	
	
	



	
	
	





I. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

A. In relation to Singapore’s Sixth Periodic Report on the United Nations Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW)

1. This shadow report pertains to 2 articles of the CEDAW convention: 

a. Article 15 (1): State Parties shall accord to women equality with men before the law.

b. Article 16: Marriage and family life

B. Main Critical Point and Recommendations:

2. The Personal Protection Order (PPO) is a crucial legal tool to prevent family violence recurrence. However, it alone may not fully address the complex needs of victims leaving abusive relationships. Hence, there is a need for a more comprehensive approach that extends beyond legal measures. For example:

a. [bookmark: _Hlk155359468]Specialized training for police and social workers in recognizing and understanding signs of coercive control and to be equipped with the skills to provide trauma-informed care.
b. Centralized platform with updated information on available housing and financial support options and key legal processes that are relevant for victims of family violence, which will aid in their informed decision-making with regard to seeking help. 
c. Separate housing scheme for women and children who are victims of family violence, to ensure housing security and productive reintegration back into the community after they have left the crisis shelters.  

3. Regarding foreign spouses (FS) who marry lower-income Singaporean citizen (SC), Singapore’s government funds marriage preparation and community programmes. These seek to facilitate their integration into Singapore society. There have also been measures such as the Pre-Approved Letters of Consent (PLOC) to increase support for FS on Long-Term Visit Pass (LTVP) or LTVP+. Community agencies have also collaboratively stood together to fill the gaps of nation-wide initiatives to meet the needs of FS and their lower-income SC spouses. One such initiative can be seen through Care Corner’s collaboration with a local hospital to support FS’ medical needs (see further elaboration at paragraphs 34-35). However, more can be done to address this unique profile creatively and collaboratively: 

a. The profile of FS and their lower-income SC spouses have been evolving in the past 10 years and there is a need for a similar evolution in government-funded community services rendered to FS and their families.
b. Awareness of existing provisions to facilitate employment (PLOC) remain limited – more can therefore be done to increase awareness among employers so that employability of LTVP/LTVP+ holders can be increased. 
c. The community is uniquely positioned to fill in gaps in nation-wide initiatives for FS. More community efforts can thus be galvanised to collaborate and attend to the needs of FS and their families. 

II. INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND OF CARE CORNER
4. Founded in 1981, Care Corner Singapore Ltd is a non-profit organisation with Institution of a Public Character (IPC) status. Woven into the fabric of the community, Care Corner works closely with community partners, donors, and volunteers to uplift lives of the marginalised in society. 

5. Through a range of family services such as Family Service Centres (FSCs), Strengthening Families Programme@FSC for families, children and youth programmes and programmes for seniors to age well in their homes and in communities, Care Corner provides a holistic continuum of care to assist individuals and their families through life challenges. More specifically, for survivors of family violence and sexual assault, Care Corner’s Family Violence Protection Unit, Project StART, works closely with survivors and their families, community partners, and medical professionals to establish a safety network and reduce recurrence of violence. Family violence is not only a family problem but a societal issue, and Care Corner believes in equipping the community to identify and support persons experiencing abuse.

6. Through its Transnational Family Support service, Care Corner champions upstream work with transnational couples via marital psychoeducation and mentoring programmes to help them gain a better understanding of each other and build enriching family lives.  The programmes also aim to build a support network to help transnational couples integrate into the local culture, manage financial planning, and explore employment opportunities. 

III. ISSUE OF FAMILY VIOLENCE IN SINGAPORE
A. Prevalence and PPO As a Key Legal Tool
7. In a systematic review study conducted in 2019, the prevalence of domestic violence in Singapore is about 3% of the population based on administrative data and ranges from 3% to 20% based on self-reported data (Chew, Chng, Li, & Chu, 2019).

8. One of the key legislations available to provide legal protection for victims of family violence is the Personal Protection Order (PPO) under the Women’s Charter (WC), which can be applied against family members who perpetrate violence. 

9. Findings from comparisons of data from the social service agencies (Ministry of Social and Family Development (MSF), 2021) found that from 2016 to 2020, 76% of applications for PPOs were filed by females, while the remaining 24% were filed by males. During this period, most PPO applications (70%) were made by persons against their spouses and ex-spouses.

10. Similar to national statistics, most clients served by Care Corner Project StART (CCPS) experienced spousal violence, which makes up 63.3%, 64.9% and 58% of new clients in 2020, 2021 and 2022 respectively. The number of PPO granted to victims of spousal violence seen by CCPS also increased by about 29% (48 to 62) from 2020 to 2021. 
 


B. Challenges Faced by Victims of Family Violence
11. While PPO is a key legal tool to deter recurrence of family violence, the number of fresh applications for PPO in 2020 was 2,248 (Tan, 2021), which pales in comparison to the prevalence of domestic violence reported. 

12. Some of the reasons for the ambivalence for PPO applications cited by female research participants of a qualitative study conducted by CCPS to explore the lived experience of female victims of post-separation spousal violence include limited awareness or understanding of PPO, fear of the perpetrator’s reaction to the news of PPO and challenge in getting the necessary medical and police documentation to support the application. 

13. Currently, the definition of family violence in WC is also restricted to fear of hurt, causing hurt, wrongful confinement and continual harassment. Hence, women who experience coercive control and/or sexual abuse may not perceive themselves as eligible to apply for PPO.

14. In cases where women had decided to apply for PPO, there are also complex decision- making factors such as safe housing, child custody, financial stability, and employment that they had to consider. Hence, applying for the PPO is often only the start of ending the abusive relationship and women requires extensive network and resources to safely navigate the post-application period.

15. Stable and safe housing options, coupled with financial support for women and children who had decided to leave the abusive relationship is crucial especially for female victims who are financially dependent on their abusive spouses. According to an evaluation study (Sullivan, et al., 2023), victims who received housing related advocacy and flexible funding to secure safe and stable housing were reported to have lower levels of abuse and improved mental health. 

16. Besides that, it is also important to recognize that female victims of family violence who are FS face specific challenges. In CCPS, we observed a notable increase in cases involving FS victims, rising from 9 cases in 2020 to 18 cases in 2022. Additionally, their housing options are limited as they do not qualify for Singapore’s public housing schemes. The existing rental housing policy further restricts their eligibility due to the mandated minimum one-year rental commitment. These factors compound the difficulties faced by FS in leaving abusive relationships. 

C. Existing Legislation and Efforts
17. On July 4, 2023, Parliament approved amendments to the Women's Charter, aligning with 2021 Taskforce recommendations to enhance family violence victim protection. The "FV Amendment Bill" (Ministry of Social & Family Development (MSF), 2023) makes clear that family violence includes sexual and psychological abuse. This aims to raise awareness among social services and law enforcement about covert signs of family violence, emphasizing coercive control that leads to emotional and psychological abuse. Since January 1, 2020, the Criminal Law Reform Act 2019 had also criminalized marital rape, but currently we do not have any data to reflect the conviction rate since the law was reformed. 

18. Besides that, the Government refreshed and intensified the "Break the Silence" campaign in 2021, which helped to unpack different types of abuse including those with non-visible injuries, such as emotional and psychological abuse. By raising awareness, the campaign sensitized victims and witnesses to recognize non-physical violence as abuse, encouraging reporting and seeking help. According to our agency data, the number of family violence inquiries had increased from 407 in 2020 to 587 in 2021. 

19. Additionally, for victims unable to remain safely at home, Singapore has four crisis shelters that offer a safe and temporary refuge. According to an MSF spokesperson, these shelters accommodate an average of 180 family violence cases annually, including women and children of all races and nationalities (Sajan, 2020). Statistics from one of the crisis shelters reveal that approximately 17% of women seeking refuge there are FS. Besides providing short-term housing relief, crisis shelters also provide support in their recovery and reintegration into the community through case management. 

D. Recommendations
20. Recently, the Police Training Workgroup was set up by the Singapore Police Force and MSF in June 2021 to provide frontline officers with enhanced training as certain knowledge and skills are required to handle a family violence case. Social workers are also trained at the Social Service Institute on knowledge and skills to recognise and manage psychological abuse, which includes coercive control.  As law enforcement and social service professionals are often the first touchpoints for victims of family violence and play a critical role in assisting them through the legal process, their understanding of victim’s presentation indicative of coercive control is instrumental in improving early assessment and intervention efforts.  Hence, we recommend continued specialised training for police and social workers in recognizing and understanding signs of coercive control and to be equipped with the skills to provide trauma-informed care. 

21. The success of the “Break the Silence” campaign in promoting early detection and reporting of domestic violence is evident. However, it focuses primarily on identifying signs and symptoms and helplines available rather than details of the available support victims can anticipate and expect after they have contacted the helpline. For instance, MSF’s “Break the Silence” website provides information on what a person experiencing or witnessing abuse can do – such as, calling the 24/7 National Anti-Violence and Sexual Harassment Helpline (NAVH) to report the abuse, applying for a Personal Protection Order, seeking help from a Family Service Centre or Protection Specialist Centre. While the website seeks to provide guidance prior to the help-seeking process, it does not follow-up with what victims of abuse can expect after taking the first step. Hence, to reduce the ambivalence of victims in seeking help due to uncertainty of what may happen next, we recommend having a centralized platform with updated information on key considerations that victims of family violence commonly face, such as housing, financial and legal support, to aid in their informed decision-making on seeking help.  

22. Although extensions of crisis shelter stays are available for women, it is often not a long-term housing solution. Women often face multiple challenges to regain stability in their finances and housing, such as inability to qualify for subsidized public rental housing due to their citizenship, inability to purchase public housing due to marital status and inability to return to their matrimonial home as the perpetrator continues to reside there. While we note that the Housing Development Board (HDB) considers the circumstances of victims of domestic violence who apply for public rental flats as their longer-term accommodation and may exercise flexibility to allocate such flats to those who have no other housing options, it is on a case-by-case basis, which subjects victims of domestic violence to the uncertainty of whether their appeals will be successful. Hence, we recommend for the introduction of a separate housing scheme for women and children who are victims of family violence to ensure that housing allocation for them will be expedited instead of going through appeal process for those who do not qualify for existing housing schemes.

IV: ISSUES OF NR BRIDES AND LOW-INCOME SC GROOMS
A. Profile of Service Users  

23. Over the past 10 years (2013-2022), about 1 in 4 citizen marriages involve a Singapore Citizen (SC) and a Non-Resident (NR). The national profile of such marriages has been evolving, with an increasing proportion of SC-NR marriages involving NR grooms and SC brides from 23% in 2013 to 30% in 2022 and a declining portion of NR brides and SC grooms; from 77% in 2013 to 70% in 2022 (DOS, 2023). Similarly, the proportion of NR brides in our programmes has declined from 80% in 2017-2019 to 70% between 2020-2022. Nevertheless, the SC groom and NR bride have remained our main transnational client group. Consistently, in the last 6 years (2017 to 2022), most of the NR brides known to our services were from Asian countries.  

24. From 2017 to 2022, Care Corner had served about 5493 FS through its Marriage Preparation programmes, of which 1416 also attended post-marriage support programme. The median income of the SC spouse clients has been consistently in the bracket of $2500 -$2900 in the 6-year study. This is comparatively lower than the national median income of full-time employed Singapore Citizens which was $4050 in 2017 and $5000 in 2022 (Ministry of Manpower (MOM), 2023). As such, the focus of this paper relates to a specific sub-group of foreign female spouses who marry lower-income SC spouses in Singapore and who comprise Care Corner’s main clientele group. 

B. Challenges Faced by FS In Lower-Income Families

(i) Financial and Employment Needs 

25. To better identify and support the challenges clients face, Care Corner administers a marriage quiz to the Marriage Preparation programme attendees. This quiz is administered at the start of the programme to collect data such as their financial and housing needs, brief family situation information, partner relational score and adjustability to Singapore. 

26. 53 % FS quiz respondents indicated intent to seek employment. The need to secure employment for these lower/zero-income FS clients is also perceived to be greater, as they report feeling trapped in the marriage when they discover the financial inadequacy of their low-income SC spouse to provide for themselves and family, feeling hard-pressed from one poverty situation to another. Lower income FS have a lower and restricted financial building capacity, and this therefore unbalances the power dynamics unfavourably towards their SC spouse. Emotional, psychological and sometimes even physical abuse may then surface between the couple due to these mismatched expectations and needs. The need for the FS to supplement and contribute to the household finances becomes crucial for the functioning of the lower-income FS/SC family. While FS/SC households currently do have access to existing financial resources (e.g. ComCare), it is vital that we continue to holistically attend to FS’ needs for employment.

(ii) Healthcare 

27. Medical needs refer to both ageing-in-place care needs as well as urgent medical attention, both of which may present a huge challenge for lower-income SC spouses to provide for their FS, as only those with LTVP+ status enjoy higher tiers of healthcare benefits (Immigrations & Checkpoints Authority (ICA), 2012). 

28.  To defray medical expenses of FS, SC spouses can also opt to use their Medisave to pay for the medical expenses of their FS  (Ministry of Health (MOH), 2021). However, if spouse’s Medisave is depleted, or is at a low level, the family has little financial cushioning.  For lower-income families, medical expenses add to their existing financial strain and could lead to debt accumulation. 

(iii)  Uncertainty Affecting Caregiving and Ability to Make Long Term Plans

29. On top of the above challenges, FS on Short-term Visit Pass (STVP) or Long-term Visit Pass/+ (LTVP/+) often experience additional levels of anxiety due to the uncertainty of extension of current residency passes. Overall, the uncertainty also impacts the FS, their SC spouse, and children, in that they are unable to make long term, sustainable plans for caregiving and employment. For lower-income families to break out of poverty cycle, stability and aspirations are important elements for change. 

C. Existing Efforts 

(i) Pre-Approved Letters of Consent (PLOC) and Pre-Marriage Long-Term Visit Pass Assessment (PMLA)

30. Singapore has clearly taken in consideration the existing plight of FS and their SC partners regarding employment.  Singapore took feedback from social service agencies and members of the public to improve the financial and employment well-being of FS and their families with the introduction of the Pre-Approved Letters of Consent (PLOCs) in addition to Letters of Consent (Ministry of Social and Family Development (MSF), 2021).

31. Thus, since December 2018, FS on LTVP/+ passes do not require employers’ assistance to apply for a Letter of Consent for employment. Instead, they can apply for a Pre-Letter of Consent (PLOC) together with the LTVP which would allow them to secure employment independently. This equates to greater autonomy and bargaining power for FS in their employment and thus, in their marriages as well, as employment affords greater possibilities for their autonomous actions and levels the financial power differentials between them and their local spouses. 

32. Similarly, the Pre-Marriage Long-Term Visit Pass Assessment (PMLA) is another positive step taken. A free online survey, the PMLA allows FS and their SC partners the opportunity to clarify their relationship and plan for their transnational families before a longer-term commitment together in Singapore. 

(ii) Government-Initiated and Funded Services For FS 

33. Due to differences in culture, lifestyle, pace of life, beliefs and values, Singapore has found it necessary to provide a firm grounding for transnational marriages through evidence-based psychoeducational marriage programs to plug gaps in the client’s understanding of marriage and deepen their understanding for each other while determining their readiness for marriage. Singapore has consistently supported FS vis-à-vis social service agencies, such as Care Corner, to provide various marriage programme services to support FS’ integration into family life and Singapore’s society. 

(iii) Partnerships With Community 

34. Care Corner has also been in collaboration with a local hospital, Mt Alvernia, since Aug 2017. Through a membership scheme, FS can receive subsidised medical and dental care at a flat rate of $5 per visit. New parents of our services can also be referred to attend free prenatal classes at the hospital.  

35. Doners from the community also gave towards funding medical needs of low-income transnational families during Care Corner’s 40th Anniversary fund raising project, in 2021.  
Through these partnerships, FS who do not qualify for government subsidies were able to have their basic health care needs met. 

A. Recommendations 

(i) Review Services For FS

36. Over the past 10 years, young Non-Resident (NR) brides aged below 25 years old have also decreased from 21.2% to 8.9%. NR brides also have better educational qualification as those with university qualifications comprised the highest proportion in 2022 at 40.0%, up from 30.9% in 2013. However, there is still 60% of NR brides who are of non-University education level.   We seek research into this profile so that services can cover appropriately the needs of the lower bottom segment of this 60%. 




(ii) Government Agencies to Increase Awareness of PLOC and LOC to Enhance Employability of LTVP And LTVP+ Pass Holders

37. The government had taken positive steps to support FS in their integration into Singapore by increasing their employability as LTVP and LTVP+ pass holders who are issued the Pre-Approved Letter of Consent (PLOC) or Letter of Consent (LOC) may work in Singapore without being subject to foreign worker quotas and foreign worker levy. 

38. While these benefits encourage employers to hire LTVP and LTVP+ holders, more could be done to increase the awareness of these benefits to the employers, as it has been noted anecdotally, that some employers are still unaware of the benefits of LTVP/LTVP+. Employment would be a major form of integration for a FS, as it gives opportunities to expand the socio-emotional support received, provide a steady stream of income and exposure to other resources. These, as earlier highlighted in the challenges, are particularly critical to ensure sustainable financial stability for FS and their lower-income SC spouses. 

(iii) Galvanise Corporate and Community Resources to Collaborate on Needs and Gaps in Nation-wide Initiatives. 

39. This recommendation targets the resilience and capability of the community to band together to support those in-need. However, navigating this topic requires greater sensitivity to the need for more involvement and collaboration with interested parties. Care Corner therefore calls for more collaboration to improve the access to basic healthcare and employment needs for FS. 

V. CONCLUSION

40. We reaffirm Singapore’s good efforts and commend her actions to seek the welfare of all women regardless of background. We therefore call for more individuals and groups with the same vision of uplifting FS from their poverty and protecting women from family violence, to creatively co-create and design viable long-term solutions together.  
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