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Abbreviations
and Acronyms
COVID-19

Coronavirus Disease 2019

EP

Employment Pass

FCD

Factory-Converted Dormitory

ILO

International Labour Organisation

MOM

Ministry of Manpower

PMET

Professionals, Managers, Executives, and
Technicians

PBD

Purpose-Built Dormitory

SSA

Social Service Agencies i.e. non-profit
organisations that provide services to
benefit the community.

UN

United Nations

VWO

Voluntary Welfare Organisation

WP

Work Permit
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Executive Summary
Migrant workers form a significant proportion of Singapore’s
workforce especially in the construction, manufacturing, marine
and shipyard, process and service industries.
Many come to Singapore under the Work Permit scheme, and are housed by their
employers in purpose-built dormitories (PBDs). In the wake of the COVID-19
pandemic the virus spread rapidly among workers in PBDs, in sharp contrast to
infection rates in the broader community. This has resulted in increased public scrutiny
of the living and working conditions of low-wage migrant workers in Singapore.
Naturally, there have also been many discussions about migrant workers’ living and
working conditions.
To better inform such discussions, we embarked on a research project to discover
some reference points — figures and details about Singaporean public attitudes
towards migrant workers, Singaporean stakeholders’ points of view, and what similar
migrant workers face in other countries.
In particular, the research project focused on low-wage migrant workers in
Singapore’s construction sector. The project consisted of 3 Phases:
Phase 1 comprised a rapid scoping review of policies governing employment and
living conditions for construction migrant workers in six cases: Kuwait, Thailand,
Hong Kong, the United Kingdom (UK), Australia, and New Zealand. This phase
illustrates key constraints and challenges across different economies and policy
settings.
Phase 2 comprised a cross-sectional nationally representative survey (n=1,000) of
Singaporean Citizens and Permanent Residents focused on Singaporeans’
knowledge, attitudes, and perceptions of low-wage migrant worker issues,
challenges, and welfare. The survey also measured attitudes towards some
tradeoffs.
Phase 3 comprised group consultations and in-depth interviews with local
stakeholders to gather their perspectives on the living and employment conditions
of low-wage migrant workers, as well as possible next steps. Stakeholders included
employers, dormitory operators, policymakers, academics and voluntary welfare
organisation (VWO) leaders.
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From the data collected over these 3 Phases, we identified 5 Key Findings:
1. There is general support for improving the welfare of migrant workers, but
this is conditional.
Singaporeans consider it a moral obligation to provide basic living standards and
workplace safety, and moreover consider adequate healthcare coverage
specifically to be a growing priority for both ethical and public safety reasons.
However while most Singaporeans were supportive of fair treatment, this did not
mean they were supportive of equal treatment of migrant workers.
Amongst stakeholder roles and responsibilities, welfare was primarily deemed the
responsibility of employers and dormitory operators, with SSAs providing social
support and integration of migrant workers into the wider Singapore community.
The Singapore government was deemed to be responsible for ensuring legal
protections and social support, but not integration.
2. For better migrant worker welfare, higher costs are more acceptable than cuts
to what Singaporeans feel entitled to.
Both the general public and key stakeholders expressed that limited national
resources should be directed towards Singaporeans’ interests first, but that there
was room to consider trade-offs in favour of increasing subsidised healthcare for
foreign workers.
Singaporeans generally expressed some willingness to consider higher prices
from firms in return for increased worker welfare, although they were less
accepting of propositions to reduce government funding or services for
Singaporeans.
3. Integration means different things to different stakeholders
Stakeholders discussed social inclusion and the extent of integration, although
there was no consensus regarding the desired extent of integration. Is civilly
treating migrant workers and ensuring equal access and acceptance sufficient? Or
should we aspire towards more Singaporean-migrant worker friendships?
4. Public misinformation and the lack of timely, quality statistics are growing risks

The pandemic and its disproportionate impact on low-wage migrant workers
generally led to wider public awareness of this community. However we observed
a growing trend towards absorbing information about migrant workers from social
media. Most notably, those who self-reported very high levels of knowledge of
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migrant worker issues were both more likely to get their information from
Facebook, and more likely to have negative views about migrant workers.
At the same time, stakeholders also wished for more official data on migrant
worker welfare. The general sense was that the lack of such data hampered better
decision-making.
5. Low-wage migrant workers have fewer rights and less access to social
services than locals everywhere, though this may not be as obvious in places
with high-productivity construction sectors.
Our country analysis reveals that the legal rights and regulatory protections offered
by Singapore are relatively robust compared to other countries where migration
policy has aimed to ensure a steady flow of temporary low-skilled workers to
construction sectors with relatively large scale and low productivity. However,
those rights and protections are less comprehensive than countries that
Singaporeans may consider our economic peers.
In all 6 cases, low-wage migrant workers generally have fewer protections and
access to social services like healthcare, in comparison to locals.
Where there are better legal and social protections for migrant workers, these are
inextricably linked to higher skill levels — and higher wages (see Figure A below).
Figure A: Matrix of case studies of varying worker skill levels and employment, legal and social
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In places with high-productivity construction sectors, highly-paid locals formed the
majority of the construction workforce. As low-wage migrant workers form a “minority
in a minority” in those economies, their problems may appear less obvious. For
example New Zealand’s productivity per construction worker is higher than the
national average, but substandard employment and living conditions also persist on
the ground there for low-wage migrant labour.
Even so, there are practices that can inspire and inform policies in our context. Two
practices are in line with comments by Singaporean stakeholders and the survey
results: further regulation of recruitment agents, and expanded healthcare and
insurance.
Based on our findings, we make the following Recommendations
1. Invest in better monitoring and communication of low-wage migrant workers’
living and working conditions here.
2. Provide consistent and reliable information about migrant worker communities,
including their contributions to Singaporean society, to counter misinformation
and stigmatisation.
3. Establish a platform for building trust and consensus among different
stakeholders, so as to reach agreement on future measures.
4. Continue studying specific practices that improve low-wage migrant worker
welfare, and that resonate with Singaporeans’ views.
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About The Majurity Trust
The Majurity Trust is a philanthropic organisation that seeks to work
with partners to build a thriving and sustainable community for all in
Singapore. Learn more about us at https://www.majurity.sg/

About LEAP201
LEAP201 is a Singapore-based venture philanthropy organisation. We
support and invest in social enterprises in Southeast Asia, lifting lowincome rural households above the poverty line in a sustainable way.
Learn more about us at https://leap201.org/

About HealthServe
HealthServe seeks to meet the needs of the migrant workers in our
community through the provision of medical care, counselling, case
work, social assistance, and other support services. Over the years,
they have developed partnerships with regulatory authorities,
agencies, schools and corporate organisations to initiate public health
awareness programs and research projects. Their website is at
https://www.healthserve.org.sg/

About Research For Impact
Research for Impact is a Singapore-based social enterprise which aims
to make behavioural and social science research and evaluation
accessible, inclusive, and transformative for policy and practice in Asia.
RFI combines world-class expertise and global experience with a
collaborative, ground-up approach and a commitment to
representation and equity among stakeholders. Their website is at
https://www.rforimpact.com

BUILDING BRIDGES: IMPROVING THE LIVES AND LIVELIHOOD OF MIGRANT CONSTRUCTION WORKERS IN SINGAPORE

24

