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Introduction 

1. Thank you for giving me the opportunity to speak today on Singapore’s Budget for 

the new financial year 2018.  

2. My fellow Labour MPs have touched on various worker groups, but we must not 

forget our more vulnerable, low-wage workers. We must value their contributions too. 

3. One of the core missions of every labour movement anywhere in the world is to 

look after its worker, particularly the more vulnerable workers in its midst. It is also a 

responsibility that our Government shoulders and commits to in order to improve the 

livelihoods of our people. 

4. Low-wage workers will always be part of our labour landscape, not by design but 

because there will always be those who form the lower tier in the income hierarchy. More 

importantly, the work they do forms an important part of our social fabric and contributes 

to our economy. Their struggles, hopes and aspirations give us reason to be their voice 

to pave the way for a better future for them. Hence, for our Labour Movement, the budget 

debate presents an opportunity for us to do good do more, and to do right by them. 

5. Indeed, I believe with everyone’s help – Government, unions and employers – low-

wage workers can have a sense of hope that their lives will be better, year after year. And 

more importantly, that the future for their families and themselves are that much brighter. 

Past Efforts 

6. To date, the efforts of the Labour Movement to help low-wage workers have paid 

off with the strong support provided by the Government and our tripartite partners. The 

long hours put in by policymakers, the unions, companies and every one of us sitting here 

today have resulted in the implementation of many policies to better support and protect 

these workers’ wages and their employment rights. 

7. The Progressive Wage Model (PWM) is one initiative that has improved the wages 

and skills of thousands of low wages-workers in the cleaning, security and landscape 

sectors. We believe that the PWM has also caused a ripple effect that has led to the 

increase in wages of low-wage workers in other sectors. In fact, from 2012 to 2017, wages 
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of those in the 20th percentile have shown the largest increase; this has hopefully eased 

the ever-increasing cost of living for these workers.  

8. Recently, the tripartite committees have made recommendations to have a built-in 

wage increase for workers in the cleaning and security sectors to ensure their real wages 

are not eroded by inflation, or experience ‘down-waging’ when their contracts are 

renewed. 

9. Other schemes implemented over the years, such as Workfare Income 

Supplement (WIS), have also gone a fairly long way in making life easier for these low-

wage workers. They have a better chance of bringing home higher salaries.  

10. Under the Workfare Training Support Scheme, they also have better opportunities 

for upgrading their skills through available training programmes at heavily subsidised 

rates, giving them some confidence to be relevant to the workforce today.  

11. Amendments to the Employment Act such as requiring employers to issue pay 

slips and employment contracts, will go a long way to offer better protection for our 

vulnerable low-wage workers. 

12. The road to improving the lives of low-wage workers cannot just end here. The sad 

reality is that many of the current lowest-paying jobs in our country are held by elderly 

workers with little education and limited skills. During our engagement with our union 

leaders to arrow-in on the plight of low-wage workers, the issue of ensuring workers’ 

retirement adequacy, especially for low-wage workers, stood out prominently.  

13. Of all the suggestions given on retirement adequacy for low-wage workers, there 

were some prominent ones that I would like to put up for the Government’s consideration.  

CPF Review Committee 

14. First, the union leaders felt strongly that it is about time for our tripartite partners to 

set up a committee to review the employer’s CPF contributions for older workers. 

Currently, the employer’s CPF contribution rate decreases progressively after the worker 

reaches 55 years of age. 

15. The different CPF contributions rates tagged to different age bands were 

introduced in 1988 with good intentions to ensure our companies could remain 

competitive. However, the assumptions to rationalise why older workers should have 

reduced employer’s CPF contribution rates may no longer be valid today. 

16. Many workers, regardless of their age, are already being paid based on the job 

value as we have moved away from a seniority-based wage structure. Moreover, given 
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longer life expectancy, workers need to build on their retirement savings. There are also 

many who still need to service their mortgage loans as well as take care of their aged 

parents who are living longer. 

17. Hence, it may not be a bad idea to explore the possibility of working towards having 

one universal rate for employer’s CPF contribution till the age of 65 years old. This would 

help workers build their retirement savings, and would be especially beneficial for low-

wage workers. 

18. It is also in our best interest to ensure that workers can meet their basic retirement 

sum as it would reduce the burden on social services in later years, which would have 

had to be shouldered by the current working population. Such a review would no doubt 

add on costs for the companies, but I believe that we need to move away from the 1988 

policy which has indirectly created a class of “cheaper, older” labour. Employers must 

value our mature workers as an important resource who can still contribute to their 

businesses, especially in a tight labour market. 

Mandatory Annual Wage Supplement 

19. Secondly, the union leaders also called for Annual Wage Supplement or AWS to 

be made mandatory for all workers. Many of us assume that all workers get the 13th-

month bonus or AWS at the end of the year. But the sad reality is that the very group that 

needs it most is not receiving it. 

20. Mandating AWS could bring about an increase of 8.3 per cent to the salaries of 

low-wage workers – and help reduce the widening income gap present in Singapore. I 

believe this 8.3 per cent increase in salary will bring back much more than its worth in 

monetary value, when it comes to making our vulnerable low-wage workers feel a sense 

of fairness, recognition and appreciation for the work they do.  After all, this nation was 

also built on the backs of these toiling workers who also played their part to pave the way 

for a better future — a future that we, today, enjoy. 

Medical Care for LWW 

21. Third, the union leaders felt that more can be done to help low-wage workers cope 

with medical costs. The current provision of the Employment Act only requires employers 

to pay for the medical consultation fees when a worker sees a doctor for outpatient 

treatment. 

22. Hence, the union leaders felt that the tripartite partners should consider amending 

the Employment Act to include better medical coverage for workers, by making employers 

http://www.mom.gov.sg/employment-practices/salary/variable-wage-components
http://www.mom.gov.sg/employment-practices/employment-act
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pay for the full cost of non-chronic outpatient treatment at polyclinics or company-

appointed clinics. 

23. While a clear majority or 86 per cent of employers do offer outpatient benefits 

beyond the required statutory requirements on a voluntary basis, it is the low-wage 

workers who are being hurt the most by the limited medical coverage under the 

Employment Act. 

24. Mr Speaker, in this Budget, the Government is providing a lot of support for 

companies through all the various schemes and grants. Perhaps, the various ministries 

may want to consider using this as leverage to incentivise companies to care more for 

their workers, particularly their low-wage workers. I am aware that the suggestions I made 

may cause some pain not only to employers, but also to us as final consumers; but again 

– If there is no pain, there is no progress. 

25. Mr Speaker, please allow me to speak in Malay.  

26. Landskap ekonomi dan keadaan pekerjaan sekarang berubah dengan begitu 

pesat yang boleh menjejas ramai pekerja-pekerja. Saya amat prihatin nasib pekerja-

pekerja bergaji rendah yang kebanyakan sudah berumur dan tidak berkemahiran tinggi. 

Walaupun, banyak peluang latihan untuk menbantu mereka meningkatkan kemahiran 

ada disediakan, amat penting latihan-latihan ini bersesuaian kepada peringkat umur dan 

daya pembelajaran mereka. 

27. Untuk memastikan pekerja-pekerja bergaji rendah mempunyai penjimatan yang 

mencukupi untuk persaraan, saya ingin menyeru rakan tiga pihak menubuhkan 

jawatankuasa semakan Tabung Simpanan Pekerja atau CPF untuk melihat pada 

mempunyai satu kadar CPF majikan bagi semua pekerja sehingga usia 65 tahun.  

Saya juga ingin menyarankan untuk menjadikan bonus bulan ke-13 atau Tambahan gaji 

tahunan mandatori bagi membantu simpanan untuk persaraan bagi pekerja-pekerja 

bergaji rendah. Membantu pekerja-pekerja bergaji rendah dengan kos perubatan rawatan 

luar di poliklinik dibiayai oleh majikan juga dapat meringkan beban mereka. 

Conclusion – My blog post 

28. In the past and also very recently, I have written several blog posts to highlight the 

bread-and-butter issues of low-wage workers. I know that some of my entries might have 

caused some discomfort to some readers, particularly my most recent post – but there is 

nothing I would change about the message I intended to convey.  

29. It was not a blog post I wanted people to scroll past, nor was it a post to exaggerate 

the struggles faced by these workers. It was a post that echoes the sentiments of our low-
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wage and elderly outsourced workers who exist in our society. These workers are real. 

Their families are real. The problems they face are real.  

30. We must not fool ourselves to think that as a society, we are doing enough in being 

fair to all our workers. While there are policies in place today to help our low-wage workers, 

many of them are still being taken advantage of. They struggle to make ends meet, let 

alone save for retirement, no matter how hard they work.  

31. The stark realities faced by these vulnerable workers don’t have to persist year 

after year. We are not powerless to help them. We must have a bigger heart and mind to 

ease their livelihoods. We must value their contributions, and think more about them and 

less about us. 

32. I support the Budget. 

 


