The Rights of Foreign Domestic Workers
Executive Summary
Foreign domestic workers (FDWs) are integral to Singapore's society, with around 301,600 in employment as of December 2024. They play a crucial role in filling the domestic labor gap, supporting families, and contributing to the economy. However, they face significant challenges.
Historically, the practice of employing migrant women as live - in domestic workers in Singapore dates back to the 1920s during the British colonial era. Today, Singapore's heavy reliance on FDWs is due to factors like the increasing participation of local women in the paid labor force and the lack of a comprehensive welfare system. Despite their importance, FDWs are undervalued. Their work is often framed as non - skilled or secondary, and they face exploitation due to power imbalances. Employers have significant control over FDWs' living and working conditions, and current policies, while intended to facilitate employment, have reinforced these problems.
This paper aims to explore policies that can better enforce the rights of FDWs in Singapore. It first analyzes Singapore's existing FDW - related policies, then examines the policies and treatment of FDWs in other regions such as Taiwan, the Gulf States, and the EU. Through a qualitative case - study methodology, it identifies common and unique challenges faced by FDWs across these cases.
Based on the research, three policy recommendations are proposed. The first is to extend FDWs' rights through legislation. This includes incorporating them into mainstream labor laws, conducting mandatory social - well - being audits, and formally recognizing their social and emotional well - being rights. The second recommendation is to centralize the enforcement of FDW rights by establishing a new statutory board, the National Centre for Foreign Domestic Workers (NCFDW), which will expand and absorb the operations of the current Centre for Domestic Employees. The third is to expand and enforce bilateral agreements with FDW - sending countries to close protection gaps.
However, these policy recommendations have limitations. Regulating private households in the first policy may face resistance from employers and reluctance from FDWs to participate. The establishment and operation of the NCFDW in the second policy depend on the passage of related legislation and stable funding. The third policy's success is contingent on the political will and institutional capacity of both Singapore and sending countries, and it may not fully protect workers using informal migration channels.
Despite these limitations, implementing these policies with careful consideration and continuous evaluation can potentially improve the rights and working conditions of FDWs in Singapore, moving towards a more just and inclusive society.
