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1. Mr Speaker, Budget 2018 was presented as a strategic budget that is meant to 

guide Singapore as we transit into the next decade. But while we continue in our 

quests to peer into the crystal ball and try to divine the future, we must not forget 

that the bedrock of our industries, present and future, are our workers.   

 

2. My fellow Labour MPs have, in turn, argued for the various initiatives that the 

government should embark on, to enable workers to take on the jobs of the future. 

They have also highlighted the value that each of our workers bring to the table. 

However, we will need a fit and healthy workforce in order to be able to take on 

these jobs in the first place.  

 

VALUE THE LIFE OF EACH AND EVERY WORKER  

 

3. Singapore is suffering from two worrying trends that will continue to have a 

profound impact on our labour force. First, we have a shrinking population. Our 

total fertility rate dipped to just 1.2 in 2016, despite having a relatively higher 

number of marriages and a slew of government incentives to encourage 

parenthood. Second, we have a rapidly ageing population. A Business Times 

news report published late last year forecasted that 2018 will see, for the first 

time in our history, the same percentage of those aged 65 years and above 

matching those younger than 15 years old.  

 

4. Mr Speaker, if we place these two trends together, it becomes obvious that our 

labour force is set to shrink, and each working adult will be expected to contribute 

more to support the older generation. Every worker is therefore a precious 

resource and we must value the life of each and every worker. As many of us 

spend most of our waking hours at the workplace, we need to do more in terms 

of workplace safety and health to keep our precious resource safe and healthy.  

 

SAFER WORKPLACES 

 

5. Let me start with the need for safer workplaces. Earlier this month, the Ministry 

of Manpower (MOM) reported that the number of workplace fatalities in 2017 had 

dropped to 42, the lowest figure in over a decade. This lowers our workplace 

fatality rate from 1.9 per 100,000 workers in 2014 to 1.2 in 2017. It is certainly 

encouraging to see that the sustained collective efforts by our tripartite partners 

to tackle workplace fatalities have borne some fruit. 
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6. However, every death is a tragedy and every accident is preventable. We must, 

and we should, do more to ensure that our workplaces are safer. One area that 

we can do better moving forward, is to encourage better near-miss reporting, 

so that we can reduce the occurrence of accidents. While workplace fatalities 

have decreased in 2017, MOM’s report also showed that the number of 

workplace injury cases remained high. There were close to 12,500 workplace 

injury cases in 2017 with 574 workers sustaining serious injuries. This can be 

a worrying sign. Does it mean that the dip in fatal accidents was simply down 

to luck? A structured and well-participated near-miss reporting regime would 

help to better identify dangerous work conditions and early interventions can 

help bring down accident rate.  

 

7. To make the next quantum leap in reducing workplace fatalities in the next 

decade, we will need bolder strategies to make Workplace Safety and Health 

(WSH) more pervasive in every workplace. During a recent tripartite study visit 

to Finland, we learnt that Finland mandates that there must be one elected 

Occupational Safety and Health representative in workplaces where there are at 

least 10 employees working regularly. This has helped Finland achieve a 

workplace fatality rate of below 1.0 per 100,000 workers. Should Singapore too 

have a mandatory WSH officer in every company? 

 

8. For a start, perhaps a more practical approach would be to make it compulsory 

for companies to appoint a WSH representative as part of the certification for 

BizSAFE Level 3. There is currently no such provision for companies applying 

for BizSAFE Level 3. For now, companies must appoint a Risk Management 

Champion (RMC) for BizSAFE Level 2. With proper training, the role of these 

RMCs can be expanded to serve as WSH representatives. 

 

9. While it is important to have preventive measures to mitigate workplace injuries, 

it is also equally important to help workers return to work in the unfortunate event 

of an accident. This is where we can do more to improve the Return-To-Work 

(RTW) Programme, which was recently started in November 2017. The RTW 

grant is currently restricted to Small and Medium Enterprises. To promote and 

deepen the RTW culture, the government should consider extending the grant to 

large corporations too. In the event an injured worker requires a change of 

employer and work scope due to a workplace accident, the current RTW grant 

does not cover vocational rehabilitation. The RTW grant should be extended to 

cover such cases. 

 

MORE EMPHASIS NEEDED ON OCCUPATIONAL HEALTH 

 

10. Much of our WSH efforts today focus on workplace safety. And Health, as the 

final letter in ‘WSH’, often gets neglected. Talks of occupational health issues, 

such as physical health and mental well-being, are often missing in our WSH 
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conversations. But as our workforce ages faster than before, we will most 

certainly see more workplace health issues. We must therefore act now.  

 

11. Let me first start by talking about physical health. With many workers today doing 

desk-bound jobs and leading a sedentary lifestyle, it is important that we 

encourage regular exercise, to prevent health problems such as high cholesterol 

and high blood pressure, as we age. The Health Promotion Board (HPB) has a 

Healthy Workplace Ecosystem programme to encourage busy office workers to 

take part in physical activities and eat healthier options. To date, there are 30 

participating Healthy Workplace Ecosystems. But more needs to be done to get 

more companies and employers on board to bring healthy lifestyle programmes 

to our workplaces. 

 

12. It was announced recently that Singapore is one of the founding cities of the 

Active Citizens Worldwide project, which seeks to get people in cities more active. 

This is a good step forward, and I encourage Sport Singapore to partner HPB to 

create more workplace healthy lifestyle programmes for our workers.  

 

13. Of course, a big part of being healthy means eating healthy. As we continue in 

our war against diabetes, we must do more to help shape the eating habits of 

Singaporeans and lower the barriers to healthy eating. In many of my union visits, 

I have seen many staff canteens at the workplaces. A good place to start would 

be to encourage these staff canteens to sell healthier food. We check on what 

food and drinks are sold in school canteens to ensure that our children eat well 

in school. Perhaps it is time that we start a Healthy Canteen programme at our 

workplaces to ensure that there are healthier food options at our staff canteens. 

 

14. One common complaint is that healthy food is often more expensive. To address 

that, the National Transport Workers’ Union (NTWU) which operates 45 canteens 

islandwide, introduced brown rice at a subsidised rate. If you eat at our NTWU 

canteens, it is cheaper to buy brown rice rather than white rice. We also 

encourage our canteen operators to serve coffee and tea without sugar as the 

base drink. If you want to add sugar, there is a sugar counter at the side. But 

there are also posters at the sugar counter to remind you of diabetes. So please 

don’t add too much sugar.  

 

15. For individuals, one of the biggest push factors for them to embark on a healthy 

lifestyle comes from knowing their own health status. This is why health 

screenings are important. In a joint project with HPB and our public transport 

operators, the union organised a free health screening for 1,000 of our bus 

captains, testing them for their blood pressure, blood sugar and cholesterol. 

Sadly, but not unexpected, 80% of the bus captains tested failed at least one of 

the three health indicators. And surprisingly, 80% of these bus captains who had 

issues with their health, were doing a health screening for their first time. What 
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is heartening to note is that after going through a period of health coaching, a 

third of these bus captains managed to achieve a pass in all three health 

indicators after 6 months. This shows the importance of early detection and early 

intervention. I urge all employers to make free annual health screening a norm 

in their staff welfare benefits.  

 

16. The final big pillar of occupational health that is rarely broached in most WSH 

conversations is the issue of mental health. The stressors of everyday life can 

take a toll on even the most strong-willed individuals. Like physical health, we 

must focus our attention on the early detection and prevention of mental health 

issues. A study was recently launched by the Institute of Mental Health and the 

NUS School of Public Health to examine the association between physical health 

and mental health, with the results expected to be released in 2021. As we work 

on the major physical health pillars under the umbrella of occupational health, 

the benefits to mental health should also be examined in the coming years, as 

our workforce faces increasing stress having to adapt constantly to the rapidly 

changing economy. 

 

SAFER WORKPLACES, HEALTHIER WORKERS 

 

17. Mr Speaker, the foundation of our economy – past, present, and future – has 

always and will always be our workforce. Every worker is precious and more can 

be done to value the life of each and every worker. As we work on upskilling our 

workers and transitioning to the new economy, we must also not forget to ensure 

that we have safe workplaces and healthy workers. We should, and must do 

more to provide safer workplaces, and build an ecosystem for all our workers to 

stay healthy.  

 

18. With that Mr Speaker, I support the budget.  

 

 

 


