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Written submission to the 27th session of the Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities


REVIEW OF SINGAPORE: AUTISTIC INCLUSION MUST BE INSURED


Autistic Minority International is the first and only autism self-advocacy organisation – run by and for autistic persons themselves – active at the global political level. Founded in 2013, our Geneva-based NGO/OPD aims to combat bias and prejudice and advance the interests of an estimated seventy million autistics, one percent of the world's population, at and through the United Nations, World Health Organization (WHO), human rights treaty bodies and other international organizations.

The lead author of this submission is Wesley Loh from Singapore, a young autistic self-advocate and co-founder of the WhatsApp Autism Community Singapore (WACS), which currently has about 200 members, including autistic adults and parents with autistic children, making it the largest of its kind. More recently, he founded Standing in the Gaps (SITG) Singapore, a chat network on Telegram focussed on autistic adults, which welcomes parents and other allies to join too. Wesley runs a blog, "Advocate for Inclusion and Neurodiversity"[footnoteRef:1], gives autism talks at tertiary institutions and various events, and advocates with the Singapore Government. Passionate about autistics' strengths, the beauty they bring to this world and their right for equal opportunities, he is also an active member of the regional ASEAN Autism Self Advocacy Network (AASAN).  [1:     https://wesleyadvocate.blogspot.com] 


Introduction

In coordinating and preparing this submission, Wesley led and was supported by an ad-hoc Working Group of autistic persons from Singapore who believe in the cause of bettering autistics' lives and building a more inclusive, fairer and equal society for a better Singapore. The other Working Group members have chosen to remain anonymous. The lead author collated Working Group members' input, research, and personal experiences. He also surveyed, through online forms, autistics and parents/caregivers regarding education, healthcare and employment for autistic children, teenagers and adults. The data provides a better understanding of the challenges faced and the recommendations by the respondents. For tertiary education, the Working Group relied on their own recent first-hand experiences.

As the third Enabling MasterPlan (EMP) (2017-2021) concluded, the Singapore Government will be unveiling the "EMP2030", an eight-year road map (2022-2030) to support persons with disabilities (PWDs)[footnoteRef:2]. The needs of different disability groups are not homogeneous; there are unique needs specific to autistic people (hereby referred to as "autistics"). In this connection, the Working Group is heartened that the Autism Enabling MasterPlan (AEM)[footnoteRef:3] was launched in 2021 by Autism Resource Centre (Singapore) (ARC(S)) with support from other autism organisations under the Autism Network Singapore (ANS) alliance[footnoteRef:4]. However, there are gaps yet to be addressed by the AEM. [2:  	https://www.msf.gov.sg/media-room/Pages/Next-Enabling-Masterplan-Roadmap-till-2030.aspx]  [3:  	https://enablingmasterplan.autism.org.sg]  [4:  	https://sgautism.org] 


The aims of the Working Group in putting together this submission include:
· Uncovering the lived experiences of autistics in Singapore.
· Uncovering entrenched societal ableist and bias attitudes.
· Studying the absence of anti-discrimination legislation in Singapore and its impact on autistics' experiences.
· Affirming the good recommendations in the AEM. 
· Highlighting gaps NOT addressed by the AEM.
· Offering recommendations to complement and enhance the AEM and for the Singapore Government to implement to address the problems affecting autistics.
· Generating interest from the autism community in the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) and ownership of co-creating solutions.

This submission is divided into a few major sections:

· Section 1: Overarching Principles and Obligations
· Section 2: Public Education
· Section 3: Autistics' Welfare and Participation in the Labour Market
· Section 4: Autistics' Inclusion in Mainstream Schools and Higher Learning
· Section 5: Autistics' Wellbeing and Basic Needs
· Section 6: Public Accountability
· Section 7: Autistic Empowerment and Leadership

Some key recommendations to be elaborated in various sections of this submission: 

· Implementation of anti-discrimination legislation to specifically protect autistics.
· Shifting society's paradigms on autism and debunking negative stereotypes.
· Better portrayal of autism by the media.
· Improve employment situation for autistics through:
· Prohibiting unfair employment practice towards autistics through enacting laws.
· Encouraging and incentivising employers to modify their best practices.
· Mandating autism training.
· Environment modification and autism training in mainstream schools.
· Talent attraction and retention in special education schools.
· Better coordination of services in Institutes of Higher Learning for better support and outcomes for autistic students.
· Prohibit insurers' discrimination.
· Tailored health support.
· A one-stop autism hub for various services under one roof.
· Grooming potential autistic leaders.

[bookmark: _Toc107066870]Section 1: Overarching Principles and Obligations
[bookmark: _Toc107066871]
Absence of Legislation

Singapore does NOT have anti-discrimination legislation specifically protecting PWDs against discrimination, much less autistics. This is in stark contrast to developed nations. To be aligned with the CRPD, Singapore should adopt legislative approaches like an anti-discrimination Act and/or an Autism Acceptance Act, like in Malta[footnoteRef:5], protecting autistic people, just as Singapore has laws in place protecting other minority groups or vulnerable groups. [5:  	https://legislation.mt/eli/cap/557/eng/pdf] 


The Autism Acceptance Act should include (list not exhaustive):
· Making the act of badmouthing autistics and their behavioural traits a punishable offence like how badmouthing other minority ethnic groups and their cultural practices in person or online is punishable.
· Ensuring workplaces and educational institutions take the above seriously.
· Prohibiting employers and service providers from discriminating autistics on the basis of autism and autism behavioural traits.

While the Singapore Government says that the Singapore law provides protection and redress to PWDs, whereby Art. 12 of the Constitution states that "all persons are equal before the law and entitled to the equal protection of the law", this is insufficient because the discrimination PWDs face have unique nuances. As this submission will showcase, autistics face specific issues and barriers in all aspects of life and society despite equality in the constitution. There remains so much more to be done, and legislation will provide the important first step to make clear to all in society that PWDs rights to live and participate equally in society must be recognised.  

The absence of such legislation makes one wonder what the Government's position is on principles of non-discrimination and equality of opportunity stipulated in CRPD Art. 4. The lead author's forum letter in "The Straits Times" (11 March 2021) highlights this[footnoteRef:6]. Discrimination against autistics prevails in many areas, which does not meet Arts. 4(1d) and (1e) requirements. [6:  	https://www.straitstimes.com/opinion/forum/forum-anti-discrimination-laws-needed-for-diverse-workforce ] 


[bookmark: _Toc107066872]Lack of Autistic Representation and Respect

Contrary to CRPD Art. 4(3), anecdotally and based on the Working Group members' personal experiences, autistics' views are often NOT sought, consulted nor respected. It was not until year 2020 onwards that autistics started to be consulted by Government agencies and autism organisations for decision-making of national policies affecting them, but they are often consulted last, after caregivers, professionals and other groups. Anecdotal experiences of autistics make them feel they are consulted tokenistically.

Autism organisations, like ARC(S) and Autism Association Singapore (AAS), have NO autistics on their Board of Directors and Management Committee.  

Government agencies and mainstream media persistently use person-first language (PFL) (e.g., "person with autism") despite autistic self-advocates' preference for identity-first language (IFL) that affirms autism as part of their identity[footnoteRef:7]. The lead author, when working with SG Enable[footnoteRef:8], the focal agency for disability in Singapore, to publish his story, was appalled to hear that they were required to adhere to "official guidelines" to use PFL. Agencies like the National Council of Social Services continue to recommend PFL usage to the public. [7:  	https://autisticadvocacy.org/about-asan/identity-first-language ]  [8:  	https://www.sgenable.sg ] 


[bookmark: _Toc107066873]Outdated Paradigms

As highlighted by Mayor Denise Phua in her October 2020 parliamentary speech[footnoteRef:9], Singapore largely operates on the medical and charity model, not the social model of disability. Autistics are often seen as being the problem rather than victims of societal, environmental and attitudinal limitations. Developed nations are adopting the social model of disability. It is imperative for Singapore to start moving away from the medical and charity model to the social model.  [9:  	https://www.straitstimes.com/singapore/politics/people-with-disabilities-need-more-support-denise-phua] 


[bookmark: _gsw9u0vwdpzf][bookmark: _Toc107066874]Section 2: Public Education
[bookmark: _Toc107066875]
Insufficient Awareness-Training Programmes 

Relating to CRPD Art. 8(2d): The UN's World Autism Awareness Day (WAAD), 2 April, gets very little attention in Singapore. Pre-COVID days, there were a few events but they were not prominent. Since COVID, WAAD online events were scarce and garnered very low attendance. Many individuals and corporations remain unaware of WAAD. 

Relating to CRPD Art. 13(2): Existing support for PWDs in the Justice/Legal/Political System[footnoteRef:10] includes, among others the Singapore Police Force (SPF) training police officers to identify suspects and witnesses with psychosocial disabilities to render assistance to them during police investigation, the Appropriate Adult Scheme and the Mental Capacity Act. However, the above may not protect the autistics who do not lack mental capacity but yet are vulnerable to being victims of cheaters or exploiters as a result of social isolation, desperation for friendship and difficulty understanding others' intentions. They are also prone to being framed as criminals when perpetrators deliberately trigger an autistic's meltdown leading to violence and framing the autistic as the aggressor while the perpetrator deceitfully plays victim. SPF officers need to be educated on such problems and how to handle them, lest the autistic victims get wrongly charged/punished. [10:  	https://www.msf.gov.sg/policies/Disabilities-and-Special-Needs/Enabling-Masterplans/Pages/Support-for-Persons-with-Disabilities-in-the-Justice-Legal-Political-System-and-in-Emergency-Situations.aspx ] 


[bookmark: _Toc107066876]Misportrayal by the Media

Local media representation often portrays autistics through negative stereotypes. Autistics are portrayed as a burden to caregivers and society, and as helpless people. They merely spread awareness, without challenging stereotypes, myths and misconceptions. There is also inspirational porn where autistics' commonplace achievements are celebrated, implying incompetency. Caregivers' and professionals' voices are heard louder than autistic voices. 

As highlighted in a Rice Media article titled "What Singapore Media Can Do Now to Better Represent Autistic Voices"[footnoteRef:11], in Channel NewsAsia's "Wired Differently" documentary series, the episode featuring autistics says "Andric [an autistic child] saps [his mother's] energy”, while Marcus' (an autistic adult) behaviours are labelled "mistakes" or "bad habits". His violent tendencies are framed as the problem rather than acknowledging he is a victim of abuse from his stepfather. [11:    https://www.ricemedia.co/what-singapore-media-can-do-now-to-better-represent-autistic-voices] 


Mr Eric Chen was misrepresented in a "TODAY" newspaper article[footnoteRef:12]. As Mr Chen highlighted on his website[footnoteRef:13], that inaccurate and incomplete information were presented, such as: [12:  	https://www.todayonline.com/singapore/non-profit-submits-proposals-government-enable-people-autism-get-better-workplace-housing]  [13:  	https://iautistic.com/advocacy/advice-for-media-interviews] 

· "the role [in his highest paying job] turned out to be too stressful and he did not stay for long" – implying autistics' incompetence.
· omitting the fact that the job scope involved areas challenging for most autistics – management and customer service. 
· omitting details on his career successes and achievements, like retaining his fourth job for eight years.
Mr Chen said he is among the very few autistics with no employability issues yet his first publicity in the local newspaper after 13 years painted him as having great difficulty finding jobs, further perpetuating negative stereotypes on autistics.

Dr Dawn Joy Leong, an autistic artist-researcher, blogged about how "Uniquely Me", a series about autism and autistic lives in Singapore airing on MediaCorp's Channel 8 in Mandarin Chinese, misrepresents autism as a "wide range of mental disorders" and portrays autistics as a burden, among other displeasing ways autism was portrayed. Non-autistic people's voices and opinions dominate and control the narrative without consultation with autistics[footnoteRef:14] [footnoteRef:15]. [14:    https://dawnjoyleong.com/2019/05/08/uniquely-me-episode-1-a-perspective]  [15:    https://dawnjoyleong.com/2019/06/04/uniquely-me-episode-5-engulfed] 


[bookmark: _f4z5p6ltsp54][bookmark: _Toc107066877]Section 3: Autistics' Welfare and Participation in the Labour Market

Relating to CRPD Art. 27: Gainful employment is crucial in improving autistics' wellbeing and self-esteem. It also taps into autistics' unique strengths and enables them to be contributors to the workforce and paying taxes. Renowned companies like Microsoft and SAP testify of the innovation, creativity and productivity their autistic employees bring.

"Employment Support for PWDs" programme is supported by Workforce Singapore and SkillsFuture Singapore, administered by SG Enable to enhance the employability of and increase employment options for PWDs[footnoteRef:16]. ARC(S) runs Employability & Employment Centre (E2C)[footnoteRef:17], providing employability training and job support services for autistic clients in partnership with employer partners. Its 5-stage programme continues to benefit many autistics. The lead author himself is grateful for, and testifies of, E2C's steadfast unwavering job support in enabling him to navigate his current job as an accountant at a multinational corporation (MNC). Other fellow clients are also being supported well in their jobs.  [16:  	https://www.wsg.gov.sg/programmes-and-initiatives/employment-support-for-persons-with-disabilities.html]  [17:  	https://www.autism.org.sg/core-services/e2c ] 


Despite these and other government support measures for PWDs (e.g., the Enabling Employment Credit[footnoteRef:18]), the autistic population's unemployment and underemployment rates remain at an all-time high – higher than adults with other disabilities[footnoteRef:19]. Many, especially the more cognitively able ones, are underemployed: [18:    https://www.mom.gov.sg/-/media/mom/documents/budget2020/factsheet-enabling-employment-credit.pdf]  [19:  	Autism Enabling MasterPlan (AEM) report, under "High Priority Area D – Employment Continuum", page 39. ] 

· A Working Group member with a bachelor's degree with Honours in Life Sciences shared that he faced multiple rejections after job interviews in the health and biomedical sector for laboratory technologist, clinical research coordinator and laboratory admin roles. He disclosed his autism during interviews. He was left with no choice, taking a 6-month contract job requiring only a GCE O Level qualification.
· In the lead author's employment survey, respondents were all underemployed including those with a Diploma, Bachelor's Degree and Master's Degree. This is despite having qualifications in specialised fields, such as Accountancy, Life Sciences, Chemistry, Biology, Biomedical Engineering and Marketing.
· Some faced difficulty in handling job interviews, while the process of job applications, interviews and rejections took a psychological toll on them.

Many gaps in the E2C programme remain:
· Very limited pool of employer partners. The lead author's employment survey revealed that clients were unable to land jobs relevant to their academic qualifications and/or the kind of jobs they were hoping to get e.g., engineering, science, accountancy, digital marketing among others, excluding those who wanted generic jobs or were unclear of their job choice preferences.
· Limited profile of E2C-published client testimonials[footnoteRef:20], dissuading those with higher level qualifications in specialised fields from joining the programme as they doubt E2C can help them. [20:  	https://www.autism.org.sg/core-services/e2c#e2cTestimonials ] 

· E2C was initially unable to find the lead author any suitable job, much less one related to his Accountancy degree. When SG Enable found an Accountancy related opportunity in a local company four years ago, it was the ONLY option available.

Organisations' social media posts on autism awareness boast "doing good" for autistic employees with hardly any (if at all) commendation of their contributions. Organisations' annual sustainability reports do likewise, and give much less attention to autism than other forms of Diversity, Equity and Inclusion (DEI). 

Employers engaging in indirect discrimination by requiring disclosure of disability puts autistics in a dilemma - disclose and risk prejudice or withhold disclosure and risk being fired later on grounds of "non-disclosure". Discrimination is almost impossible to prove given the large volume of rejected job applicants comprising both non-autistic people and autistics. Autistics shared that job interviewers, in both government and private sectors, asked them whether they served National Service (NS)[footnoteRef:21], and reason for exemption (where applicable), inevitably forcing them to disclose their autism (which is the reason they got exempted).  [21:  	Under the Enlistment Act, all male Singapore Citizens and Permanent Residents, unless exempted, are required to serve National Service (NS): https://sso.agc.gov.sg/Act/EA1970] 


Relating to CRPD Art. 5(2): It is not uncommon for fresh graduates to be hired as agency contract staff in their first job. Such staff are hired under a recruitment agent and deployed to an organisation to work. The agency contract staff is not directly hired by (and hence, not a direct employee of, nor under the headcount of) the organisation he/she is working at. In the case of autistic employees, however, it allows employers to discriminate indirectly by not renewing the autistic employees' contract upon expiry. Even if the reason for non-renewal is autism (which the employer will not openly admit), the autistic was technically not fired, leaving him no recourse. Such situations make it difficult for autistics to have equal protection against discrimination.

Relating to CRPD Art. 27(1a), indirect workplace discrimination: Misunderstandings and miscommunications are often two-way, but colleagues tend to have a preconceived bias that autistics are the problem. Autistics have encountered negative experiences even with Human Resource (HR) personnel like being impatient with autistic colleagues or having preconceived bias when handling grievances (formal or informal). Soft skills are typical performance evaluation criteria for all employees. When autistics’ performance evaluation is affected by these challenges, it is difficult to justify that it is discrimination. Conversely, non-autistic co-workers who don't get along with them are often NOT penalised in their performance evaluation. This hinders autistics' sustainable employment and career advancement. The lead author's employment survey respondents report that supervisors and/or colleagues are impatient and not understanding. One respondent shared that his supervisor sometimes calls him "crazy". Accommodations, like the need for greater clarity in communication and task instructions, sensory friendly environments etc, are subtle and therefore scarcely available.

General systemic disconnect: The eight founding companies of the Singapore Business Network on Disability (SBNoD)[footnoteRef:22] are currently NOT employer partners of E2C, nor have they published statistics on autistic hiring. In contrast, Avanade Asia hired six autistics in their Singapore office since partnering E2C in 2018[footnoteRef:23]. Many employers are unaware of programmes, funding and support for employing disabled people, nor of the benefits of a neurodiverse workforce. While the SG Enables' Open Door Programme (ODP)[footnoteRef:24] explicitly includes "autism spectrum disorder" in the disabilities listed under the qualifying conditions of the job redesign grant[footnoteRef:25], autistics still struggle to get employed. The training grant for sending employees for workshops/courses to acquire knowledge on how to interact, hire, integrate and sustain employees with disabilities is probably under-utilised, evident from the fact that many still do not know how to interact with autistics. There is lack of transparent reporting on statistics of the extent such grants/subsidies have been utilised to hire autistics vis-à-vis other disabilities. The Working Group therefore believes that these measures have benefitted autistics much less than other disability groups and that improvements in PWD employment rates, however small, is contributed least by autistics vis-à-vis other disability groups, leaving autistics behind in the employment race.  [22:  	https://www.sbnod.com ]  [23:  	https://www.channelnewsasia.com/cnainsider/invisible-struggle-people-high-functioning-autism-workplace-hire-1965121 ]  [24:  	https://employment.sgenable.sg/employers/open-door-programme]  [25:  	https://s3-ap-southeast-1.amazonaws.com/sgenableprod/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/05061923/ODP-Infokit-for-Employers_revised-1.pdf ] 


Lack of legal protection: Whilst the Tripartite Alliance for Fair and Progressive Employment Practices (TAFEP) is being enshrined into laws[footnoteRef:26], it governs general fair practices towards various minority groups without specific legislation to protect autistics against discrimination issues specifically affecting them. [26:  	https://www.channelnewsasia.com/singapore/ndr-2021-anti-discrimination-law-tafep-pm-lee-2143101 ] 


Recommendations:

The Working Group urges the Committee to recommend that the Government: 
(1) Expand employment options for autistics.
a) Incentivise a wider range of industries’ employers to partner E2C and/or similar agencies (e.g., Inclus, Trampolene). 
b) Continually and persistently educate employers on the benefits of a neurodiverse workforce.
c) Give more attention to helping cognitively able autistics achieve gainful employment.
d) Enable E2C to future proof repetitive jobs that are being increasingly automated, and to include teaching entrepreneurial skills and freelancing for autistics who cannot hold a regular job or might prefer the lifestyle.
(2) Enact a law prohibiting employers from requiring disclosure of disability at the job application or interview until AFTER a job offer is given. Instead, allow candidates' voluntary disclosure of accommodations needed for the interview.
(3) Encourage and incentivise employers to modify the selection and assessment criteria, modelling after MNCs who have successfully done so, as reported in Harvard Business Review articles[footnoteRef:27], including Microsoft[footnoteRef:28]. [27:  	https://hbr.org/2017/05/neurodiversity-as-a-competitive-advantage ]  [28:  	https://www.microsoft.com/en-us/diversity/inside-microsoft/cross-disability/neurodiversityhiring ] 

(4) Promote employment in the private sector (relating to CRPD Art. 27(1h)) by legislating that employers set strict hiring criteria and assessment for DEI or the equivalent HR roles e.g.,
a) Test their autism knowledge. 
b) Situation/Scenario-based interview questions to test how they will hypothetically react to an autistic colleague. 
(5) Mandate autism training for employers (relating to CRPD Arts. 4(1i) and 8(2d)) and require key staff to attend autism training.
(6) Legislate or mandate fair practices specifically for autistic employees. 
a) Customise performance evaluation for autistic employees to truly reflect the value they bring, including putting less weightage on people skills. People skills "deficiency" does not necessarily equate to a bad employee. Rather, it is just autistics' different way of communicating compared to non-autistic people. It is unfair to penalise the autistic for being misunderstood.
b) Require employers to have rules requiring non-autistic employees, when filing a complaint or grievance (whether formally or informally) against an autistic colleague, to clarify what the autistic really meant BEFORE HR (or any medicating party) assesses the complaint. Often, autistics do NOT have any ill intent and are misunderstood by others. HR should be expected to consult autism experts including the autistic representatives themselves to understand the autistic viewpoint before making a conclusion.
c) Set up a multi-ministry joint agency, co-run by ARC(S), Ministry of Manpower (MOM) and Ministry of Social & Family Development (MSF), to be a channel (separate from TAFEP) to report discrimination, because the kind of discrimination autistics face have unique nuances. Some choose not to report for fear of reprisal. The Government should thus impose stiffer penalties on employers who retaliate e.g., firing them or penalising them in another way. As employers will not openly admit that the reason for firing or penalising the autistic employees is their grievance reporting, the multi-ministry joint agency needs to thoroughly investigate any case of autistic employees being fired following a grievance reporting, even if the official reason given by employers seems legitimate prima facie. 
d) Require reasonable accommodations be made. 
(7) Explicitly state in the ODP that the job redesign grant includes visual instructions, organisation of work materials, tasks and schedules for autistics (lest these areas get overlooked). The AEM report recommends these workplace modifications[footnoteRef:29]. [29:  	Autism Enabling MasterPlan (AEM) report, under "High Priority Area D – Employment Continuum", page 39.] 

(8) Collect additional autistic employment-related data, from unemployment rates to job satisfaction level, job durations, emotional wellbeing, acquisition of new skills and knowledge.
(9) Get companies who pledge commitment by signing the President's Challenge Enabling Employment Pledge[footnoteRef:30], to commit to public reporting of statistics of autistic hiring and retention rates, their inclusive practices, and autistic contributions (go beyond tokenism and charity). Government should then verify the authenticity and accuracy with the autistic employees in the company. [30:  	https://www.straitstimes.com/singapore/110-employers-including-the-public-service-commit-to-more-inclusive-workforce-for-those ] 


Section 4: Autistics' Inclusion in Mainstream Schools and Higher Learning

Relating to CRPD Art. 24: Having equal opportunity for learning forms the foundation of equipping autistics for adulthood and employment. The importance of a fulfilling education journey at every stage cannot be overemphasised. Each of these stages are covered in separate subsections below.

Pre-School

The lead author's survey revealed that more parents/caregivers enrolled their children in private kindergarten and childcare centres than in Early Intervention Programme for Infants and Children (EIPIC). 

Recommendations:

The Working Group, and the survey respondents, urge the Committee to recommend that the Government:
(1) Instil comprehensive autism training for teachers in mainstream childcare centres and kindergarten.
(2) Facilitate better integration between autistic and non-autistic children. Inculcating good values in the latter from a young age, like empathy and understanding towards the former, can possibly solve some of the problems upstream (e.g., bullying).
[bookmark: _Toc107066881]
Primary and Secondary Education

From the lead author's education survey of the autism community, these challenges surfaced in mainstream school:
· Teachers were unable to support autistic students.
· Insufficient Allied Educators (AEDs) (this issue also surfaced in the AEM[footnoteRef:31]). [31:   	Autism Enabling MasterPlan (AEM) report, under "High Priority Area A – Quality Assurance for Autism Services", page 14.] 

· Bullying.
· Physical and sensory environment not autism friendly.
Only a few survey respondents feedback an inability to keep up with the national curriculum. This means societal and environmental factors pose problems more than the academic rigour. The AEM report highlights:
· Educators who receive training are not skilled to manage actual cases[footnoteRef:32]. [32:  	Ibid.] 

· Inadequate training for AEDs[footnoteRef:33]. [33:  	Ibid.] 

· "education provisions [...] may not be sufficiently comprehensive to ensure successful and holistic outcomes for [autistic] students"[footnoteRef:34]. [34:  	Autism Enabling MasterPlan (AEM) report, under "High Priority Area C – Learning For Life", subheading "School Years", page 32. ] 

· "insufficient time to build non-academic skills for [autistic] students"[footnoteRef:35]. [35:  	Ibid.] 


Recommendations:

The Working Group, and the survey respondents, urge the Committee to recommend that the Government implement these measures in mainstream schools:
(1) Better equip teachers and staff.
a) Send more teachers for autism training.
b) Increase the number of AEDs and school counsellors.
c) Develop in teachers good attitudes and caring hearts towards autistic students without viewing them as a burden. The lead author is appalled to have encountered peers in the teaching profession who told him special education needs (SEN) students are "not [their] priority".
(2)  Develop students' values and roles of peer supporters.
a) Include training support for vocational and daily living skills for autistic students.
b) Incorporate into the character and citizenship education (CCE) lessons tips and strategies for students on effective communication with autistic peers, and the importance of inclusivity[footnoteRef:36].  [36:  	https://www.straitstimes.com/opinion/forum/voices-of-youth-go-further-with-character-and-citizenship-education-lessons-about-autism] 

c) Compulsory formal autism training programmes for non-autistic students.
(3) Clamp down bullying, including harsher punishments on school bullies. The lead author wrote a "The Straits Times" forum letter emphasising how bullying robs victims of a rewarding education journey, and calling for zero tolerance against bullying[footnoteRef:37].  [37:  	https://www.straitstimes.com/opinion/forum/forum-victims-of-bullying-are-robbed-of-a-fulfilling-education-journey] 

(4) Make the physical and sensory environment more autism friendly.

Attracting talent in the special education (SPED) school sector remains a challenge. Mawar (NOT her real name), a SPED school teacher, shared in her story in "Beneath the Rug"[footnoteRef:38], a book project by a social enterprise, "the SPED sector is such a niche sector, and this certification has little weight when applying for a job out of the sector". Mawar also shared that, on top of the usual administrative work which are similar to mainstream teachers, there is an added layer of complexity due to differing circumstances of their students vis-à-vis their mainstream counterparts. Such a heavy workload means that retaining such talent over the long term could also be an issue. The AEM highlights a "shortage of qualified autism professionals [with] 'dual expertise' i.e., [...] curriculum development [and ...] autism pedagogy"[footnoteRef:39]. That said, survey respondents reported a few beneficial features of SPED schools, especially: [38:  	https://www.solvenplus.one/btr]  [39:   	Autism Enabling MasterPlan (AEM) report, under "High Priority Area A – Quality Assurance for Autism Services", page 18.] 

· Smaller class sizes. 
· Vocational and daily living skills and training.
· Teachers' close partnership with parents/caregivers.
Seven more SPED schools will progressively operate on new permanent campuses from 2022 to 2027, including Pathlight School 2 and 3 and Eden School 2[footnoteRef:40], intending to serve the growing needs of an ever-increasing autistic population. [40:  	https://www.straitstimes.com/singapore/parenting-education/7-special-education-schools-to-progressively-operate-at-permanent] 


Recommendations:

The Working Group, and the survey respondents, urge the Committee to recommend that the Government implement these measures in SPED schools:
(1) Attract more talent by enhancing the remuneration package, career progression and public recognition.
(2) Increase the number of SPED schools covering mainstream academic curriculum, similar to Pathlight School (one such school is St Andrews Mission School which began operating in January 2022[footnoteRef:41]). [41:  	https://www.channelnewsasia.com/singapore/second-school-students-multiple-disabilities-be-set-west-singapore-2544091] 


Gaps in Support in Tertiary Education, Also Known as Higher Education

An established robust support system is severely lacking in Institutes of Higher Learning (IHL) i.e., Universities, Polytechnics and Institute of Technical Education (ITE). Many IHL counsellors lack experience in supporting autistic students. The lead author found counselling in his university days unhelpful. A Working Group member currently in university shared that his counsellor invalidated his mistreatment by schoolmates and instead erroneously hinted that he is the one lacking empathy towards non-autistic people. There are no institution mediators with cross-functional purview to deal with staff-students and student-student discrimination disputes. IHLs' staff are not optimally equipped to support autistics nor intervene in any conflict between non-autistic people and autistics due to their work and research commitments. 

The cliff effect phenomenon describes the fall to little or no support services typically faced by SPED school students upon transition into IHLs. Graduation, instead of being a celebrated milestone for them, could feel like a regression. The spirit of inclusion is not embodied into IHLs' support system. Reaching adulthood (where one has, or is expected to have, learnt independence) does NOT eliminate autistics' need for support in social and sensory challenges and the like just as it does not eliminate wheelchair users' need for ramps and lifts. The lead author raised these issues in a "The Straits Times" forum letter in June 2022[footnoteRef:42]. The reply from the Ministry of Education (MOE)'s Higher Education Group[footnoteRef:43] merely listed current measures that do NOT address the issues raised, without concrete commitment and practical steps to implement the suggested solutions to enhance support. They should instead implement new measures to address these issues. [42:  	https://www.straitstimes.com/opinion/forum/forum-continue-support-for-special-needs-students-at-institutes-of-higher-learning]  [43:  	https://www.straitstimes.com/opinion/forum/forum-support-offices-provide-help-to-special-needs-students-at-institutes-of-higher-learning] 


Barriers hindering IHLs from being inclusive:
· SEN officers not sufficiently equipped to help students[footnoteRef:44]. [44:  	Autism Enabling MasterPlan (AEM) report, under "High Priority Area A – Quality Assurance for Autism Services", page 20.] 

· Lack of autistic representation amongst IHL staff.
· No empowerment of staff to drive cross-departmental decision-making necessary for better collaboration and coordination of services. 
· Biases, stereotypes and pigeonholing, resulting from extrapolation of studies on a population, without an individualised person-centred approach. 
· A "fear of risks" and avoidance culture spilling over to their interactions with autistic students. 
A Working Group member shared this: "We are struck by disbelief that, not long ago, it was not uncommon to encounter more than one staff from certain IHL departments passing quick judgements on the autistics, dyscalculics and dyslexics, questioning their independence, based on stereotypes that they 'cannot cut, write or cook; and do not know how to navigate or travel due to orientation issues'. When staff quip that 'nothing can be done', it underscores their acute fear of failure and a lack of psychological safety in the organisation or department. Primary and secondary schools, being under the MOE Schools Division's purview, had much less of this issue. This is unlike IHLs, where the autonomy accorded to each institution across all divisions could be a driver of elusiveness and lack of agility in execution of inclusive practices for autistic students."

Recommendations:

The Working Group urges the Committee to recommend that the Government: 
(1) Enact a policy that the following core functionalities of every IHL come under a joint purview of the MOE’s Higher Education Group and Special Needs Division, as a joint management creates a more conducive learning environment for autistic student lifelong learners: 
a) Student support services, including occupational therapist support for practical courses, curriculum practicum, and co-curricular activities.
b) Counselling and psychological services.
c) National Institute of Education: To oversee training of psychologists and occupational therapists to work in this suggested support system enlargement framework. 
d) Staff and student inclusion and integration. 
e) Career services.
f) Human Resources.
(2) Implement better management of human resources (HR). Applying the social model of disability, autistic students' challenges are contributed by HR management difficulties of support staff rather than autistics being different per se. The proposed joint alliance will supervise these aspects of IHLs' HR departments.
a) Introducing mandatory inclusion and special education training to all staff educators, for better integration into the system and to be kept up to date with a correct understanding of autism.
b) Assessing candidates' attitudes towards autistics as part of hiring assessments. Internal recruitment referrals must not exempt one from such assessment. This can go hand in hand with the situation-based interview questions to test candidates' responses to hypothetical situations possibly faced with autistics. Such holistic assessment could possibly filter out those with subconscious prejudices and preconceived bias against autistics.
c) Implementing a matrixed reporting environment.
d) Addressing staff subconscious biases and over-generalization.
e) Implementing a more spot-on appraisal system with less false positives and false negatives in good work measurements of authenticity and attitudes.
i. Not focusing purely on bot-processed superficial staff ratings (e.g., scale of 1-5) which tends to disregard outlier ratings. 
ii. Give more weightage to qualitative open-ended feedback reports from students; encouraging all students to give candid feedback and identify the staff concerned, with the assurance that it will not impact academic performance assessment.
f) Empowering staff to drive cross departmental/cross-reporting line decision making. These departments can become the hub for inter-faculty inclusion engagements.
(3) Have MOE oversee the provision of independent mediators to provide mediation support to autistic students in the event of conflict or discrimination-related dispute. Mediators must:
a) Pass the test stated above; to reduce likelihood of preconceived biases.
b) Be an independent party who is able to objectively assess the IHL staff's discriminatory behaviours without conflict of interest.
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A Working Group member shared that he came across a case study in a university school assignment, which mirrors his own experience. It reads: "John comes to your agency for counselling because of his social ideation. [...] He does not have any friends in school and is often bullied by his classmates. [... They] make unkind remarks about him on social media. [...] His teachers are aware of the situation and referred him to the school counsellor for support. However, John feels that going to the school counsellor has further made him the target of bullying and feels that his classmates are the ones who need to go for counselling instead. [...] He feels tremendously misunderstood by everyone around him and feels very helpless because no one seems to understand him. He has been reading up on different ways to take his own life but is terribly afraid at the same time." This Working Group member also shared that his non-autistic schoolmates tend to form exclusive cliques, leaving him excluded as an outcast, and verbally criticise him too.

Disclosing your needs – dilemma between disclosing and withholding disclosure: The fear of disclosure is extremely common. Autistic students who disclosed their autism shared their unpleasant discriminatory treatment by peers. The lead author disclosed his autism to his faculty staff in his university days who said he is the first case they ever encountered. A logical deduction is that there must have been autistic students in the past who withheld disclosure due to fear of stigmatisation and discrimination pervasive in our societal cultures. The Working Group shudders to imagine how tough IHL life must have been for them without support services.

Recommendations:

The Working Group urges the Committee to recommend that the Government: 
(1) Guide IHLs in having safe avenues for disclosure of one's autism to non-autistic classmates. Give the autistic student autonomy in the choice of disclosure and the approach of disclosure.
(2) Conduct faculty-wide and institution-wide training, talks and educational campaigns to enable non-autistic students to learn how to understand, empathise and interact with autistic peers. This could reduce discrimination and ostracisation which may in-turn reduce autistic students' fear of disclosure.
(3) Create ample avenues for autistic alumni to share their invaluable experiences with both autistic and non-autistic students (e.g., institution-wide talks).
(4) Hold bullying (e.g., verbal abuse and insults) to similar standards as sexual assault. Both actions traumatise the victims and should not be tolerated in IHLs. 
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Section 5: Autistics' Wellbeing and Basic Needs

Issue 1: Health and Life Insurance

Relating to CRPD Art. 25: There are two national schemes available to all Singaporeans regardless of pre-existing medical conditions and disability.
· MediShield Life, a basic health insurance scheme providing universal and lifelong protection against large healthcare bills[footnoteRef:45]. [45:  	https://www.moh.gov.sg/cost-financing/healthcare-schemes-subsidies/medishield-life] 

· CareShield Life, a long-term care insurance scheme offering financial support and monthly cash payouts if one becomes severely disabled[footnoteRef:46]. [46:  	https://www.cpf.gov.sg/member/healthcare-financing/careshield-life] 

However, this should NOT validate pardoning of private insurers' unethical discriminatory practices. Autistics should be given equal rights to access additional private insurance coverage to hedge themselves against rising healthcare costs. Autistics are being denied this right due to private insurers' wilful and blatant discrimination.

Prevailing discrimination by insurers:
· The lead author did a survey in 2020. It revealed that the majority faced difficulties in purchasing Hospitalisation insurance (51.5%), Critical illness insurance (36.9%) and Whole Life insurance (35%). The obstacles faced:
· Rejection from insurers (58.3%). Whilst it was great that Senior Minister (SM) Tharman, Chairman of the Monetary Authority of Singapore (MAS) – Singapore's central bank and integrated financial regulator, regulating all financial institutions, including insurers –, in his Reply to Parliamentary Question on health and life insurance for persons with disabilities (4 January 2021)[footnoteRef:47], said insurers "should not turn away insurance applications based on disability per se", and mentioned "fair principles in insurance", it would have been more impactful if he had called out insurers' failure to practise this and provided legislation direction towards non-discrimination on this matter. Furthermore, he said "Private insurers also offer PWDs a variety of life and health insurance products", which the lead author's survey shows is untrue [47:  	https://www.mas.gov.sg/news/parliamentary-replies/2021/reply-to-parliamentary-question-on-health-and-life-insurance-for-persons-with-disabilities] 

· Exclusions, including:
· BROAD BLANKET exclusions on ALL comorbid mental health conditions (including many conditions an autistic is not diagnosed with) for life insurances, even for the Dependants' Protection Scheme (DPS)[footnoteRef:48] that is meant to provide basic protection! DPS is a Government-initiated term life insurance scheme that provides basic financial protection for the insured and his family in the event of death, terminal illness or total permanent disability. DPS is solely administered by Great Eastern Life, a private insurer. [48:  	https://www.cpf.gov.sg/member/account-services/providing-for-your-loved-ones/insuring-to-protect-your-dependants] 

· For Life insurance, complete DECLINE of Total Permanent Disability (TPD) benefits, including DPS!
· Exorbitant loading fees added by the insurer to the premium to offset the perceived "higher risk" posed by autistics.
· Only those who purchased their insurance before getting their autism diagnosis, did not face challenges.
· Insurers' incorrect understanding of autism:
· "Being autistic does not mean you have an illness or disease. It means your brain works in a different way from other people", according to the UK's National Health Service (NHS)[footnoteRef:49]. The DSM-V and ICD-10 define autism by social interaction and communication difficulties and intense narrow interests. Physical, biological, intellectual or psychiatric disabilities have nothing to do with an autism diagnosis in and of itself. People, including the lead author, educated insurers on this countless times but they PERSISTED on the MISCONCEPTION that autism is an illness. Survey respondents feedback that insurers made sweeping statements, like "they have no sense of thinking plus caring". [49:  	https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/autism/what-is-autism] 

· The Life Insurance Association Singapore (LIA), "the not-for-profit trade association of life insurance product providers and life reinsurance providers based in Singapore"[footnoteRef:50], still uses OUTDATED functioning labels e.g., "high functioning". [50:  	https://www.lia.org.sg/about-us/role] 

· In several cases, insurers, in underwriting assessments, enquired autistic applicants on their IQ, sensorimotor skills, language development and academic ability, supposedly as a way of assessing autistics' "functioning level". However, these are NOT representative of an autistic's "functioning level"; in fact, "functioning level" is NOT linear. Functioning labels reflect an incorrect understanding of autism. Applicants have enquired the insurers to give reason for such assessment, highlighting the lack of their correlation with health and life insurance risks. Disappointedly, insurers said it is "standard industry practice" without actually addressing applicants' clarifications. Furthermore, assessing autistics using such criteria that are NOT used for non-disabled applicants is posing unfair artificial barriers on them from accessing insurance.
· Over and beyond personal insurance; companies' corporate insurances are subject to the same exclusions and prohibitive costs for their autistic employees.

The lead author first highlighted this issue in a "The Straits Times" forum letter in September 2020, calling for “Government's help”[footnoteRef:51]. Three letters followed, calling for: [51:  	https://www.straitstimes.com/forum/forum-govt-help-needed-to-tackle-insurer-bias-against-autism ] 

· Laws to end insurance bias[footnoteRef:52], by Mr Daryl Yang[footnoteRef:53]. [52:  	https://www.straitstimes.com/forum/forum-laws-needed-to-end-insurance-bias]  [53:  	https://www.yale-nus.edu.sg/media-release/second-yale-nus-alumnus-receives-fulbright-scholarship/ ] 

· Laws to ensure autistics get insurance cover, by Ms Rowena Chan Lian Wah, a parent of an autistic child[footnoteRef:54]. [54:  	https://www.straitstimes.com/opinion/forum/forum-only-laws-can-ensure-that-those-with-autism-get-insurance-cover ] 

· Addressing the bleak insurance landscape for autistics, by Ms Elaine Phang Min Nyuk, a parent of an autistic[footnoteRef:55]. [55:  	https://www.straitstimes.com/opinion/forum/forum-insurance-landscape-a-maze-for-those-with-special-needs ] 

Subsequently, the lead author and a few parents/caregivers rallied together, forming the inaugural ICAPS Advocacy Group to drive the ICAPS Movement (ICAPS stands for Insurance Coverage for Autistic People – Singapore)[footnoteRef:56] [footnoteRef:57]. ICAPS Advocacy Group's online petition[footnoteRef:58] has garnered above 6,500 signatures. They also wrote to Government Ministers and Ministries such as the MSF, MAS, Ministry of Finance, and Ministry of Health (MOH), highlighting real life cases of insurers discrimination, explaining at length why the outcome was discriminatory, and proposed measures to address the issue. [56:  	https://www.facebook.com/ICAPSMovement ]  [57:  	https://www.instagram.com/icapsmovement]  [58:  	https://www.change.org/p/monetary-authority-of-singapore-stop-insurer-bias-against-persons-with-autism] 

ICAPS Advocacy Group was mentioned in the AEM[footnoteRef:59]. [59:  	https://enablingmasterplan.autism.org.sg/priority-area-planning-for-life-after-death.php ] 


Whilst the MSF and MAS wrote a joint reply, in response to the forum letters by the lead author and Mr Daryl Yang, stating that they expect insurers to deal fairly with PWDs, the statement had no teeth as there was no penalty for failure to comply[footnoteRef:60]. The MSF and MAS engaged ICAPS Advocacy Group, ARC(S) and the LIA through a formal online Zoom meeting in February 2021. Mayor Denise Phua and Parliamentary Secretary for MOH Rahayu Mahzam also engaged with ICAPS Advocacy Group members. ARC(S) engaged with the lead author too. The latest engagement was a face-to-face meeting in May 2022 with MSF, MAS, ARC(S), LIA, the lead author (representing ICAPS Advocacy Group) and other autistics and caregivers. Through these various engagements, MSF and MAS expressed commitment to work with ARC(S) and the insurance industry players to educate them on autism and how they should handle autistics' insurance applications. MSF, MAS and Parliamentary Secretary for MSF affirmed that:  [60:  	https://www.straitstimes.com/opinion/forum/forum-insurers-expected-to-deal-fairly-with-all-clients-including-those-with-0 ] 

· Insurers (and their agents) should NOT outrightly reject autistic insurance applicants upon disclosure of autism. They should instead put them through a fair and objective assessment similar to all other applicants.
· Insurers should communicate the underwriting outcome, and its reasons, clearly and in more detail.
ARC(S) said they will work with a framework of underwriting questionnaires to enable insurers to assess autistics accurately while being fair to autistics.

While the above are acknowledged and appreciated, the current outcomes and the Government's public stand on this issue are less than favourable. Disallowing an outright rejection is only the tip of the iceberg, discrimination can continue in the absence of clear boundaries on what is considered unfair treatment and outcomes by insurers. In SM Tharman's Reply to Parliamentary Question on Insurance Coverage for Persons with Autism and Mental Health Issues (5 July 2021), he said: "We understand the motivation behind the suggestion to require insurers to apply standardised risk assessment criteria. But this could have unintended consequences. For example, restricting the ability of insurers to adjust coverage and premiums for higher-risk individuals could lead to higher premiums for policyholders who are of lower risk"[footnoteRef:61]. Such a response gives off the impression that the Government's position is that it is acceptable for insurers to continue applying discriminatory treatment. This falls short of the UN CRPD principles. [61:  	https://www.mas.gov.sg/news/parliamentary-replies/2021/reply-to-parliamentary-question-on-insurance-coverage-for-persons-with-autism-and-mental-health-issues ] 


In the individual cases ICAPS Advocacy Group raised, MAS asked the insurers to reply to the applicant to address the issue, extending a copy of the reply to the MAS. MAS assured applicants that they will follow up with insurers directly on any matters of supervisory concern. The outcome of this exercise was shocking and disconcerting – totally NO change in any of the underwriting outcomes, despite the GLARING DISCRIMINATION inherent in them. Yet, during the 2022 Singapore Budget Debate, SM Tharman said: "The reviews (of these cases) have NOT found unfair underwriting practices in these cases. However, the insurers could have better explained underwriting outcomes to applicants in some instances"[footnoteRef:62].  It is appalling and disappointing that the MAS' conclusion is that there were no unfair underwriting practices in these cases, despite ICAPS Advocacy Group's lengthy explanation on the inherent unfairness in the outcomes.  [62:  	https://www.straitstimes.com/singapore/politics/consultations-on-insurance-fair-practices-guidelines-by-end-of-this-year-tharman ] 


Consequently, many autistics (including relatively healthier ones) will continue to be DENIED adequate insurance coverage by insurers. These insurance industry practices violate the UN CRPD principles. Consider one example: with complete denial of TPD benefits, in an unforeseen event (e.g., traffic accidents) causing both autistics and non-autistics to acquire a TPD, the former will not be covered by their life insurance policy. How is this not unfair?

It is ironic that autistics are denied insurance because of their neurological difference, whilst those with LIFE THREATENING conditions like heart disease, diabetes, high blood pressure can be insured (albeit with exclusions). Applying the social model of disability, social and environmental factors cause a lot of the health issues plaguing autistics. Like other minority groups, statistics of poorer health outcomes of autistics do NOT denote a causation relationship.

The Singapore Government should disallow insurers from applying differential outcomes based on autism and its potential poorer health outcomes as much as they are disallowed to discriminate against other minority groups. Differential treatment ought to be limited only to one's existing health conditions, and not an extrapolation from research papers of potential comorbid health issues and poor health outcomes that are non-existent at the point of application. Fundamentally, the spirit and intent of autism research papers is to help professionals, researchers and autistics themselves, better understand autism and be better equipped to provide autistics support, access to services and empowerment to lead dignified and fulfilling lives. It is NOT to deny autistics services and blatantly, unethically and shamelessly justify differential treatment of autistics for insurance applications.

The Singapore Government, in their "Replies of Singapore to the list of issues in relation to its initial report" to the UN CRPD Committee in 2020, said they intend to withdraw its reservation on CRPD Art. 25(e) by March 2021. The MSF and MAS also said in a forum letter in October 2020 that Singapore will withdraw its reservation by June 2021[footnoteRef:63]. However, this has still NOT been done. A study of the anti-discrimination laws governing the insurance industry in developed countries shows that such laws are necessary, useful and imperative. Disability inclusion is a hallmark of world class developed nations, according to international models like those by the World Economic Forum (WEF)[footnoteRef:64] [footnoteRef:65], the United Nations and the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD)[footnoteRef:66]. Singapore ought to adopt these frameworks if it wants to move closer to be a truly inclusive nation and first world country. [63:  	https://www.straitstimes.com/opinion/forum/forum-insurers-expected-to-deal-fairly-with-all-clients-including-those-with]  [64:  	https://www.weforum.org/communities/global-future-council-on-the-new-equality-and-inclusion-agenda]  [65:  	https://www.weforum.org/events/world-economic-forum-annual-meeting-2020/sessions/disability-inclusion]  [66:  	https://www.oecd.org/social/] 


Recommendations:

The Working Group urges the Committee to recommend that the Government: 
(1) Legislate the prohibition of rejection of autistics' insurance applications.
a) Insurers should be legally obligated to assess autistics fairly, consistent with all insurance applications.
b) To prevent circumvention by insurers through attempting to justify rejection with, on unreasonable grounds, the "higher risks" of autistics, the Government should prescribe a very stringent checklist where rejections are based strictly within the boundaries of the checklist. High boundaries must be set.
(2) Limit the scope and extent of exclusions.
a) Exclusions on pre-existing conditions, both mental and physical, to be allowed only if such exclusions are applied in the same way to non-autistics.
b) Prohibit exclusions on comorbid mental health conditions the autistic is NOT diagnosed with, even if there are statistics showing co-occurrence of the conditions.
c) Prohibit the use of BLANKET statements like "all" and "including but not limited to".
(3) Restrict the quantum/amount of loading fees insurers are allowed to impose on autistic applicants through setting stringent boundaries. This is to prevent insurers from imposing indirect barriers by imposing heavy loading fees which make the insurance premiums so exorbitant the autistic applicants cannot afford to pay for it. 
(4) Disallow insurers from completely declining TPD benefits on the basis of autism and comorbid conditions.
(5) Disallow excluding comorbid mental health conditions, including pre-existing ones, for DPS because such exclusions deny autistics the basic coverage that DPS is meant to provide.
(6) Prohibit using autism as a criterion for insurance applications. Autism is a neurological difference, not an illness. Insurers should instead assess the comorbid mental health conditions and other unrelated medical conditions.
(7) Implement mandatory educational programmes to educate insurers and agents on autism.
(8) Stiffer penalties for non-compliance. This includes, but not limited to, hefty fines and suspension of MAS-issued licence.
(9) Set up a joint multi-agency independent body comprising representatives from agencies like MSF, MAS, MOH, ARC(S), AAS, IMH, and autistic people themselves, to field complaints against Financial Advisors and insurers for discrimination and lack of awareness. Numbers to be published annually for accountability. Similar to laws in Australia and New Zealand, put the burden of proof on the insurer to prove non-discrimination, and not the autistic applicant to prove discrimination, to the independent body.

Issue 2: Mental Health

Government-restructured hospitals with psychiatric/psychological services specifically for autistic children and adults (e.g., diagnosis, mental health intervention and support) are the Institute of Mental Health (IMH), National University Hospital (NUH), and Khoo Teck Puat Hospital (KTPH). IMH has a sub-department specifically for autistic adults – the Adult Neurodevelopmental Service (ANDS)[footnoteRef:67]. Social service agencies providing general mental health and counselling services include Silver Ribbon, Singapore Association for Mental Health and Touch Community Services. Yet there remain huge gaps in awareness of autistic people's mental health needs and the adequacy of support rendered.  [67:  	https://www.imh.com.sg/Documents/publications/service-brochures/for-adults/ANDS%20Brochure.pdf ] 


The lead author’s survey found that the treatment most sought for autistic children and teenagers were occupational therapy and speech therapy. The more common challenges faced at Government-restructured hospitals are:
· Inadequate frequency of appointments (e.g., once in one to two months).
· Long waiting time (3 to 12 months).
· Ineffective therapy.
At private hospitals, the biggest challenge is exorbitant consultation/therapy fees. Some respondents elaborated that:
· Weekly occupational therapy was S$100 to S$200. 
· Speech and occupational therapy were S$300.

Of the autistic adult respondents, only one sought help for mental health. Of those who did not seek help, common reasons include:
· They feel they can cope on their own.
· Expensive cost and not having enough money for it.
Another 2021 research article, "A qualitative study of autism services and supports in Singapore: Perspectives of service providers, autistic adults and caregivers"[footnoteRef:68], also highlights these problems: [68:  	https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/13623613211016112] 

· Major gap in services for autistic adults, according to a quoted autistic adult: "As soon as you hit 18 years old, sorry, it's all dried up, you know, we got nothing left for you".
· When eligibility criteria for financial assistance at Government-restructured hospitals is based on household income, problems emerge from familial disagreements over the decision to utilise services, due to stigmatisation or other reasons. These autistics are stuck when parents refuse to financially support them for their hospital bills and hospitals deem them ineligible for financial assistance.
· "Verbally and intellectually able autistic adults experience difficulties obtaining a diagnosis", "get prescribed medications for behaviours without addressing underlying cause(s)", and have their support needs and challenges (e.g., daily living, sensory and social difficulties) overlooked by mental health professionals.
· The "older and more academically able autistic individuals [are] overlooked in efforts to provide integrated support".

Autistics with lower support needs face a unique predicament and many barriers in seeking help.
· They may be unable to seek help due to:
· Fear of societal stigmatisation.
· Self-denial.
· Objections from family members who fear stigmatisation or are in denial that they need help.
· For those seeking help, the medical professionals may underestimate the intensity of their needs because they see a limited pool of them compared to a larger proportion of higher support needs autistics with more complex needs. However, they may need greater support than the medical professionals perceive.
Having this population of lower support needs autistics not getting adequate support can cause them other problems – as highlighted in public forum letters by autistic advocates Mr Eric Chen[footnoteRef:69] and the lead author[footnoteRef:70] – including but not limited to: [69:  	https://www.straitstimes.com/opinion/forum/forum-tailor-mental-health-support-to-those-with-autism]  [70:  	https://www.straitstimes.com/opinion/forum/forum-support-mental-health-of-the-autistic-so-they-too-can-contribute-to-society] 

· Being "perfect victims of cheaters or exploiters, when social isolation and emotional instability mix with gullibility, desperation to fit in and inability to understand intent". For instance, they may fall prey to sexual harassment.
· Trauma.
· Falling into depression.

Whilst MSF's official response to the forum letters[footnoteRef:71] pointed autistics to the currently available mental health services, they failed to directly address the issues and needs highlighted in the two forum letters. The fact that the forum letters were even written, shows that existing services do NOT adequately support the autistic community. It is of no help to merely list down the existing services without concrete commitment to change. MSF acknowledged that "more can be done" which prima facie is a vague statement without taking on board the solutions proposed. A more adequate reply with concrete steps would have been appreciated. It is in the interest of the autistic community for policymakers to invest in the mental wellbeing of the autistics with lowest support needs because it can enable them to help themselves and be peer supporters to other autistics, thereby improving the wellness of the whole autistic community. [71:  	https://www.straitstimes.com/opinion/forum/forum-those-with-autism-can-seek-help-for-mental-health-from-several-places] 


Recommendations:

The Working Group, and the survey respondents, urge the Committee to recommend that the Government: 
(1) Set up a mental wellness committee to tailor, and strengthen, the support structure for autistics' mental health[footnoteRef:72]. [72:  	https://www.straitstimes.com/opinion/forum/forum-tailor-mental-health-support-to-those-with-autism] 

(2) Break the stigmatisation through greater public education, publishing real life case studies of autistics who defy negative stereotypes of autism and mental health.
(3) Get IMH to, in addition to its current services, extend peer support services to autistics and give mental health workers additional training on how to help autistics[footnoteRef:73]. [73:  	Ibid.] 

(4) Provide funding and coaching support for autistic-led communities to complement existing professional mental health services[footnoteRef:74]. [74:  	https://www.straitstimes.com/opinion/forum/forum-support-mental-health-of-the-autistic-so-they-too-can-contribute-to-society] 

(5) Actively invite autistics and self-suspected undiagnosed autistics to go for mental health screening where they can then be referred for deeper care, similar to national health screening programmes for the general public.
(6) Attract more talent in the psychiatry and psychology field by giving rewards or awards to existing professionals who have successfully helped autistics succeed in life.
(7) Enact an Autism Acceptance Act similar to the "Persons within the Autism Spectrum (Empowerment) Act" of 2016 in Malta[footnoteRef:75], now taken also as a blueprint for a national autism strategy in Ireland[footnoteRef:76], ensuring support for research, services, prevalence tracking, and other government activities supporting autistics' health and wellbeing, education, employment and their participation and inclusion in society on the entire lifespan of autistics. [75:  	https://legislation.mt/eli/cap/557/eng/pdf]  [76:  	https://labour.ie/news/2021/04/30/victory-for-autism-community-as-government-backs-labours-national-autism-empowerment-strategy] 
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Issue 3: Physical Health

In terms of physical health, the AEM highlights:
· "Insufficient capacity and capability to support physical and mental wellness among [autistics]"[footnoteRef:77]. [77:  	Autism Enabling MasterPlan (AEM) report, under "High Priority Area A – Quality Assurance for Autism Services", page 21.] 

· "[limited] access to preventative medical services"[footnoteRef:78]. [78:  	Ibid.] 

·  "no specialised outfits that cater to [autistic] persons [...] with regard to their physical wellness"[footnoteRef:79]. [79:  	Ibid.] 

The lead author's survey revealed the challenges autistic adults faced in seeing General Practitioners (GPs) and specialist doctors:
· Unempathetic and unsympathetic doctors.
· Anxiety-provoking clinic environment, inducing social stress.
· Sensory challenges e.g., loud people, bright lights.
· Lack of clear directions.
· Anxiety makes one need more time for coaxing, a need not met because doctors have limited time and heavy patient load.
· Difficulty following doctor's verbal instructions due to auditory processing difficulties.

Recommendations:

The Working Group, and the survey respondents, urge the Committee to recommend that the Government: 
(1) Educate the medical professionals through:
a) Creating infographics. 
b) Displaying educational posters and sharing autism knowledge across clinics, hospitals and the healthcare system, like what hospitals do for general health education content.
c) Sending doctors for courses on autism, which are prepared in consultation with the autistic representatives and/or conducted by the autistic representatives.
(2) Train doctors to:
a) Be supportive of autistic patients.
b) Be understanding of their anxiety.
c) Give them longer consultation time at no extra charge.
(3) Offer a range of services catering to various communication styles. For example, having 24/7 remote live agents for those who find the physical clinic environment too stressful or rely on written electronic communication.

Habilitation and Rehabilitation

Relating to CRPD Art. 26: The demand for autistic adult services exceeds supply. Waiting time for a place in a day activity centre is up to 20 years[footnoteRef:80]. Most community level centres do not have multiple services (e.g., therapists, social workers etc.) under one roof[footnoteRef:81]. In light of a pressing need for better coordination of services to cover an autistic's entire lifespan, the Working Group supports the following recommendations in the AEM[footnoteRef:82]: [80:  	https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/13623613211016112]  [81:  	Ibid.]  [82:  	Autism Enabling MasterPlan (AEM) report, under "High Priority Area A – Quality Assurance for Autism Services", pages 22, 23 and 27.] 

· Set clear standards or quality programme indicators, tiered from basic to advance.
· An accreditation process for different services and programmes[footnoteRef:83]. [83:  	https://www.straitstimes.com/opinion/forum/forum-extend-accreditation-to-those-that-serve-people-with-disabilities] 

· Comprehensive autism-specific competency frameworks and training roadmaps for autism professionals.
· Close monitoring and auditing of programmes.
· Introduction of lifelong case management for autistics on a voluntary basis to facilitate comprehensive and coordinated planning and care across an autistic's life span. Case management involves person-centred planning, meaning process of life planning for autistics, and must be entirely based on the affected individual's own decisions, views, aspirations, strengths, preferences, support needs etc. Autistics must be allowed to change, revise or terminate such plans at any time, according to their own free will and with no pressure being exercised on them.
The Working Group yearns for the AEM's recommendations for Residential Living Continuum[footnoteRef:84] to come to fruition. This means having a wide range/continuum of residential living options within communities, including support and assistance for independent living, and empowering and permitting autistic individuals to decide which option best meets their needs, given their diverse profiles. [84:    Autism Enabling MasterPlan (AEM) report, under "High Priority Area E – Residential Living Continuum", page 21.] 


Recommendations:

The Working Group urges the Committee to recommend that the Government: 
(1) Create space for a one-stop autism hub, as Mr Eric Chen recommended[footnoteRef:85], a place where autistics, caregivers and stakeholders congregate to collaborate. This can be built around the existing Enabling Village. [85:  	https://masterplan.iautistic.com/solutions/one-stop-autism-hub] 

(2) Re-build the old HDB blocks in the vicinity for residential living for autistics (and possibly the wider disability community), catering to autistics' needs such as soundproof walls for those with sensory sensitivity to sound, among other features. Having autistics living together can boost group-based belonging essential for mental wellbeing.

Section 6: Public Accountability

There should be a commitment to public reporting on statistics and data collection (with greater level of transparency), on:
· The implementation of measures and policies recommended in this submission.
· The quantifiable results and outcomes from the all the above.
· The satisfaction level of the autistics whom these measures and policies seek to benefit.
Relating to CRPD Arts. 31 and 33: A provision of disability-related statistics in the national population census in 2021 is a good step forward[footnoteRef:86] but needs further improvements. [86:  	https://www.channelnewsasia.com/singapore/disability-data-population-census-support-groups-planning-1944551] 



Recommendations:

The Working Group urges the Committee however to recommend that the Government: 
(1) Overcome the limitations and increase the usefulness of disability-related statistics in the national population census by doing what the lead author suggested in his "The Straits Times" forum letter in June 2021[footnoteRef:87]. [87:  	https://www.straitstimes.com/opinion/forum/forum-collect-census-data-for-different-groups-with-disabilities ] 

(2) Collect customised data for autistics (and each disability group), because the needs of each group are not homogeneous.
(3) Expand the criteria. The current census identifies those with difficulty performing basic activities, but there are autistics (and other PWDs) without such difficulty who face invisible challenges in independent living, employment, discrimination and other areas covered in this submission.
(4) Involve autistics' voices and views in co-leading and deciding how the statistics should be collected, analysed and reported, and how it translates to policy making decisions.

Section 7: Autistic Empowerment and Leadership

The Working Group echoes Mr Eric Chen's "The Straits Times" forum letter to empower PWDs to stand as equals[footnoteRef:88]. Many (even counsellors, educators and HR practitioners) still see the disabled, including autistics, as inferior to non-disabled people and through the lens of a dependent relationship. Mr Chen coined the term "inclusive equality"[footnoteRef:89], where both non-disabled and disabled people work together as equal partners to create change. Autistics know their challenges and needs best because of their 24/7 lived experiences. In all the recommended measures put forth in this submission, the consultation and involvement of autistic people are imperative and a necessity for their success and effectiveness to emerge.  [88:  	https://www.straitstimes.com/opinion/forum/forum-empower-people-with-disabilities-to-stand-as-equals]  [89:    https://iautistic.com/autism-spectrum/inclusive-equality] 


There have been successful community ground-up initiatives that showcase the potential of autistics:
· The WhatsApp Autism Community Singapore (WACS)[footnoteRef:90], an autistic-led project that has become popular in the Singapore autism community. [90:  	https://whatsapp.iautistic.com] 

· The first ever autistic-led forum titled "Life After Death Forum" (LADF) in 2019[footnoteRef:91], consisting of autistic speakers and panellists, and co-run by volunteers (both autistics and non-autistic persons), garnered good attendance from the autism community, ARC(S) and Mayor Denise Phua. [91:  	https://iautistic.com/projects/life-after-death-autism-forum-2019] 

· Standing in the Gaps (SITG) Singapore[footnoteRef:92], an autistic-led chat network on Telegram for autistic adults. [92:  	https://docs.google.com/document/d/1SAlSZNrHr1DSq8hkJOfxjiczRWLGZNvMbIM65GwMvFg/edit] 


The Working Group echoes what the previously cited research article on "autism services and supports in Singapore" concluded: "autistic people should be increasingly engaged as equal partners in higher-level decision leadership and policy decision-making, as well as giving talks and workshops to educate both professionals and the wider public"[footnoteRef:93]. [93:  	https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/13623613211016112] 


Recommendations:

The Working Group strongly urges the Committee to recommend that the Government: 
(1) Involve autistics, beyond focused group discussions or consultations, at every decision-making level and in the formulation of national policies concerning autistics. This includes giving autistic voices priority in the decisions as they are the primary stakeholders. 
(2) Autistics should also be involved in, and consulted on, the creation of training structure and materials as well as the execution of the training for employers, HR practitioners and service providers (which this submission has recommended).

This submission called for attracting more talent to increase manpower in various sectors like education and healthcare. Autistics can and should be hired into some of these roles ranging from, as Mr Chen highlighted, "professional services such as occupational and speech therapy, peer support services such as those from counsellors and adult educators, as well as other useful services such as remote IT support and video production"[footnoteRef:94]. Other roles can include HR, DEI, and public service. [94:    https://www.straitstimes.com/opinion/forum/forum-empower-people-with-disabilities-to-stand-as-equals] 


The Working Group agrees with Mr Chen that these can be done through, among other measures, setting up a tripartite alliance inviting autistic people, caregivers, and professionals to sit on statutory boards and participate directly in policymaking. This can give them "social visibility and political representation", enabling them to "raise strategic concerns missed by others due to different life experiences", empowering them to "use negotiation, conciliation and arbitration instead of adversarial activism to create solutions, bridge inter-organisational silos and assist vulnerable peers"[footnoteRef:95]. [95:  	https://www.straitstimes.com/opinion/forum/forum-tripartite-set-up-will-better-help-disabled-community ] 


The Working Group likewise calls upon autism organisations, like ARC(S), AAS and others, to invite autistics to sit as members of their Board or Management Committee.

The Working Group believes that this manner of autistic empowerment, having autistic voices heard and needs represented at the national level, is a necessary step in building a more inclusive, fairer and equal society for all autistics, with autistic leaders as co-creators of the solutions and policies for their own community. Only then can we truly have a better and more progressive Singapore.  
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