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Welcome Address 

Dr. Mohamad Shamsuri Juhari, RIMA’s Director, opened the event with a few words of welcome to 

guests and visitors to the forum. He also took the opportunity to make announcements and updates 

on several upcoming RIMA events. Dr. Shamsuri then introduced Mr Sani Hamid, Director for the 

Economy & Market Strategy in Financial Alliance and a member of the RIMA Board of Directors as 

moderator for the session.  

Mr Sani began by highlighting significant concerns that the 2013 Budget speech seeks to address, 

and asked if it has been successful in resolving gaps in key areas such as education, healthcare, 

housing, eldercare and transportation.  The moderator then introduced the panellists to the 

audience before directing a question to Mr Zainal Sapari, Member of Parliament for Pasir Ris-

Punggol GRC and Director for Contract and Casual Works for the National Trade Union Council 

(NTUC). 

Questions posed to Mr Zainal Sapari 

Mr Sani began the discussion by raising two questions for Mr Zainal. Firstly, by referring to the scope 

of measures announced during the Budget 2013 Speech to help the lower and middle income 

Singaporeans cope with rising costs, he asked for the latter’s opinion on whether it has sufficiently 

addressed the concerns of low wage workers, making reference to Mr Zainal’s previous call for 

affirmative action during a recent Parliamentary session. During the said debate, the MP had argued 

that the government cannot raise a person’s dignity through hand-outs alone. Secondly, Mr Sani put 

forward the suggestion that the minimum wage policy needs to be implemented and questioned on 

why the government seems very reluctant to do so.  

Mr Zainal approached the question by first agreeing that imposing a minimum wage policy might be 

perceived to be an attractive option as it enables salaries of the lower-income segment of society to 

be raised immediately. However, he asserted that it will not only create an impact on the lower 

income group, it will also create the ripple effect of increasing salaries across all levels. He added 

that as a result, it will raise questions as to whether such salary increments are justified and based 

only on factors that contribute to the heightening of productivity. 
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The panel sharing their views on the Budget. 

Another point Mr Zainal highlighted was that a policy which sets the minimum wage might lead to a 

situation where it eventually evolves to become the maximum wage attainable. Employers will be 

inclined to set the minimum wage imposed as the mandatory amount that they are obliged to pay 

and be resistant to further wage increases. 

Mr Zainal then clarified on his proposal for a class-based affirmative action approach. He shared that 

NTUC has been trying to promote the idea of a progressive wage model based on feedback they 

received from various industries. He expressed his personal sentiment that the Budget is very pro-

worker. According to Mr Zainal, Singapore is undergoing another phase of transformation and the 

Budget seeks to aid companies cope with possible cost increases through this transitionary phase. 

The challenge is to implement these measures based on rationale and intent. He cited the recently 

announced Wage Credit Scheme, where the government will subsidise 40% of any wage increase for 

three years. It might not be totally effective in carrying out the government’s intention of aiding 

companies cope with restructuring costs as many might perceive it to be just a ‘subsidy’ of their 

usual wage increases. Mr Zainal added that if the government was to just subsidise the usual wage 

increase, the worker would not feel the impact, even as it increases the bottom line of the 
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organisation. As policymakers, there are two approaches in implementing the regulation, they can 

be very strict, and insist that the subsidy will not be used for the usual wage increase, or be on the 

liberal side, and allow the subsidy to be used for any wage increase of up to $4000 per month. 

However, when a regulation is made to be more efficient and liberal, it might result in more 

loopholes. He proceeded to mention that NTUC is especially concerned about the welfare of non-

unionised company workers as checks and balances cannot be enforced on their employers. 

Mr Sani then shifted the discussion by highlighting the issue of how meritocracy is insufficient in 

sustaining social mobility. He cited the DPM, Mr Tharman Shanmugaratnam, as saying that “more 

needs to be done, starting from early in the child’s life. This includes enhancing capacity, quality, and 

affordability where preschools are concerned” as well as “extending learning support and setting out 

student care centres at the primary school level”. He asked if these measures will adequately 

address issues faced by students especially those from poorer backgrounds and suggested that a 

more holistic approach that takes into account issues faced by their parents may be one that is more 

suitable. 

Mr Zainal acknowledged that there are indeed many challenges faced by the typical Singaporean 

family. From the perspective of policy making, the government looked at several factors before 

deciding on one that can be the lever in making a difference to the targeted group. He noted that 

the best way to aid a certain group in society in their quest for social mobility is to make sure that 

sufficient opportunities are provided to their children in terms of making sure that they are not 

deprived of education. Speaking from his experience of working in the Ministry of Education (MOE), 

Mr Zainal mentioned that there are many resources that schools have that can be used to help 

families in need. For example, all necessary support in terms of finance and transport can be 

provided to ensure that a child receives proper education. He felt that the government has taken a 

holistic approach in dealing with such issues. He mentioned the special emphasis placed on 

providing equal educational opportunities for those in need through schemes such as the MOE 

Opportunity Fund. However, he argued that the challenge has always been to get the parents of 

these students to approach the school to get the necessary help that they need and making sure 

that their children are attending school on a regular basis. Mr Zainal added that parents must play 

their part in order to provide their children with adequate opportunities, citing the availability of 

existing social networks such as the Family Services Centres that can actually provide support to the 

parents. 
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Questions posed to Mdm Moliah Hashim 

As a first question to Mdm Moliah, Mr Sani asked in which areas the Budget 2013 will benefit the 

Malay Muslim Community (MMC). Based on the expertise that she has acquired from her 

experiences as the head of Yayasan Mendaki, Mdm Moliah first touched on the obstacles which the 

government will face in making sure that the Budget impacts the right group of people. For instance, 

while she highlighted that one of the most significant problems the government will face is in 

translating these policy guidelines into proper implementation, the main issue hindering the process 

would be the lack of outreach. She stresses the importance of the mass media as a tool for outreach 

so as to ensure that the MMC will benefit from all policies that have been implemented. She 

proceeded to suggest that the best way to determine if the MMC will be significantly impacted by 

Budget 2013 would be to first assess the community’s profile and analyse how policies implemented 

have influenced social mobility, progress and wealth creation of this profile group. She opined that if 

the Budget is to work towards ensuring a level playing field, it will therefore have a significant impact 

on the MMC. This is especially so in areas of education and employment. In the areas of 

employment, progress and mobility within an organisation, the percentage of PMEs is less than 30% 

within the MMC, national figures are not available, but there is a suspicion that the MMC is not on 

par with the national standard.  Looking at the profile and quantity of MMC in the service sector, it 

confirms this suspicion. She emphasised, “If the budget provisions work towards ensuring that 

people can be socially mobile, then I cannot say we (the MMC) cannot benefit from it and the impact 

will be much greater.” She reasons that our median income is at 3.8k which is lower than 4k. Much 

support is provided at the personal, economic and organisational level which we can benefit from. In 

relation to the influx of foreign talent and its impact on the MMC, we need to study how it affects 

us, and how the policies can work for us.  She reasons that raising productivity levels in terms of 

training grants and the Productivity and Innovation Credit (PIC) scheme will translate into greater 

employment opportunities for the MMC. This, in turn, will have a positive impact on household 

median incomes. Since policies allude towards enhancing inclusivity, with policies ranging from 

improving pre-school education to eldercare, the MMC stands to 

benefit the most given that the total fertility rate is the highest in 

the nation and that 54% of the community is 35 years and 

younger.  

(left) Mdm Moliah Hashim. 
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She concluded to say that any initiative created by the government for the nation as a whole, the 

MMC will probably be able to benefit more. 

As a follow-up question, Mr Sani brought up the issue of the $10 million grant allocated to assist self-

help groups enhance their programmes over the next 2 years. He asked how this money will be used 

by Malay/Muslim organisations catering to the community. Although pleased with the government’s 

decision in providing the grant, Mdm Moliah expressed her personal concerns over such ‘hand-outs’ 

being viewed as a norm to future generations of Singaporeans. “Provisions like these won’t continue 

forever” she lamented, calling for the need to educate the younger generation so that they 

understand that the availability of such provisions should not be taken for granted and subsequently 

develop into an expectation. Turning to the use of the $10 million government contribution, Mdm 

Moliah first expressed Mendaki’s interest in using part of the money to fund research. She 

highlighted that although there are intervention programmes currently put in place by Mendaki as 

well as studies on the effectiveness of these programmes, “we still have credit problems, we still 

have gang teens.” Hence, she called for the need to fund research as a means of understanding the 

MMC and the changes that have taken place so that social issues can be properly addressed. She 

pointed out that if the issues had been prevalent in the past years and are still not being resolved 

now, there are probably areas which we might have overlooked. Research will assist us in 

discovering these overlooked areas, and not just to depend on our gut feeling or intuition as to 

where the sources of the problems are. Secondly, she opined that part of the grant should go into 

capacity building. Drawing parallels to business productivity, she said, “The productivity of the social 

sector and the productivity of the Malay Muslim voluntary sector (MMVS) is also something that I 

think we can do a lot more.” Finally, terming it as a “non-traditional” and “experimental venture”, 

Mdm Moliah suggested using part of the grant as extra funding to assist the community, especially 

to those who are ‘trapped’ such as those in the middle income group. She explained that the extra 

funding can be used as additional resources in order to expand the eligibility (of those that receive 

aid from Mendaki). She added that “by being more flexible in terms of how we assess needs, I think 

that would go a long way in helping the community”. 

Mdm Moliah then took the opportunity to question the assumptions behind Mr Zainal Sapari’s 

previous explanations on why he thinks the minimum wage policy is not advisable. She asked if 

based on the expected negative reactions and responses of the general public should such a wage 

policy then be adopted. 
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Mr Zainal replied that case studies have shown that the intended impact of such government 

initiatives has always failed to materialise. For instance, Hong Kong which had previously 

implemented a minimum wage policy based on basic demand and supply concepts experienced 

several undesirable consequences such as a shortage of labour in certain sectors of the economy as 

well as severe unemployment in others. Unemployment will happen when the employer’s 

expectations of the worker’s productivity do not match the minimum wage that he is offering. 

However, he did acknowledge the advantage which can come from a minimum wage policy in that it 

will ensure that the abundance of cheap foreign labour would not depress the wages that could 

potentially be paid to local citizens. He explained that it is for this reason that NTUC is proposing for 

an alternative called the NTUC Progressive Wage model, where industry partners come up with a 

wage structure which is pegged to the individual worker’s level of productivity, skills as well as some 

form of career path. He disclosed that such structure is already being implemented in established 

organisations, but not in certain industries that are dominated by lower-wage workers such as the 

security, landscape and cleaning industry due to their outsourcing model. He elucidated that the 

greatest challenge would be to identify a common ‘lever’ such that when companies bid for 

contracts, they have to compete not on the basis of who can pay their workers lower but on the 

basis of who is more productive. 

Question to Ms Wong Pei Chi 

Mr Sani moved on to direct a question to Ms Wong Pei Chi, board member of AWARE. He recalled 

that prior to the Budget 2013 Speech, AWARE had expressed concerns regarding gaps over 5 key 

areas, namely healthcare, needs for the elderly, support for the disabled, support for care giving, 

and reducing the income inequality and social mobility. He asked for her sentiments regarding the 

success of the Budget in addressing these 

concerns and whether or not these gaps still 

remain. 

 

 

 

                                              (right) Ms Wong Pei Chi 

receiving a token of appreciation from Mr Nizam Ismail, 

RIMA chairman. 
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Ms Wong began acknowledging that the usage of the word gap is fitting, as it allows us to think of 

what is visible and what is the blank space that is not in the picture. She acknowledges that the 

budget is positive, as it presents clearly the allocation of the funds to the various sectors.  She 

echoed the views of Mdm Moliah, seeing the need for more targeted approaches. This is only 

possible, in her opinion, through having greater transparency of data as “having enough information 

for members of the public and organisations to analyse the potential impact of the budget, which is 

important. It is a key driver in helping us to participate more in the budget”. She then moved on to 

talk about the issue of wages and how they are determined. She is in agreement with previous 

panellists regarding wages as pre-determined by the market, but Ms Wong injected that wages are 

also much determined by social norms. She recalled being impressed upon first hearing about the 

Progressive Wage Scheme presented by Minister Grace Fu at the Economic Society Forum 2013, 

where it seemed like a concerted effort to change some of the social norms encapsulating certain 

under-valued industries such as cleaning.  She surmised that although the market is indeed the 

superficial factor in determining wages, the social norms also exert an effect on the market and are 

thus important contributing factors. In terms of the aforementioned gaps, Ms Wong chose to 

highlight 3 main points. Firstly, she delved into the social support being offered for caring of 

dependents, bringing up the $3 billion set aside during the Budget 2013 for improving the childcare 

sector. Ms Wong remarked that this is a disproportionately gendered issue as usually it is women 

doing the care giving; even migrant domestic workers hired are 100% females. Hence, she was 

puzzled as to the lack of follow-up on their (AWARE) comments that stay-at-home mothers, who are 

actually unpaid care givers, should be given social financial support. She also noted that the 

reduction in domestic worker levy, although substantial, would not be of any help to those who do 

not earn enough or choose not to hire domestic workers and are in need of more help. There is also 

a gap in empowering the migrant domestic workers and the lack of regulations between these 

workers and their employers. Secondly, Ms Wong highlighted the correlation between availability of 

benefits and social status.  

She mentioned the fact that certain schemes are restricted only to people of certain social status, 

while others who may require more assistance but do not fit the eligibility criteria are unable to 

benefit from such schemes.  

As an example, she cited the Child Care Financial Assistance Scheme where a family is eligible only if 

both parents are working and the child is already attending a licensed child care centre. Hence, low 

or middle income families in need, with a sole breadwinner, would be unable to benefit. Ms Wong 

also highlighted one of the key issues of tying the Budget benefits to ‘worker emphasis’ oriented 
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schemes. Singapore’s female labour force participation rate is still quite low compared to other 

industrialised countries in Asia which means that a majority of the female population will still not 

benefit from the Budget. Lastly, Ms Wong highlighted AWARE’s proposal to create a comprehensive 

and adequate support for the elderlies and those who have chronic medical conditions and 

disabilities. She expressed her anticipation of waiting for the Parliamentary debates, and details of 

implementation and allocation of the Budget with respect to these matters. 

Mr Sani asked Ms Wong about her views on the direction that the government is taking with all the 

series of measures announced. She was asked if she thinks the government is moving in the right 

direction to provide structural support for shared needs or if she feels that more should be done, 

since she had argued previously that it is not only unjust but irrational to address the systemic issues 

of care by just relying on individuals to resolve issues for themselves case by case, rather than 

providing short term support for shared needs. 

Ms Wong responded that the emphasis of inclusivity in the Budget 2013 is a positive sign, as it is a 

sharp turn from the previous stance on self-reliance that the government advocated for, especially 

since support is essential as self-reliance may not prove to be adequate. She asserted that what 

really determines a lot of these materials consequences are the social norms underlying how we 

behave and that is essential to change social norms in support of the government’s new emphasis on 

inclusivity before the social norms of self-reliance are too entrenched into society. Ms Wong 

asserted that support should be structural, systematic, comprehensive and adequate to be fully 

effective. She commented that from an economic point of view, current support schemes are 

discretionary rather than automatic. Automatic spending can act as stabilisers and they act as 

automatic benefits in the event of a sudden recession, economic boom or downfall and hence 

benefits will be more predictable. She gave the example of how in recessionary times; one might 

hold back treatment if one thinks there is no support, which will result in one’s condition 

deteriorating further. She emphasised, “it is important for everybody to be recognised as members 

of the society, that there is always a possibility that some day, you are going to need support and 

there will always be people in our society that need our support at the same time”. She also 

explained the significance of structuring the support schemes to be comprehensive rather than tied 

to certain social statuses since having such comprehensive benefits will go further in alleviating the 

social tensions that might arise. This will prevent one group from feeling that if another group is 

entitled to certain benefits, it will imply that their share of the benefits will be affected. Apart from 

that, Ms Wong highlighted the varying conditions that are tied to the benefits which are accorded 

for individuals versus businesses. She concluded that individuals have to go through a more arduous 
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and stringent process to acquire the assistance from support schemes as compared to businesses. 

For example, the conditions and benefits given to individuals and businesses differ. She cited her 

attempts at finding out more about the success stories of companies under the PIC scheme, the 

amount that has been disbursed and outcomes achieved, but no data has been made available. Yet 

the government continues to issue out corporate assistance like PIC, WCS and rebates to corporate 

income tax even as the successes of these measures are not made known. The government has to 

work on the level of trust that they have for these individuals who require aid from the government, 

in a similar way that they accord trust to the businesses.   

Question to Mr Leong Sze Hian  

 

(left) Mr Leong Sze Hian answering questions from 

the audience. 

 

Mr Sani directed a question to Mr Leong 

Sze Hian, past president of Society of 

Financial Services Professionals, regarding 

Mr Tharman’s announcement to make 

the fiscal system more progressive. He 

asked for Mr Leong’s opinion if measures 

such as Workfare Income Supplements, 

cash pay-outs and revising the CPF 

contribution rates would help low wage 

workers to cope with the rising costs of living given the existing policies such as the open 

immigration policy, and whether he feels that there are gaps that remain.  

 

Mr Leong began by expressing his difficulties in finding statistics regarding levels of Malay/Muslim 

wages and how they compare across the various ethnic groups. He gave a few examples to illustrate 

his point that even if general wage statistics for Singaporeans were made available, they would not 

be of much help. “Without these statistics, how do I even know whether the policies are going to 

work?” Mr Leong argued that the only way to determine if the policies are going to work would be 

to look at the past. “If something doesn’t work in the past, how is it going to work in the future when 

they are still doing the same thing and putting in more money?” he remarked. Mr Leong went on to 

discuss issues on minimum wage. He posits that it is a scheme that is not going to work very well. He 
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went on at length to illustrate his point through an example regarding a listed company which set 

out a scheme to pay $10 million to its lower income employees who earned between $2000 and 

$4000. “Are you telling me that nobody in this company earns less than $2000?” he questioned. 

Upon further inspection, some workers declared that they earned over $1000 thus indicating the 

inability of these workers to benefit from this scheme. Mr Leong also discussed the issue of contract 

workers and how they are unable to receive benefits such as CPF or the Wage Credit Scheme. He 

commented that a number of contract workers has also been increasing steadily thus impeding 

social mobility of these people. Furthermore, he pointed to the fact that cost of hiring foreign 

workers has been on the rise while dependency ratio has been decreasing. As a result, employers 

are reluctant to increase the wage of existing workers due to increased cost of hiring new workers, 

transport costs, and overall cost of living in Singapore. He concluded his point by saying that the 

policies will not be effective. 

 

Mdm Moliah asked Mr Leong if he thinks that the minimum wage policy should be implemented. Mr 

Leong responded by stating that all the countries that have implemented this policy do not suffer 

from  negative real wage growth problem, which is the biggest problem that countries should avoid 

or strive to solve. He feels that policies are a work in progress and that there should be continual 

effort to review policies and willingness to take on a new approach if the current set of policies fails 

to deliver the intended results. 

 

Mr Sani consequently brought up Mr Tharman’s announcement to reinforce social safety nets and 

the government’s aim in targeting their help to those who need it most, to ensure that the needs of 

the middle-income group are met. He asked Mr Leong’s opinions on some of these approaches, such 

as injecting more funds into the ComCare Fund and increasing direct pay-outs. 

 

Mr Leong responded by expressing his deep disappointment in the amount of money that the 

government sets aside to improve social welfare. He surmised that Singapore is a rich country with 

plenty of reserves and a high net investment return contribution, hence he reputed that more 

should be invested into enhancing the social welfare of citizens and boosting social inclusiveness. He 

echoed, “We are so rich, we have so much money yet we spend so little”, thus concluding that the 
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approaches undertaken by the government are insufficient and inadequate given the amount of 

monetary resources Singapore possesses and the idea of social inclusiveness is not working. 

Questions from the audience 

Question 1: The discussion was opened up to questions from the floor. A gentleman from the 

audience began the session by touching on the issue of minimum wage. By not having a minimum 

wage, he argued that there would be people earning $800-$900 a month which is unsustainable and 

we can expect more and more people to come for assistance in the near future. Hence, he expressed 

that absence of both minimum wage and social assistance would be impossible should we intend for 

the lower income to progress. When asked by Mr Zainal for his opinion on what a living wage should 

be, Mr Khalid brought up Ms Wong’s earlier point on lack of data. He reasoned that without any 

supporting data on wages, he would be unable to fathom a guess on what living wages could 

possibly be. 

 

Mr Leong furthered the issue of social assistance, citing ComCare’s last annual report which stated 

that in one year, 70 over thousand applications for financial assistance were filed. This large number 

consisted of new applications alone, not taking into account those who had applied in previous years 

or are still currently under financial assistance. However, the breakdown of these numbers by ethnic 

groups is not made available although he did point out that many years back a report showed the 

Malay Muslim families asking for this assistance numbered at 105 thousand. This would disable us 

from determining our progression or regression as a community. He also made a note on how, from 

his three year experience as a radio show host, he witnessed a disproportionately large amount of 

non-Malay Muslims calling in to talk about problems of their Malay friends as opposed to the Malays 

themselves coming forward. 
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Mr Zainal injected that he agreed with the statement that the society has to have a gauge of what is 

considered a reasonable living wage, and suggested that the Ministry of Social and Family 

Development undertake a comprehensive study to determine what constitutes a minimum wage. He 

states that this is essential to benchmark our social assistance programmes against this minimum 

wage, and not much can be done without any certain 

reference benchmark. He corroborated his argument by 

giving reference to Kishore Mahbubani citation which 

stated that in the year 2009, a living wage for a 

Singaporean family of four – father, mother and two 

children – is actually $1700. He added that with a living 

wage, the government would then be able to understand 

the average income in the society and compare that to the 

MMC figures, which can be used to determine the 

progress of the MMC. 

(left) Dr Faizal Yahya presenting during the Q & A session. 

 

 

Dr Faizal of RIMA confessed that he did not fully comprehend the correlation between the 

announced Budget and the statistics that the government released, especially since it seems to 

reflect minimal intended change in the total number of foreign workers in the different sectors of 

the economy. He expressed his concern for the MMC as the ethnic group tend to form the bulk 

within sectors of the communications and business services which would face a higher amount of 

pressure from foreign workers. He went on to imply that the threat of displacement is more real for 

this particular group as the majority of companies which employ them are knowledge-based entities. 

He thus feels that union membership should increase before pressure is put on the employers. Next, 

he countered Mdm Moliah’s previous argument by commenting that the $2000 gap in median 

income between the Chinese and Malays is significant indicating therefore that the MMC is in a 

more dire position than it is acknowledged to be 

 

In response to the issue on living wage, Ms Wong brought up two points. Firstly, she cited the 

example of a study by William Leed where language was used as a proxy in doing a study of whether 
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there has been discrimination in terms of wages, especially in Singapore. She went on to suggest 

another way of perceiving living wages - in terms of social assistance packages such as healthcare or 

education benefits. Ms Wong argued that living wage should not be viewed in terms of minimum 

cash alone but also the amount of benefits that people can expect to be entitled to. 

 

Next, Mr Zainal contributed his input regarding demands for the reduction of foreign workers into 

the country. He opined that one of the reasons for the low dependency ratio ceiling for the services 

sector is attributed to the lower productivity relative to other sectors. He also added that the over-

reliance on cheap foreign labour lowers the incentive for companies to boost productivity. He 

expressed his concern for the MMC whose members are predominantly involved in the services 

sector. He said, “We hope that this tightening of foreign workforce in the services industry will 

actually have some impact in terms of leading to higher wages to attract people in this particular 

sector”. Subsequently, Mr Zainal moved on to answer Dr Faizal’s concern regarding the low 

unionisation rates. He asserted that though 24% in Singapore might seem to be low, it is 

comparatively high to other countries such as United States which has a rate of 16%. However, he 

affirmed that there should be more union members that unionise the company reasoning that, “If 

you don’t unionise your company, then it is very difficult for us to have a direct line of 

communication to negotiate with your management”. He asserted that one of the largest challenges 

Singapore faces is that a substantial amount of the Singaporean workforce are hired by small-

medium enterprises, hence the union has been formulating ways to attract these people to convert 

into union members. Regarding the lever issue raised earlier, Mr Zainal expressed that the challenge 

is to find a lever that can have systemic impact. He gave an example pertaining to the cleaning 

services industry, where licensing or accreditation might be a suitable lever since companies can 

only get accreditation if they agree to abide to the progressive wage model. The challenge would be 

implementing this. For example, the government sector can be regulated to only engage accredited 

companies but it would not prevent the private sector from engaging non accredited ones. He 

concluded by reiterating his argument that a progressive wage model is vastly different from a 

minimum wage policy, as the former is sectors specific. He further said “We really look at the sector 

and we try to make as best a judgment as we can based on whatever data, what would be a 

reasonable wage to be paid to these workers and to be able to attract Singaporeans to join that 

industry”. 
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Mdm Moliah was in agreement with Dr Faizal. She talked about the median income for Singapore 

which is about $5000 plus and how the middle income Malay may not necessarily be the same as the 

middle income Singaporean. It all depends on the definition of who is in middle income.  She 

questioned whether this has relevance to how we perceived the community when comparing their 

median income with the country’s median income. Mdm Moliah delved into the issue of social 

norming. She highlighted that our society is too ingrained in thinking in terms of dollars and cents 

that we are hesitant to go into something which is qualitative in nature and would be hard to 

measure. She also expressed hesitance over AWARE’s proposal which involves attaching a value to a 

female caregiver’s role of the child through government provisions for stay-at-home mothers. 

However, she does agree with the need for a minimum wage that we should tolerate in our 

community, not in terms of dollar and cents but in terms of quality of life that the agreed minimum 

wage can bring. Education and health, she feels, are the two most basic aspects. As an example, she 

talked about ‘shadow’ teachers for special needs children. Parents spend $5000 a month for the 

‘shadow’ teacher to ensure and assist the child in adapting with the education system and society. 

She expressed her concerns over welfare systems such as this being too costly and unavailable for 

those that require assistance but are unable to afford it. 

 

Next, Mr Leong contributed his opinion on what a good indicator of living wage is, and suggested 

that one of the best indicators would be pawn shop statistics, sharing that between 2010 to 2011, 

pawn shop loans increased by 81%. The latest monthly statistics is an all-time high of 600 million 

pawn shop loans in a month. The rate for the last two years’ growth is 175%. That might reflect the 

percentage of people not having a living wage. He moved on to assert that the foreign worker 

statistics previously cited is bleak, particularly in the light of the Population White Paper since both 

the figures for the number of foreign workers and PRs will increase sharply. 

 

Ms Vivian, representative of AWARE, chose to address the issue of discrimination. She opined that 

the gaps between the MMC and other communities or between women and men cannot be 

explained in terms of a lack of capacity or even lack of training. She pointed out that there are 

barriers that should be looked at like the casualisation of labour. She pointed out that people are put 

into special categories which prevent those in other categories from enjoying certain benefits. This 

she feels is similar to a social engineering strategy. Benefits such as lowering maid levy, for example, 

would only be applicable to a certain strata of the society. Ms Vivian also highlighted that poverty 
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should be discussed as a national issue instead of treating it as separate ethnic issues. At the end of 

the day, we should discuss the big picture of whose interest we are serving and work together to 

tackle poverty. 

 

Question 2: A question was then addressed to Mr Zainal. The gentleman began by expressing his 

agreement with Mr Zainal’s call for a class-based affirmative action. He surmised that meritocracy 

will not solve social inequality. He feels a lot more should be done to improve the state of lower 

wage earners. That being said, he also pointed out that by implementing positive affirmative action 

or progressive wage schemes for certain categories of low wage jobs, other jobs with similar wages 

would also have the right to such benefits. This, he said, is really working towards the minimum 

wage structure across specific industries and questioned the fundamental difference between 

progressive and minimum wage schemes. Mr Zainal was also asked to provide alternative areas in 

which class-based affirmative action could be practiced, apart from wages. The gentleman then 

ended off with his take on the local education system. He remarked that the root problem is the 

highly competitive education system and that the only way to flourish in such a system would be to 

engage tutors. Hence, he feels that the best way to address social mobility would be to have an 

education system which is more 

inclusive. 

(right) Mr Zainal Sapari answering a question from 

the audience. 

 

Mr Zainal reinforced his argument that 

the progressive wage model that was 

proposed by NTUC varies vastly from the 

minimum wage policy that is being debated about, due to the fact, that the progressive wage model 

requires the identification of the different sectors and 12 union clusters where there are 

representatives for various industries. He added that with regards to the progressive wage model, 

“we actually tie our progressive wage model to your skills, which tie up to some sort of your career 

path” and this motivates the lower-income workers to progress through the corporate ladder. As he 

had mentioned earlier, licensing would be a suitable lever that would be imposed to the service 

provider to ensure a more systemic impact. However, one of the possible challenges that might 

hinder the success of this approach would be the resistance on the part of MHA, the license handler, 
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as they do not want the progressive wage model to be the veto factor that decides whether the 

company gets grade A or grade B, especially in the area of security application with regards to 

certain key installation. Thus, Mr Zainal proposed for a tripartite cluster to be formed for the 

cleaning services industry. He agreed that schemes such as the Wage Credit scheme is unlikely to 

significantly improve the wages and welfare of the workers as they are working under an outsource 

contract. He moved on to respond to the subsequent question raised on whether there is any room 

for the implementation of class-based affirmative action. He responded by bringing in the example 

of the bumiputera benefits and policies that the Malaysia government enforces. He asserted that the 

class-based affirmative action that is proposed should not be ethnic-based and that meritocracy 

should be the way forward. He alludes to the fact that this problem would persist in society for the 

many decades to come as it is a complex problem. Next, Mr Zainal went on to discuss Singapore’s 

education structure and its limitations. He personally thinks that the education system is not 

stressful and that it is parents’ high expectations and irrational complains that contributes to the 

high stress level that is closely tied to the local education system. He stressed that as educators, they 

sometimes need to balance parents’ expectations, but it is in the heart of every teacher to provide 

holistic education for our children. He stresses that what is more important than mere academic 

achievements is to make the education system more authentic and to recognise differing abilities 

and talents, and that is what the Direct School Admission (DSA) process seeks to do. He articulated 

that effort should be done collectively and not just from MOE alone, as sometimes, it is the whole 

societal mind-set, for example the kiasu-ism that we have, that contributes to this stress. He 

mentioned his visits to other schools like those Denmark and how it is different from our system 

here. For example a child goes to a school located nearest to his home as compared to a 

Singaporean parent who is willing to send the child to a school furthest from their house because it 

is deemed to be a reputable school. 

 

Question 3: Mr Nadim began by providing his input on the issue of minimum wage. He construed 

that there has not been enough studies on the low income earners in Singapore. He feels that we 

are jumping the gun and being pre-maturely  excited about the minimum wage. Expanding on Mdm 

Moliah’s point, Mr Nadim felt that more research about minimum wage had to be done with regards 

to the MMC especially in the area of, for example, behaviour among the low income earners, as well 

as reasons contributing to the situation faced by the low income earners. “Have we really 

understood the people that supposedly some of us are championing for?” he questioned. Mr Nadim 

went on to comment on the Budget 2013. He calls for Singaporeans to judge the effectiveness of the 
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Budget by determining, if it is a blueprint that could actually look into better strategies of how to 

break into the structures that are becoming impairments in terms of our social mobility. In reference 

to Ms Wong’s proposal, he remarked that 54% of Malay Muslim ladies who are economically active 

are not working and while some are staying at home for genuine reasons, there has been anecdotal 

evidence from social workers that the major reason for this is the fact that husbands are not willing 

to let their wives go to work. As a tax paying citizen, he feels that it would not be in his interest to 

support these households. In conclusion, Mr Nadim affirmed the changes to the WIS where the 

eligibility ceiling has been increased to $1900. “I would rather see that rather than letting the 

situation of citizens falling into dire situation of extreme poverty, it is a good indicator that $1900 is 

where we press the orange button and that we begin to look more seriously on solutions to salvage 

their situation”, he concluded.  

 

Subsequently, Ms Wong  articulated that providing social and financial support in terms of crediting 

benefits such as tax rebates to working mothers who have children is a form of discrimination 

against unemployed women, especially unpaid care work at home, though unpaid, is still work. She 

asserted that it is impartial to penalise women for not partaking in formal employment for doing the 

exact same duties that another person gets paid to perform. She then moved on to comment that 

the workforce participation of women is the largest structural problem that goes beyond mothers or 

tax payers paying for care giving and reasoned that there is explicit discrimination against employed 

women at their workplace. She added on that this is the reason why the wage gap is substantially 

higher for blue collar industries.  

 

Question 4: A question was directed by Mr Azha Putra from RIMA to Mdm Moliah. He recalled that 

when he raised the issue of affirmative action at a Mendaki Conference 10 years ago, it was not well-

received. He questioned Mdm Moliah if the perspective regarding this matter has changed and if 

Mendaki and the Malay political leaders share the same sentiments. 

 

Question 5: Sabrina from the audience also raised a question to the panellists regarding the ways 

that they thought the Budget 2013 could address the persistent issues of the MMC consistently 

lagging behind and being overrepresented in the lower-rung jobs, as well as allowing Malay/Muslim 
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youths to be given opportunities for wealth-creation and to start the trend, to allow a sort of buffer 

for them to be self-reliant and independent in Singapore.  

Mr Leong firstly responded by articulating that equal opportunity employment commission, which is 

practiced by many countries including Hong Kong is a better way of phrasing affirmative action. He 

responded to Mr Nadim’s comment on using tax payers’ money to pay stay at home women, “Your 

population and parenthood packages are $8billion worth of tax benefits versus $2.2billion worth of 

pure population benefits. In other words, the bulk of the benefits are going to the people who are 

richer, and no matter how much money you are going to give them, they are not going to produce 

more babies”. Apart from that, he alluded the fact that meritocracy might not be the best approach 

given the current situation, since the rich are awarded top scholarships and they are given greater 

opportunities, while the lower-income are caught in the cycle of socio-economic problems. Mr 

Leong concluded that the government should let the numbers do the talking by looking at current 

statistics and making them available, as it will give a reflection of the level of success of the 

implemented policies. 

 

Mdm Moliah chose to address the matter of discrimination, reasoning that it is an issue shied from 

as people are unsure if discussing it on this platform will effect any change. Furthermore, in tying it 

up with the idea of affirmative action, people are less inclined to participate in conversations on 

discrimination. She added that even without affirmative action, discrimination is so rife. Mdm 

Moliah expressed concerns that things might even worsened should affirmative action be put in 

place as “no amount of talking and proving that you are there out of your own credibility and your 

qualifications will ever get rid of this thing that you are there because of some quota”. 

 

Ms Wong started her response by asking the audience to examine the assumptions underlying 

societal norms and the process of meritocracy, before rhetorically asking, “Why is it that women in 

Singapore live longer than men but suffer more years with ill health. Why do elderly women end up 

with much more savings than their counterparts? Why do women depend on their children for a 

much higher percentage of their income than men?”  She concluded by elucidating that statistics 

and figures are essential in hypothesising certain societal norms and mind-sets, as well as the 

success of implemented policies.  
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Mr Zainal concluded with his personal views on the Budget, mentioning that he concerns himself 

with matters that are within his area of influence, that he can take advantage and leverage on to 

actually make lives better. With regards to problems faced by low wage workers, he remarked that 

one of the largest contributing factors to these problems is the business practice of outsourcing. He 

mentioned the Housing Development Board (HDB) as an example of an organisation which has 

begun to outsource their core function. As a result of this practice, the companies to which the jobs 

have been outsourced to are continuing to offer their workers low wages. Mr Zainal brought to light 

his appeal for government organisations to hire Singaporeans as their direct employees instead of 

outsourcing jobs in order to aid the low income earners. Furthermore, he mentioned, contract 

workers are also in a tough spot due to the instability that the contract entails. However, Mr Zainal 

remained positive, affirming the openness of the discussion, as well as the understanding between 

those engaged, commenting that these are attributes which go towards building a more gracious 

society. 

 

Mr Leong ended the discussion by highlighting that statistics can be used to prove that 

discrimination is omnipresent in our society. Giving reference to the recently conducted retirement 

study as well as the Yellow Ribbon Project, age discrimination as well as discrimination against ex-

offenders still seems to plague our society, with statistics available to support these claims. Thus Mr 

Leong advocates for greater effort to be undertaken to alleviate these concerns.  


