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Free up labour mobility, 
do more to retain skills 

and experience  
 

Allow migrant workers to change 

employers during employment and within 
30 days of termination or expiry of their 
Work Permits 
 

Issue 
 

Singapore uses a sponsorship employment 
system in which the employment of low-wage 
migrant workers is contingent on sponsorship 
by an employer. Work Permit holders, the 
lowest-wage category of migrant workers, may 
be terminated at any time and without cause. 
They cannot change employers except in very 
limited circumstances. Upon termination, they 
must be repatriated within a week at employer’s 
expense to their home country unless they have 
filed a salary or injury claim with the Ministry 
of Manpower (MOM). Employers’ unrestricted 
freedom to terminate and employees’ lack of 
access to changing employers increase workers’ 
vulnerability to illegal or unsafe working 
conditions, dangerously long hours, and 
kickbacks. 
 
Repatriation at employers’ discretion also 
undercuts government aims to retain an 
experienced, skilled migrant workforce.  
 
The vulnerabilities of Work Permit holders are 
compounded by recruitment fee debt. 

Construction workers from Bangladesh pay up 
to $15,000 for their first job in Singapore. Most 
of these fees are claimed to be paid in the 
workers’ country of origin and thus ostensibly 
fall outside the ambit of Singapore law, which 
caps recruitment fees at one month’s salary for 

each year of Work Permit duration. However, 
workers have reported that part of these agent 
fees end up being paid to employers in 
Singapore as kickbacks.  
 
Freeing up labour mobility will not only reduce 
workers’ vulnerability to abuse, it will help 
retain skills and experience in Singapore. Work 

Permit holders should be free to change jobs 
anytime during their legal stay here. In the 
event that they have lost their jobs, allowing 
them a reasonable period of time on a transition 
pass would allow workers to seek new jobs 
without leaving Singapore. This enables a 
smooth transition to new employment with 
minimal downtime between jobs.  

 
The $5,000 security bond that employers must 
put up for each Work Permit holder poses 
further restrictions on labour mobility. It is 
meant to ensure that workers do not abscond 

and remain illegally in Singapore but are 
returned to their country of origin. However, the 
risk of forfeiting the bond can lead employers to 
control their workers through restrictive 
actions - confiscating passports and controlling 
movement - that they believe will ensure 
compliance with Work Permit conditions. These 
are further issues that will need to be addressed 
in addition to allowing workers freedom to 
change employers. Without access to their own 
identity documents and physical freedom to 
move about, workers cannot realistically land 
new jobs even if allowed to.  
 
 

Case Studies  
 
Worker told to take a pay cut or be repatriated  

 
Anowar’s (not his real name) in-principle 
approval letter (IPA) listed his basic pay as $650 
a month. Starting in the third month of work, 
his employer reduced his wage to $470. When 
he asked his supervisor about this, he was 
threatened with repatriation. 
 
As his Work Permit was tied to his company, he 
felt he had no choice but to comply. If he lost 
his job he would have to return to Bangladesh 
and pay additional agent fees to find new 

employment in Singapore. Anowar worked at 
the lower salary for one year before the 
company closed. He still had yet to repay in full 
the $5,000 agent fees for his job. 
 
Regulations in the Employment of Foreign 
Manpower Act (EFMA) (Sec. 6A, Fourth 
Schedule) are meant to protect workers from 
such wage reductions. It requires employers to 



 
 
 

obtain the worker’s prior written approval and 
to notify MOM in writing before making such 
reductions. However, like Anowar, many Work 
Permit holders endure illegal salary reductions 
or unsafe work conditions due to unpaid agent 
fee debt and their inability to change employers.  
 

Unable to land new job despite COE 
 
Shahin (not his real name) had a similar 
experience to Anowar. He filed a salary claim 

which was settled at mediation. MOM granted 
him the opportunity of Change of Employer. 
However, Shahin reported that it was 
impossible to secure a new job because 
employers did not want to hire anyone with a 
history of complaining to MOM, preferring 
instead to hire inexperienced new workers who 

are likely to be cheaper, more submissive, and 
deeper in debt due to higher recruitment fees. 
 

 

 

 
Current Law and Gaps  
 
Employment of Foreign Manpower Act: 
Under EFMA regulations, an employer shall not 
permit the worker to be employed by or 
contracted to any other person. MOM does not 
permit Work Permit applications for existing 
workers without their current employer's 
permission except in limited circumstances, 
discussed below. By contrast, an employer 
seeking to hire an existing Employment Pass or 
S-Pass holder can submit a new application 
without needing to cancel the existing work 
pass. 

 
The employer may terminate the employment of 
a Work Permit holder without the need to show 
cause. The worker must be repatriated within 
seven days unless he has filed a claim with 
MOM. If the worker files a claim, he is put on a 
Special Pass and is not allowed to work or to 
switch employers when the claim is resolved.  
 
Existing Worker Transfer Scheme: Workers in 
the construction sector may apply for a job 
transfer without their current employer’s 
permission in the final 21-40 days before the 
expiry of the Work Permit if it has not been 
renewed by the employer. As this is only allowed 
at the end of the Work Permit term, it does not 
address the problem of inability to change 
employers during the employment term. The 
scheme is also limited and many workers report 
having to pay kickbacks to their new employers.  
 

Foreign Construction Workers Directory 
System (FCWDS): The FCWDS is an online 
directory of existing construction workers 
whose employment terms are concluding. It 
aims to retain experience by incentivizing re-
employment of construction workers. However, 

the system is not widely used. The lack of 
incentives to hire workers already in Singapore,  
combined with the possibility of kickbacks from 

hiring new workers from abroad, make this an 
unattractive option for many employers.  
 
Temporary Job Scheme (TJS): The TJS allows 
the reemployment of Special Pass holders who 
are required to remain in Singapore to assist in 
investigations or prosecutions. Employers are 
encouraged to participate in TJS by being 
allowed to hire beyond their quota and by being 
exempted from the foreign worker levy, security 
bond, and repatriation costs. The impact of TJS 
is limited because it is available only to a small 
percentage of Special Pass workers.  
 
Change of Employer (COE): MOM has the 
authority to allow some workers on Special Pass 
to find new employment through COE. 
However, it is granted for limited periods 
(usually only 2 to 4 weeks) on MOM’s discretion 
and cannot be relied on by workers as a 
guarantee. Consequently, workers are not 
guaranteed protection against unreasonable 
demands by employers. Further, while COE 

gives workers permission to look for 
employment, it does not connect them with 
potential employers. It also does not address 
the underlying sponsorship relationship which 
allows prospective employers to demand 
kickbacks. Workers report that when offered 
COE in Singapore employers require payment 
of $2,000 to $4,000 to secure a job.  
 

 
  



 
 
 

Recommendations  
 
● Allow workers to change employers during 

the duration of their Work Permits without 
first having to be repatriated. 

 
● Adopt a “Transition Pass” system to allow 

workers at least 30 days to change 
employers if their Work Permits have 
expired, been terminated by the employer, 
or revoked by MOM for reasons 
unconnected with wrongdoing by the 
worker. 

 
● During the first 30 days of the Transition 

Pass, upkeep and maintenance, including, 

but not limited to, accommodation, meals, 
and necessary medical care, should remain 
the responsibility of the employer. 

 
● At the end of these 30 days, workers, at 

their request, should be granted a further 
30 days of Transition Pass. During this 
second 30-day period, their upkeep and 
maintenance becomes the workers’ 

responsibility. 
 
● Workers whose Work Permits expire or are 

terminated or revoked while they are on 
certified medical or “light duty” leave 
should be placed on Special Passes, which 
do not allow them to undertake 
employment. Once they have completed 
medical leave and are fit to work they 
should be converted to Transition Passes. 
Where there is an ongoing WICA case, they 
should remain on Transition Passes until 
they have found a new job (and are issued 
new Work Permits) or until 30 days after 
their WICA case is concluded and 
compensation (if any) is paid, whichever is 
sooner.  

 
● Where there is no ongoing WICA case, at 

the point in time when they are taken off 
medical or light duty’ leave, they should be 
given 30+30 days on the Transition Pass. 

 
● Monitor and publicly report employment 

outcomes of workers who have permission 
to find new jobs while in Singapore. 

 

● Restrict the number of new IPAs issued to 
prospective workers outside of Singapore 
while there are suitable existing workers 
eligible for re-employment in Singapore. A 
monthly cap on the number of IPAs for 
workers sourced from outside Singapore 
should be announced to employers in 
advance. 
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