
W
ith all the buzz generated by 

Manpower Minister Gan Kim Yong’s 

announcement of a proposed 

employment dispute resolution 

process for Professionals, Managers 

and Executives earning up to $4,500 at the Singapore 

Tripartism Forum on 26 January 2010, NTUC 

Secretary-General Lim Swee Say felt obliged to get the 

conference back on track.

When one question after another centred on the 

permutations of the proposal, he turned it round to the 

laughter of participants: “So far the questions are all 

about this new proposed dispute resolution mechanism. 

Just a timely reminder that the theme of this forum is 

about managing manpower challenges… The dispute 

resolution mechanism will not make us ‘future-ready’ as 

there are many other challenges.”   

Responding to a suggestion, SG Lim said the 

imposition of a minimum wage in certain sectors cannot 

solve the problems of low-wage workers: “If you look 

at these countries, not too many have succeeded 

because very often minimum wage turns into maximum 

wage. Once you impose a minimum wage and if it is 

higher than what the productivity can command, as far 

as employers are concerned they are overpaying the 

workers.

“But they have no choice but to overpay the 

workers because under the law there is a minimum 

wage. So they pay the minimum wage but they are 

not happy because they feel they are overpaying as the 

minimum wage is set too high. They want the workers 

to work harder to justify the minimum wage. But the 

workers say: ‘The reason we are paid the minimum 

wage is because the law requires you to do so. Why 

should we work harder?’    

“So they are caught in this situation whereby they 

cannot get workers to produce more and because the 

workers are not willing or able to produce more the 

wages cannot go beyond the minimum wage. As a result 

the minimum wage becomes the maximum wage, and 

they are caught in a lose-lose situation.”

He pointed out that in Singapore as far as the 

tripartite partners are concerned productivity is the best 

way to drive wages and not because the law dictates.

Referring to recent comments by Prime Minister Lee 

Hsien Loong and Senior Minister Goh Chok Tong on the 

upcoming recommendations of the Economic Strategies 

Committee, SG Lim said “the clear signal is that 

productivity will be one of the key drivers in Singapore’s 

future economy. From the tripartite and Labour 

Movement point of view, we welcome that because if 

we can pay greater attention to improve productivity 

every one per cent increase in productivity will open up 

more scope for wages to go up without eroding the 

competiveness of businesses. Productivity-driven wages 

can be win-win for both parties.”

Cautioning against underestimating the challenges 

being faced that will require 100 per cent effort from 

everyone, SG Lim added: “I hope tripartite partners bear 

in mind that, yes, dispute resolution is important but it is 

a small part of the solution for the future.

“The key thrust of the solutions for the future really is 

not about imposing minimum wage because it will set us 

back. The only way to bring us forward towards a more 

competitive economy and more inclusive workforce is for 

us to work together to focus on this productivity issue.”
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 workingfor  • mostpro-workernation

T
he Singapore Industrial Relations Act was 

amended in July 2002 to allow rank-and-fi le 

unions to represent executive employees 

in disputes concerning unfair dismissal, 

retrenchment benefi ts and breach of 

individual contracts. Since then, many unions have 

proactively engaged their managements to extend 

the scope of representation to include the executive 

employees for such limited representation.

With strong tripartism and the good industrial 

relations that the unions have established with the 

employers, most employment issues involving rank-

and-fi le workers or executive employees have been 

resolved at the company level. 

2009 was a challenging year for Singapore. Despite 

that, we managed to work closely with the tripartite 

partners to cut costs, and save as many jobs as we 

could. 

In the same spirit of upholding tripartism, the 

tripartite partners worked closely to propose a 

tripartite employment dispute resolution process for 

the Professionals, Managers and Executives, paying 

more attention to this growing pool of workforce in their 

employment issues.

The Employment Act was amended in 2009 to 

allow executives and managers earning up to $2,500 

to seek adjudication at Ministry of Manpower for salary 

claims. This proposed amendment for PMEs will raise 

the ceiling to $4,500. Importantly, the proposed tripartite 

mediation session to resolve salary disputes, breach 

of contracts and retrenchment benefi ts will be a cost 

effective and speedier platform for executive general 

branch union members an avenue to address their 

issues without pursuing civil claims. Employers similarly 

can benefi t from this process with lesser disruption to 

their operations and a more amicable way to resolve 

disputes.

As the mediation will be a tripartite platform, factors 

such as industry norm and practices will be taken into 

consideration instead of applying a legalistic view on 

the issue. Hence, the mediation will tap on values and 

experience of the industrial relations practitioners whose 

good faith and good sense must prevail.

The General Branch Unit of the NTUC Industrial 

Relations Department handled a total of 454 

employment dispute cases in 2009 involving General 

Branch members, compared to 367 cases in 2008. 

Cases involving PMEs increased from 21 per cent in 

2008 to 43 per cent in 2009. Unfair dismissal, salary 

claims and retrenchment formed more than half of the 

disputes.

While we managed to resolve some of these issues 

after speaking to the management, many others were 

referred to the Ministry of Manpower Executive Mediation 

Unit which currently, attendance is not compulsory for 

the employers. Our experience shows that mediation 

where employers and employees come together to 

proactively resolve the issues get better chances of 

reaching an agreement or a compromise.

With the proposed mandatory attendance for 

mediation and with good faith and good sense in 

upholding workplace harmony, we are confi dent that the 

proposed model will serve us well, and it will be a win-

win for both employees and employers.
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