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Preface

In line with Lien Centre’s vision to catalyse positive social change, this research was
carried out to understand social gaps in Singapore and how our society’s ability to
meet social needs can be enhanced. Despite basic social needs in Singapore being
essentially met through direct government interventions and the contributions
of non-governmental social service activities, there are today some vulnerable
groups that remain or have become more prominent. This research project aims

to identify some of these needs and the possible approaches to addressing them.

It is hoped that some of the recommendations of this report will be helpful for
both the government and non-governmental players, in our collective efforts
to plug the gaps and meet the needs of emerging constituencies. For example,
making social policies more transformative than reactive, building institutional
capacity to provide information that will be accessible to researchers, service
providers and policy planners, and prioritising higher-risk social groups within an

inclusive approach. These are expounded in the report.
The Lien Centre hopes that this research will further its broader objective of

encouraging thoughtful reflections in the social space and engaging the social

sector in meaningful ways.

Lien Centre for Social Innovation
October 2011
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Executive Summary

Social needs in Singapore have been strategically addressed by the
government since the early years of independence in the 1960s.
Then, global campaigns and movements saw various issues raised,
ranging from demands for women’s rights and housing for all, to
that of access for the disabled. Singapore did its share of respond-
ing to each of these issues.

Yet, meeting needs is never a straightforward process. Each coun-
try will formulate policy, frame laws and channel resources based
on its own judgement and the priorities it sets for itself. In con-
sequence, and no matter how able a country’s government, there
will always be unmet needs for different sectors of the community.
Therefore, in assessing unmet needs, a background on social policy
systems—and how they address our growing societal challenges—

is necessary.
Our study and report focused on three key areas.

First, we started with an understanding of needs in general: How
they can be dissected and how meeting needs is an evolving chal-
lenge. We looked at social protection, recognising that it encom-
passes four categories of approaches:
- Relief (assistance to meet basic needs);
- Security (contingency help such as insurance to overcome
seasonal deficiencies);
- Prevention (jobs, social service and outreach to reduce
risks); and
- Transformation (structural changes to remove external

barriers such as discrimination).

Secondly, we reviewed the support structures that directly relate to
those who need help in the community. These included examining
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In general, the limits of interventions are of two types. One is the values
blind spot (as seen in the “transformation” layer). The other is in the
execution of policies, programmes and initiatives (as seen in the other three

layers of social protection).
To highlight some of the challenges:

- The basic relief and security needs of the disabled and the mentally ill
are not adequately covered by State provision, i.e. financial assistance
and professional services, more so for the mentally ill where the
scientific basis is still debated.

- Single persons who are heading poor households and workers who are
in the lower-income bracket cannot fulfil the criteria to access adequate
housing, medical benefits or financial assistance unless they can make
a case for desperate need, by which time it may be too late.

- Foreign workers have limited access to work-oriented protection
schemes or aid schemes, and the advocacy groups that support them
have little financial support themselves.

- Migrant communities face difficulties assimilating into the Singapore

community and Singaporeans with migrant communities.

While Singapore addresses the evolving social landscape and its challenges,
there is a need for both short-term policy reviews and a mindset shift for the

long term. The following are some key recommendations for policy makers:

- The social security schemes, through the national compulsory savings
mechanism and the housing policy, need to revisit and judiciously
review the cardinal principle of self-reliance. More research and policy
adjustments need to be done to ensure the right balance between being

asset-rich and having enough cash to sustain through old age.

- The values underlying social policies need to be revisited to recognise
the “rights” of the vulnerable; and for such policies to become more
transformative in orientation. This cannot be done without intensive

resources and without a questioning of the cherished values of market
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mechanism, efficiency and family togetherness. In short, to start

thinking more as a nation, less as a corporation.

- Existing protection schemes need better coordination. There is a
gap between people’s needs and current protection schemes, made
apparent by take-up rates that are lower than the extent of visible
vulnerabilities. While some bridging is done at the grassroots
level, it needs adequate resources and greater access to available
information. Information and databases should be made more
accessible to researchers, service providers and policy planners to

facilitate collaborative problem-solving.

- Advocacy-based organisations need to be recognised as the
third sector in managing the needs of people. This way, citizens
are engaged in secking their own remedial actions with the
community and the government can prove its political will to
cultivate a more collaborative approach with the private sector and

civil society actors.

- Besides better relief, security and preventive measures, social
policies require a transformative approach which empowers
individuals and families in need to become decision-makers of
their lives in due course. Policies need to recognise them as a social

investment with long-term benefits.

Perceptions need to change, especially towards those who do not “cut it”
in our society and remain as cases who fall out of society. Labelling such
folks as being “choosy,” “not trying hard enough,” and “happy-go-lucky”
is demeaning and only deepens resentment. National messaging should
emphasise the context and the need for transformation. An exemplary model
is the Yellow Ribbon Project where the programme goes out of its way to
educate, inform and empower the public on the importance of reintegrating
ex-offenders. Simultaneously ex-offenders are given the opportunity to
undergo rehabilitation sessions and are trained for employment through

several means.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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1 Introduction

Singapore in its early post-independent years in the 1960s had to deal with a
number of challenges, including the threat of Communist extremism, the loss of
jobs brought about by the departure of the British and inter-communal tensions.
The People’s Action Party—the ruling party that has formed the government for
all of the years since independence in 1965—built on the elements of the social
system that had been established by the British. It introduced measures to reduce
poverty and refined schemes and policies to ensure that standards of living were
maintained beyond the deaths of breadwinners. These provisions were enabled
when Singapore, like any developing country, aligned with the International
Labour Organization’s 1952 Convention 102, which covered social security
benefits such as healthcare, sickness, unemployment, employment, injuries, old

age, maternity and survivors’ benefits.!

A Nation of Success A Nation with Worries

- Amongst top 10 nations with - Among countries with widest
high GDP per capita income gap countries between top

- 96.3% literacy rate 20% and bottom 20%

- 88.8% home ownership rate - 1998, 2001 and 2009: Peak

- 2™ Jowest in the world for years for youth suicide rates
infant mortality rate in 2009 that coincided with economic

instability

- 10,000 babies short each year
to keep up with population
replacement rate

Singapore today has progressed by leaps and bounds from the land of slums,
beggars and child-labourers it once was to a country that is today a wealthy
and competitive global market player.” Going by human development statistics,
the nation has done extremely well. It has low infant mortality rates, high levels
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of literacy (96.3%) and high levels of home ownership (88.8%).° Its GDP per
capita places it among the top ten countries in the world. Such has been the

progress in a little over 40 years.

Yet, this is also a nation with worries. Media reports have shown high suicide
rates among the elderly and youths.* Work-life tensions have partly contributed
to almost a third of adults living out their lives as singles—in relationships or
otherwise. Singapore has a Total Fertility Ratio (TFR) which is below replacement
levels. And despite the country’s high GDP, the share that goes to workers’
wages is only about 45%, lower than other developed countries. Indeed, the gap
between the richest 20% and the poorest 20% of the population is the second
widest amongst developed countries in the world.

These issues are especially compounded for groups that are already struggling
to have their basic needs met. The media has highlighted groups such as those
who are mentally ill, the intellectually and physically disabled, ex-convicts,
single mothers, the elderly, and people with HIV. Theirs are stories of struggles
in getting jobs, having independent incomes, finding shelter, seeking medical

treatments and receiving education.

These are who we call displacements, and who require special attention to address

., their needs. Their form of vulnerability
Whether a bene_ﬁczary $ can take many shades but primarily it

situation improves or not is is the inability of the individual or of
testimony to how effective the , community to deal with the “threats”
government and community  thac affect both their well-being and
are in ensuring the health of  their capacity to deal with the threat or
society. crisis. The less such individuals have in

terms of assets, including relevant skills,
to cope with the demands, the more vulnerable they are.®

Vulnerability is not just a matter pertaining to the individual. It is also a systemic
matter, involving a variety of constituents. For the purpose of this report, the
focus is on the government, the stakeholder which has assumed the major role
and which other players have acceded to, in maintaining the social ecosystem.
The government plays this role by providing capacity-building institutions

or through legislation and funding for many social service organisations. At
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the receiving end are beneficiaries—individuals or groups who experience

vulnerabilities.

Whether a beneficiary’s situation improves or not is testimony to how effective
the government and community are in ensuring the health of society. Assistance
to beneficiaries should include opportunities for the individual’s participation
in the ecosystem. It needs to also pay attention to how the ecosystem can adapt
to better include the vulnerable and the disadvantaged. With this in mind, it is
important to maintain the social ecosystem by also building its capacity to meet
people’s needs and dealing with those who “fall out.” And if people still fall out

of the system, it is more important to diagnose the problem than to just label it.”

The issue of human trafficking is a case in point. A long-running debate
between the Singapore government and human rights activists has been over
the level of human trafficking in Singapore. According to the US Department

of State’s Trafficking in Persons Report

It is important to 2011, Singapore is classified as a Tier 2
maintain the social country, meaning it is not fully compliant
ecosystem by also building with minimum international standards
its capacity to meet of protecting migrant workers from

people’s needs anddealing conditions of forced labour or other

with those who “fh” out.” forms of trafficking in persons, even as it
is making significant efforts to bring itself

into compliance with those standards. The Singapore government does not agree,
citing, as it had in 2008, the relatively small number of human trafficking cases,
most of which could not be substantiated.®

One reason for the different figures, according to activists, is the way that
trafficking is defined in Singapore. Women who come to Singapore voluntarily
and legally and are then forced to work as prostitutes or abused labourers are often
classified as immigration offenders and not victims. Yet, a change in definition
or perception of what trafficking means would have meant that women in this
kind of situation would be given a more sympathetic hearing and it would mean
that those who are often now chiefly regarded as in violation of immigration law
would be seen as people needing to escape from conditions of intimidation and

exploitation.’
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At the time of publishing, the Singapore government is working towards signing
a United Nations treaty to prevent human trafficking, a promising development

in the treatment of this particular vulnerable group.

The above discussion, we hope, frames the importance of maintaining the balance
in a social ecosystem. We now look at how this ecosystem is maintained through
the constituent parts of a social structure before looking at how needs remain

unmet for some communities.
We have divided this study into three parts.

The first part looks at the needs of the human being—the insatiable nature of
needs versus the basic needs for every human being to live with dignity. The second
part looks at some key aspects of the social system that are in place in Singapore,

the motivation behind certain social
It must be said that it structures and the limitations in
is also a given that no meeting needs. In the last part we
government can meet the
needs of its entire people
all the time to the level that
people want. Meeting needs
is a shared responsibility

between the peop le and that no government can meet the
their government—a social needs of its entire people all the time

look at certain communities in
Singapore society who remain at risk
and also assess emerging needs that

call out to be addressed.

It must be said that it is also a given

contract. to the level that people want. Meeting

needs is a shared responsibility
between the people and their government—a social contract. There will always
be those who fall out of any ecosystem, be it due to age, gender, ethnicity or
aspirational diversities. It would be the role of the social sector to pick up these
pieces. A government’s role remains as an enabler of opportunities for people to
harness their own potential and, for an enlightened government, of supporting

the growth of the social sector.

Methodology and Limitations
This research represents an initial salvo. We wish to present the larger schema
of meeting social needs and how new needs are created or left unmet due to

changing circumstances. Therefore, we present some key tenets of the social
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structure and trace the rationale that the government has adopted for its social

development model before identifying the needs that have gone unmet.

Not all unmet needs or communities with unmet needs have been identified. To
do cither of the above would be an intensive and exhaustive process that is not
within the scope of this study, given time and resource constraints. Communities
were selected based on our focus group discussion and literature review that

included articles, media reports, parliamentary discussions and interviews.

Needs are inconstant and, sometimes, inconsistent too as human beings change
in their desires and wants. As a result, methodologies used to gauge whether or
not needs are well met will also vary according to how those needs are defined.
We have described needs here as “inconstant” but also recognise that they can
be fundamentally divided into a set of needs that are basic (e.g. food, shelter,
healthcare) and another set that relates to higher aspirations (e.g. creativity,
freedom of expression). The tendency of any discussion of needs, especially as it
relates to the vulnerable in society, is to focus on the more basic needs and this

is reflected in the study.

Much of the research for this study was conducted through desk-top reviews of
research studies, literature, official policy statements and public documents such
as media stories and reports. In addition, strategic interviews were conducted to

gather insights and for verification purposes.
This means that there are limitations to this study.
Y:

First, not all programmes are captured in this study. There are many programmes
to meet the needs of people and these come with various criteria to assess people’s
suitability for assistance and this maze of criteria is daunting. There are many
grassroots initiatives but it would be impossible to identify all the programmes

that have a social purpose.

Secondly, the data obtained through the public domain channels does not always
give a precise picture. Much of the data is often classified into broad categories.
For example, the data on demographics is a composite figure on Singapore
residents, which refers to both Singapore citizens and others who are Permanent
Residents. Yet among the government’s policies, there are some that are oriented

only towards Singapore Citizens. Thus, in this situation, it would be difficult
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to assess how many Singaporeans are affected and a discussion on unmet needs

among Singaporeans cannot be completely satisfied.
Notwithstanding these limitations, it has still been possible to shed some light on

the unmet needs amongst some communities, and hopefully, this study would

serve its purpose in guiding further actions.
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2 Understanding Needs and

Social Protection

Nineteenth-century philosopher and essayist Ralph Waldo Emerson wrote:
“Want is a growing giant whom the coat of Have was never large enough to
cover.”'” In fact, an American study across age groups that examined the
corrrelation between wealth and aspirations showed that having more wealth
meant people had more aspirations, and were less happy as they strove to meet
them.!" Hence, there is a need to understand better the baseline of needs as

distinct from the issue of “want.”

Dissecting Needs
There have been attempts to understand needs in the modern context better. In
a more recent study by the Young Foundation of Britain’s unmet needs,'* four

main categories of needs have been identified:

- DPhysical needs: Basic needs for shelter, health, food and reproduction.
Lack of these can bring considerable harm to the individual, ranging
from homelessness to illness.

- Needs for skills and capabilities: Skills and aptitudes necessary for taking
part in society and exercising freedom—Iack of which often leads to
other kinds of need.

- Needs for care and advice: Care, advice, nurture and support—the need
for others.

- DPsychic needs: Related needs for love, recognition, understanding and

happiness.

This classification stems from and is not too far off that of Abraham Maslow’s
theory of needs. In his “Hierarchy of Needs,” Maslow'? offered a step-by-step
categorisation of the process through which needs are fulfilled: Beginning with
the physiological, and moving through safety and security, to love and belonging,

and, ultimately, to the satisfaction of the need for high self-esteem.
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Exhibit 2.1: Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs

Actualisation

Aesthetic and
Cognitive Needs

Knowledge,
understanding,
goodness, justice,
beauty, order, symmetry

Esteem Needs
Competence, approval, recognition
Belongingness and Love Needs
Affiliation, acceptance, affection
Safety Needs
Security, physiological safety
Physiological Needs
Food, water

Others have argued that it is actually the reverse order—respect must come first
for the needs to be effectively met. As psychoanalyst Carl Jung would have us
believe, fundamentally, for needs to be met, whatever the case, all humans have a
need to be respected, to have self-esteem, self-respect, and to respect others. This,
he says, allows individuals to self-actualise—something he sees as a fundamental
aspiration—by maximising their potential and abilities. Such a development can
enhance an individual’s well-being to the level of self-transcendence. And in a
similar vein to Jung, Nobel Prize winner, Amartya Sen, views needs as having
opportunities for an individual to enhance his or her capability.”” To him,
realising one’s potential through opportunities is the key to fulfilling needs for

self-development. So, harnessing potential is a motivation in itself.

Robert Chambers'® has taken this further and has identified elements of
a “good life” as investing in friendship and love, resilience, appreciating self-
sacrifice, music, creativity and freedom, and a concern for the preservation of the
environment. He argues that a GDP that does not factor in human well-being

signifies a weak relationship between progress and its people. He says “much of
the good life is unaccounted for in the World Bank’s GDP”
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Changing Needs

Needs evolve over time.

To remain relevant, reviews of needs and ongoing benchmarking efforts are
important. For example, a State determinant in identifying a “poor person” is
based on patterns of income and expenditure. Yet these benchmarks evolve over

the years and so must the programmes to meet the people’s needs.

In 1956, the then-Minister of Finance, Goh Keng Swee, estimated absolute pov-
erty to be at the level of $25 per head, which meant that 03% of households
were living below the poverty line. In 1974, the Amalgamated Union of Pub-

lic Employees (AUPE) identified
A long'term ﬂPPTOdCh should a poor household as one with less

include interventions to wean  than s60 per head,” and over the
the individual ojfgovernmenml years this has shifted as the basket
support systems. Andfor this, of goods used to make the calcu-

his capacity to improve his lation was re-defined. Today, there
situation and his access to the  stll is no official poverty line but
opportunities around bhim it is identified to be in the range of
should be considered needs as &0 income of $1,500-51,700 per
well household per month. The number

is derived based on the Minimum
Household Expenditure, or actual expenditure for a subsistence budget, multi-
plied by 1.25."8

These ongoing benchmarking efforts help to first identify the shortfall, formulate
a criterion and henceforth identify those who genuinely need help. Yet, mere
identification of income levels and the poverty line is not enough; it facilitates
intervention that can bring only short-term amelioration for the individual in
need, i.e. cash handouts, shelter and health check-ups. This effort is just one part

of the equation.

A long-term approach should include interventions to wean the individual off
governmental support systems. And for this, his capacity to improve his situation
and his access to the opportunities around him should be considered needs
as well. Since needs change over time, a focus on helping the beneficiary help

himself keeps this uncertainty within better control.
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This is where some view the fulfilment of needs as being secondary to the process
by which they are fulfilled. Thomas Scanlon argues for basic institutions in society
to be “seen as cooperative enterprises” producing certain benefits for citizens,
who, as free and equal participants, can make an equal claim to the benefits they

collectively produce.”

Hence it is just as important that people have equal access to opportunities as a
means to relieve suffering, deprivation and stigmatisation through a process of
procedural fairness that ensures equality of outcomes.” This means that more
emphasis is placed on the process—the democracy of it—for people to make
informed choices, to be more aware of their rights, to be more involved, to have
the same opportunities to determine their own outcomes and so stake their

claims on the systems.

Singapore has come a long way. Alongside our economic progress, needs have
evolved and they are no longer merely just about the quantitative aspects of access
to food, health, education and employment. People want an enabling environment
to ensure that they can enjoy a high level of self-esteem, that they can be empow-

ered decision-makers and civic-

Alongside our economic progress,  minded, have opportunities to

needs have evolved and they are pursue different lifestyles for
7o longer merely just about the leisure, practice their faiths and
quantitative aspects of access be happy*' For example, a 2010
to food, bealth, education and survey by the Institute of Policy

employment. People want an Studies found that Singaporeans

enabling environment to ensure
that they can enjoy a high level
of self-esteem, that they can be
empowered decision-makers

want to have a greater say and
be more involved in the policy
making of the country com-

pared to 12 years ago.*

At the same time, however,
there are groups that still struggle to maintain a basic standard of living and the
size of this group can grow depending on the state of the economy. Basic needs
are still an issue and higher-order needs are not precluded for this group. This

introduces a wider spectrum of social protection.
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Levels of Social Protection
Social protection is a central pillar of social policy designed to both reduce

poverty and promote sustainable economic development for affected individuals.

Social protection can be defined as encompassing a range of protective public
actions carried out by the State or by others in response to unacceptable levels of
vulnerability such as extreme poverty. It is a “mix” of policies and programmes
that promote efficient labour markets, reduce people’s exposure to risks and
enhance their capacity to be self-suflicient with access to social services. Good
social protection schemes allow for the securing of human capital by harnessing
capabilities.” This approach corresponds with the earlier discussion on meeting

needs from the perspective of keeping dignity intact and enhancing potential.

While social policies and social efforts evolve along with needs, they ought to
embody the four functions of relief, security, prevention and transformation.
Again no single policy or intervention is strictly just fulfilling one single function
at any one time, but they typically emphasise addressing a particular social issue

within a particular time frame.*

Relief

The relief function means ensuring that there are State-level policies and
schemes to provide direct and immediate help to people when they face
difficulties in meeting their basic needs. Much of this comes in the form
of assistance programmes and fiscal policies such as tax reliefs, free basic
services (for example, disability tax rebates, free education to those in
need, subsidised public transport, support for orphans, and food relief
programmes), and safety nets to catch “fall-outs.” Examples of safety
nets include the Public Assistance (PA) schemes, subsidies on medical
care, education grants, as well as conservancy rebates and occasional

cash handouts to deal with inflation.

Security
The security function of social policies calls for contingency plans for
medical needs, retirement and ensuring employability in an economic

downturn. This includes insurance schemes, grants for start-ups and
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social enterprises, and retrenchment benefits. To elaborate by way of an
example, social insurance is a form of social security that is financed by
contributions and based on the insurance principle; that is, individuals
or households protect themselves against risk by pooling resources
with a larger number of similarly exposed individuals or households.
In Singapore, MediShield is a social insurance which is administered

through the national savings scheme.”

Prevention

The prevention function of social policies means looking at risk
reduction schemes such as job training and job incentive schemes, as
well as pre-emptive programmes by social services. The aim is to assist
people from falling into deeper poverty or becoming more vulnerable
by providing platforms and support to overcome the immediate barrier.
One aspect of this function is by enhancing the employment potential
through training programmes and incentives such as the Workfare
scheme. Public education and outreach programmes are also another

aspect of this function.

Transformation

The transformation®® function refers to schemes that enable freedom
from the structural causes of vulnerability, such as discrimination,
stigma, domestic violence and marginalisation. The transformation
function focuses on reducing inequities and vulnerabilities through
changes in policies, laws, budgetary re-allocations and the redistribution
of income and benefits. It also emphasises behavioural change at the
personal level through education and incentives. Some aspects of this
have already been incorporated into certain policies. An example is
the twinning of the compulsory savings system and the ownership of
housing in Singapore. Issues of affordability aside, this system had paved
the way for the then young nation to cultivate stakeholdership in its

largely migrant population.

Clearly, the transformation function provides the greatest benefit because it

eliminates the unmet social need. Transformation should thus be seen as the holy

grail of social protection schemes.
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However, we do not have enough schemes oriented towards the transformation
functions for long-term behavioural change through education and
empowerment. Moreover, no amount of “transformation” can ward off accidents

or other temporary shocks that leave many unable to meet family needs.

ﬁan‘sfbrmaﬁon should One way to address this is to take up a
thus be seen as the boly rights-based approach to social policies,
grail of social protection meaning that there is a greater emphasis

schemes. on principles such as equity, equality,

solidarity,  inclusion,  participation,
accountability, access to information and to resources. A rights-based approach
puts the vulnerable at the centre of social protection programmes. It focuses the
minds of policy makers to strive harder on the transformation function whilst
also emphasising that the process is more important than the fulfilment of needs,
as empowerment of the individual is a slow-burner process. To date, the social
protection packages in Singapore have been framed in the welfare ideology—for
the larger good and to ensure that no one falls out of the ecosystem and is left

wanting.

For transformation to take place in an individual’s situation, a different set of
perceptions needs to exist. A healthy appreciation for that person’s rights would
mean that society, policy-makers and staff in the help industry would develop
greater respect to see individuals in need as “potential talents,” rather than simply

as welfare cases that need, or even crave for, support.
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3 Landscape of Help and the

Disconnect

In Singapore, the responsibility of meeting needs—first and foremost—falls on
the individual. Securing a good job is the most effective way of ensuring one’s
needs are sustainably met. The family is the next layer of support, followed by

the community and lastly, the government.

The government is the biggest funder of social protection in Singapore. It readies
infrastructure and platforms for the individual to cultivate self-reliance and if
this fails, for the family, community and social services, some of which it funds

and directs, to provide for the individual.

Figure 3.1 shows an overview of Singapore’s social safety net from the perspective
of the State. What are missing from the diagram are the advocacy-based
organisations which are different from the voluntary welfare organisations

(VWOs) and which provide a critical counter-point to government policies.

Exhibit 3.1: Singapore’s Social Safety Net

TRANSFERS e.g. GST Offset Package, Budget 2008

Financial Assistance
for needy students.

Subsidised, good
Education
AN AElS Workfare Income

INDIVIDUALS TO Central Provident Fund
WORK Supplement Comprehansive social security

PRINCIPLES

Medisave,

Medishield
SELF-RELIANCE Medifund

Highly

subsidised

public
Housing

‘

— Healthcare

E.ncourage savings plan that encompasses $
Singaporeans to retirement, healthcare, home ,
FAMILY AS FIRST find work and be ownership, family protection and

LINE OF SUPPORT | RCTsTe] IS} V2<Te R asset enhancement.

FUNDING SUPPORT FOR VWOs

MANY HELPING For social services for low-income and needy

HANDS COMCARE
Final safety net for the low-income and needy

Source: Ministry of Community Development, Youth and Sports, http://appl.mcys.gov.sg/
Portals/0/Topic/Issues/ CSSD/03-Overview-of-Singapore-Social-Safety-Net.pdf
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In short, the landscape of help encompasses:

- State structures;
- The “Many Helping Hands” approach; and

- Advocacy-based organisations.

State Structures

The citizens are often told that Singapore is a city-state that is vulnerable to the
vagaries of the global economy. The argument goes that, consequently, there is
little room for policy mistakes. Since independence, the country’s government
has been grappling with policy dilemmas—capitalism vs. socialism, private vs.
State ownership, market mechanism vs. welfare (social risk pooling) and idealism
vs. pragmatism.” It has made a conscious decision not to go any which way in
terms of ideology but to focus on pragmatically tackling a particular social or

economic policy when the need arises.*®

The social security scheme in Singapore is anchored by four pillars®—the savings
scheme (Central Provident Fund or CPF), the housing scheme (through HDB),
the medical insurance scheme known as the 3Ms (MediSave, MediShield and
MediFund),* and the latest, a matching salary scheme for lower-income workers

known as Workfare.

Especially instrumental among the pillars are the savings scheme and housing
policies. Both these policies were crucial initiatives in terms of social investments
for the people while also doubling as economic resources for the infrastructural
development of the country. They have transformed Singapore’s economic
development and helped the majority of people to meet their basic needs through

“a cardinal principle of self-reliance and self-provision.”!

Central Provident Fund

In Singapore, the Central Provident Fund (CPF) is a compulsory savings
and social protection scheme that both employers and employees contribute
to. Singapore has done well to enhance and develop this scheme, first set in
place in 1955 by the British colonial administration. Employee and employer
contribution rates have been adjusted every now and then so that Singapore
workers remain attractive even during an economic downturn.*? As of 2011,
overall rates range from a high of 36% for those 50 years and below to a low
of 11.5% for those aged 65 years and above.
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CPF started as a fund to ensure employee’s retirement needs. Over the
years, use of the fund has gone beyond retirement needs to also assist with
healthcare, financing and housing matters. As at end December 2009, its re-

grossed balance was $340 billion, broken down as follows:*

- Withdrawals—51%
o Housing (41%)
o Investment (9%)

o Others (1%)

- Net Balance—49%
o For home purchases, insurance and education (21%)
o Forinvestment in retirement-related financial products, old
age or contingency purpose (10%)
o For hospitalisation expenses and approved medical
insurance premiums (14%)
o To help meet members’ basic retirement needs, when one

reaches the legislated draw-down age (4%).

If we are to apply the social protection schema, CPF encompasses the relief,
security and prevention functions. Arguably, a case can also be made for the
transformation function of CPE. The asset enhancement features of CPF
allow monies to be withdrawn for education needs and for investment to
reap better returns. As well, CPF asset enhancement features are tied to
housing. Through CPE citizens can draw down lump-sum down-payments
for their mortgages, and service those mortgages through their monthly
CPF contributions. This access to funds made it easier for the Singapore
government to shift the housing paradigm from the provision of social

housing to one of home ownership among its citizens.

As a result, homes were intensely commodified—in terms of choices in
design, location and features—and yet remained affordable for the large part.
Because of the intertwining influence on each other of the CPF Board and
Housing Development Board (HDB), there is considerable control over the
prices of homes, at least of HDB-developed public housing, which account
for about 80% of all housing in Singapore. The objective is to have stability
in housing prices and make home ownership a relatively secure investment

and an asset for retirement.”
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But this savings mechanism is facing challenges.

There are loopholes in the system that employers can exploit to avoid paying
CPF contribution. Without a minimum wage policy by law, employers
can still manipulate wage earners on the lower rungs into accepting lower
take-home wages, so that the employer can redirect this portion of the pay
towards the employee’s CPE. Though there are punitive measures against such
employers (and there have been successful prosecutions), it is hard to ascertain
how many among the low-wage earners take home less or more in the way
of cash payments now, and how many will also eventually accumulate less
money in their CPF accounts. In such cases the fundamental core function
of protection is compromised, especially for those working on a contractual

basis or as part-time staff. This is further discussed in the next section.

Worryingly, CPF provision for life-long retirement needs is not adequate
for poorer members. A quarter of account members are projected to have
less than $40,000 in their CPF account by the age of 55 years in 2013,
precluding them from an annuity scheme that provides lifelong income from
the age of 65.% This group can choose to opt in but willing family members,
friends or employers will need to top up their accounts. As it is, about one-
third of the 20,015 senior citizens with a smaller asset base depend on their
own sources of financial support.’” For a constituency such as this, where
family and community support seem to be weak, the savings scheme presents
a shortfall. What’s more, long-term unemployment is especially an issue for

job seekers age 40 and above.*®

It is also worthwhile to revisit the CPF system and assess how it is serving
the needs of an ageing, and hence, larger retiree pool. The Melbourne
Mercer Global Pension Report® has for two years in a row (2009 and 2010)
highlighted the need for Singapore to raise the minimum level of support
available to the poorest pensioners. In both of these years, Singapore’s CPF
system has fallen into the bottom half of a list of 14 countries based on the
global pension index, below countries such as Brazil, Chile, UK, Canada and

Australia.®

Where do we draw the line? Singapore adheres to a strict policy of self-

reliance but there are genuine cases of self-help falling short.
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Housing Policy

The success rate of the housing policy speaks for itself—almost 90% of
people in Singapore are homeowners, be it of HDB or private residential
housing.” The policy, managed largely by the HDB, has enabled most to
get a roof over their heads and to also retain financial security through this
asset acquisition. By default, perhaps, access to home ownership allows for
a great deal of stability, such that it has transformed people’s aspirations of
wanting to better their living conditions and to meet mortgage payments in
a responsible way. Many people today are house-proud homeowners, and

lives have been transformed as a result.

The housing policy goes beyond meeting the basic need for shelter. Singapore’s
model is honoured in a 2010 UN-Habitat Scroll of Honour for “providing
one of Asia’s and the world’s greenest, cleanest and most socially conscious

housing programs.”

These accomplishments have come with a huge price tag. Of the $340 billion
CPF savings, $139 billion (more than half of the country’s GDP in 2009)
or 41% of CPF savings are withdrawn for housing. This greatly reduces the
liquidity of an individual’s savings.

While the housing policy has worked well in general, some of its hallmark
features have come under question. Market mechanism, efliciency, and
family togetherness—while still remaining as cherished values—can be
counter-productive to its intended aims. This is especially so when it
sidesteps genuine cases of individuals not coping with escalating property
prices, when State efficiency trumps comfort of living conditions, and when
physical togetherness strains the tolerance level in a family.

1) Market Mechanism

Since the 1980s, Singapore’s public housing has moved “more and more
towards private sector practices.” In an indirect attempt to control
housing prices, the government intervenes occasionally by managing the
supply and demand of property and through financial policies such as

loan to value amount and sellers’ stamp duties, amongst others.

This market approach has inadvertently led to some unintended outcomes.
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In recent decades, property prices have risen markedly. By year 2000, the
price of a new five-room HDB flat crossed the $200,000 mark. Today, it
can be priced at almost $500,000, a result of a booming economy and also
property speculations. In comparison, the real wage increase from 2001 to
2009 has been a mere 1.4% per annum.*

For those who are not able to purchase a flat, rental flats are available
for as low as $25 per month after rebates and subsidies. But demand
far outstrips supply. Currently, there are only about 43,000 rental units,
many of which are already booked, and every month, 180% applicants
join the queue (at a rate of 150 returning flats) to rent a one- or two-
room flat. The wait can take (as of March 2011) an average of almost 21

months.*

In response, the HDB has promised to increase the number of rental

flats by 7000 units over the next

Market merﬂnlsm’ e‘ﬁczency’ two years, ahead of the promise

andfamily togetb erness— to increase the number by 4500
while still remaining as units by 2012% to meet demand.
cherished values—can be In a bid to control demand and to
counter—productive to its determine genuine cases, applicants
intended aims. who have benefited from two

housing subsidies?”” will continue to
be debarred from applying for rental flats. The State takes a disciplined
stand* on this matter and expects the same from its citizens. As mentioned
by Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong in a 2010 speech, “[Housing] is
an asset which can help to see Singaporeans through into their old age
provided they take good care of it and they do not frivolously sell it off
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in order to pay off debts.

Yet on the ground, cases of needs are not straightforward. Newspapers
in Singapore have carried many such stories: A polytechnic graduate
who sells his four-room flat to move into a one-room to make payments
on his mother’s medical bills; or a retired well-educated woman who
sells their four-room flat to pay for the husband’s medical bills and now
lives in a one-room rental unit.”® A survey of 264 units in a one-room

block showed that half of the residents there were people who had sold
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off larger flats to become cash-fluid as they were cash-strapped for one

reason or another.

2) Efficiency

Government leaders have given their assurance that those in need will
always be addressed on a case-by-case basis. But the case-by-case method
is oriented towards a welfare-based approach and provides a short-
term, albeit efficient, solution rather than a transformation approach to

meeting the needs of the individual.

In cases of difficulty meeting payments, neither the State nor any service
provider would wish to be the

The case-by-case method is landlord that evicts a family into
oriented towards a welfare-based  the streets. Afterall, the housing
approach and provides a short- policy is the “centrepiece”
term, albeit efficient, solution of an efficient socio-political
rather than a tran.sformation policy, which has also ensured
approach to meeting the needs of  the political legitimacy for the
the individual. ruling political party that met
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the needs of the population.’
Thus, the pressure from the State to re-settle homeless families into the
homes of relatives and friends may be expedient in the short term but
may not allow for the long-term protection and transformation of these

individuals that is needed.

In addition, it seems reasonable to assume that the relatives and friends
of those who are already homeless are not likely themselves to be in
particularly advantageous financial or materially well-off positions. As
a result, the existing policy of dealing with families without homes
seems oriented towards the presumably unintended consequence of less
comfort and stability for all concerned. Not surprisingly, families prefer

not to move out of any temporary shelter.

Strange as it may seem, in some cases, it might even be better for the
family to live as a unit by the sea, in a tent, and for the children to attend
school regularly than to take up a nomadic structure of moving in and
out of homes of relatives and friends. No doubt, there is follow-up of
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the cases through a social worker, but there are huge stresses of living
with relatives and friends when one is broke and with a family. Currently
no agency can offer adequate temporary housing schemes other than
that offered by 2 VWOs, New Hope Community Services and Lakeside
Family Service Centre, which are already trying their best and must be

under pressure to free up space
Stmnge as it may seem, in some for families in the queue for
cases, it might even be better for their services.
the family to live as a unit by the
sea, in a tent, and for the children
to attend school regularly than
to take up a nomadic structure

of moving in and out of homes of
relatives and friends.

In such a situation, those
currently in need of shelter
have to wait it out with
friends or relatives until a
rental flac is available. New
Hope Community Services’
provides shelter for families
without a home and has seen a doubling in numbers to 30 families
applying to be on its waitlist, for the 30 rooms it currently uses to
house homeless families.>® But this approach of housing the “temporary
homeless” in co-sharing facilities with another family in a three-room
flat, is not an approach that enables protection for the family**—the
space for two families in one three-room flat does not give enough

privacy.

3) Family Ideology

That the housing policies promote and encourage family living is well
known. The HDB website” stipulates clearly how individuals can apply
for a flat. For all the changes that may have been made, a few things re-
main constant—the first is that applicants must form a family unit that
can be composed of parents and/or siblings and/or children in custody
for those who are divorced, and the second is that the person must earn
below a certain sum of money to be eligible for certain types of flats.
Singles and divorcees are only eligible to own a flat when they turn 35,

and if they wish to rent a flat they must do so with another person.

Yet close physical co-existence may prove disruptive for some families. A
potentially vulnerable group is the elderly. They are catered for under the
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housing policies but they can also become vulnerable as a result. Some
among the elderly live with their children, whose chances of securing a
flat are often helped by the family nucleus that has been formed with
their elderly relative. In some cases, this policy of ensuring a kind of
family intactness becomes a forced reality especially when the elderly feel
“used” by the children to get a priority on the flat.

In fact, such a conflation of housing and family policies has led, in some
instances, to elderly people napping at night at void-decks to avoid the
squabbles in the family flat. They are not destitute but there is no shelter
for them, as the sheltered homes do not cater to such individuals who
have a family. Yet they are still amongst those who fall out because they
are escaping from a disharmonious family. They need money to rent
their own flat and they cannot co-share a flat with another elderly person

as they have a family.

In our social development policy, it may be hard to imagine the concept of
separate spaces for members in a family unit, yet it can provide an option
and a valve to channel family tensions. We cannot always be encouraging
families to give each other emotional and physical space, and then expect
them to live for years without any problems in a flat when living in

separate dwelling spaces might

In our social development policy,  just bring greater harmony. In
itm ay be hard to im agine the a marriage, one can divorce.
concept ofsepamte spacesfbr But in a family set-up that is
members in a family unit, yet it
can provide an option and a valve
to channel family tensions.

filled with acrimony between
the elderly and their grown-up
children, what is the solution?
It needs to be recognised that
when the housing policy directs
the behaviour of people to maintain a physical sense of family intactness,
there is an associated risk that family disputes and even violence can

erupt, disturbing the relief function of social policies.

Compulsory savings and public housing may have worked well for many
industrious individuals. But the volatility in global market conditions and the
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challenges of city living means that the complementary social support structures
need to be more robust and creative. The minimum level of social security

provision needs to be reviewed.

The “Many Helping Hands” (MHH) Approach

In the early years of independence, the government took on a more direct role
in providing social welfare but once social infrastructures were strengthened, it
began to distance itself from being a provider of welfare services. It now functions

as an enabler, ensuring that agents are fulfilling that role and doing so effectively.

The government, through the Ministry of Community Development, Youth and
Sports (MCYS), remains the biggest funder of the help industry at $1.83 billion
or 4%° of the government’s annual budget.”” Of this amount, and in decreasing

order:

- $548 million goes to schemes that provide baby bonuses, and paid
maternity and childcare leave;

- $355.7 million goes to community-building efforts by the People’s
Association, grassroots and a religious statutory board;®

- $270.2 million goes towards encouraging and supporting the infant
and childcare industry;

- $218.3 million goes to sports;

- $134.7 million goes to social service providers and self-help groups;

- $111.8 million (including a $44.9 million ComCare Fund) of
assistance is set aside for the low-income Singaporeans;

- $24.1 million goes to capacity-building institutions that promote
volunteerism, philanthropy and the social services;

- $19.2 million goes to promotion of marriage and family education
efforts; and

- $9.1 million goes to youth development.

Government funding of VWOs is complemented annually by donations from
the community.” In 2010, donations made to a section of the social services and
self-help groups that are Institutions of a Public Character (IPCs) totalled up to
$264.3 million in 2010.%°
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Exhibit 3.2: Funds in the help industry broken down by beneficiary
(2 billion)®’

VWOs & self-help groups Low éﬂ/fome
(donations) /
13%
Child
Care/Maternity
leave and
VWOs & self- family/marriage
help groups edu
(govt grants) 29%
7%

Child/Infant Care
14%

Capacity
Building
1%

Source: MCYS Budget 2011. Figures for VWOs & self-help groups (donations) are gathered from

the Commissioner of Charities Report 2010.

At the individual level, tax relief is provided to working caregivers for the care
of the elderly, children and the disabled, and subsidies are granted to relieve
the high cost of necessities such as homes. Financial assistance schemes are also

provided by the Ministry of Education.

The MHH approach is a network of service providers who fill the gaps to meet
the needs of the people and who also work at the grassroots level. The government
has created three capacity-building bodies: The NCSS, the National Volunteer
and Philanthropy Centre (NVPC) and the Commissioner of Charities (COC)—
to ensure that MHH programmes follow governance principles, are accountable
to the public and are enabled to deliver their services effectively. MCYS’ primary
role then, is as a policy initiator and a review body in meeting the needs of the

people.

In 2009, MCYS reaffirmed the government’s enabler approach when the Minister
outlined the role for the NCSS as the “central enabler, to achieve economy of
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scale and give promotional and training opportunities™? for the social services.
Co-sharing of responsibilities among stakeholders has evolved into a complex
network of providers of social services that is known as the MHH approach.

In what can be described as a  Under the MHH approach, there

‘:ﬁller approacb” 1o viewing are, for example, Famlly Life
the social sector, “the State Ambassadors to encourage family

dictates a supplementary role togetherness schemes both at the

for civil society—a role of
“many helping hands” to take
over the welfare functions it
chooses to withdraw from.

workplace and in the home so
that families can be strengthened.
Service providers can also deliver
educational packages on parenting
skills, marriage preparation and
financial counselling. In anticipation
of ageing issues and in a bid to attract private funding, the government has also
set up a $1 billion Silver Trust, under which the government matches donations

to long-term care, dollar for dollar.

Thus, the social development ideology has evolved from being state-owned® to
being state-managed, and now to one of shared responsibilities. In what can be
described as a “filler approach” to viewing the social sector, “the State dictates a
supplementary role for civil society—a role of ‘many helping hands’ to take over

the welfare functions it chooses to withdraw from.”®

There are several issues with this approach.

Overlaps
The number of stakeholders and amount of funds involved in the MHH

approach is sizeable but coordination falls short.

Take, for instance, ComCare, an assistance fund that is managed by the
MCYS but facilitated by grassroots organisations such as Community
Development Councils (CDCs), VWOs and other self-help groups. In
2011, the ComCare Endowment Fund would have $1.3 billion with $44

million in interest to help those in need.®
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The funds are distributed through the MHH network and based on
referrals and on eligibility criteria. This means that an individual can
be referred to a few agencies—government ministries, VWOs, CDCs,
Family Service Centres (FSCs), hospitals and centres providing Legal
Aid—for various aid schemes. By right, a case ought to have been logged
in the various agencies so that when the individual arrives, their case
can be administered more efficiently. This would be the ideal situation,
but this does not happen. In order to receive aid, the person can end
up repeating their story at many agencies, and this remains a constant
criticism of the MHH.* Processing time may take one to six months.
Not surprisingly, there is still confusion over the web of schemes under
the MHH, which continues to be raised as a concern, in Parliament and
by the media.”’

The government has attempted to resolve this by building ComCare
Local Networks, which link social outfits within the community—400
VWOs, work councils, Community Development Councils, schools,
police—for regular meetings and sharing so that agencies can better
coordinate help for the needy. There is also the ComCare database that
contains information on people who have received financial help but,
as acknowledged by then Mrs Yu-Foo Yee Shoon, Minister of State,
MCYS, the database is accessible to only the People’s Association, CDCs,

grassroots organisations and Citizens’ Consultative Committees.*®

Another example of confusion arising from the overlap is the myriad of
aid schemes—and along with it, varying qualifying criteria—that are
around to help the vulnerable individual. For instance, the income cap
to qualify for the ComCare scheme is $1,500 per month per household
while that for the PCF Headstart Fund for needy pre-school students is
$500 per capita. The NCSS has compiled a list of at least 100 of such
schemes, offered by MCYS and various social agencies, foundations and

corporations.®’

Resource Constraints
Another concern centres on the treatment and the lack of a consistent
quality of service the applicant receives. Criticism has been levelled over

the professionalism of staff at social service centres or their seeming
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lack of sensitivity. However, it is clear that they are also limited by the
caseloads they are managing, which can average about 25-40 cases a
month for an individual social worker at an FSC.

In addition to this, families and individuals in distress can be difficult to
manage. Frontline staff struggle with emotional stress from dealing with
people in need and the exasperation of juggling various schemes, with their
various criteria, coupled with a psychological hurdle of feeling that the
“treatment plan” is not adequate to help the family or individual towards
a transformative outcome. Hence, staff can feel that they are dealing with a
revolving door as the same problems recur and only “band-aid” solutions are

available to address them.

Criticism has been levelled over the In general, there are too
professionalism of staff at social few support structures
service centres or their seeming lack wichin — the  MHH
of sensitivity. However, it is clear that network for staff facing
they are also limited by the caseloads
they are managing.

such dilemmas.”” Burn-
out is common among
social  workers and
among front-line staff
in these agencies. Going by estimates from the Association of Social
Workers, there is going to be a shortfall of 60 social workers each year for
the next five years.”" This translates to 144,000 potentially unattended

cases.

Care Workers on the ground who were interviewed feel that there is
an over-emphasis—an over-anxiety even—on addressing basic needs for
clients, as these are tangible and very visible to the public eye. Addressing
basic needs would include ensuring someone has enough to eat or a
place to sleep and is not dying from an illness that is easily treatable. On
the other hand, less time and empbhasis is given to issues of psychological
well-being. In addition, the policy of referring clients to more specialist
care can result in a cost for the individual that they are unable to bear
and so, very often, the primary work for social workers remains that of

handling basic needs.
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Piecemeal Intervention

There is a need for holistic approaches among frontline staff in the
MHH network. To borrow a metaphor from medicine, when a person is
diagnosed with an illness, a good clinician gives advice and a treatment

plan that takes into account the impact on the whole body.

Yet in the social service sector, the interventions continue to remain
overly focused on the immediate nature of the fallout. For example,
when a family is found to be homeless, they are placed in a shelter.
Almost immediately processes are activated to source for a relative
to take them in. That is because the Standard Operating Procedures
(SOPs) are clear and demand that, as a norm, the family must move out

within three months.

MHH is the Sﬂféljl net to catch But there is also the children’s
all and provide the appropriate education to look into. Often the
services but the variable quality fhﬂdren)s a“e?dance i‘f school
0 f he lp stems ﬁ'om the d ﬁ ring is poor as their education gets
func tions, qua i ty an d level o f disrupted over and over again
connectivity among the various
constituents of the MHH

network.

by their families’ high mobility.
As they move from place to
place seeking shelter, the family

relationships deteriorate.

Under this MHH approach, the agencies that need to get involved
include schools, family members, government agencies (HDB, CPF,
MOH, MOE), FSCs and self-help groups. A social worker will call for
a case management meeting to develop a cooperative care plan among
the agencies, and he or she then takes on the role of coordinating and
ensuring that the family is receiving the support. But the intervention is

focused on sustainability more than transformation.

The MHH has programmes and funds. The government has also expressed its
commitment to cultivating a “collaborative” approach with the private and social
sector. In what has been described in the 2010 National Budget’” as the “Golden
Age” of public service delivery, the private sector or private individuals can freely

innovate, value-add or even supersede public service delivery.
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But resource constraints still remain at the implementation level. What is needed
is a review of staff-client ratios and more professionally trained social services
staff to follow up with clients while administrative staff work on the coordination
and management of the schemes. MHH is the safety net to catch all and provide
the appropriate services but the variable quality of help stems from the differing

functions, quality and level of connectivity among the various constituents of the

MHH network.

Advocacy-Based Organisations

Complementing—and possibly questioning—the MHH network are the
advocacy-based organisations. These organisations are often differentiated from
the social services and charities that belong to the MHH network because of
the upstream work that they do, creating impact by influencing law-making or
framing a rights-based approach.

In the process, their discourse may wade into what the local government views
as political territory because of their questioning or challenging stance on the
government’s positions. For example, advocacy groups such as human rights or-
ganisation MARUAH, alternative news website The Online Citizen, and the
Think Centre have been gazetted as political associations, making it difficult
for them to operate because of certain restrictions (e.g. disclosure of all donors
above $5000, barred from accepting foreign funds, and letting foreigners be part

of events).

This caution stems from historical baggage—more specifically that of the heady
years of post-colonialism when the communist and English-educated sides were
wrestling for political power. In the criss-cross of political strategising, warring
and plotting, suspicions arose, and many citizen initiatives were stifled, through
provisions granted by the Internal Security Act.”” As a result, a good number of
efforts that were advocacy-oriented dried up from a sense of fear. It also meant that
community efforts were more often oriented towards direct service, in terms of
setting up organisations to help the poor, the disabled, the elderly, the abused and
the children.

As such, and even despite the more open attitude of the government in the early
2000s, much of the engagement at the citizenry level has been directed at being

civic-minded—that is caring for one another, raising funds so that no one is
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left out in want and building structures to care for people in need. Much of
the lobbying is organised through feedback sessions organised by REACH, the

feedback unit of the People’s Association.”

Hence civil society action in Singapore is part of the MHH structure in that
many VWOs” render specialist help to those in need. But there is another small
group of organisations that continue to battle with advocacy, asking, for example,
. . that people with disabilities
Specifically for Singapore,
advocacy is important for

should have education from a
rights-based ~ perspective and

th eyoung nation to cultivate access to transport, and should
St“kebOIdemhlP amongst its not depend on welfare-oriented
citizens and to channel any services. For such advocacy-
discontent that may be festering  based organisations, funding
underneath the fhcade of is always a big challenge and
polz’tical smbilz'ty. limits their work, whilst VWOs

can find it easier to raise funds
through the Community Chest, the President’s Challenge and other nationally

coordinated fund-raising initiatives.

Yet, advocacy work is important for a well-functioning society. To effect sustain-
able change in a beneficiary’s life, it is not enough to just render direct help. It
is as important to campaign for changes to mindsets, rules and structures that
inherently limit the beneficiaries.”® Some of the more sustained solutions to social
issues (such as slavery and women rights for instance), have come from years of
campaigning. Specifically for Singapore, advocacy is important for the young na-
tion to cultivate stakeholdership amongst its citizens and to channel any discon-
tent that may be festering underneath the facade of political stability.

Yet also, resources are more limiting for the groups that work on upstream
measures to influence policies, ideologies and law-making processes. But both
stakeholders—those which offer direct services and those who advocate a rights-
based approach and greater State responsibility—are important components of
the structure that reaches out to people in need.
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4 Vulnerable Communities

Singapore’s economic success does not reach deep enough for all to be
economically independent. There are communities who struggle to have access
to housing, education and employment. Many among the vulnerable could also
be individuals who actually have access to such services or opportunities but
who can barely make ends meet; all it takes is a setback through an illness, a
retrenchment or some other such unanticipated misfortune, and their world can

fall apart.

There are also new vulnerabilities in terms of relationships between new
immigrants and Singapore, and also amongst Singaporeans themselves. These

potential new fall-outs can present themselves in two relatively new areas.

The first may come as a consequence of the changing demographics which impact
on dependency ratios between children and elderly family members. The second
is with regard to levels of acceptance between new immigrants who struggle to

assimilate and Singaporeans who resent their presence.

Other fall-outs are those who were left behind in the early years of nation-
building and who are now in a kind of “catch-up time” as Singapore turns its
attention to meet their needs in a more holistic manner. Though no one was left
in want of food or shelter, this section explores how much independence and
empowerment at the personal level was inadequately provided in the case of

these more vulnerable communities.

Based on interviews with social service managers, reports in the press and
internal discussions, we identified fall-out groups that figure quite prominently
on our radar and continue to be pertinent issues as Singapore rapidly develops.

The six groups under discussion are:
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- 'The disabled;

- 'The mentally ill;

- Single-person-headed poor households;
- Silent workers;

- Foreign workers; and

- New communities.

The Disabled

Policy makers and service providers grapple with the question of identifying the
disabled and their needs even before they can think of the intervention.

The first challenge lies with the definition of disability. Singapore’s baseline
definition of the disabled is as one “whose prospects of securing and retaining a
place, and advancing in an education or training institution, in employment and
recreation, as an equal member of the community, is substantially reduced as a
result of a physical, mental, intellectual, developmental or sensory impairment.””
The core definition is based, first and foremost, on a medical criterion before
it addresses socio-functional limitations in the environment and society. This
approach has been criticised for “promoting the view of a disabled person as

dependent and needing to be cured or cared for.”’®

The second challenge is with understanding the scale of the issue. According to
global estimates, 4% of any population will have some form of disability—1,600
in a birth-cohort of 40,000 a year in Singapore. In the Ministry of Community
Development, Youth and Sports’ Enabling Masterplan, the figure given was
about 1,400 children diagnosed annually with some form of disability.”” The
United Nations Economic and Social Commission for the Asia Pacific estimates
a total of 131,000 disabled or 3% of the total population in Singapore.*

But the absence of a central registry®' of the disabled means that however well-
intentioned programmes or initiatives may be, outreach remains a kink in the

system of providing for unmet needs.

Government funds exist to provide relief and security for the disabled but the
requirements are stringent. For example, the ComCare Social Support Project
and CCC ComCare Fund rely on social services and grassroots organisations’
discretion to provide emergency and/or immediate help for the disabled. At the
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individual level, the Public Assistance Scheme has been made available by the
government to provide relief for the disabled in the form of monthly payouts of
$400,% provided they can prove that they are unable to work and have nothing
and no one to depend on. In 2008, about 3,200 were PA recipients, with most
being destitute older people.®

Mere relief is not enough and service providers are coming in to provide
preventive solutions as well—yet outreach is still an issue. For example, the
Early Intervention Programme for Infants and Young Children, offered by social
agencies like the Rainbow Centre and the Asian Women’s Welfare Association,
among others, exist to provide treatment and rehabilitation.® Yet, there are still
parents of children with disabilities who remain ignorant of the programmes
and/or who cannot afford to take time off for hospital or other specialist visits to

determine the nature of disability and

hence early treatment.® Their children
But the absence of a central falling through the system—a

Vegis”' Y of the disabled situation exacerbated by the fact that
means that however well- children with such disabilities are
intentioned programmes also not covered by the Compulsory
or initiatives may be, Education Act.¢

outreach remains a kink in

tbe system ofprovidingf‘or It is pel‘haps tlmely hel‘e to recall the
unmet needs. 1989 Convention on the Rights of

Children, which Singapore signed in
1995, and with regards to which it still
practises reservations on article 28.1 (a) when it “does not consider itself bound by
the requirement to make primary education compulsory because such a measure
is unnecessary in our social context where in practice, virtually all children attend
primary school.” As a result, there are very few opportunities for intervention as

officers will not be looking for such children for school registration.

In other cases, the services available are insufficient. One example is the waitlist of
children with disabilities seeking admission to special education schools which, in
2010, admitted 5,214 children (out of a possible 14,000 students from primary
one to secondary four).”” The waiting time has been as long as a year in the past,
but even now parents anguish over an average wait of up to four months before

they know if their child has been accepted in a school. It is inevitable that parents
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would prefer special education schools, where, with a per capita funding of up to
$8,700 per special needs student—about four times the spending on educating
a mainstream primary school student®—customised learning is assured. But

therein also lies the cost issue in opening up more such schools.

Another feature of the preventive function is for the adult disabled to hold a job
so that he can support himself, but the extent of this happening is unclear. MCYS
and NCSS have facilitated employment opportunities for 1,300 persons with
moderate disabilities. Another 1,750 people with disabilities are currently work-
ing in the open market.*” There is also an Open Door fund to encourage employ-
ers to employ the disabled, with rebates of between $5,000 and $100,000 for each
person they employ. More than 450 disabled persons have benefited from the

fund.” Yet, it remains unknown

It is inevitable that parents what proportion of Singapore’s
wouldprefer special education disabled have received training
schools, where, with a per capita enendont Tivine. Accord
. or 1n epen ent lVlng. ccora-

funding of up to $8,700 per

R ing to an MCYS report,” about
special needs student—about four > P
times the spending on educating
a mainstream primary school
student—customised learning is  ..c| 4 gap between those who
assured. receive services and those who,

over the years, do not. Perhaps

or support, or have had assisted

9,000 persons with disabilities
used government-funded serv-

ices in 2006. These numbers

the remainder are independent, have other means of help or they could be una-
ware of sources of help.

There have been attempts by the government to inculcate a transformative
approach in social protection. For example, institutional and policy frameworks
are in place to cater to the needs of the disabled: The MCYS Disability Policy
Branch, a building code and the Enabling Masterplan 2007-2011°* The Ministry
of Education has made available facilities and buildings that are disabled friendly
for students—55 schools are completely accessible while one in eight schools
have been retro-fitted with facilities.” The Enabling Masterplan’ holds much
promise in fulfilling the basic needs of people with disabilities and easing their
employment. That plan calls for a national office to be in place by 2011 to handle

all matters related to people with disabilities, and to provide dedicated panels on
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education and employment among others.” It is to be hoped that, with all these
efforts, people with disabilities will finally be brought into the mainstream of society.

In alandmark announcement in 2011, then MCYS Minister Vivian Balakrishnan
announced that Singapore will accede to the UN Convention on the Rights of
Persons with Disability.”® This was major progress. Other commendable national
efforts that are in place to promote an inclusive society include the Information
Communications and Technology accessibility guideline, which makes Singapore
one of only eight governments in Asia and the Pacific to have this provision in
place.”

Yet, hope and vision can be limited by implementation considerations. Take
transportation for the physically disabled. Bus companies have promised to
eventually replace all buses with those that offer wheelchair access by 2020.%
Yet, as of 2009, out of a total bus fleet of 3,600, there were only 780 wheelchair-
accessible buses, with another 63 to follow suit. However, even if the buses
were wheelchair-accessible, some of the pavements would not be able to receive
them.” So before the buses are fixed, the pavements too need attention to allow
for wheelchair-friendly alighting. Given the nation’s afluence, it seems fair to ask
whether the current rate of change is fast enough.

Various measures have been introduced by the Building Control Authority
(BCA) under the Ministerial Committee on Ageing (MCA), for seamlessness
in an elderly person’s journey. Yet the incentive for these improvements to the
physical environment to be put in place has been because of the growing number
of people over 65, rather than any direct goal of enabling disabled persons.

Meeting the needs of people with disabilities has long remained on a backburner.

The notion that people with disabilities, especially those who are educationally
sub-normal, can live independently, have relationships and live fulfilled lives with
some community support, is a discussion still conducted in hushed tones—even
by the VWOs that work in this field. Here, the question of rights for the disabled
has waded into culturally uncomfortable terrains. The disabled community’s
access to family life is not really encouraged by almost anyone, including family
members, as the pragmatic agenda has overwritten the needs of the person with
disabilities. This is despite studies that show that companionship in a marriage is

a positive form of support for those suffering from Down Syndrome.'*
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Thus social policies in Singapore are geared towards preventive work that does
not take a life-course approach for the disabled individual and that seems overly-
centred on diagnosis of the disability. This is, undeniably, an important exercise,
but there are no schemes to encourage family life for those whose disabilities are
less limiting. And beyond education and into the world of work, there are no
laws against discrimination or an employment quota scheme that can protect
disabled people and allow them access to employment to enable independent
living. This makes Singapore one of three countries in Southeast Asia that do not

have this legislative framework in place.'™

The Mentally 111

The mentally ill can be considered to be a subset of the disabled but the non-
physical nature of their conditions makes it even more difhcult for sufferers
and society to face the issue and take remedial steps. The scientific basis of
many mental disorders is still unknown'® and stigma makes the public—even
professionals to a certain extent—fearful and believing that the mentally ill are
dangerous and should be locked up.'®?

Yet, occurrence of mental illness is not isolated. It is estimated that 16%'4 of

people in Singapore suffer from minor mental disorders—the kind that can strike

. anyone regardless of age, economic
Given the lack of 4 & > 0148
, ] status, race, religion or gender.
understanding on the issue,

even basic social protection

ﬁl nctions—such as reliefand recorded a lifetime prevalence of
security_bave a long way 10 g0 epression among adults of 5.6%,
in terms Of ﬂdequﬂcy- and that of dementia among the

elderly of 5.2%.'% These are high

rates, making mental illness among the top five health hazards in Singapore,

As an indicator of the prevalence

of mental illness, a 2004 study

and it is perhaps not surprising that the issue of the mentally ill has also started
to appear more regularly in the media.'® The discussions have focused on their
struggles to find jobs, the stigmatisation they experience and the general fear

people hold of the mentally ill.
Given the lack of understanding on the issue, even basic social protection

functions—such as relief and security—have a long way to go in terms of

adequacy. Take the financing of mental healthcare for example. MediSave has
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been liberalised in 2009 to cover outpatient treatments for the two most prevalent
conditions in mental illness—schizophrenia and depression. Five months after
implementation, oo patients (out of a reported 20,000 sufferers) withdrew a
total of $160,000 from their accounts, or an average of $320 per person.'”” Since
treatment costs $290 per year (for subsidised patients) to as high as $1,000 per

) 108
>

month (for specialised treatment),'® there is the question if the withdrawal limit

of $300 per year per MediSave account is adequate for all cases.

Support is also lacking for caregivers who provide basic relief and security for
the mentally ill (and other illnesses and disabilities.) Taking care of a mentally
ill person can send family members into a downward spiral. One prominent
example of the difficulties of a caregiver is that of Mr. Raymond Anthony

Fernando who cares for his schizophrenic wife full time.'”

The government is crafting support for the caregivers but development could be
faster. In response to an article in early 2011 about a caregiver who committed
suicide out of despair,'"’
It has been estimated that for a the then MCYS Minister,
disabled person to be cared for under ~ Vivian  Balaluishnan,
the Special Needs Trust Fund for the reiterated the trademark
rest of his life, his parents will need government stand of cost
to put aside a $50,000 contribution
every year to accumulate to a fund of
81.5-2 million. This means a monthly

contribution of $4,166.

concerns, a pro-family
approach and the concern
to not have “perverse
incentives for people to
dump their relatives with
disabilities.”'"! He also
highlighted some of the government measures of the last three years in this area:
Centre for Enabled Living, Mental Capacity Act, Special Needs Trust Company, and
CPF Special Needs.

The article and exchange elicited responses from several caregivers on the emotional
and psychological challenges that they face and how, for some, support is still lacking

despite the existence of the new Centre for Enabled Living''?

Paying for healthcare and insurance can potentially wipe out a caregiver’s savings;

hence, more empathy is needed for their situation, especially for the middle and
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lower income. It has been estimated that for a disabled person to be cared for
under the Special Needs Trust Fund for the rest of his life, his parents will need
to put aside a $50,000 contribution every year to accumulate to a fund of $1.5-2
million.'"? This means a monthly contribution of $4,166. As it is, 90% of the
patients in the Institute of Mental Health could be from the lower and middle

income group as they pay subsidised healthcare bills.'**

Financing of mental healthcare insurance also has a long way to go in terms of
adequacy and speed. In parliamentary debates over the last few years, members
of parliament have asked that the outpatient treatment of the mentally ill be
also covered by MediShield.'” Then Health Minister Khaw Boon Wan’s response
in 2009 was kind but clear, that these provisions could be considered with an
improvement in the economy.'® But the health minister was slowly thawing to
the idea when he mentioned in a January 2011 dialogue that the government
would “almost certainly” want to extend MediShield to congenital and mental

illness the next time the insurance arm evolves.'?”

The next layer of support for relief and security lies in the domain of profes-
sional help, which is currently falling short. In terms of professional resources,
there are about 115 practising psychiatrists in Singapore, giving a psychiatrist-
to-population ratio of about 2.6 per 100,000. This is low compared with other
developed countries like the USA (13.7 per 100,000), the UK (11 per 100,000)
and Australia (14 per 100,000). There is also a shortage of psychiatric nurses,
clinical psychologists, psychiatric case managers, medical social workers and oc-

cupational therapists.''®

In the last decade, more attention has been given to preventive work; there are
campaigns and there has been a concerted effort through the CDCs and other
grassroots organisations to reach deeper into the community. But the issue of

stigma, as earlier highlighted, still poses an uphill battle.
Several community advocacy groups addressing this stigma have been established
over the past few years and they include the Action Group for Mental Illness,

Caregiver’s Association for the Mentally Ill and the Silver Ribbon.

In 2005, the Ministry of Health produced the first National Mental Health
Policy and a Blueprint for the years 2007 to 2010. Some of the recommendations
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included early detection, public education to reduce stigma, the forming of
networks with the community, rectifying the shortfall in mental health workers
and developing a monitoring and evaluation system.

In 2007, the Ministry of Health earmarked $88 million'" to be pumped into
mental health care programmes between 2007 and 2011—including programmes
for early detection.

In 2009, the Ministry of Health had injected another $35 million'* over three
years to raise public awareness and to develop customised programmes for the
different age groups.

Transformative change is Thus, the work on catering
still fhr on the horizon for a for the mentally ill and for
society that chooses to keep the a transformative change in

community care for the men-

mentally ill at arm’s length or
seeks refuge in the supernatural,
and for a government that is
overly-cautious about spending
on a distinct group, even if
intervention proves to be a

needed relief.

tally ill is just beginning in

Singapore.

But the barrier to transforma-
tive change is also embedded
within society’s norms. For
instance, IMH has long-stay
patients that it finds difficult
to discharge into the community because of, amongst other reasons,'*' commu-
nity stigma, cultural expectation that the mentally ill should be locked away, the
community’s fear of violence, people living close together in high-rise units where
any misbehaviour is amplified, vagrancy not tolerated in Singapore, and lack of
community residential facilities for those with no homes to turn to. Also, one of
the difficulties faced by the early intervention programme is wary employers and
educational institutions in accepting individuals who have received psychiatric
treatment. The other is the lack of engagement with folk and religious healers,
non-traditional healthcare providers that families of sufferers approach.

In summary, Singapore has embarked on prevention in a bigger way but there are

issues around relief and security policies when the definition of mental illness is

still being debated by healthcare professionals. It is important also to acknowledge
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the lack of empathy for the struggles that caregivers go through, who—should
they live on into older age themselves—will have too little for their own needs.
Transformative change is still far on the horizon for a society that chooses to
keep the mentally ill at arm’s length or seeks refuge in the supernatural, and for
a government that is overly-cautious about spending on a distinct group, even if

intervention proves to be a needed relief.

Single-Person-Headed Poor Households

Another group for consideration is households that are managed single-handedly
by single women, single men or divorcees and are residing in smaller HDB flats
or earning a per capita income that is below the subsistence level. Based on
statistics from the General Household Survey 2005, their numbers can range
between 21,000 and 88,000. The focus on this group is worthwhile given that
they too struggle to make ends meet but may be further disadvantaged by their

alternative family-based arrangements should they want to seek State support.

While piecemeal relief schemes are accessible, certain relief and security packages
are out of reach for these alternative family arrangements. Temporary housing
is one of them. At the lower-income levels, the prevalent practice is to rent a flat
rather than to buy one. As discussed eatlier, rental flats are in limited supply with
the waiting period being almost 20 months.'** It is also not easy for single parents
to find space at a homeless shelter as priority is usually given to intact families
with children, in keeping with national thinking.'* Exceptions, of course, are
made on a case-by-case basis. It is however worthwhile to note that the HDB is
now working more closely with the Subordinate Courts to help meet housing
needs of needy divorcees who gain custody of their young children.'**

Piecemeal relief schemes include the ComCare Fund disbursed by the
constituency-level Citizens Consultative Committee and childcare and
kindergarten fee subsidies provided under ComCare Grow.

Over and above these considerations, single persons who head households and are
breadwinners may not hold a regular job, or may depend on maintenance payouts
from hard-pressed or reluctant ex-spouses. They will struggle to prove their credit-
worthiness to be able to rent a flat from the HDB. Much will then depend on the
goodwill, case-by-case analysis and knowledge of their circumstances if they are
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to secure a flat. In fact some can fall out from the system altogether should they
not fulfil the criteria in any way.

Among this group, it is also worthwhile to look at the increasing importance
that women play in heading and managing alternative family households. Based
on the GHS 2005 survey, 67% of the 116,688 households in single, divorced
and widowed settings that consist of one or more family nuclei are headed by a
woman. This may be part of a general trend where the number of female-headed
households is on the rise. For example, the proportion of women being sole
breadwinners has increased from 4.7% in 2000 to 5.5% in 2005.' This means
more women are running homes on their own, most likely on less disposable

income and with less time for care-giving as a parent, daughter or sister.

The trends already show that women have less in terms of security—less money,
are more prone to life-long disabling illnesses, and accumulate less money in their

CPF accounts!'?®

—since they stop work during the child-rearing years. They also
tend to earn less than men at the lower-income levels, or to be working in the
informal sector, which offers fewer security benefits to workers. As a consequence,
women more often end up being in need of financial assistance. During the

economic downturn at the end of

While piecemeal relief the 1990s, a check with community
schemes are accessible, officers also showed dramatic increases
certain relz'efand security in people seeking help. In one case,
packages are out of reach
for these alternative family
arrangements. Temporary
housing is one of them.

a community worker cited a 50%
increase in women seeking help for
their families and coming back often
to ask for more household rations
before their due date. Most of these

women applicants were single parents.
g

The women also have less in terms of security. This is most pronounced when it
comes to MediShield'” insurance schemes where more than 750,000 people—
mainly women and children—have no medical insurance in 2008.'* By 2009,
the figure was reduced to 100,000 women, due to government interventions. The
inequality is visible when one compares the percentage of men who have been
insured as against the percentage of women: 91% of men aged 21 and above have

been insured as compared to 85% of women.'?
p
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Compound this with the observation that the prevailing patriarchal social norms,
in which men are seen as heads of households, can still make it easier for men
to secure jobs, earn more than women and depend on family to help out in the
care-giving of children or the elderly.”®® It must be said that women today are
doing well in Singapore. However, social policies to help them manage the home
and the workplace leave a good deal to be desired in terms of such considerations
as workplace policies of flexible work-hours, job-sharing and the conditions

surrounding part-time work."!

To recap, social policies and provisions are in place to support the lower-income
group but the pro-family criterion in some of these schemes precludes families
that are headed by singles and divorcees. The pro-marriage stand by government

and society has its merits but
Social policies and provisions it goes against common sense
are in place to support the lower- if these policies reduce further
income group but the pro-family the ability of a single parent
criterion in some of these schemes  to care for his/her children
precludes families that are headed  amidstinevitable demographic

by singles and divorcees. and lifestyle changes. Housing
is one of them. In other critical

areas of needs such as adequate savings, medical insurance and job support, the
woman is an especially vulnerable group that deserves attention. The absent
spouse or partner is part of the environment of the single-person heading her/
his household and the question this begs is just how our policies can protect such

families and ensure that the next generation is not handicapped by such policies.

Silent Workers

There are Singaporeans who live by the country’s cardinal rule of self-reliance
but who may still not earn enough for their upkeep. For instance, 400,100

132__an amount lower than the

workers (including part-timers) earn up to $1,200
recommended $1,500'% needed for subsistence for a family of four. According
to the General Household Survey 2005, resident households living in HDB
housing and earning a per capita monthly income of below $500'** (excluding

those with no working person) can number an estimated 122,000.
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Relief and security are provided at four levels:

- General government relief: lower income tax, rebates on utilities
(up to $190), top ups to CPF (up to $800 for elderly) and the
occasional cash handouts (up to $800). These once-off schemes
are meant to assist the middle and lower-income households cope
with higher costs of living and the amount of help is pegged to the
housing type. Top ups are also made to MediFund and ElderFund.

- Specific government relief: For those at least 35 years of age and
earning up to $1,700, relief is also available through Workfare
Schemes. Depending on age and income level, employees can get
up to $2,000 top up to CPF and $800 in cash yearly.'®

- Targeted government relief: MCYS has listed out three main
target groups of people'® for whom help is available, all of which

are very narrow and niche in scope:

o Those who have lost the ability to work permanently and
have no one to depend on. This group includes the elderly,
who are unable to be provided for as their children are in
lowly-paid jobs.

o Those who are on the fringe and will be impacted once the
economy is on a downturn.

o 'Those with very complex family problems.

Of the three, working individuals who are facing livelihood strains
can hope to fall into the second group that is “on the fringe”
and that is especially vulnerable in an “economic downturn.”
In 2009, 10,500 of such cases were being helped through
ComCare SelfReliance, a six-month to one-year work support
and transitions scheme for those trying to adapt to the economic
environment. This scheme provides immediate relief and support

for this stringent and select group.
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- DPiecemeal relief: The Straits Times School Pocket Money Fund at
ESCs, and the ComCare Fund disbursed by the constituency-level

Citizens Consultative Committees are also available
Amidst the different levels of relief, certain groups fall through the cracks.

The first of these is the middle-class group that is supporting up to three generations
of dependents. Economists have identified the middle class as households in the 31¢
to 80™ percentile by monthly household incomes. These incomes range from $4,886
to $10,095 but do not reflect their per capita capacity.’”” Members of Parliament
and news commentaries have raised the issue that per capita household income be
used as eligibility criteria to reflect the dependency level in the home. Yet, to date,
it is not a per capita figure but the household income of $1,500'%* that is used as
a guideline, and this can mask the situation in the home environment. In 2009,

social workers' saw more middle-
Engaged as cleaners, hawker

assistants, PaCkerS andﬁzctory and found that the need comes from
line operators, among other job losses or an emergency at home.
occupations, and  earning

between $500 and $1,200 a Another group to be concerned about
month, they tend to be low- are low-income families where mem-
skilled, low-wage workers who bers work as permanent contract
are mually of low education workers whose jobs may be terminat-

and aged above 45. ed without retrenchment benefits, or
whose wages are still too low, so that

income families seeking financial aid

they struggle to bring up a family. The number of such workers has been rising
steadily, from 172,000 in 2006 to a high of 211,364 in 2009, though there was a
slight dip in 2010 to 186,000 workers.'** However, it should be noted that from year
2009 to 2010, the number of resident short-term contract workers rose by 3,000
to 108,000."! MOM defines contract workers as those who work either part-time,
full-time or on ad-hoc projects that last a few months. Engaged as cleaners, hawker
assistants, packers and factory line operators, among other occupations, and earn-
ing between $500 and $1,200 a month, they tend to be low-skilled, low-wage
workers who are usually of low education and aged above 45.

By way of benefits, contract workers should receive CPF contributions, some

medical coverage and a leave entitlement. But often the contract becomes a pa-

56 UNMET SOCIAL NEEDS IN SINGAPORE



per exercise and, because they need the job, they settle for earning wages with
no benefits. The National Trades Union Congress’ (NTUC) Unit for Contract
and Casual Workers often sees low-wage workers seeking help over issues like
the non-payment of wages, CPF payments, annual leave and medical benefits.'**
The media has highlighted their vulnerabilities, their plights have been discussed
in Parliament, and the NTUC and MOM have increased their surveillance of

recalcitrant employers.

Sometimes their plights can be no different from that of foreign workers (a group
which will be discussed in the next subsection) except that the Singapore contract
worker has to bring up a family here on these wages—around $650. A foreign
worker, on the other hand, raises a family outside of Singapore hence he benefits
from a foreign exchange based on the strong Singapore dollar as well as, typically,

significantly lower cost of living in their countries of origin.

For all these vulnerable groups, there is help at the policy level but there seems
to be a disconnect with ground interpretations. Take financing of healthcare,
for example. On average, the out-of-pocket hospital bill for a C class patient is
less than $900 and, for a B2 class patient, just over $1,000'“—as the subsidies
for C-class hospital bills are at least 65% of the hospital bill. But one needs to
be cognizant that for someone earning $650 monthly, a bill of even $600 will
set their financial standing back a few months, and the situation faced in such
cases by those in the lower-income groups highlights the relativity of needs and
shifting goalposts. Though there is MediFund, many fear incurring medical costs
and thus steer clear of hospitals, instead looking for the free clinics such as the
Buddhist Free clinics, or self-medication.

The challenge also remains in the area of disbursement. Of the $6.25m budgeted
for the CCC-ComCare Fund, only $1.57m was disbursed to the needy and low-
income families in the first nine months of 2009.!** This was higher than the
$1.53m disbursed for the whole of the previous fiscal year. The view expressed
by the government was that this low uptake of assistance could be attributed
to a lack of awareness among the needy.'® What increases there were have also
been for the Work Support Scheme administered under ComCare funds. MCYS
hopes to strengthen the network of grassroots leaders who have direct contact
with needy residents and exercise flexibility when disbursing help. This includes

training them to be more discerning as to which cases are genuine.
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The other challenge lies in the adequacy and speed of relief under schemes such
as WorkFare. As highlighted by Siew Kum Hong, a former Nominated Member
of Parliament, WorkFare costs the government $400 million a year (0.8%
government’s estimated expenditure in 2008) or on average, a mere $83 per
worker a month." At the same time, much of this help is locked in CPF while
the cash handout is disbursed on a six-monthly basis, which can be limiting for a
family with immediate needs.'

Going beyond mere relief, prevention solutions are available in two main areas:

- Retraining, such as the WorkFare Training Scheme, so as to transition
low-wage workers to fit the evolving economy.

- Providing for children’s education, such as ComCare Grow, so as to
break free of the cycle of poverty.

These preventive interventions are reliable bridging solutions but remain within
prudent parameters. For instance, the ComCare fund has disbursed $206 million
and assisted 91,894 cases between financial year 2006 and 2009; most of the help
(about 68% of the cases and 40% of the disbursements) is channelled through

educational subsidies for early childhood education under ComCare Grow.

The fundamental question remains in the realm of transformative change. For one,
policy makers are still grappling with the fine line between providing critical help

Sometimes their ) lng ts can and engendering dependency. There-

be no different from that

fore, changes to the current scheme will

. P ; be incremental. For instance, just in

Of fb retgn .1007' ers excep 2011, the eligible monthly household

that the Singapore contract . .
income for education subsidies was

worker has to bring up a raised from $1,500 to $3,500, signal-

f amily here on these wages— ling greater empathy for the plight of
around $650. the lower-middle-class family. Public

assistance, while increased from $360 to

$400 per month for a single—person household, hovers at around 3,000 beneficiar-

ies. Whether other emergency needs can be met rely largely on the capability of the

148

Member of Parliament'*® and the citizen consultative constituencies in the respec-

tive constituency, the latter of which can fall short because of its voluntary nature.
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This philosophy of tough love and minimal help may be acceptable, if not for
the spectre of widening income gap, stagnant wages of the low-income amidst
rising costs of living and the perceived large size of government reserves due to
healthy economic growth in the past few years. The gap between Singapore’s
rich and poor is the second largest amongst developed countries and real median
monthly income for the poorest 20 per cent has remained stagnant from 1996
to 2009 (at around $700). At the same time, Singapore’s top 20 per cent earners
increased their real median income from $5,328 to $7,278 in the same period.
The question on many citizens’ minds is whether citizenship and nationhood
rights exist at all while they struggle to rely on their own selves to keep up with

uncertain economic conditions.

Exhibit 4.1: Real Median Monthly Income of Resident Employed 1996-2009
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Source: “Quality of Life and Inclusive Growth: The case of Singapore,” Associate Professor Hui
Weng Tat, Lee Kuan Yew School of Public Policy, 16 August 2010.

It is heartening to know that issues of the lower-income have come to the at-
tention of the government and that it has voiced its commitment to do more
for social mobility. Amongst others, it aims to invest more in education and in

two years' time, to consider refining the Workfare Income Supplement scheme,
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such as raising the income ceiling, paying more Workfare in cash and making
the Special Employment Credit permanent.'”* Yet two issues are up for further
debates—namely the extent to which education promotes social mobility and the
extent to which economic growth also facilitates ample growth for workers at the

bottom rungs."

This pbzlosopby oftough love and In short, Stop-gap measures are
minimal help may be acceptable in place to provide relief for low-
if not for the spectre of widening
income gap, stagnant wages of the
low-income amidst rising costs
of living and the perceived large
size of government reserves due to
h ealthy economic &r owth in the who earn just enough for suste-
P“St.fe w years. nance but are not well-equipped
to handle shocks in the job mar-

income workers but the prob-
lem partly lies in the definition
that leaves out the low income
per capita. More work also
needs to be done to understand

the specific needs of the workers

ket. One way is to derive a basic basket of goods that also includes the workers’
rehabilitative needs and education expenses for their children. The preventive solu-
tions that are in place and have provided intermediary support for some 400,000
workers also have more room to be scaled up and extended. More fundamentally,
the question of income inequality and the social compact needs to be given more
thought and deliberation. Will it be a zero sum game or can the pie indeed be en-

larged without leaving only the crumbs for those at the bottom of the rungs?

Foreign Workers

Today migration comes in many forms: Short-term or long-term; uni-directional
or circular; internal or international; regular or irregular. People move for
various reasons—personal, family, social, business or work (or a combination).
And of those who migrate for work, some can be highly skilled, and in this case
countries compete to absorb them into their workforce. At the other extreme,

they can be semi-skilled or even low-skilled.

In Singapore there are around 850,000 lower-skilled or semi-skilled foreign
workers, of whom about 180,000 are foreign domestic workers. Of late there has
been a greater appreciation of their contributions to both countries of origin and

countries of destination. Foreign workers contribute to two economies—they
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make remittances and provide financial stability for their families in their own

countries whilst working to keep industries running well in Singapore.

Perhaps, not surprisingly, there is a tiered approach to migrant workers. Those
with better skills are referred to as “foreign talent.” As expatriates, they enjoy
a higher status in society, receive competitive salaries, housing allowances
and allowances for their children’s education, and some enjoy profit-sharing
opportunities. Those with lesser skills—for example foreign nurses—have a
lower status, enjoy fewer privileges but have good contracts as they work for
public institutions or, in the case of the private sector, as, say, graphic artists.
The last group, the unskilled or less than semi-skilled worker, is the work permit
holder who is employed on short-term contracts and whose privileges are limited.
Most of them work in construction, manufacturing and in homes, as domestic

helpers.

It is the workers in the last group that are the most vulnerable as they can be more
easily exploited and abused, and it is this group that has produced some of the
clearest causes of concern. Employers have been known to make deductions"!
on the agreed wages, pay them lower than the contracted wage, withhold prompt
payment of wages or dismiss them, while flouting any notion of contracts. And
examples still arise of workers experiencing physical abuse despite the severe

punitive measures meted out over the years through the prosecution of employers

by the MOM and by public shaming in the media.
Several relief and security measures are now in place:'>

- Legislative framework within which foreign workers can pursue
their rights.

o Employment Act: Singapore’s main labour legislation that

specifies the minimum terms and conditions of employment

i.e. rest days, hours of work, overtime entitlements and

annual leave.

o Employment of Foreign Manpower Act: Hiring procedures
of migrant employees and the terms and conditions of work
permit. Terms include responsibilities of employers toward

upkeep, maintenance and well-being of workers.
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o Work Injury Compensation Act: Regulation of the payment
of compensation to employees who have been injured in

the course of their work.

o Employment Agencies Act: Regulation of the placement
of workers by private employment agencies. The Act holds

employment agencies accountable for unethical practice.
pl y tag table fc th lp t

Designated department in the MOM dealing with issues of migrant
workers—the Foreign Manpower Management Division—that
oversees the enforcement of Singapore’s foreign workforce policies
and enhance the workplace standards of migrant workers. To
provide assistance and platforms for the migrant workers to
integrate better, the NTUC and the Singapore National Employers’
Federation (SNEF) set up the Migrant Worker Centre, a bi-partite
initiative, with funding from MOM.

Non-government organisations (NGOs) such as the Archdiocesan
Commission for the Pastoral Care of Migrants & Itinerant People
(ACMI), the Humanitarian Organization for Migration Economics
(HOME), and Transient Workers Count Too (TWC2), amongst
others, exist to bridge the gaps, i.e. for shelter, legal advice and soup

kitchens, and advocacy for these workers.

The government has made The government has made
available a ﬁamewor]e and available a  framework and

mechanism through which
workers can seek recourse for
their grievances but this can
become a lengthy affair and

workers may eventually give up.

mechanism  through  which
workers can seek recourse for their
grievances but this can become a
lengthy affair and workers may
eventually give up. A complaint
on breach of contract can lead

to a process of investigations, checking counter-claims by the worker and the

employer before charges can even be filed, and the average waiting period for

an outcome on a case is around six months. If the case goes to court, it takes

longer—in some instances, up to two years. Even after the court has ruled in

favour of the worker, and in the event that the employer does not respond
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to the order, bureaucratic costs and paperwork may prove too daunting for
the worker to follow through. One example is the execution of a Garnishee'>
proceeding that is commenced by way of a summons and supporting affidavit.
All in all, the worker will need to file no fewer than six documents and pay
a total of at least $105 for the filing fees. If the Garnishee application is not

successful, the worker will not be able to recover the filing costs.

The government’s stance in this area of employment is to leave recruitment and

15 practices to market forces. But this lack of governance means

placement fee
that there is very little protection for the foreign worker who is now exposed to
wages that are not pegged to a standard, and a sometimes oppressive placement
fee, which is a commission for an agent to match the employee to an employer.

The problem is that this fee varies depending

N GOSﬁll the gaps on nationality, industry, and level of skills.
in the protection Indonesian domestic workers get paid around
structure but tbey $300 to $450 a month while Filipinos can
themselves are be paid between $450 and $600 for the same
struggling to get by period. There is also inconsistency in deductions

from wages, and the withholding of wages for
between six to 18 months. This high fee often leaves workers with a meagre
monthly sum of as little as $10 during the repayment period (which can range

from 1 month to years) on the placement fee.

Quite frequently, employers face their own financial difficulties and consequently
cut costs on the worker’s welfare, leading to sub-standard living conditions and
non-payment of worker’s medical costs. Media reports have highlighted the
situation at some of the living quarters for male construction and shipyard
workers where as many as a hundred of them are “squeezed” into rooms and
dormitories. One problem leads to another and there have also been incidents
of malaria and dengue outbreaks through overcrowding and the poor sanitation
at some of these housing projects. On another occasion, TWC2 did a survey of
19 workers who suffered work injuries and 18 claimed that they had to pay their

own medical fees because their employers refused to.'>

NGOs fill the gaps in the protection structure but they themselves are struggling

to get by. Just in 2008, TWCz2 announced that it may have to shut down as it
was running out of funds. As explained then by its president, John Gee, when
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organisations like his approached foundations or donors for funds, he was told
that his organisation “falls between the cracks” as it does not help Singaporeans

and it does not directly help a poor neighbouring country."

Meanwhile, prevention solutions are mainly in outreach and training

programmes:

- Promoting social integration through provision of social support
networks, as done by the Migrant Worker Centre.

- Teaching of various relevant skills, ranging from computers to hair-
dressing by HOME and ACMI. Of particular note is the micro-
business skills training conducted by the NGO Aidha for foreign
domestic maids so that they may sustain a business when they re-
turn to their hometowns.

- Orientation courses for employers so that they become acquainted
with the culture of their new employee; but this can be just a token

gestur c.

Again, these preventive solutions are bridging solutions to something more fun-
damental—to stop treating foreign workers as the “other.” The latter, a trans-
formative change, has a long way more to go. Take for instance the strong protest
by the residents of Serangoon Garden in 2008 against the building of a migrant
worker dormitory in the vicinity. The reasons that were given, erroneous as they

were, included the foreign workers’ propensity to commit crimes.

There are numerous other examples of “othering” the foreign worker. For in-
stance, there are cases of employers disallowing prayer for Muslim foreign do-
mestic workers or even observing religious festivals by not giving them a day off.
And looking on and seeing these are Singaporean children, for, all too often, they
spend more time in the company of the maid employed by their parents than
they do with the parents themselves. Observing the mixed signals and double
standards in the treatment of their maids can lead to an erosion of their own

values.
The State continues to emphasise that the number of abuse cases is small as

compared to the majority of workers who are happy to work here. But such an

argument focuses on the quantitative and not the qualitative side of the situation.
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Focusing on reported numbers also ignores the cases that go unreported because
of ignorance of the law and fear that they may be repatriated and lose out on the

income they came to earn.

Summing up, security and relief exist through law and mediation but protection
on the working conditions of foreign workers needs to be mandated beyond the
guidelines and processes. This is especially important if we really wish to send
a clear signal to the public that we treasure the welfare and dignity of these
workers. Unfortunately, the very organisations that help to meet the foreign
workers’ needs and that are also working on preventive solutions in reaching out
to the public, are themselves struggling to survive. In the realm of transformative
change, treatment of the foreign worker as a fellow human being is an issue that

Singapore as a nation needs to address.

New Communities

Between 1970 and 2008, Singapore’s per capita income rose 41 times. Over that
same period, its population grew by 2.3 times and the foreign workforce grew a
staggering 64-fold.”’ It is quite clear that we owe much to the foreign pool—

whether they are classed as “talent,” skilled, semi-skilled or unskilled.

Many among the talented foreigners (those who are Employment Pass holders)
stand a good chance of becoming Singapore citizens as compared to those from
lower-skilled jobs. In 2008, Singapore saw 20,513 foreigners being accepted
as new Singapore citizens and 79,167 new Permanent Residents (PRs)—up
from 17,334 new citizens and 63,627 new PRs in 2007."® In the 2009 Budget
Debate, the Prime Minister said: “Without immigration, our population will
start to decline by about 2020, just like Japan whose population shrank in
2005. We need to continue to encourage marriage and parenthood, engage our
Opverseas Singaporeans, and bring in suitable immigrants who can contribute

to Singapore.”

Today, one in ten persons in Singapore is a PR while one in seven of the population
of 5 million is a foreigner. This diversity in Singapore’s constituents has prompted
contrasting reactions: It has been both welcomed and frowned upon. It has also
made many Singaporeans examine their choices and value systems as to how

they cope with the foreigners in their midst.
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Integration is a difficult concept to grasp. It presupposes a desire among both
citizens and foreigners to want to be together as part of the mainstream of society.
It also assumes that all communities are keen to be involved in such a process
and that they will participate in it equally. At a policy level, the integration

concept itself is difficult to design, administer, monitor and measure.

But as we all live in a limited space and as there is a reliance on foreigners who
work for Singapore, the logical—perhaps unavoidable—conclusion is the need for
communities to be involved with each other. Yet that calls for an understanding
of different cultures and faiths. Singapore is secular but interactions across
faiths and ethnicities are crucial to maintaining a sense of harmony. Worship
is unrestricted. Singapore prides itself on being multicultural, multi-ethnic and

multireligious with harmony among people of diverse faiths and cultures.

So whilst there is a The challenge is to maintain a Singapore
claim that Singapore identity amidst the diversity.

is a melting pot, we do
comprise four ethnic
groups into which new
immigrants—a quarter
of the population—strive
to find their place.

In the area of language, the country has
four official languages with English being
the main language used in business and
for most ofhcial purposes. In school, there
is an aggressive Mother Tongue policy
where a child has to learn the language
of his or her ethnic community, besides
mastering English as a first language. Self-help associations organised by race,
and actively supported by government policy and funding, means that, in effect,
the focus is to retain one’s identity by race, even as the country secks to develop
a common identity that some say, should be a melting pot of cultures, languages

and practices.

So whilst there is a claim that Singapore is a melting pot, we do comprise four
ethnic groups into which new immigrants—a quarter of the population—strive
to find their place. This does not just happen at the level of individuals, for there
are many cross-cultural marriages that should themselves enhance integration.
If we do not get too preoccupied by wanting people to be identified by the
main ethnicities, one could argue that the notion of four discrete groups limits

integration and the creation of a vibrant Singapore melting pot.
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To take this further, in order to maintain our social ecosystem it may well
be that, as our cultural landscape changes, we will need to recognise that the
current focus on race and racial differences of a Singaporean can work against
us. Inadvertently, this also emphasises the “foreign-ness” of non-Singaporeans
through the “other-ing” of foreign workers by nationality, sex, class and type of
work. This shows up, for example, when we see that a Filipino foreign domestic
worker can be less desired than a national from Indonesia who is seen to be
more submissive and therefore more ready to obey orders without questioning
the employer.”™ Such constructed stratification is unhealthy for the well-being
of society.

L. L Prejudices prevail in all societies
But as we all live in a limited

but it is important that these
space and as there is a reliance

are addressed. In Singapore it is

on foreigners who work for primarily the NGOs that do the
Singﬂpm”e, the logicﬂl—PeVbﬂPS work on “values” at the public level
unavoidable—conclusion is and this is carried out through
the need for communities to be  forums,  school-based  talks,
involved with each other. exhibitions and dramas. Much

is left to citizen efforts to redress
prejudices towards foreign workers. Yet for such work to be truly effective,
employers, recruitment agencies, trade unions, migrant workers, schools, the
government front-line officers, the foreign missions of countries of origin,
inter-governmental associations, the private sector and the NGOs should all be

involved in this integration effort of new communities.

A good start has been made—foreigners who are more highly skilled go through
a naturalisation and integration process when they acquire Singapore citizen-
ship. The People’s Association, a government-sanctioned, community-based
organisation in Singapore—together with its attendant Citizens’ Consultative
Committees—had appointed Integration and Naturalisation Champions (INC)
in November 2006 among suitable grassroots leaders (GRLs).

Today, there are more than 700 such champions who visit 90% of the new
permanent residents (or PRs) in their respective constituencies and have face-
to face contacts with at least 50% of them to help them to learn more about
Singapore’s history and development and to lead them in celebrating Singapore’s
nationhood. These include tours to the National Museum, Singapore Discovery
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Centre, Army Museum and Basic Military Training Centre as well as
participation in National Day activities. Through the INCs’ efforts, some 4,000
PRs and new citizens participated in various National Day celebration activities
such as National Day Dinners and 1,000 PRs serve in the country’s grassroots

organisations.'®

These are still early days and it is yet to be seen if we can create truly appreciative
inter-cultural relations. The naturalisation programmes initiated by the differ-
ent public agencies are a positive and visible start. The challenge is in finding a
common set of values that can transcend racial and cultural divides and that can

anchor the Singaporean identity in this global city.
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s Conclusion

Singapore’s emphasis on economic development has paid dividends to the
majority of the people. But not all the instruments that facilitated economic self-
empowerment can reach out to those who need them. Those who fall through
the gaps are mostly dealt with on a case-by-case basis—as an afterthought.

Several issues must be addressed.

In our two fundamental bedrock social policies—the CPF system and the
national policy on public housing—the hallmark features of strict self-reliance,
market mechanism, efficiency and family togetherness are challenged. The
compulsory savings mechanism is limited in terms of ensuring the security of
retirees. The market mechanism is causing unintended outcomes in widening
the housing divide between the haves and the have-nots. Efficiency in providing
alternative living arrangements is compromising the long-term development of

families in distress.

In Singapore, social policies are rarely transformative; they are primarily about
relief, security and prevention. They do not have in-built mechanisms to take
the person through to the next stage over a period of time, other than the
stipulated review periods of three, six and twelve months. As a result there are
few opportunities to be empowered in the process. Meanwhile, their security

functions are increasingly being challenged.

The “Many Helping Hands” approach of shared responsibilities is hampered
by a lack of coordination, resource constraints and a piecemeal approach to
intervention. The individual has to ply among service providers to receive the
complete package of help through various schemes. A directory of social services
exists but outreach programmes are still under-resourced and over-reliant on I'T

to inform the population.

Citizenry engagement, through initiatives to empower and enable the weaker

amongst us, is still lacking. It is a space that is currently being claimed by
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grassroots organisations and voluntary welfare organisations that volunteer
by offering direct services or raising funds. Recently, more among these have
been urging for policies that address the root, rather than the symptoms, of
social issues. They are involved in dialogues for change, for policy reviews and
in questioning the rationale behind policies to develop a deeper caring for each
other at the citizen level. But these groups are under-resourced and need more

material and policy support.

What must feature in the package of social policies is that they should ensure
the sustainability of those they aim to serve. And this should be to the degree
that they effect a transformation of those lives. It is this sense of sustainability
that must become a cornerstone in the paradigms of policy. For the vulnerable
communities, there is a dire need to re-assess criteria to give them a sustainable
leg-up to the next level. Social policies need to emphasise empowerment as

outcomes without being overly conditional on providing assistance.

Yet the balance of developing people’s potential and enhancing their
opportunities does not take place in a stagnant environment. Singapore’s
changing demographics and people’s changing needs are two key factors that are
going to affect the re-orienting of our social policies.

In 2008, Singapore’s Total Fertility Ratio (TFR) fell to 1.08, the third lowest in
the world for that year,'" even though in 2007 it was 1.29. The figure has slightly
picked up in 2010 at 1.16. The consequence of this is a smaller pool of talent to
draw from to maintain Singapore’s status as a developed nation. Hence the need
to woo foreigners to support our economy and perhaps become Singaporeans.
This in turn means adjustments to our cultural landscape. Currently, almost

100,000 new immigrants become citizens and permanent residents each year.'®*

An influx such as this sets the scene for increased representation of different
communities at the local and policy levels, and that raises the question: What do
we make of the Singaporean identity in a global city? The following sub-set of

questions follow:
- How will Singapore society evolve and how will we include new

citizens in our paradigm shift?

- What is the social glue that will keep us together?
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- What will be our shared values and common needs?
- What social structures will meet our diverse demands? Who will be

the new communities in need?

Many of these questions cannot be answered. But in order to ensure peace and
develop harmony within this diversity, we need to reflect on policies that direct

or shape our integration.

Needs have evolved to become layered and cross-cutting. It is therefore

imperative to consider a policy approach that is both enabling and collaborative.

Recommendations

The government of Singapore has done much for its people and has dramatically
improved lives over the last 40 years. Its principles have been based on co-sharing
of responsibilities, self-responsibility in receiving financial assistance and the

notion that the family is the bedrock in social policy administration.

Based on our study, we make the following recommendations for government

policies and practices:

- Revisit and judiciously review the cardinal principle of self-reliance
in light of the volatility of living in a global city. Demographic
changes bring new burdens of care giving, even of self-care in old
age. We note the disadvantages of the pay-as-you-go system of social
welfare, which is not financially prudent in the long run. But we note
also the stresses that the current save-as-you-earn system is putting
on the individual, especially those in the lower-income strata. More
research and policy adjustments need to be done to ensure the right
balance between being asset-rich and having enough cash to sustain
through old age. A step forward is to look at current and future
studies that suggest ways to improve national schemes—such as the

CPF and HDB—to serve the needs of #// citizens better.

- Revisit social policies to recognise the “rights” of the vulnerable; and
make such policies more transformative in orientation. This cannot
be done without intensive resources and without a questioning

of the cherished values of market mechanism, efficiency and
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family togetherness. In short, to think more as a nation, less as a
corporation. It calls for a schema of “walking with the person in
need” to reach some level of transformation. The current three-
to six-month review period may not suffice. This would entail,
perhaps, a higher client/case manager ratio to give every chance to

the affected family to move up the hierarchy of needs.

Better co-ordinate the delivery of social support schemes. Also ensure
that institutional capacity is developed to provide information and
databases in meaningful ways and that are accessible to researchers,
service providers and policy planners outside the government
structure. The delivery of social protection measures needs
better streamlining (of qualifying criteria and resources) and re-
adjustments for more efficient delivery of services. Implementation
is everything. Despite efforts by grassroots bodies to bridge the gap
between protection schemes and vulnerabilities, the current MHH
model still leaves many gaps in the web and these areas need to be

plugged with more resources and commitments.

Strengthen the relationship between State and citizen. Advocacy-
based organisations need to be recognised as the third sector in
managing the needs of people. The government needs to be en-
gaged as it deliberates with advocacy-oriented and direct-service
organisations on how well the people can be served. Any autocratic
way of dealing with diverse views needs to be replaced with a more
democratic engagement with stakeholders. This way, citizens are en-
gaged in seeking their own remedial actions within the community.
And the government’s professed will to take a more collaborative

approach with the private and civil society sectors will be manifest.

Design and facilitate the implementation of comprehensive policy
frameworks and appropriate legislation to meet the needs of the
most vulnerable and at-risk. Prioritise these groups with an inclusive
approach. Policies need to recognise them as a social investment
with long-term benefits. This approach does not run counter to the
model of economic pragmatism long adopted in Singapore, because

the more one invests in these communities at an early stage, the
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less dependent they become on external schemes, and the more

enabled they are to find their own solutions. Throughout the early

years of nation-building, we have overlooked some of the needs of

these communities. In some instances, interventions have remained

piecemeal as the communities did not fall into our paradigm of

groups in need or they fell short in fulfilling eligibility criteria.

)

2)

3)

4)

The Disabled Community: We have an opportunity
to become a global example on inclusion for the
disabled community. Compulsory education should
be extended to include all children, including those
with disabilities. There should be a mandate to include
the disabled in all facets of the Singapore community,
while also paying attention to issues of access within

the transport system.

The Mentally Ill: This health condition needs more
understanding and outreach. Investments in diagnosis
are important and more needs to be done to support
families caring for the mentally ill. Employers need to
be further incentivised to employ those with mental

illnesses.

The Single Person as a Breadwinner: This group needs
greater dedicated support under the MHH approach
as they need holistic help in their struggles. Moreover,
it may also be time to review the family-oriented
housing policies that can unfairly preclude a deserving
beneficiary of the help that he/she deserves and unfairly

penalises the next generation.

Silent Workers: Current measures to ensure economic
security can be scaled up and extended. More work
also needs to be done to understand better the specific
needs of workers who earn just enough for sustenance
but are not well-equipped to handle shocks in the job
market.
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5) Foreign Workers: To protect foreign workers
effectively, the legal process should not be too onerous
for the workers to follow through. All foreigners need
to be treated as workers with the right to days off, a
standardised wage for the job done and, when things

go wrong for them, we need to give them support.

6) New Communities: These groups can be treated as
more than just human resources. They are human
bridges to the global world and potential social capital.
The first step is to start with common social values and

be bold to challenge local society’s status quo.

In summary, social policies need to emphasise integration, encourage greater
spaces for civil society involvement and enhance human development. In meeting
the basic needs of vulnerable communities—those that are in the catch-up phase
and others that have slipped back—there is a need to review certain eligibility
criteria and acknowledge the changing dynamics at work in society.

The good news is that the government and its capacity-building institutions
have professed their will to cultivate a more collaborative approach with various
stakeholders. It has also acknowledged the need for inclusivity and social
mobility in today’s context. What is left to be seen is the sincere manifestation
and material support of this will and for civil society and the private sector to

also step up and rally society to tackle deep-seated social needs.
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Meeting needs is never a straightforward process. Each country will formulate
policy, frame laws and channel resources based on its judgement and the priorities
it sets for itself. In consequence, and no matter how able a country’s government,
there will always be unmet social needs in the community. The same applies to
Singapore.

Unmet Social Needs in Singapore begins with an understanding of needs in general.
It then identifies the difterent levels of social protection that can be put in place to
meet those needs. In the context of Singapore, the study then reviews the support
structures—compulsory savings, public housing and the non-profit sector—that
directly relate to those who need help in the community. In the process, the needs
of six vulnerable groups—the disabled, mentally ill, single-person-headed poor
households, silent workers, foreign workers and new communities—are identified

and analysed.
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