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Introduction

1. We would like to share three observations and concerns, based on our experience working with women and families, and make recommendations in furtherance of CEDAW's goal to improve the status of women in society:

A. Men’s responsibilities in pregnancies (Articles 5, 15 and 16(d))
B. Coercion or intimidation to terminate pregnancies (Articles 12 and 16(e))
C. Housing for single pregnant mothers (Articles 14 and 16)

2. For these points, we have included examples of case studies of our clients. All names have been changed and other details have been anonymised for confidentiality reasons.

	About Safe Place 
Safe Place seeks to empower women with unsupported pregnancies to take personal responsibility of their situations, be equipped with life skills for themselves and their child, and embrace motherhood with confidence and hope.
We do this through providing crisis intervention, case management and counselling, pre- and postnatal education, temporary accommodation, baby essentials, social support network of volunteers and referrals to other professional services.
Since February 2018, we have supported more than 470 women aged 14 to 40 years old, regardless of marital status, income bracket, race and religion. All services are provided at no charge.





A. Men’s Responsibilities in Pregnancies (Articles 5, 15 and 16(d))
3. CEDAW obliges States Parties to:
a. Take appropriate measures to "modify the social and cultural patterns of conduct of men and women" to eliminate prejudices and practices which are based on "the idea of the inferiority or the superiority of either of the sexes or on stereotyped roles for men and women (Article 5);
b. Accord to women, in civil matters, a legal capacity identical to that of men and the same opportunities to exercise that capacity (Article 15);
c. Ensure the same rights and responsibilities as parents, irrespective of their marital status, in matters relating to their children; in all cases the interests of the children shall be paramount (Article 16(d)). 

4. About 80% of Safe Place beneficiaries experienced little or no involvement from the putative father of their child during pregnancy and after child birth. About 50% of these women expressed that if the putative fathers were involved in a constructive manner, their decisions regarding the child as well as their parenting experience would be more positive. 

5. We appreciate that the Ministry of Family and Social Development (MSF) and the Family Justice Courts have taken significant steps to streamline and simplify the application processes for maintenance, as well as strengthen the maintenance regime. We also appreciate the support of authorised agencies and pro bono lawyers who render their assistance to women seeking maintenance on behalf of themselves or their children.

6. In our experience, almost all of the women in our care have given up on the option of seeking maintenance through the courts. 

7. The common reason given remains the difficulty of the legal process, including potential disputes over parentage of the child where the parties will then need to obtain DNA tests of the child’s parentage, along with disputes over the costs of such tests. 

8. Furthermore, the woman is seen primarily as the “antagonist”, being the plaintiff who initiates, pursues and directs the claim for maintenance as well as enforcement of any maintenance orders made. 

9. For a mother who is already grappling with and grieving over the absence of her partner, while juggling a double share of responsibilities to meet her and her baby’s basic needs, investing time and other limited resources into pursuing maintenance from an unwilling father is a luxury she cannot afford.

	Faith’s story: Suicidal and depressed after forced abortion 
Faith, an articulate young woman awaiting university admission, conceived a baby with her then-boyfriend of one month. Faith viewed her baby as family and as a “life”. Her boyfriend, however, wanted her to have an abortion as he viewed the child as an obstacle to his future ambitions. 
Faith was torn between her relationship with her boyfriend and keeping her child, whom she felt a growing attachment with. At the same time, her boyfriend’s lack of responsibility and support towards the pregnancy exacerbated Faith’s poor mental state. Faith experienced suicidal ideation at the thought of aborting the child. She overdosed during her pregnancy and was hospitalised. 
Driven by her fear of abandonment, Faith scheduled an abortion appointment. The day before the abortion, Safe Place facilitated a meeting with Faith and her boyfriend. Even after Faith told her boyfriend that she would end her own life after the abortion, Faith’s boyfriend persisted in his lackadaisical posture, dismissing Faith’s plea for help and insisted that she “gets over it”. She proceeded with the abortion the next day and was warded for observation for a few days due to presentation of suicide risk. Shortly after the abortion, Faith’s boyfriend ended the relationship with her. Faith was subsequently diagnosed with depression and is now receiving treatment.




10. In fathers’ decisions to evade their obligation to their biological children, women end up disproportionately disadvantaged as they bear the double responsibility of raising the child single-handedly, while attempting to enforce responsibility among the putative fathers. The fact that the financial and caregiving responsibility lies solely in the mothers’ hands also exacerbates how women are increasingly economically marginalised and contributes to the feminisation of poverty, where there is a widening gap in the occurrence of poverty among women compared to men.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  See, for example, Elizabeth Hill and Marian Bird, “COVID-19 is likely to worsen gender inequality in Asia” Channel NewsAsia (5 July 2020).] 


11. While mothers like Faith start out highly motivated to hold their partners responsible, they soon grow weary jumping through the relational and institutional hoops needed to enforce liability. 

12. In our view, a more proactive stance on the part of government agencies in pursuing, directing and enforcing claims for maintenance would be of greater assistance to women in such circumstances. A father’s responsibilities towards children should be viewed as a matter of public and collective responsibility, which the state and society have duties to proactively enforce and uphold. 

13. Our recommendations:
a. Establish a government office to handle claims for maintenance. This office should be responsible for pursuing, directing and enforcing claims for maintenance through the courts or otherwise.
b. Improve access to information on legal options to recover maintenance for children.
c. Address root causes of why fathers are not involved in providing for children and the mothers of the children, including societal attitudes and legal hurdles.
d. Promote and uphold strong legal and social norms in favour of responsible sexual behaviour, including men’s duties towards their sexual partners and towards the children they conceive, and norms against men who evade their legal and moral responsibilities towards women and children. 

B. Coercion or Intimidation to Terminate Pregnancies (Articles 12 and 16(e))
14. CEDAW obliges States Parties to:
a. Take all appropriate measures to eliminate discrimination against women in the field of health care in order to ensure, on a basis of equality of men and women, access to health care services, including those related to family planning (Article 12); 
b. Ensure the same rights to men and women to decide freely and responsibly on the number and spacing of their children and to have access to the information, education and means to enable them to exercise these rights (Article 16(e)).  

15.  Under section 5 of the Termination of Pregnancy (TOP) Act, any person who, by means of coercion or intimidation, compels or induces a pregnant woman against her will to undergo treatment to terminate pregnancy shall be guilty of an offence and shall be liable on conviction to a fine not exceeding $3,000 or to imprisonment for a term not exceeding 3 years or to both.

16.  From our experience in counselling and providing support to pregnant women, we have often found that parents of these women and the putative fathers of the unborn babies have a large say in their pregnancies, even if the women are already married. 

17. Some women face immense pressure from their parents, significant others or partners to terminate their pregnancies.

18. From January 2023 to March 2024, Safe Place counselled 40 women who clearly expressed their intention to have an abortion. 13 of them (or about 1 in 3) disclosed clear accounts of coercion and/or intimidation by family members or partners to make that decision. 

19.  Where possible, Safe Place social workers inform family members and partners that such coercion or intimidation is against the law, in light of section 5 of the TOP act. Our social workers will also advise the women to make police reports if such coercion or intimidation persists.

20.  These incidents of coercion and intimidation may vary in nature and intensity. Most of the time, the incidents are verbal and emotional, including threats of being disowned, divorced and cut off from financial support. These incidents are often below the threshold of being eligible for a Personal Protection Order or support from family violence agencies. Even though the Protection from Harassment Act (POHA) may potentially apply to some of the more serious cases, the deterrent effect against coercion to abort is diminished because POHA does not explicitly relate to abortion.

21.  None of the 40 women made a police report for intimidation/coercion to abort. They expressed fear of repercussions of losing their significant relationships even though they are estranged. They also worry about whether the police or judicial system will take their claims seriously. Being pregnant and emotionally distressed, their priority is to maintain harmony as much as possible, rather than engage in what may be regarded as antagonistic behaviour.

22.  Of the 40 women, most of them attended mandatory pre-abortion counselling at healthcare institutions. To our knowledge, the pre-abortion counsellors of these women did not detect and/or act upon any coercion/intimidation experiences, even though they are trained to do so.

23.  Out of the 40 women, 20 terminated their pregnancies, 14 continued their pregnancy full-term, 2 had miscarriages, and 4 have unknown outcomes.

24.  We are not aware of any cases where individuals have been arrested, charged or convicted in court under section 5 of the TOP Act since it was first in force in 1970.

25.  The State Party has informed us that no public data pertaining to coercing and intimidating a woman to have an abortion (whether number of police reports made, or escalations done by pre-abortion counsellors) is available. This apparent lack of enforcement of the law may point to underlying structural issues that need to be addressed, such as the lack of knowledge about the law, limitations in the scope of the law, or victims' fears of repercussions.

26.  We are deeply concerned about the true level of autonomy a woman has when making a decision about her pregnancy. Actively protecting the safety and rights of the woman against coercion and intimidation is critical in ensuring that the woman can exercise her rights to decide on the number and spacing of her children, and to have access to the information, education and means to exercise these rights.

	Lynda’s story: Forced to have an abortion by boyfriend
Lynda is a 28 year-old woman with a difficult childhood history. After her parents divorced when she was a child, her housing arrangements became highly unstable. Subsequently, she had 2 children with a man she was in a relationship with, but had an affair and became pregnant with another man’s child.
When her boyfriend got to know of it, he was furious and violently raped her twice, in an attempt to cause a miscarriage and also to exert power and control over her. On top of that, he started emotionally blackmailing and threatening her to abort the child, stating that if she does not do so, he will harm himself or harm her. Under such circumstances, and feeling helpless, she went for the abortion alone. She suffered tremendous pain from the impact of the abortion, sexual assault and emotional abuse.

“Yara’s story”: A nightmare experience of abortion and emotional abuse 
Alone, frightened and desperate, Yara, 17, reached out to Safe Place for help hours before her abortion appointment. She did not want to have the abortion but shared that her mother and boyfriend were forcing her to do so, with both parties threatening suicide if she did not comply. Yara recounted, “My mother is forcing me to choose between her and the child.  I am scared to lose my mother. But there is not a chance I want to abort this child…”
Safe Place worked closely with Yara to explore options available to her, and she moved into Safe Place the next day. Her mother and boyfriend rained verbal and psychological attacks on her over text messages throughout the night. The messages included threats of suicide. Her mother said, “At exactly your birthday next year I will invite you to my funeral.”
It was a weight too much to bear. The next morning, Yara proceeded with the abortion. Yara later confided that she struggled with nightmares, flashbacks and depressive moods after the abortion.



27. Our recommendations:
a. To strengthen its deterrent effect and better protect women in vulnerable circumstances, section 5 of the TOP Act should be amended and/or clarified by way of “Explanations” and “Illustrations” on certain points of law:
Amendment
· Amend the "means of coercion or intimidation" under section 5 of the TOP Act to broaden its scope and align with POHA, so that these include verbal and written threats that cause harassment, alarm or distress.  
Explanations
· Legally, it should not be necessary to show that the pregnant woman actually underwent any “treatment to terminate pregnancy”, but only that the accused person engaged in means of coercion or intimidation to compel or induce “a pregnant woman against her will to undergo treatment to terminate pregnancy”. This is because the pregnant woman herself wishes to keep the pregnancy. 
· It should also be clarified that “means of coercion or intimidation” include verbal and written threats that cause harassment, alarm or distress.  (POHA)
Illustrations
· Illustrations should be added to the section to give examples of coercion or intimidation, in order to clarify the types of conduct that fall within or outside the scope of section 5 of the TOP Act. 

b. The process of pre-abortion counselling be enhanced to better protect pregnant women and ensure that pregnant women who seek to terminate their pregnancies are not doing so as a result of coercion or intimidation from others. These include:
· Mandating pre-abortion counsellors to detect and report any coercion or intimidation to compel or induce termination of pregnancy.
· Training of pre-abortion counsellors to handle nuances where coercion or intimidation is involved, especially when disclosure is not forthcoming.
· Making the necessary amendments to the Termination of Pregnancy Guidelines issued by the Ministry of Health in order to give effect to the above.
 
c. Expand the responsibility of detection of coercion and intimidation to include doctors, nurses and medical social workers.
· Establish a clear escalation process that includes prioritising cases that have suspected coercion or intimidation to abort.

C. Housing for Single Unwed Mothers (Articles 14 and 16)

28. CEDAW obliges States Parties to: 
a. Ensure to "rural women" the right to enjoy adequate living conditions, particularly in relation to housing, sanitation, electricity and water supply, transport and communications (Article 14(2)(h));
b. Take all appropriate measures to eliminate discrimination against women in all matters relating to marriage and family relations, including to ensure the same rights and responsibilities as parents, irrespective of their marital status, in matters relating to their children; in all cases the interests of the children shall be paramount (Article 16).

29.  We have observed that single unmarried women with low social support, unstable finances and unengaged partners have the most need for safe and stable housing during pregnancy. This is particularly acute for those between 17 and 21 years old, when they are no longer considered minors (and hence have reduced state protection), but are not yet able to enter into legal contracts (such as housing rentals) without a legal guardian.
 
30.  Under the Housing Development Board (HDB)’s Public Rental Scheme, single unmarried women are able to be considered for a rental flat at a highly subsidised cost on a case-by-case basis. She must be at least 21 years old to do so.

31. Applications are only accepted after the birth of the baby, with proof of a birth certificate. The waiting time to be allocated a rental flat from the point of application can be up to 6 months.

32.  This scheme does not take into consideration that the vulnerable pregnant woman has an acute housing need while she’s pregnant. Her need for safe and adequate housing begins during pregnancy.

33. This may cause harm to the unborn child, as research has shown that babies in-utero whose mothers are exposed to high levels of adversity have an increased risk of cognitive impairment and mental health disorders such as depression and anxiety.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  Chan, S.Y., Ngoh, Z.M., Ong, Z.Y. et al. The influence of early-life adversity on the coupling of structural and functional brain connectivity across childhood. Nat. Mental Health 2, 52–62 (2024). https://doi.org/10.1038/s44220-023-00162-5 ] 


34.  Children, born and unborn, have rights and needs, including housing. In all actions concerning children, the best interests of the child shall be a primary consideration.

35.  At Safe Place, we provide temporary housing to pregnant women who lack stable housing arrangements. This temporary housing extends beyond the birth of the baby. In recognition of the temporary nature of the arrangement, we also work to assist these women to find more permanent accommodation.

36. We are grateful to all government bodies for the assistance and support given to Safe Place in facilitating access to permanent housing for many of our beneficiaries. 

37.  Safe Place is the only agency in Singapore with dedicated residential respite for pregnant women from antenatal to postnatal. The maximum capacity is 8 women at any one time.

38.  Some transitional shelters in Singapore only accept pregnant women as residents if there is clear evidence of domestic violence. Most women’s shelter do not accommodate pregnant women. 



	Hudah’s story: Choosing between housing and her baby 
Hudah was in her early thirties when she found herself pregnant and without a home. Her family viewed her out-of-wedlock pregnancy as a disgrace. They changed the padlock of their family home and told her that she was no longer welcome back. Her ordeal with housing insecurity began. Over twelve months, Hudah moved at least 6 times, mostly while pregnant, from budget hotels, hostels to friends’ homes, as each could only hold her for a limited time.
Hudah wrote to the Housing Development Board (HDB) to apply for a rental flat under the single unwed parent scheme but received multiple rejections and delayed responses. She submitted multiple appeals to her Member of Parliament (MP) and HDB but to no avail. 
Hudah explored pricey rental rooms in the open market. All the landlords she spoke to would not consider occupants with babies. Finally, Hudah worked out an arrangement with a family friend who volunteered to care for baby full-time while Hudah stayed elsewhere at the rented place. This arrangement allowed Hudah to have stable housing and subsequently secure employment. Yet it meant she was temporarily separated from her young child. 
Hudah's application to rent an HDB flat was approved 8 months after the birth of her baby, largely due to her appeal to her MP. The prolonged housing stress and separation from her child caused her mental health to suffer, and she exhibited signs of postnatal depression and anxiety.



39. Our recommendations:
a. Under the Public Housing Rental scheme, accept applications from single unmarried women who are in the last trimester of pregnancy. Create clear application pathways especially for those between 17 to 21 years old. Expedite processing time to under 3 months where possible.
b. Enhance state-funded women’s shelters to meet the needs of pregnant residents, and to allocate a small percentage of vacancies for pregnant women and those in the immediate post-birth period.
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