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1. One of the major shifts mentioned in this year’s Budget speech is new technologies. 
Indeed, among our 200,000 self-employed persons or freelancers, many are 
operating via using new technologies that either disrupted traditional businesses 
or created new markets.   

 
2. This new form of employment should not be confused with workers who have been 

wrongly classified. There are generally three types of self-employed persons: 
a) those who are self-employed as a preferred choice 
b) those who are not in their preferred choice 
c) those who may have been wrongly classified as freelancers 

 
3. In the last category, the workers may be deployed as freelancers and are not part 

of the company’s headcount. However, they report for work and comply with the 
company’s guidelines which is no different from salaried employees.  These 
companies may have infringed the Employment Act and should be flagged out to 
the Ministry of Manpower (MOM) for investigations.  

 
4. In fact, all allegations including possible tax evasions by self-employed persons 

who may have under-declared their incomes should be referred to the relevant 
agencies. That is the only responsible way. We should do all we can not to drive a 
wedge among workers. For hardworking cabbies, I hope we do not undermine their 
integrity by making unfounded broad sweeping statements about their tax 
declarations. We even work with IRAS and their volunteer groups to ensure that 
the taxi community knows how to file their returns accurately. 

 
5. Fortunately, majority of our self-employed persons are in their preferred career 

option. 
 
A new ecosystem 
 
6. Platform intermediaries such as Grab, IO Talents, Caregiver Asia are also 

transforming the way businesses run, making matching of services hassle free. 
More consumers and self-employed persons now go to a common platform to find 
each other - eg cleaning, photography or chauffeured ride services. 

 
7. Consumers have easy access and more choices when selecting services.  

Freelancers on the other hand get to pitch and market their services to a bigger 
pool of prospective clients.  These intermediaries are not obliged to perform the 
roles of an employer such as making CPF contribution, or providing workplace 
insurance coverage and medical leave for the freelancers.  

 
8. Some however do so voluntarily, contributing to the self-employed persons’ 

Medisave account or providing insurance cover etc. However, most do not do so, 
instead they can easily remove freelancers from their platform, have huge control 
over payment and work arrangements, and freely set their commission rates.  
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9. Their impact will be significant now that the number of gig workers using such 

platforms are increasing. How do we ensure the intermediaries are fair in their 
practices? 

 
Is it something to worry about? 
 
10. For example, before penalising or removing freelance workers when they receive 

poor service delivery ratings, has there been thorough checks done?  Some 
freelancers shared that they are affected by delayed payment, unexpected cuts to 
basic payment rate or changes in incentive scheme etc. 

 
11. New technologies do bring dynamism to our economy.  But with only vague and 

non-transparent guidelines, freelancers using such third party platforms are 
potentially at risk. As these intermediaries gain bigger market share, they also grow 
in power and if left unchecked, they can dictate tougher terms over the freelancers, 
and even consumers using their platform. Having taken a light touch regulatory 
approach previously, perhaps it is timely for Government agencies to review the 
operations of platform intermediaries and consider getting them to take on more 
responsibilities? 

 
12. I hope to see more being done to support our freelancers. Fortunately, there have 

been some good examples. A case in point is the Tripartite Standard on the 
procurement of services from media freelancers that was launched in November 
last year. Jointly developed by Info-communications Media Development Authority 
with NTUC and stakeholders, it is an industry-specific Tripartite Standard that 
addresses the concerns of media freelancers. 

 
13. Back in 2014, Land Transport Authority, National Taxi Association and taxi 

operators also set up a mediation system to allow taxi drivers to resolve disputes. 
 

14. MOM also commissioned a survey on self-employed persons in 2016 to gather 
more information. A tripartite workgroup was formed in March 2017 to study the 
issues faced by this group of workers.  I was a member of this workgroup. We have 
submitted our recommendations to the Ministry and we look forward to more 
specific support and targeted assistance for self-employed persons.  

 
15. I will share more during the Committee of Supply.  

 
16. It suffices to say now that we need more support for self-employed persons such 

as fair practices for freelancers; a formalised structure for dispute resolution; make 
available workplace injury insurance; ensure all Industry Transformation Maps and 
SkillsFuture planning include freelancers so that they can have easier access to 
skills upgrading to stay relevant and future-ready. 

 
17. Budget 2018 is a budget that prepares us for the future. Don’t underestimate the 

value that the freelancers and self-employed bring to the economy. I hope the 
support for self-employed persons can be widely adopted to help them to sustain 
their career choice, and thrive in this new economy. 
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18. Mr Speaker, I support the budget. 


