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COMMITTEE ON THE ELIMINATION OF DISCRIMINATION                                                     AGAINST WOMEN (CEDAW)

Participation by Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs)

INTRODUCTION 

1. The Centre for Domestic Employees (CDE), Singapore
1.1) The Centre for Domestic Employees (CDE) is a non-governmental organization set up by the National Trades Union Congress (NTUC) in January 2016 to assist domestic workers, both local and foreign, in addressing work-related challenges that they may face.
1.2) The setting up of CDE was an integral part and a continuum of the Singapore Labour Movement’s (LM) all-inclusive approach to help working people of all collars, ages and nationalities, ranging from the rank and file, to professionals, managers and executives (PMEs), freelancers, self-employed and migrant workers. 
1.3) CDE champions for the fair treatment of domestic workers in Singapore through a balanced and pragmatic approach in resolving issues and providing humanitarian aid, social integration and support.  CDE aims to be the NGO and partner of choice and enhance its mindshare in the MDW landscape.
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2. MDW Landscape 
2.1) There are a total of 268,500 MDWs in Singapore, which makes up 18.9% of Singapore’s total foreign workforce
. Through CDE’s engagement with the MDWs, we found that they largely come from Indonesia, Myanmar, and the Philippines. Other approved MDW source countries include Cambodia, India, Sri Lanka, Bangladesh, Hong Kong, Macau, Malaysia, South Korea, Taiwan and Thailand
.
2.2) MDWs approach CDE for assistance especially when they face any employment issues. CDE, being the first touch point for such MDWs, will endeavor to resolve the issues amicably via mediation [i.e., speaking to the MDWs and their employers (where needed)]. In cases where there is an evident breach of the Singapore laws (e.g., Employment of Foreign Manpower Act, Employment Agencies Act, Penal Code etc.) CDE will escalate the issue to the relevant enforcement authority.  
2.3) Below are the common issues raised by MDWs during their interactions with CDE over the last couple of years. Based on CDE’s intervention, the majority of these issues were resolved via mediation. While the overall number of issues has increased over the past 2 years, this increase is in proportion to the increase in MDW population in Singapore. There is no substantial surge in the number of issues or change in the common issues raised. 

Top 3 issues: 

(i) Request for transfer to another employer
Most of the MDWs’ requests for transfer were due to employment issues such as differences with household members, unable to cope with work (load), salary raise etc.  
(ii) Repatriation Issues
Such issues arise when MDWs request to be repatriated as their employers do not allow them to transfer to another employer but have to continue working for the same employer (within the contract period). There were also cases where employers ask MDWs to pay for their repatriation i.e., flight tickets. Such cases will be referred to the relevant authorities for enforcement action, if the employer still insists on the MDW paying despite CDE advising them that it is the employer’s obligation to pay for their MDW’s repatriation. 
(iii) Salary dispute 
Salary disputes between MDW and employer usually happens when there is non-payment of salary, or deducting salary for damaged items/mistakes. There were also cases of delay in salary payment even after MDW reminded her employer. Such situations sometimes arise because the employer was facing financial difficulty and therefore, delayed the salary payment. Or on the other hand, it was a genuine oversight on the employer’s part. 
For such cases, CDE will explain the requirements under the law and advise employers that they are not allowed to deduct salaries for damaged items or mistakes. Salaries must be paid in a timely manner. However, if employers still fail to do so, they will be referred to the relevant authorities for enforcement action.
2.4) There are existing efforts to mitigate the issues raised above, especially employers (and MDWs) who are genuinely unaware of their responsibilities. First-time employers are required to attend an Employer Orientation Programme (EOP) which orientates them on areas such as how to treat their MDWs, dos and don’ts, rights and responsibilities. Similarly, MDWs who arrive in Singapore for the first-time are required to attend a 1-day Settling-In Programme (SIP) within a week of their arrival. MDWs are taught about the essentials to living and working in Singapore, their rights and responsibilities, available help avenues etc. 
2.5) Furthermore, CDE conducts interviews on behalf of the Ministry of Manpower (MOM) with first-time MDWs within 3 to 6 months of their employment to ensure they have assimilated into working and living in Singapore. During the interview, CDE will also remind MDWs of their rights and responsibilities and the available help avenues. MDWs are also encouraged to share any difficulties they face with CDE. In addition to this, employment agencies are required to conduct post placement checks on MDWs. Also, MDWs are required to go for medical check-ups every 6 months. The medical examination screens for infectious diseases and checks for signs of suspicious weight loss or injuries
. 
2.6) CDE encourages the payment of e-salary so that MDW. In this way, MDW can keep track of their own salary and reduce salary disputes as there would be salary records i.e., payment transactions. 
2.7) While there are existing efforts, and laws and legislations to tackle the common issues raised by MDWs, CDE opines for a more active educational approach targeting both parties. In addition to educating first-time employers/MDWs, it would be good to have continual education for both parties later in their employment (e.g., 1 year later). This will serve as a reminder of the dos and don’ts, as well as their rights and responsibilities. 
2.8) To delve deeper into specific areas, the subsequent paragraphs of this report will be categorized into 2 areas: 
(a) MDW Welfare
(b) MDW Development

Migrant Domestic Workers’ (MDW) Welfare

3. Compulsory Rest Day for MDWs
3.1) MDWs have become an integral part of some households in Singapore. In addition to taking care of their well-being such as providing accommodation, food etc., MDWs’ mental well-being should also be taken care of. A healthy mind promotes a healthy life. Any employee with a healthy mind will be able to perform better at work, and MDWs are no exception. MDWs, like any other employees, also need leisure or rest time. 
3.2) Back in 2012, MOM announced that from 1 January 2013, all MDWs are entitled to a weekly rest day. However, if employer and his/her MDW mutually agree for the MDW to work on her rest day, employer is to compensate her with extra pay
.
3.3) More recently in 2022, MOM announced that from 1 January 2023 all employers are to provide their MDWs with at least one rest day a month that cannot be compensated
. This is to allow MDWs to rest and recharge from work, as well as form networks of support outside the household. 
3.4) CDE has already been organizing activities for MDWs over weekends (e.g., picnic, festive celebrations, Zumba etc.) In 2023, CDE introduced more and diversified programmes for MDWs. These programmes involve both leisure activities and self-development courses (e.g., personal development and skills development). Some MDWs who were previously worried about having nowhere to go and how to spend their rest days, now join CDE’s programmes to spend their rest day fruitfully. 
3.5) Nonetheless, CDE constantly gathers feedback from MDWs on the programmes offered, and suggestions for new programmes to introduce based on their interests. 
4. Creating Awareness and Support Avenues for MDWs
Creating Awareness among MDWs

4.1) CDE has over a thousand MDW volunteers. These volunteers, together with CDE staff, conduct outreach activities over weekends reaching out to fellow MDWs to spread word about CDE and encourage them to join our activities and programmes. In addition, this outreach also acts as eyes and ears on the ground and as a roving touch point for MDWs (if need be).

4.2) Separately, CDE also works with our partners to hold talks/workshop for MDWs on essential topics such as Scam Alert and Prevention, Sexual Assault First Responder Programme etc. These are key community messages that MDWs should have knowledge of to protect themselves. Such talks/workshops are very well received by MDWs as they understand the importance of taking proactive measures to take care and protect their well-being, while earning a living in Singapore. 
Support Avenues for MDWs

Domestic Employees Welfare Fund

4.3) In late 2016, CDE set up a charity fund, the Domestic Employees Welfare Fund (DEWF), managed by an appointed Board of Trustees, to further extend our humanitarian aid to distressed employees.  Last year, CDE assisted around 400 distressed domestic employees. The DEWF serves the following purposes
: 

· Assist by way of ex-gratia payments, subsistence allowances, repatriation cost (if applicable) to distressed domestic employees working in Singapore, when the circumstances warrant or when employers have no means to fulfill their legal or employment-related responsibilities and obligations. 

· Provide assistance to distressed domestic employees or their next-of-kin (where the Board of Trustees shall deem fit).
· Provide temporary shelter and medical support for distressed domestic employees when the circumstances warrant. 

· Provide mediation and legal services for employment-related disputes resolution.

· Support engagement activities, upskilling and training programmes for domestic employees.

Medical Insurance for MDWs

4.4) Since 1 July 2023, the Medical Insurance coverage for MDWs has been enhanced from at least $15,000 per year to at least $60,000 per year.  This is sufficient to cover about 99% of all hospital bills for MDWs
. Employers can also purchase more comprehensive medical insurance to cover larger hospital bills.

4.5) Under the Employment of Foreign Manpower Act (EFMA), employers are required to buy medical insurance for their MDW before she arrives in Singapore. This enhancement was a result of the feedback MOM received from employer groups, insurers, and industry partners such as NGOs such as CDE. 
CDE Connect Centres
4.6) CDE currently has 3 Connect Centres, with the most recent one launched on 24 May 2023. These 3 centres are strategically located at different regions (i.e., heartlands) in Singapore to enhance accessibility and support for MDWs and their employers. In addition to functioning as an avenue of support for MDWs and their employers, these centres serve as an interview centre for MDWs. 
4.7)  MDWs who arrive in Singapore for the first-time are required (by MOM) to attend an interview with CDE within the first few months of employment. The interviews are conducted at either of the 3 CDE Connect Centres. Up to 9,000 interviews per month, can be conducted at these centres. The interviews are conducted in the MDWs’ native languages. The aim of this interview is to ensure and find out if the MDWs have assimilated into living and working in Singapore. Furthermore, it also provides an avenue for MDWs to raise any concerns or issues they face. Since January 2023, CDE has been progressively interviewing (selected) first-time MDWs for a second time between the sixth and twelfth month of their work in Singapore. Apart from serving as a place for interviews and seeking help, these 3 centres are also used for engagement activities for MDWs. On weekends, CDE together with our partners, conduct educational and recreational activities for MDWs. 
4.8) Moreover, CDE also operates a 24-hour toll-free helpline, 1800 CALL CDE (1800 2255 233) for MDWs to seek assistance and advice in their native languages, and where required, CDE provides shelter to them. 
5. Flexibility to Change Employment
5.1) The current policy requires MDWs to seek their current employers’ consent should they wish to change employer. If their employers do not give consent, the alternative would be for the MDWs to return to their home countries. 
5.2) Having the right to change employment helps ensure a better balance of bargaining power between the MDWs and their employers. Particularly, in cases where the MDW is not keen in extending her contract with the same employer, MDW would have the liberty to change employer. While employers may benefit by giving consent to change employer, as they then would not need to pay for her repatriation, some employers would still opt to repatriate the MDW. CDE has presented insights gathered from MDWs to MOM and urges MOM to further relax the current policy on the ability for MDWs to change employers upon expiry of their employment contract.
Migrant Domestic Workers’ (MDW) DEVELOPMENT

6. Upskilling MDWs
6.1) CDE champions for a harmonious employer-employee relationship.  One of the ways to achieve a harmonious employment relationship is through self-development. CDE strongly believes that MDWs who are equipped with the relevant skills and knowledge that enable them to perform their duties effectively, are able to foster a positive employment relationship. 
6.2) MDW can upskill themselves by attending relevant programmes to improve their skills and knowledge and enhance their future employability. It opens a path for them to excel back in their home country or a better next employment (in a MDW receiving country).  
6.3) Therefore, CDE actively collaborates with our partners to provide relevant training and engagements that cater for MDWs Skills Development (e.g., Eldercare, Nursing etc.) and Personal Development (e.g., Basic English, Financial and Digital Literacy, Mindfulness/Stress Management etc.). As much as possible, these trainings are conducted in the MDWs’ native language to maximize their learning. 
CONCLUSION 
7. In conclusion, through CDE’s active engagements with MDWs, we find that MDWs are generally happy working and living in Singapore. This is largely attributed to a safe environment in Singapore, healthy employer-employee relationships, relevant legislations in place that protect them and the support they get from their communities and NGOs such as CDE. CDE firmly believes that the way forward to protect and enhance the well-being of MDWs as well as provide self-development opportunities is through constructive discussions and strong collaborations with the Singapore Government, NGOs and other industry stakeholders.
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