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Temporary contract workers from a host of low-income Asian countries such as Thailand, Bangladesh, Indonesia form the vast majority of “unskilled” (sometimes semiskilled) manual workforce in Singapore. Their work is indispensable for both the growth of the Singapore economy, and the day-to-day functioning of the city. The migrant workers and the vans which transport them are ubiquitous in the daily landscape of Singapore society. And yet, barring intermittent “human-interest” type stories on the news, these men seem to inhabit a largely marginal and contained space that most Singaporeans have very little to do with or care about.
This paper investigates the complex implications of temporary contract work both for migrant workers and labour-receiving societies It asks: How does temporary contract work benefit host societies such as Singapore today? How does it impact migrant workers? What are the implications of this form of organising labour within the current context of extreme economic and political inequality on the one hand, and striking imbalances in the availability of labour resources on the other, among laboursending and labour-receiving regions of an increasingly integrated world system? What are the subjective dimensions of temporary migration and contract work with a particular focus on the meanings that migrants attach to this form of labour and the kind of life it involves.

Singapore as receiving context:

Overall:

According to 2008 official figures, the total population of Singapore is 4.8 million. Of these the nonresident population is about 1.2 million. Foreigners constitute about 30% of the total workforce in Singapore. According to one set of projections, in the “most favourable scenario”—that is favourable from the point of view of Singapore--its need for foreign workers will grow to about 44% of the total labour force in 2010, and 61% in

2020.

Categories of foreign workers:

Since 1998, foreign workers are divided into a few categories in Singapore: Class P, Q, and R. Each of these are further divided into 2 subcategories: P (P1 and P2) passes for foreigners with administrative, professional and managerial jobs, entrepreneurs, investors, artists, musicians; Q passes for skilled workers and technicians. Since 2004, the S pass replaced the Q2—meant for mid-level skilled labour (specialised workers and technicians). To qualify for an S pass the basic monthly salary of the applicant has to be at least S$ 1,800, but not more than S$ 2,500.
The R (R1 and R2) passes, also known as “work permits” are issued to semi-skilled and unskilled foreign workers. The R1 pass holders have a National Technical Certificate Grade 3 (practical) or other suitable qualifications. Source country restrictions apply for R pass holders in all industry sectors. For instance, services sector companies are allowed to recruit R Pass workers from Malaysia, Hong Kong, Macau, South Korea and Taiwan only. While construction and shipyards can recruit workers from South and South east Asia. In other words, the Singapore state is very keen on managing its foreign human-power resource tightly in a way that makes it extremely difficult for foreign workers to mobilize across ethnic divisions. Indeed, since a typical work day extends easily to 10 hours, it is extremely difficult for workers from one sector, and hence from certain ethnic groups, to meet or socialize with workers from other sectors.

1 Work-permit holders are not allowed to bring their spouses and children with them. They are only allowed to work for the employer and in the occupation as reflected in the work permit and therefore cannot gain access to the local labor market. The termination of employment also results in the immediate termination of the work permit, and the worker must leave Singapore within seven days.

2 R2 are for unskilled foreign workers. Their employers are subject to full levy rates (S$470 typically per unskilled worker in the construction sector). They are also subjected to security bond requirements, and medical exams. If their employers fail to pay the full levy, the workers’ workpermits are cancelled and they are required to leave Singapore within 7 days. The employers also have to post a S$ 5000 for each worker with the govt. guaranteeing their “good behaviour” and eventual repatriation.

3 Although this security bond is the responsibility of the employer, foreign workers typically pay this amount as part of their recruitment fees.
4 It takes an average construction or shipyard workers nearly 2 years to pay off these debts.

5 These passes are typically given for 2 yrs at a time. They are not allowed to bring their families to Singapore—not even for visits.
6 Some R2 workers manage to become ‘skilled’ (R1) by taking some exams. It can raise their basic wage by about S$2. But getting a worker “skilled” is really beneficial to the employer, because the levy he/she has to pay per worker drops dramatically. In the Construction sector, for instance, it can go from S$450 to as low as S$50.

7 R pass holders are excluded from any possibility of applying for permanent residency or citizenship.

8 They are also forbidden to marry Singaporeans.

9 Singapore does not grant work permits to male and female workers from the same country to prevent family formation/union.

10 In other words, these are not empty bureaucratic categories; they have enormous social implications for how the workers are treated, and how they are made to feel.

Bangladeshi Workers
A recent study among Bangladeshi workers by Md. Mizanur Rahman and Lian Kwen Fee (2005, Asia Pacific Population Journal) found that

1. They are on an average between 20 and 30 years old;

2. A majority (77% in a sample of 126) had at least 6 years of certified schooling; 7% had 14-16 yrs of certified schooling.

3. 2/3 of the workers were unmarried

4. Almost everyone was from a rural area—most came from 2 or 3 specific districts

5. The rate of repeat migration was about 7%,

Questions for Migration Theory

The research I have done so far raises some questions for certain tendencies in the existing migration literature:

2. Assumption that international migration involves an encounter between culturally, linguistically, and even phenotypically distinct populations, who were hitherto separated in space. A variation in this literature also draws special attention to migration from each global south to its particular ‘north”.

• Recent work by Asian scholars has drawn attention to migration within Asia. Some have dealt with issues of racialization of migrant workers as well [Pei-Chia Lan’s Global Cinderella, 2006, for instance). But the focus is still on the encounter between culturally and even phenotypically distinct populations even if within Asia.

• Migration between South Asia and South East Asia at least in part involves unequal encounters between culturally/physically sometimes similar populations. Moreover, historically both these host countries were former colonies like South Asia—that too of

the same colonizing power.
• In what terms is ‘difference’ (read superiority/inferiority) articulated in such contexts?

3. Conflation between migration and immigration
4. Easy connection between abuse of workers and illegality/trafficking. Both points 2 and 3 occlude the specific workings of temporary contract work, which is both transnational and perfectly legalised, but extremely exploitative. Temporary Contract Work as a specific form of labour practice

• Long hours,

• horrible working conditions,
• Minimal protection to avoid injury—but otherwise the bodies take incredible abuse.

• A recent study of Bangladeshi migrants in Bangladesh undertaken by the IOM found that 60% of the workers experienced injuries while working abroad. 34% now has some disability related to such injuries.
• Singapore is supposedly better in this respect, but as I learnt through my interviews with workers, it is hardly a safe haven.

• Safety nets are minimal. Terrible pay (about US$1 per hour basic— made to seem like a boon, given the conditions in Bangladesh.
• Most important: the system of agent fee/recruitment costs—costs\ that are illegally transferred to the workers by the supply companies (which recruit labour abroad and supply them to other firms in Singapore), ensures that the workers start with a huge debt, leading to a situation that is akin to temporary bondage.

• There are also hidden costs—material, psychological, in terms of lowered aspirations. Typically binds several generations in this cycle of temporary work).

Migrant Rights

Finally, some thoughts about rights, the possibilities of migrant rights. ILO—has been trying to revive a discourse on migrant rights. But typically such initiatives draw heavily on the Human Rights framework.

• Recent tendencies among activists working with NY Taxi drivers and domestic workers in the US have been to move away from both the human rights based entitlements and citizenship based rights.

• These workers are increasingly asking for a portfolio of rights that will be based in their migrant condition.
• Such portable rights already exist for elite business representatives for instance. They are negotiated in the context of the WTO. Why not develop something similar for manual workers? And indeed such initiatives may be afoot.

1 Extremely important: sending states need to understand their responsibility and their power. Responsibility to advocate the rights of their citizens abroad.
2 They have to understand that they have power. In this world of declining populations in all wealthy countries (Singapore_ 1.9 growth rate; 2.2 is the replacement level; many European countries are lower) labour exporting countries can certainly bargain for better terms for their workers.

3 Recently the Indian Govt has begun to require foreign employers who do not use authorized recruitment agents to post a $2,500 bond for each Indian migrant they recruit; the bond is to be returned to the employer when the migrant returns to India.

4 India is also apparently establishing Overseas Workers Resource Centers to assist workers who wish to go abroad, or those who are already abroad.

5 What remains to be seen is how effective such steps are in actually aiding workers.

