for help is simply told to go on working and not bother them. They are only 
concerned about the money they can make out of her. 

When her case came to trial, Erwiana had no witnesses of the abuse to speak up for her. It took place in the privacy of her 
employer’s home. Ms Law denied all the claims of abuse and her two children did not testify against her; her son claimed that 
she was gentle with domestic workers, and her daughter said that she didn’t pay attention to how Erwiana was treated. The 
physical evidence of abuse made all the difference. But what happens when a worker suffers lesser physical abuse, which leaves 
no obvious marks, and it is then her word against a family’s? This is a problem experienced when workers are underfed, made to 
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work excessive hours, verbally abused or underpaid. 

After the treatment of Erwiana became known, two other domestic workers came forward and said that Law had abused them. 
Law was subsequently convicted of offences against one of the workers, but there was not enough evidence to convict her in the 
third case. Had Erwiana not met other workers at Hong Kong Airport and told them what had happened to her, not only might 
Law have got away with deporting her and covering up her crimes, but she would also have kept her abuse of other workers a 
secret and have been free to take on another young woman to work in her home. No employer should be free to fire and 
repatriate domestic workers at will; they should have to report a reason for their dismissal, the worker should be informed by 
the authorities and have a right of response, and, if the employer’s claims are found not to be well grounded, the worker should 
be allowed to stay on and find another employer if that is her wish. Migrant workers should not simply be told that they can 
object to forcible repatriation to cover up offences at their point of departure; there should be a desk staffed by sympathetic 
officials just before passport control where workers, free from possible intimidation, can report outstanding problems and fill in 
a simple form to state whether or not they have any such problems to raise. 

A crucial aspect in the months of abuse that Erwiana was put through was that she was not allowed days off, although it is a legal 
entitlement in Hong Kong. With rigorous enforcement of Hong Kong’s law on days off, Erwiana would have been able to seek 
advice or help seven days after starting work; her employer would not have dared to abuse a worker who could walk out on her 
and make a report to the police within a week. But because her employer kept her cut off from the outside world, Erwiana could 
not obtain the help she needed. In Singapore, employers and agents are still able to make women “consent” to give up their 
days off and keep them isolated in the employer’s home, where they are then vulnerable to abuse of all kinds. This could be 
prevented by amending the law to say that, even if workers say they are prepared to give up their days off in return for payment, 
they must take off at least two days every month and cannot give them up under any circumstances. The law should then be 
strictly enforced; agencies that encourage circumvention of the law or assist it in any way should have their licenses withdrawn 
and be shut down permanently. 

In short, there are explanations for why abuse occurs and much can be done by changing public attitudes and enforcing 
protective rules, but the most effective measure is to empower workers by giving them the opportunity to seek help, free from 
their employers’ oversight, and by lifting the fear of arbitrary deportation from them. 

 

Want to Know What Migrant Workers Want? Just Ask Them 

From time to time, new measures that are said to benefit migrant workers are introduced, and often, they may do. But the 
process by which they emerge generally seems to be one in which an idea is presented, discussed, refined and then 
implemented without early input from migrant workers, and this means that the measures may be flawed or ill-conceived from 
the outset. 

In the last newsletter, there was an article on new dormitories (“Far-Flung Dormitories: May Be Cleaner, But Not Always Better”) 
that illustrated the point. It just seems to make sense, on the surface, that migrant workers would prefer to stay in purpose-built, 
clean and safe accommodation with decent basic facilities than in most of the other forms of shelter available, so why should 
some prefer not to do so? The article explained that the reality was more complicated, and that contact with friends, access to 
places where workers could feel at home and others factors could also count with workers, making the choice a less obvious one 
than it might first appear. 

One of the hallmarks of TWC2’s advocacy is that we try to listen to what migrant workers say and to understand their points of 
view. We don’t feel bound to accept that the workers are necessarily right, but we do believe that realistic policies can’t be 
framed without a determined effort to understand migrant workers’ views and priorities. The upshot of our efforts is that we 
usually avoid coming up with easy answers that disregard real life complexity. 

Of course, in considering any initiative concerning migrant workers, other interests have to be considered: the general public, 
employers and government, but, at the official level, we think they usually are. What does not get sufficient weight is the views 
of migrant workers themselves. As an NGO working for their rights and wellbeing, TWC2 does its best to see that those views are 
represented, but it would be best if, as a matter of routine, migrant workers’ views were solicited in the framing of new 
initiatives that may affect them. 

That, too, is not as straight forward as it may seem; workers have to feel comfortable about voicing their real views.  

That requires that they should feel confident about their status in Singapore in the first place: they need to be sure that, simply 
by expressing an opinion that may not meet with the approval of government or employers, they will not risk losing their jobs 
and being sent home. Otherwise, many will feel inclined to say what they think will please listeners, or at least, not provoke 
them. Regardless, in individual cases, of whether their fears are warranted, migrant workers will be discouraged from speaking 
up until the right of an employer to fire them and repatriate them at will, without offering an explanation and with little or no 
recourse for the workers is removed. Once that happens,  a real, ongoing constructive dialogue can take place. 
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 He Takes Time to Help Fellow Workers 

We often notice and compliment someone for doing his job in a cheerful and considerate manner, or offering a hand or a seat 
when requested or encouraged by social norms. But it’s seldom that we hear about someone caught in the frantic treadmill of 
Singapore life who goes far out of his way to help a person truly in desperate need. 

TWC2 occasionally relies on migrant workers to alert us to situations involving their fellow countrymen. Domestic workers are in 
a good position to notice other domestic workers who are mistreated and not allowed the freedom to leave their employers’ flat. 
Sometimes they relay to us an appeal for help and carry messages back. Construction workers pass information about TWC2 to 
their workmates who are injured and in danger of repatriation, or to friends from another company who haven’t received their 
salaries. 

More impressive is when someone reaches out to a person from a different nationality, such as a few weeks ago, when Sadhin, 
an injured Bangladeshi worker befriended two Nepalese who were cheated by their agent and abandoned without money or 
return tickets in Singapore. 

Sadhin injured his back and eye in October 2013 while working for a roofing contractor. He was cleaning the house where he was 
working and disturbed a hive of bees. The bees swarmed around him, dozens of them stinging him in the attack, and caused him 
to flee and fall from the platform.  

The Ministry of Manpower (MOM) issued him a special pass so that he could remain in Singapore legally, but the terms of the 
pass prohibited him from working while he awaits his medical treatment and compensation. He has time on his hands and no 
means of support, and this has possibly increased his awareness of the distress and suffering of others. 

He would often linger over a cup of tea near Mustafa Centre, and it was there that he befriended two Nepalese, a young man 
called Nobin and a young lady called Dev. Sadhin, an outgoing and gregarious fellow, would spend time with them and share 
what little food he had. They conversed in Hindi, a foreign language to all of them, but familiar through the popularity of Hindi 
movies and songs.  

Nobin and Dev had arrived in Singapore in early January 2015 together with five others. They’d been promised jobs, and had 
paid handsomely for the opportunity to work here. Only one day before the expiry of their visit pass, and too late to apply for an 
extension, the ‘agent’ told them that he could do nothing for them and stopped taking their calls. That’s when Sadhin convinced 
them to take action. 

Sadhin had been visiting the MOM regularly for the previous sixteen months in order to extend his special pass, and knew that 
that’s the place to go to report on the bogus agent. While both Nobin and Dev were worried about the punishment  they might 
face for overstaying their visitors’ passes, Dev was more concerned about recovering the money swindled by the agent and 
financing her ticket home. Nobin may have haboured hopes that the agent would eventually do the right thing, or may have 
considered the possibility of staying to work illegally. Whatever their state of mind, only Dev went with Sadhin to report to the 
MOM. 

The MOM instructed Dev to make a police report to document the promises made and the money transactions. It was at the 
police station late at night, that the two Nepalese and Bangladeshi Sadhin were spotted by our TWC2 volunteer.  

The following day, TWC2 social worker Karno and two volunteers counselled Nobin and Dev about the slim, or rather impossible 
prospects of recovering their money, and the punishments they might face for overstaying their visas. They made their own 
decisions on their next moves.  

TWC2 funds were used to purchase return tickets for Dev the next day. We advised Nobin to visit MOM the following Monday to 
assist with the investigation of the agent and the man who sponsored them to enter Singapore. Fortunately the ‘agent’ hadn’t 
disappeared with their passports.  

In the Biblical story of the Good Samaritan, it’s noteworthy that the people who failed to offer help to the injured  man held 
positions of prominence, and presumably were too busy or felt themselves too lofty to reach out and get involved. Social 
experiments have shown that the amount of “hurriness” has a huge effect on the unwillingness of passers-by to assist a man 
apparently in need. The experiments showed no correlation between religious beliefs and helping behaviour. It would seem that 
ethics, values and morals are set aside when we’re feeling pressured, rushed or important. This could offer an important insight 
to us in this frenzied Singapore society.  

Debbie Fordyce 
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The Liquor Control Act – Who Really Loses Out? 

At the end of January, Singaporeans were met with the news that the Liquor Control (Supply and Consumption) Act had been 
passed. The new alcohol restrictions authorized under the act are projected to come into effect by April 2015. 

As it is not uncommon to see Singapore residents trying to circumvent the island’s hefty alcohol prices by having a drink (or 
three) in public spaces before entering popular clubs or bars, it was the ban on the retail sale of alcohol and drinking in public 
spaces from 10.30pm-7am that seemed to garner the most negativity from the country. 

However, while the country’s residents despaired about the demise of their favorite public drinking spots, another issue was 
brought to light – the effect these rules would have on the migrant worker community. 

The ban on drinking in public spaces hits this community hard. While the country’s other inhabitants can turn to private homes 
and food and beverage establishments to get their fix of alcohol, these are not an option for many workers.  

The low monthly salaries these men earn often make it impractical for them to head down to bars or restaurants to drink. While 
coffee shops are a generally more economical option, drinking at a coffee shop still comes up to be more expensive than buying 
a few beers from a supermarket or convenience store. The location of these coffee shops may also be inaccessible for the men.  

This basically leaves the workers with one viable option: to drink in the very place in which they already spend most of their non-
working hours - their dormitories.  

While it may not seem like much of an issue at first, the cumulation of these circumstances creates a situation whereby, if the 
proverbial shoe was on Singapore society’s foot, come 10.30pm, one would be pushed in a corner to consume alcohol only in 
their homes and nowhere else.  

Seems a little imperious doesn’t it?  

To compound this matter even further, under the Act, all foreign employee dormitories are to be deemed as public places for 
the purposes of Section 14(1) of the Act 

1
.   

Section 14(1) states that any individual who is deemed as drunk and/or unable to take care of himself or herself would be guilty 
of an offence and may face fines up to $1,000, jail time for up to one month or both.

2
  

Several MPs have expressed concern over this ruling but when this was brought up in Parliament, the Government’s stance was 
that this section was put in place as a technicality in relation to other acts that have already been passed

3
 

Technicality or not, one can not escape the fact that migrant workers are singled out by the inclusion of this clause.  

Another troubling feature of the Act is the designation of Little India and Geylang as Liquor Control Zones. These two areas will 
be subject to stricter alcohol restrictions and offences committed in these zones will carry up to one and a half times the usual 
penalties.  

As listed in the Bill, factors that are to be considered in designating an area as a Liquor Control Zone include overall incidences of 
crime in the area, consideration if any violence has taken place in the area and existing circumstances that suggests an increased 
likelihood of riots or civil disturbance

4
.  

Regardless of whether some of these factors appear to have made it into the bill due to the influence of the Little India riot of 
2013, the fact still remains that since these two areas are popular with migrant workers, they are the group who will be most 
heavily affected.  

As discussions about the Act had already started in 2012, it would be unfair to go as far as saying that the bill specifically targets 
foreign migrant workers.  

However, one cannot help but wonder if anyone actually stopped to consider that some of these rules end up being more heavy-
handed towards the migrant community. Also, some of the regulations included seem to be overbearing, unnecessary and may 
even serve to feed various inaccurate public perceptions Singaporeans have about migrant workers and alcohol consumption.  

Perhaps this stems from holding views about alcohol consumption by different groups on unequal grounds. While it is a social 
norm for many of us to have an alcoholic beverage after a hard day’s work, it seems the same rules are quickly forgotten when 
the people in question are migrant workers.  

Nicolette Stewart 

References:  
 

1: Parliament of Singapore (2015). Liquor Control (Supply & Consumption) Bill. Part 7, Miscellaneous. Page 36.  Retrieved from 
https://www.parliament.gov.sg/sites/default/files/Liquor%20Control%20(Supply%20and%20Consumption)%20Bill%201-
2015.pdf 
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What is the Migrant Workers Convention? 

 
As reported in the previous TWC2 newsletter, Migrant Forum in Asia, a network of NGOs across the continent, has called for a 
renewed effort this year to encourage governments to sign and ratify what is commonly called the Migrant Workers Convention. 
 
So what is this convention? 
 
Its formal name is the International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of their 
Families (ICRMW / Migrant Workers Convention). It was adopted by the United Nations General Assembly on 18 December 1990 
–that’s why 18

th
 December is marked every year as International Migrants Day.  

 
The convention is intended to provide protection and uphold the rights of over 200 million international migrants, who form 
about three per cent of the world’s population. These migrants have families and, as the full title of the convention indicates, it is 
meant to protect their rights too.  
 
The convention sets out to assert rights for migrant workers that are already commonly recognized, including in other 
conventions, as applying to workers who are citizens of the country where they work. In other words, it does not seek to 
introduce privileged treatment for migrant workers, but to see that their human rights are respected and that they have the 
same working conditions as citizens of the countries where they are employed. While asserting that undocumented workers 
have basic rights that must be protected, it does not claim that they should have the same rights as legal workers. Overall, it sets 
out to establish a framework for regulated labour migration in which both countries of origin and those of destination have 
responsibilities.  
 
The convention has a relevance to the problem of trafficking, as it seeks to eliminate incentives to labour exploitation, 
possibilities of employing workers in conditions where they are easily abused and irregular channels of employment. 
 
Some countries of destination are uncomfortable with the rights that the convention says should apply to migrants’ families, and 
which are especially spelt out in Article 44 and those that immediately follow it. Clause 2 of that article says: 
 
States Parties shall take measures that they deem appropriate and that fall within their competence to facilitate the reunification 
of migrant workers with their spouses or persons who have with the migrant worker a relationship that, according to applicable 
law, produces effects equivalent to marriage, as well as with their minor dependent unmarried children.  

https://www.parliament.gov.sg/sites/default/files/Liquor%20Control%20(Supply%20and%20Consumption)%20Bill%201-2015.pdf
https://www.parliament.gov.sg/sites/default/files/Liquor%20Control%20(Supply%20and%20Consumption)%20Bill%201-2015.pdf
http://www.todayonline.com/singapore/let-migrant-workers-drink-their-dormitories-say-mps
https://www.parliament.gov.sg/sites/default/files/Liquor%20Control%20(Supply%20and%20Consumption)%20Bill%201-2015.pdf
https://www.parliament.gov.sg/sites/default/files/Liquor%20Control%20(Supply%20and%20Consumption)%20Bill%201-2015.pdf
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Some destination states have visions of this leading to a large scale movement of migrants who would require access to social 
services and the education system, and this is perhaps the main reason why certain states that already observe most of the 
provisions of the Migrant Workers Convention are resistant to signing it. Nevertheless, it should be noted that the fears such 
states have about the convention entitling migrant workers and their families to permanent settlement within their borders 
are unfounded; the convention does not question the right of individual states to decide on he granting or withholding of 
citizenship to foreign nationals. In some cases, countries of destination may well be comfortable with a situation in which 
exploitation of migrant workers and a range of abusive practices against them continue 
 
So far, 47 states have ratified the convention and 19 have signed it but not ratified it; most of these states are countries of origin 
of migrant workers and none of them are wealthy countries of destination. In Southeast Asia, East Timor, Indonesia and the 
Philippines have ratified the convention and Cambodia has signed it. 
 
The full text of the convention can be read at: 
 
http://www2.ohchr.org/english/bodies/cmw/cmw.htm 
 

In Brief 

Minimum Wage of No Benefit? 
 
Donald Low, Associate Dean of Executive Education and Research at the Lee Kuan Yew School of Public Policy, National 
University of Singapore, has written a series of three articles on Singapore’s economy for “The Straits Times” (“Focus on welfare, 
not wages, of foreign workers”, 23

rd
 January 2015 and “Foreign worker issues: Rethinking assumptions”, 10

th
 February 2015; the 

third article should be published shortly). They pay a lot of attention to the position of migrant workers in Singapore and Low 
sometimes argues points that TWC2 has put forward in the past, but we’d also have significant differences on other questions. 
 
Low advances the argument that introducing a minimum wage may not benefit migrant workers: instead, it would be better to 
improve their welfare, “to ensure better housing conditions, provide adequate health protection, protect their rights to safe and 
fair working conditions, and promote more leisure options for them.” He says that, since these benefits can’t be easily 
monetised, they would be unlikely to result in middlemen charging higher fees, whereas, he argues earlier in the January 23

rd
 

article, if the minimum wage was raised above the current wage level, it would “increase the number of foreign workers seeking 
employment here and push up the fees they are willing to pay.” In short, increased pay would just, in effect, pass through the 
workers’ hands to the middlemen.  
 
There are already more migrant workers seeking jobs in Singapore than there are jobs available and the main thing that keeps 
their numbers down is the government’s control on their admission, not depressed wages. Migrant workers can’t enter 
Singapore at will to look for jobs; they come on work permits. Even if there was no control on their admission through work 
permits, there would still be passport and visa requirements, so the argument about a minimum wage encouraging more 
workers to come to Singapore does not hold up.  
  
Why shouldn’t migrant workers have both improved conditions and a minimum wage, which would be to their advantage and 
incentivize them to stay on and work in Singapore? These measures need to be part of a wider package of reforms that changes 
the recruitment process so that workers no longer have to pay exorbitant sums simply to obtain a job – and so that any 
incentives employers may have to “churn” workers, replacing experienced workers with new ones, are removed.  

 

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://www2.ohchr.org/english/bodies/cmw/cmw.htm
http://www.twc2.org.sg/
mailto:info@twc2.org.sg
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If you are renewing your membership and none of your details have changed, please just send in your 

membership payment with this form! Payment can be made via cheque. For more enquiries, please call TWC2’s 
office at 62477001. 
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If you are applying for new membership, please send in your membership payment with this form. Payment can 
be made via cheque. For more enquiries, please call TWC2’s office at 62477001. 

 

 

 


