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Options For Labour:
How And Why We Should Respond

Mr. Lim Chee Onn
Secretary-General
NTUC
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On behaif of NTUC and our delegates, I would like to welcome the Prime Minister and our distin
guished guests to tonight’s dinner which is held to inaugurate the NTUC Seminar on “Progress into the
‘80s” and the Adjoumed 3rd Triennial Delegates Conference. The presence of the Prime Minister and
other distinguished friends of labour has added much significance to this important event of our trade
union movement. What is even more remarkable is the atmosphere and setting for the event.

It was not that long ago, 20 or even 15 years perhaps, that it would have been considered sacrilege
to hold a union meeting in a posh hotel, flot to mention holding a dinner there even before the meeting
began. I understand that when the NTUC was first established, a conference was held in an old building
in Queen Street. There was no tea served, and even water was difficult to obtain in that building.

There is no doubt that NTUC and its affiliates at present operate in a milieu very different from
that of the past. This point came across to me starkly when I asked for possible venues for tonight’s
dinner, as I was concerned about the cost. The reply I received was quite startling: Anywherelessthan a
leading hotel would be considered a let down by the rank and file.

Our Plan of Action for the ‘80s has taken into account this dramatic change in our workers — their
attitudes, perceptions and expectations. In the riotous days of the ‘SOs and the early ‘60s, the workers’
hill of fare included unemployment, hunger, poverty and misery. Today it is not uncommon for our
workers to enjoy the items we have on our menu tonight. Our labour movement has corne a long way.

Compared to his predecessor, our present day trade unionist flot only enjoys a better life, but is
also better treated at his workplace. He maintains his union membership without fear of employer
reprisal and the union now gives him a greater feeling of security than before.

What of the future? Ail of you by now will have some idea of the rationale behind the restructuring
of our economy. The options before you have also been touched upon but in the minds ofmany, two
questions remain unanswered.

Firstly, what should our response be, especially when the tight labour situation and rising wages
make it so tempting for us to sit tight and do nothing other than what we have been paid to do. Should
we not use our spare time and leisure to enjoy our new-found wealth rather than bother ourselves with
acquiring new skills and sweating it out in some union or VITB classes?

The second doubt which you may be nursing is why we should be doing anything about it. The
decisions appear so difficult for us to make. Why do we, the workers, want to get involved. Let sornebody
else decide for us and we, in tum, shafi decide whether it was the right choice. We can then direct our
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criticisms at the decision-makers later on.

Let me try to answer the first question concerning the nature of our response by ilustrating the

conflicting decisions we are confronted with. Our economic success over the last 10 years and present

prosperity can be compared to a first rice harvest. After this first harvest there is aiways a choice —

whether to eat our fui of rice at once and leave the future to chance, or to take just one bowl first,

knowing that at the next harvest more will follow if we have taken care to plant the remaining grains.

The decision is a painful one but with a little reflection, investment in the future becomes an obvious

course of action.
We made the right decision in the past. The success of our economic development over the past 10

years reflects the abiity of our political and trade union leadership to reconcile such a trade-off. What

wil be our response as we face similar decisions in the foreseeable future? NTUC and our affiliates will

have the opportunity, as well as the responsibility, to influence this decision.

Our memb ers have used their opportunities to advantage in contributing to our national development

over the past decade. It is up to us to continue shouldering this responsibiity to create a better way of

life for ourselves and for our familles.

We shail be discussing these opportunities and responsibilities over the next 3 days during our

seminar, and thereafter during our delegates conference when we debate on the NTUC Plan of Action

for the ‘80s. At the end of it ail, the options open to us should be clearer and we will know what our

response is going to be.
The second message I wish to leave with you to take into the seminar is simply this. We have the

opportunity to determine and shape our future through the way we respond to national needs and

personal expectations. Let us flot throw away this opportunity to determine our future by refusing to

see the reasons why we should respond.

Most of us live in HDB flats and we have had to consider the important question of fumiture

arrangement in our homes. If you are a visitor to a HDB flat, you will be seated at the place where the

host thinks you will be most comfortable. Despite his concern, you may well not like the way he has

arranged his tables, chairs and sofa. However you are not inclined to do anything about it since you are

just a visitor passing through. You will probably enjoy his hospitality to the fullest and perhaps leave

feeling a littie smug. On the other hand, if you were the occupier of the flat and the owner of the

fumiture, you would want to do something about the arrangement to improve it, and would flot hesitate

to move the fumiture around. In fact you would go to great lengths to arrange it in the best possible

way, taking great pride in your efforts. In most cases you would even try to learn from others, to

find out how they have done it and what the advantages oftheir arrangements were.

In the first instance, you are just a passive on-looker, enjoying the comforts of the moment and

with no more than a passing interest in a matter outside your concern. In the second instance, you

are directly involved from the start and have a long-term interest in any improvements that can be

made. Because it is in your power to do something positive about the situation, you wil take pride in

the resuits you are able to achieve.

The question we therefore ought to ask ourselves is — Are we visitors just passing through, without

any concern whatsoever as to what lies in store for us in the future; or are we the co-contributors to

and co-owners of our national development, ever eager to secure for ourselves the best the future can

promise? If the answer is the latter, then we already have the answer to our question “Why respond?”

After the seminar and conference, we will ail have a better understanding of what the options are
and why we should respond positively. Our labour movement wiil then become that much more sure
footed when scaling towards greater heights of achievement and prosperity.

2 3



Inaugural Address

Mr. Lee Kuan Yew
Prime Minister

In the 1980’s, the NTUC will have a more difficult role in an economy grown more complex and
sophisticated, and with organising a workforce which is better educated, better trained, and with higher
expectations. To do this, more talent must be inducted into the leadership, men with abiity and
dedication, rnen who can work closely and patiently with grass-root union leaders to bring the Singa
porean worker up to world standards of skills and professionalism. For Singapore, the 1960’s was the
decade when unemployment was solved; the 1970’s was the decade of near-fuil employment and the
acquisition of simple skffls; the 1980’s must be the decade of maturity as our workers seek to perfect
their skifls and raise their productivity.

The progress of the last 20 years was made possible because of the close, almost inseparable, ties
between the leaders of the PAP and the NTUC. In fact, they are one leadership:-a group ofmen had
launched a movenient to oust the British; they ran into and surmounted communist dominance in mass
organisation; the leadership which emerged was balanced and stable. They were one leadership, or they
would not have beaten the communists. If the PAP govemment did not beat the communists and their
front organisations in the political arena, there would have been no NTUC. Because of this history, it is
natural that the political leadership should play the dominant, if not the decisive, role in solving
unemployment, and in setting the framework within which Singapore unions have worked to improve
the lot of our workers.

Now, however, in the nature of union organisations, as compared to that of political parties, a
curious contradiction has arisen between the PAP and the NTUC; it is one which has the seeds of
potential conflict if the present PAP-NTUC relationship is flot institutionalised and made durable
before a younger generation of leaders has taken over charge of both organisations. Because of the
check-off system the PAP in government allowed since 1970, the NTUC is growing stronger financially
every year: because of full-time staff which stronger finances enable it to recruit, the NTUC is also
growing stronger organisationally every year. This is the case in several industrial countries. Unions are
wealthier and stronger than political parties. Md because union objectives appeal directly to the
pockets of workers, plus the grouping ofmembers in offices and factories, it is easier for union leaders
to rally and mobilise their supporters, than for political party leaders to mobilise theirs. In Singapore,
only the overriding authority of the political leadership saves the country from unnecessary conflict;
for if challenged, the union leadership knows it must face the consequences of a collision ofwills; few
union leaders can doubt the outcome of such a clash. This circumstance wifl prevail so long as the
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present leaders are in office; after ail the present PAP leaders themselves have helped to build the

foundations of the NTUC, shaping it as the instrument to counter the ground swell of communist

agitation, and in the process transformed Singapore’s social and economic landscape, with new factories

with NTUC union branches, new towns with NTUC cooperatives in supermarkets, and a self-owning

taxi fleet plying the streets of Singapore.

The crucial question is how to ensure that the PAP-NTUC symbiotic relationship will endure

between younger leaders in the PAP and NTUC. Put simply, who will educate a younger generation

of union leaders to recognise their strengths and their mm . namely that if the union leadership

challenges the political leadership, political leaders must triumph, if necessary, by changing the ground

rules to thwart the challenge, using legislative and administrative powers, and, when necessary, backed

by the mandate of the electorate. If this axiom is put to the test, severe damage will result; but given

strong political leaders the outcome cannot be in doubt.

To avoid such unnecessary misunderstanding and the risk of collision, the PAP and the NTUC have

adopted a strategy of cross-fertilisation, to bind personal ties, to increase understanding between the

govemment leaders and the union leaders. Able union leaders have been co-opted into the PAP leader

ship, fielded as Members of Parliament, and when found able, appointed to office, PAP MP’s have been

made to work in the unions to get to know union leaders and members, and their problems. Some have

taken on fuil-time duties in the NTUC. The younger NTUC leaders must continue to play a critical

role in the PAP leadership. These cross ties must be firmly established to ensure that good sense will

prevail amongst both union and government leaders; otherwise cooperation and coordination cannot

be taken for granted in the late 1980’s, which would be a pity. You know what has happened to

developed industrial economies, as Britain’s, where the unions have repeatedly challenged the govern

ment, and got away with it because the electorate had been reluctant to back the government in strong

counter action. Hence the continuing problems of the British economy, with their interminable

conflicts between unions and any govemment, whether Labour or Conservative. Hence also the less

creditable performance of the Italian economy, with strong communist influence in the unions.

In countries where union leaders are men with a sense of perspective, a sense of proportion of their

importance, men who place the interests of their country above that of their unions, there has been

dynamic economic growth. There are two examples: first, Japan, where the unions have neyer shared

in political power; second, Germany, where for the last ten years of Social Democratic govemment

the unions have shared in decision making at the highest level. In both countries, the govemments have

successfully implemented their policies to control inflation and maintain steady growth, because ofthe

supportive role of their unions.
We should have to work out our own style and structure of party-union cooperation. We can learn

from both the Japanese and German models. Otherwise I fear my successors wffl have to pirtion the

wings of unruly or boisterous union leaders; for it will be their duty to Singapore, as it is mine, to

ensure that union leaders do not transgress the limits of legitiniate union activities.

From time to time, I have asked myself and Devan Nair, whether we would have been better off

in the longer mn flot to have strengthened the union organisations with a check-off system. Three

countries in East Asia that have industrialised successfully — Korea, Taiwan, and Hongkong are without

strong unions to impede or hinder management. Indeed, many American MNC’s in Singapore do not

allow unions in thek own factories in America and they have expressed their strong preference flot to

have unions in their Singapore operations. In order to persuade several of them to invest here, the
govemment, through the EDB, have given some of them grace periods of between three to five years
when we have promised that no unions will be organised. In two cases, the MNC’s were so successful
in their personnel relations that when SILO or PIEU officers sought recognition, the majority of the
workers voted against having a union. 0f course, if there were no unions threatening to organise their
workers to press for their rights, these companies may not have put in the same effort in good per
sonnel relations nor ensured such good working conditions and wages.

Whatever it might have been, we have made our choice. We have built up a strong and, so far, a
responsible trade union movement. Now we have to ensure that the unions will continue to be self
disciplined, aware of their responsibiities. Union leaders at branch levels must grow up. The NTUC
must seek out and train those who can mature into balanced men and competent leaders; union leaders
must leam to win support of their members with less bluster and posturing, with less exploitation of
petty grievances, and without protecting errant or misbehaving workers.

As we move into middle technology and higher skills, union leaders will flot have to vex over
higher wages; that will be looked after by the National Wages Coundil in which the unions are a partner.
What union leaders must press for are better and more training and retraining faciities and opportunmes
for their memb ers.

We are a multi-racial, immigrant society of willing and quick learners. Unfortunately most of us
expect quick results and even quicker returns. The Singaporean places great emphasis on certificates,
on his legal rights and his legal obligations. There is no great pride in the job, nor that self-esteem which
makes a German or a Japanese excel in whatever he has to do. If we are to succeed in our second
industrial revolution we must give our workers this self-esteem, pride in themselves and their work.
Worker attitudes must be different. They must be positive.

A Japanese brick-layer is a proud and an expert brick-layer. A Singaporean brick-layer is flot. The
results are obvious in our 11DB new towns and even in our shopping complexes and office blocks. I
was struck by the excellence of the fmish of a small resort hotel I stayed in at Nikko ten days ago. I
needed reassuring by the manager that Nikko workers had built it four years ago, and flot highly
skilled workers brought in from Tokyo. Every tile was neatly in position. Every piece of wood was
evenly planed and slotted in. I was equally impressed by the quality of the finish of our new chancery
in Tokyo. I believe our workers can achieve this level of perfection if we can change their attitudes.
The objective must be a job well done and to be well paid for a job well done; it must flot be to do a
job which the contractor cannot withhold payment from because it has not been too badly done. This
change in attitudes wffl have to start in our schools; it will have to be reinforced in our workshops and
construction sites by new social pressures and social mores. The NTUC must play a positive role in
reshaping attitudes and objectives, supporting management and the govemment in a joint effort to
realise our full potential.

I discussed a performance of a Japanese worker with our Ambassador in Tokyo recently. On my
return I asked him to list out the strengths and weaknesses of the Singapore worker as compared to
the Japanese. Allow me to read you his reply:— (see Appendix 1)

I sent this note to EDB for their comments. At least one EDB officer is in continuing touch with
our investors to monitor their problems and to help resolve them. The EDB officer’s reply Was a
considered and a balanced one:— (see Appendix 2 & 2A)
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a)

b)

c)

Appendix 1We have to start with the Singaporean worker as he is; his present values and ethics. If he wants a

certificate, let him have it. If he reaches perfection only after ten years, then test him every two years

and give him a further certificate each time, together with recognition ofhis increased worth. If he has

to be judged by consistent daily performance and continuous output of quality products, then man

agement must grade or certify their workers, and reward them differently.

The most important, and perhaps the most difficuit habit to inculcate, is cooperative endeavour:

what the Japanese workers does on his own, forming groups called “zero defect circle” — I had to ask

our ambassador to explain “zero defect circle” to me. “Ambitious workers”, he said, “would volun

tarily form a circle to study and work harder on a specific work thereby ensuring no defect, similar

to no-accident driver. Usually a factory has several groups of circles to compete for the scores.”

I do flot doubt that we can make the next stage of our industrial revolution. It will require creative

selection and adaptation and flot mindless copying of other people’s methods. I believe most union

leaders know what makes the Singapore worker strive to get on; now we want hiin to strive to reach

perfection; we have to work out changes to the system of incentives and disincentives to give him

adequate training and supervision, but most of ail to be proud ofhis excellence. If he has flot got that

life-long loyalty of the Japanese worker to his company, then before the Singaporean goes on training

at the company’s expense, whether in Japan or Germany, he signs a bond for three, five, or seven years

to serve the company or to pay a penalty in default.

The objective of a higher level of skills is relatively easy. To achieve constant high levels of perfection,

with less supervision, that is difficuit. What foreign managers and foreign supervisors do flot under

stand is the Singaporean work ethic. Union leaders do. NTUC in partnership with the govemment and

management must achieve this. We shah succeed if we deploy enough dedicated talent in the NTUC,

enough to match the talent in the government. Most managements cari well look after themselves.

That’s what the next decade is about: either we strive by ourselves or we do not make it.

“Generahly speaking, Japanese industria]jsts consider the leaming abiity and performance of our
trainees as good.

However, there are obvious differences or even contrasts in the working ethics and life phiosophy
between our trainees and the Japanese workers.

Listed hereunder are comparisons on some basic standards with glaring examples:—

1) Loyalty vs Job-Hopping
In Japan, job-hopping is a disgrace, like a woman who marries more than once. The

attitude of our trainees appears to be just the opposite.
Example: Last December, my senior Econoniic Affairs Officer (from EDB) made a routine

visit of 25 trainees in Japan steel works in Hachiozi, a suburb of Tokyo (specialized in making
plastic injection mould machines), and asked them for “any requests or problems”. One trainee
put up the question: “Are we going to get a certificate after 6-month training?”

“Why do you need the certifjcate?”
My officer was shocked by the answer: “When I go to other company, I have something

to prove my qualification”.
My officer had a quick look at the face of the factory manager and other instructors.

They ail looked straight down on the floor.
What an anti-climax. There is a bride inquiring about procedures of divorce in the course

ofa wedding ceremony.
Evidence: Okamoto of Singapore trained 15 persons, now only 4 are left with them.

2) Professionalism vs “Quick Bucks”
The Japanese workers are very proud of their skihls. Some carpenters and porcelain ware

makers are even honoured by the Emperor as “Living National Treasures”, and their simple
products are sold at price of antique masterpiece. Hence ail their time and energy are devoted
for maximum attainment of highest standard. To a machine, they leam diigently from its
characteristics, methods of starting and running to causes of breakdown and best way of
repairs in order to qualify for “Zero Defect Circle”

Singapore trainees gave their Japanese tutors an impression of “Aiways preoccupied
with money”. Their working attitude are basicaily as foilows:—

Accept training only within scheduled hours, thereafter must ask for overtime. (The
Japanese think it is rather the teacher, flot the students, who are entitled to over
time.)
After training, Japanese leamers used to clean the tools, sweep the floor or even ask
the tutor more questions for in-depth discussions. Our trainees are very precious
about their time. They do the above within the scheduled hours only.
Quite apart from optimum improvement of skills, their sole concern used to be:
“How much cari I get after this training?”

9
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Example: Recently, the embassy received a “S.O.S.” letter from the leader of a group of

trainees in Chiba Prefecture, in which, inter alla, was the following request:—

“According to our factory calendar, we are supposed to have a off day on Saturday, and

we are requested to work on that particular day without any overtinie payment.

Please advise us on this matter as soon as possible.

Sense of responsibility vs self-interestJconvenience

As already mentioned to you verba]ly, several months ago I found our Japanese clerk/

typist stiil workirig alone after 8.00 pm in the chancery, and obtained a moving answer from

her for working so late: “I have flot fmished my work”. To a good Japanese worker, he is

paid “to do a day’s work”. He does flot “seil his time from 9 to 5 only”

Japanese unions are quite powerful. But they neyer rock the boat. According to the sta

tistics of the Ministry of Labour, there were 6600 cases of industrial disputes in 1977, but

only 35 cases suffered from “Sabotage”, meaning go slow, or careless handiing oftools etc. In

1978, it was 50 out of 5416 cases.

Clock-watching and wild-cat strikes are exceptional in Japan.

Determination to excel vs “Better than Housing Board”

In pre.war days, “Made in Japan” was synonymous to lousy goods; but now it is the Hall-

mark of quality. The secret: The determination to excel, to surpass. They bought many

technical knowhow from the West, copied them and asked just one extra question: “How can

I surpass it?”
Resuit: Export ofcomputers to U.S.A. by Fujitsu.

On the other hand, when Minister Ong Teng Cheong complained to his contractor about

the unsatisfactory construction: “Why complain, Sir, is the house flot better than Housing

Board ones?”
Though there are different social and educational background, such as life employment

and factoiy union system, to foster the good working ethics of the Japanese workers, I am

confident that the aforesaid virtues could also be instilled in the minds of our workers iii

order to enable us to go for further industrialisation”

EDB’S ASSESSMENTS 0F PROBLEMS MNC’S HAVE BROUGHT
TO THEIR NOTICE

I Attitudes of Workers
The best testimony for the Singapore workforce is that our foreign investors continue to

expand and to introduce new investments notwithstanding the long list of complaints. The
following should be interpreted in this light.

Positive Attributes
The Singapore worker is:

(1) keen to learn and to undergo training
(2) hardworking, but keeps to the limits of his terms and conditions ofemployment
(3) picks up knowledge and work routines fast
(4) polite and well-behaved generally.

Generally, on simple repetitive routine, the Singapore workforce is rated highly even when
compared to Japan. The problems begins when changes due to exigencies of production, fashion
and models are introduced. A conunon observation is that there is a greater inertia to change.

Adverse Attributes

(1) Reluctance to travel long distances
The Japanese workers travel 40.80 km to work. Singapore workers regard more than a
few miles as far. Although the cnticism is valid, much can be done in the way of proper
transportation and congestion-free travel. There is a difference between travelling on a
high speed Japanese suburban train and on the uncovered lorries which are commonly
used by our factories. Rapid transit free of congestion and traffic pollution will go a
long way to resolve this observation. Additionally, the cost of transportation over long
distance can amount to 25% of a worker’s take home pay if this is flot provided. When it
is provided by company’s transportation,. the first few workers to be picked up normally
endure a travelling time of about 134 hours.

(2) Reluctance to work second shift and overtirne

US companies report that American workers are prepared to put in extra efforts for the
extra earnings whereas the Singapore workers prefer to change jobs. The Japanese report
that their workers have a commitrnent to accomplish a full day’s work including free
overtime whereas the Singaporeans seil lis time from 9 am — 5 pm. The reluctance to
work overtime is probably due to the lower marginal utiity of the extra eaming.

Indivjdualjstjc and not co-operative
The Singapore workers are still flot used to working in groups and do flot cooperate
well. For example, they tend to harbour their tools, keep to themselves or to their own

(3)

3)

Appendix 2
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(4)

(8)

L.ack initiative

(9) Malingering

This is due to a small minority.

(1) frequently corne late
(2) do flot undertake extra duties withm their responsibilities
(3) quarrel with supervisors

SonE branch unions resort to asking for extra aflowances:—
(1) for changes in duties, and
(2) for transfers from one departrnent to another

department. This is possibly due to the fear of losing their tools since theft is stiil a profit

able venture and to the fact that they prefer not to hurt the feelings of others or other

departments. This diffidence influences the next factor.

(5)

The Singapore worker does flot bother to ask even if he does flot fuliy understand. 11e

does flot give rnuch thought to the work/project before embarking on it. This diffident

trait can be traced backwards to behaviour in schools.

(6)

Choosy — ReluctanCe to undertake menial and unpleasant jobs

Many other societies rnanifest similar syrnptorns. The only solution is to either import

workers from poorer countries or to rapidly increase the wages for this type of work.

Impatience

The Singapore worker tends to regard a certificate or a diploma as a testimony to his

competence. 11e tends to regard an orgarnsed penod of training as the basis on which he

lays daims to his skills.

(7) Does flot take criticisrn easlly

The Singapore worker will change job when reprinianded. This is a manifestation of an

overheated labour market.

He should be prepared to undertake more intensive training without immediately expecting a
reward to follow. Such rewards will corne through higher pay in the longer term.

On Loyalty and Job Hopping

The excessive job hopping is a symptom of an over heated labour market similar to feverish
speculation in commodity markets when supply is short. Recognising this, government action is
now designed to free the labour market and to equiibrate supply with demand. Singapore workers
should take note of this and should begin to acquire a deeper sense of responsibility and loyalty
which is necessary for meaningful development and growth.

Managers, both expatriate and local, should recognise that when they embark on new ventures
within the first few years and until the various common routines are well understood, a higher
degree of instability due to frustrated working relations is inevitable. More enlightened manage
ment will avoid the excessive instability which they wiJl otherwise face.

On Cooperation and Individualism

The process of upgrading will require more sophisticated and more complex cooperative
endeavours. The Singapore worker must mature more rapidly and leam to work and relate with
each other.

3 TIse actions of trade unions
Despite the rapid growth and transition of the Singapore economy, there has been a creditable

low rate of strikes and disputes. The trade unions should be commended for participating well
with the govemment and management in achieving this situation.

There have been cases of union disciplining itsown ranks and flot pressing for wage increases in
cases where companies are facing difficulties. The cooperation of trade unions has been vital in
past development and will be crucial in the future. Notwithstanding this, there have been problems
relating to individual disputes which cari potentiaily damage industrial relations in Singapore and
investors’ confidence in our economy. From time to time, individual branch unions have supported
workers who:—

Lacks sense of responsibility

Although he observes his basic duties and responsibiitieS well, the Singapore worker

neglects housekeeping and other duties which are flot normally well specified.

(10) Lacks loyalty

The Singapore worker changes job rapidly when under pressure, criticism, or for some

extra fmancial gain.

2 Additional Comments On Professionalism

To upgrade and achieve higher levels of technology, the Singapore worker must adopt a more

professional approach to his work. Certificates, diplomas and training courses are not sufficient

testimonial to his competence, capability and skill. TItis can only be judged by consistent daily

performance and a continuai output of quality products and services. The criticism of our workers

ofbeing impatient is therefore a fair one.

On Sense of ResponsibllitY and Commitment

Although the Singapore worker can execute repetitive simple jobs well, the execution of more

complex tasks cannot be so clearly specified. 11e therefore must be prepared to undertake pen

pheral duties for which good housekeeping is only one without demanding for extra allowance.

These actions by unions collaborate and condone the bad attitudes of a smail minority of
warkers to the detriment of the majority. While in the short term, it appears that the union is
performing its function, in the long terrn, it h damaging to the interests of the total workforce and
the national economy.

The trade unions during their campaigns have resorted to abusive languages (vampires, blood
suckers, exploiters). They resort ail too freely to threats of taking industrial action, taking the

12 13



company to the Arbitration Court and accusing management of being anti-union and therefore Appendix 2A

liable under the law.
The above activities of the unions are due to:—

(1) immature leadership at the lower levels due to constant turnover ATTITUDES AND ATFRIBUTES 0F SINGAPORE WORKERS —

(2) a lack ofexperience
h t FURTHER EXPLANATORY NOTES & EXAMPLES

Perhaps one of the major causes has been the restricted functions of umons m Singapore now t a

NWC stipulates the basic wage guidelines and restricts fringe benefits terms.

2 Inertia to Changes

The most vivid example of the phlegmaticism of our production on limes is cited by our
garments industry where model changes are dictated by fashion. It is reported that in Hong Kong,
normal productivity levels are reached within a day or two, whereas in Singapore simiiar changes
require more than a week, sometimes two weeks, to achieve the usual productivity level (cited by
“A” Company)

The same observation has also been made by the General Manager of “B” Company. With
reference to changes in design of radio and cassette radio models.

3 On Overtime Work

This observation is cited by our rig building and ship repair yards. Generally, workers finish
their day at 4.30 pm. Because of the nature of shipyard work, overtime is frequently required up
to 12.00 pm at the rate of 1½ tixnes normal pay. Given a daily rate of $16 to $18 per day, a 4-hour
overtime means an extra $12. This is flot sufficient to entice the younger workers to work. Older
workers are much more prepared to do so because of their greater commitment and family respon
sibiities. Younger workers excuse themselves by saying that they have a date or they are going to
see a kung fu film, or perhaps just to spite the supervisors. The lower marginal utiity of the extra
earnings refers to the greater preference of our workers for their own free time and to the fact that
the extra income does not contribute significantly to the workers’ needs.

The reluctance to work overtime should also be attributed to the fact that normal transporta
tion is flot provided even if a transport allowance is given. With most factories in remote locations
and the poor transportation available at inconvenient times, a 2 to 4 hour overtime does mean that
the workers take an even longer time to reach home. Part ofthe extra earning is also offsetted by
having to purchase meals where this is flot provided. Under normal circumstances, workers tend to
take their me ais at home. Quite often too, management is to be blamed for the poor response to
overtime. Managers excuse themselves by saying they cannot give advance notice for overtime.
Some companies practise overtime as a regular feature without an effort to manage it on an
organised basis.

In the case of shipyards, supervisors resort to offering the whole shift as overtime. For work
beyond 12 o’clock, workers are entitled to stop at 2.00 am in the moming, after which they may
rest witi-iin the shipyard up to 7.00 am in the moming. Our workers respond well to this since
the rate is 2 times and for a longer period. There is even a racket in certain yards to force the super
visors’ hands to freely grant this especially by the older workers.

L
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On Team Spirit, Sense of Commitment, Responsibility & Professionalistfl

The comment on the fear of hurting the feelings of others is related to the tendency of the

workers to keep to themselves or their own department, and not to the issue of tools. There are

no vivid illustrations, but it is a common complaint that the Singaporean tends to keep to himself,

flot to report when he sees that something is wrong, and that he lacks a team spirit. One shipyard

cites a few instances where for example an engine part (a valve) was taken out. The repair had to

be done by another department. The fitter did flot take the trouble to point out that something was

wrong, so he replaced the original part without any work being done on it. The error was subse

quently detected. This action illustrates an attitude ranging from carelessness, irresponsibiity, to

lack of professionalism and initiative. It may also be attributed to poor training or careless super

vision.
On tools, it is a common observation that the Singapore worker is very careless with their use.

The use of proper tools for specific jobs is a pride of craftsmanship. In many workshops, workers

nay be found using large spanners as hammers simply because they cannot take the trouble to

walk to the toolroom ro obtain a proper haxnmer. Spanners are precision-forged instruments meant

to tighten certain nut sizes. Used as a hammer, the spanner will lose its precision. Damaged span

ners when used on nuts will damage the hexagon heads of the nuts as well as being a danger to

the worker himself since the application of force may lead to the spanner slipping and the hands

inadvertently being smashed against other parts of the machine. When workers lose their tools or

dannge their tool issued, the tendency is to steal from their feilow workmen. This is a common

plight in our shipyards and workshops. There is also a second hand market for stolen tools in

Sungei Road. Because of these instances, workmen tend to lock up their tools and not to co-operate

with each other. Workshop managers now take to controlling tools within tool cribs. In Western

countries, tools are conveniently displayed on boards and are commonly accessible to ail workers

without the fear of their being lost.

With regard to the Singapore worker flot bothering to ask even if he does not fully understand,

this is because of the fear of displaying his ignorance. The Japanese communicate well by having

regular meetings at ail levels from the shop floor onwards. They wiil discuss routine functions

repeatedly. The German approach is to provide very meticulous instructions, well prepared on

worksheets. Singaporeans, on the other hand, tend to be too much in a hurry. If certain routines

are repeated more than once, their attitude appears to be “Do you think I am stupid?” or they

become bored. Our level of literacy does not permit excessive written instructions. The keenness

for details of the Germans and the high tolerance for repetition of the Japanese is flot present in

the Singapore worker. The Singaporean is very inquisitive and is very interested when something

is new. He will ask a lot of questions and will be very enthusiastic, but he lacks depth. Shortly

after the novelty value diminishes, there is no further attempt to go deeper into the matter and to

acquire the sort of indepth knowledge and understanding which makes for the proper execution

of coniplex or very precise functions. This observation is valid for Singaporean managers as well.

Some years ago, a group of workers was despatched to a bali-bearing factory in Japan. To attain

the high level of precision required in bail bearings, the workers had to repeat the functions

repeatedly. The Japanese regard this as training, and Singaporeans called it work. Although

productivity and quality levels were flot reached, the Singapore workers demanded to be paid as

workers, and not as trainees. The Japanese industrial managers felt that the company was paying
for the training because of the reduced productivity and the damaged materials expected during
training.

A further complaint of the Japanese managers is that Singapore workers are quick to do a job
without attempting to ensure a quality service or product. For instance, in “C” Company, they
employ six quality inspectors for the operational workforce of 141 to manufacture electrical
indicating instruments. In Japan, the workers inspect their own output. There could be other
reasons beyond the attitude although their first manager made this complaint about our workers.
In the home plant, the workers are stable and skiiled. In Singapore, the workers are new and the
workforce subject to continuous turnover. Hence the need for quality assurance inspectors.

Tue Philips Machine Factory cites an instance where a worker was required to machine a very
accurate hole to house a shaft in a plastic mould. This particular worker machined the hole slightly
too large. Instead of reporting the mistake, he rather ingeniously hammered the side of the hole so
that it look on a slightly oval shape. When the shaft was fitted, it appeared to be correct. But when
the mould was tested with plastic material flowing around the shaft, the plastic flowed into the
extended crevices and seized up the entire mould thereby requiring extensive repair work.

5 Housekeeping and other Duties

6

The housekeeping duties in industries refer to sweeping and keeping the machineries clean
after the day’s work is done. Swiss, Japanese, and German workers do this very well flot just for
the purpose of tidiness, but also for the purpose of safety and good maintenance. Leaving the
immediate work environment of the machines in a state of untidiness with oil spilis and metal
chips unswept resuits in cuts, bruises and fails, apart from being unsightly. Good housekeeping also
mean that machines have to be properly oiled and greased before they are left to stand idle until
the following day. Accessories and tools have to be properly kept so as not to expose them to
rust and pilferage. Other responsibiities and duties refer to the personal discipline; reporting to
work on time, refraining from malingering, slow and sloppy work, receiving and taking orders
well and generaily contributing to the productivity and efficiency of the enterprise. Instances of
malingering continue to be reported although an EDB survey showed that this is not a serious
problem. Constant complaints refer mainly to going to work late and taking unwarranted sick
leave. Reporting late for work, to a considerable extent, is weather dependent since our transport
system functions badly under inclement weather. Taking unwarranted sick leave can be attributed
to only a minority of our workforce. Many cases are reported when company doctors do not cer
tify a person sick whereas govemment clinics do. In this regard, the unions champion the rights
of workers to take sick leave using the favourable sick leave certificate as a basis. On occasions
during disputes on offier issues, the unions have also been known to resort to encouraging members
to take sick leave on a group basis. There is, of course, no evidence for this since the unions
disclaimed any responsibffity for it.

Further Instances on the Actions of Trade Unions: “X” Company/”Y” Union
One potive case when the union was rnost helpful occurred shortly after the “X” Company

was unionised. A factory hand, Mr “S” was elected as Branch Secretary. After election, he made
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approaches to the management for promotion to become a machine trainee. “X” Company

acceded to this request and emplaced him as a machine trainee starting at $220 a month, $12 more

than his then existing salary. Mr “S” feit he was underpaid and asked for $320 a month. l’his was

rejected. Having failed to advance his personal interest, he lied to “Y” union that he was shabbily

treated and began creating trouble using his union connection. When a complaint was made

directly to Mr “C”, the union leader, Mr “S” was taken out of the Committee.

“D” Company/”B” Union

This incident occurred more than a year ago and had been settled. A new foreman recently

demobiised quarrelled with a branch officiai of “B” union on a personal basis. The union officiai

alleged that the foreman had been rude. The company was asked to take disciplinary action against

the foreman. This was flot an industrial issue and the company refused to accept the complaint.

“B” Union then took action against the company when the matter was referred to the Ministry

of Labour. A go-slow lasting 1½ days was organised. Finafly the matter was resolved when the

foreman apologised to the union.
“B” union should flot have taken up this issue. Having taken it up, they should flot have

been so hasty in taking industrial action. Finally, issues of this nature directed at individuals

subvert the confidence ofthe supervisory ranks.

“E” Company/”B” Union

A supervisor caught a worker sleeping on paper cartons during the night shift. The union con

tended that the worker was sleeping during his tea break, and flot during working time. A discipli

nary note was given to the worker. Subsequently, the union found that the supervisor did flot sign

in according to company’s regulations. They complained to the management demanding that the

supervisor be disciplined. When the management ignored the complaint, the union served notice

under Section 17 of the Industrial Relations Act inviting the management to negotiate on the

issue. The management was perturbed on the grounds that time and manpower will be wasted in

negotiations on matters which do flot concem the union. The action of the union was a vindictive

one, intended to intimidate the supervisor because of his reporting a union member. The supervisor

himself is also a union member.
Generally, any investigations into industrial relations in Singapore meet with a disconcerting

refusai of managers and junior executive ranks to be more candid. Personnel managers especiafly

are excessively over-concerned with their rice bowl fearing vindictive actions by the unions. This

is especiafly so in industries where personnel managers wherever they go will have to face either

PIEU or SILO. We are flot able to cite specific instances, but it is known that this does occur. Ex.

employees of the unions who are taken on as personnel managers do face non co-operative actions

from their previous colleagues.

“Prospects 0f The Labour Movement

In Singapore In The 1980s”

Dr. Goh Keng Swee
lst. Deputy Prime Minister

This NTUC Seminar “Progress into the 1980s” requires of participants some abiity to foresee

the future. The trouble is that we are flot astrologers or fortune-tellers. Man in the course ofhis long
progress from barbarism to civilisation has tried many systems of reading the future, from the inspection
of sheeps’ entrails used by the Romans to the reading of tea leaves by Gypsy fortune tellers. In

Singapore, I am told, fortune-telling is a flourishing, if small, business using a wide range of apparatus,

bani 00 sticks, cards and even birds.

In an age in which science and technology reign supreme, enlightened people are naturally con
temptuous of such old fashioned methods. They prefer to feed data into a computer programmed with
sophisticated mathematical models. Unfortunately, so far as economic forecasting is concerned, the
outcome of scientific methods is not aiways superior to those used in astrology or witchcraft. One
economic forecaster, an irrepressible optimist, said that if you cannot forecast correctly, forecast
frequently.

These introductory remarks will serve to remind participants of this seminar of how fragile is the

basis of economic forecasts. I am flot going to make any forecasts about how the Singapore economy
is going to perform in the 1980s. This task I leave to economists who are more adventurous than I am.

Instead, I propose to review the performance of our economy over the last ten years, paying
special attention to workers and trade unions. Next, I wil discuss the present problems of the
industrial nations — the USA, Western Europe, and Japan. The progress we make is greatly influenced
by economic conditions in these countries. They are the source of much of our capital investment in
the manufacturing and service industries and they are the markets of most of our products. Finally, on
the basis of the study of these two subjects, I will outline some of the problems the labour movement
is likely to face in the 1980s.
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This period can be divided into three phases:—

The first phase covers 1960 to 1963. During this period, union membership increased from

146,5 79 to 189,032.
The second phase covers the period 1964 to 1971. This period saw a dedine from the 1963

peak of 189 thousand to 124 thousand in 1971.

(iii) The third period covers 1972 to present. ‘Tue union membership increased from 1971 figure

124 thousand to 237 thousand.

In table 1 below, I show the membership of trade unions between 1960 and 1978.

Year

1960
1961
1962
1963
1964
1965
1966
1967
1968
1969
1970
1971
1972
1973
1974
1975
1976
1977
1978

TABLE 1 MEMBERSHIP 0F TRADE UNIONS, 1960-78

No. ofMembers

146,579
144,770
164,462
189,032
157,050
154,052
141,925
130,053
125,518
120,053
112,488
124,350
166,988
191,481
203,561
208,561
221,936
229,05 6
236,9 07

(i)

Communist United Front was much more successful than we were and most of the increase during this
period were acKieved by the SO called “Middle-Road Unions”. These unions were an important arm of
the Cornmunist United Front.

When the Communist United Front was decisively defeated in a referendum of October 1963,
the fortunes of the Unions dedlined as shown by the decline in membership from 1964 onwards.

When we joined Malaysia on 16 September, 1963, security became a responsibiity ofthe Federal
Government in Kuala Lumpur. Needless to say, there was little love lost between the Malaysian
Govemnnt who has been fighting Communist guerilla insurgency for more than 15 years. Security
action deprived the pro-communist trade unions of their most militant and able leaders.

When we left Malaysia in 1965, union membership had declined by some 35,000 or 18.5%ofits
1963 peak. This decline continued over the next 5 years when union membership reached a low figure
of 112,488 in 1970. This decine in membership was a continuation of past trends, as more and more
workers lost confidence in the efficiency of pro-communist union leaders. It was during this period
that the NTUC began to consolidate its position. The NTUC began to provide workers and their unions
with expertise and know how in support of their negotiations with employers. NTUC staff helped to
represent unions in conflicts with employers which was brought to the arbitration court. Though the
1970 figure of 112,488 is small çompared with the 1963 figure, what mattered was that the great
majority of union members belonged to unions affiliated to the NTUC. They did so because they
could secure better conditions of work by operating the legal processes open to them through negotia
tions, conciliation and arbitration. Previously the strike weapon was considered indispensable. ‘[lie
NTUC showed that there were other ways by which union members were able to enjoy a fair share of
the rapid economic growth.

How do we account for the fast increase of union membership in the third period, 1972 onwards.
Here again, I think the explanation is a simple one. It was the establishment of the National Wages
Council (NWC), consisting of representatives from government, employers and employees. The NWC
made its first recoznmendation in 1972 for a flat 6% increase in wages. As you know, the NWC makes
a recommendation for a wage increase each year after studying the economic performance of Singapore
during the previous year and expected trends during the coming year. One reason why the govemment
established the NWC was to ensure that workers get their fair share of Singapore’s economic growth up
to an amount that would not jeopardise growth. We also want to ensure that benefits would spread to
workers outside organised labour. Those who belonged to Trade Unions could look after themselves
given their abiity to take collective action and their access to the expertise developed by the NTUC.
‘[lie first NTUC award in 1972 applied only to the private sector. Since then, the public sector has
followed a general hue of the NWC recommendation with suitable modifications because of differences
in service conditions and salary structures.

There is little doubt that the establishment of the NWC had a direct effect on union membership.
Th.is is because the NWC recommendations do flot have the force of law. They are only guidelines to
employers who are free to accept, reject, or modify the recommendations. Employees in firms who
were reluctant to follow the NWC guidelines found it advantageous to join a union or to organise
themselves into one. They then achieved a superior negotiating position and they were able to get
benefits to NWC wage recommendations. So in three short years, we saw a spectacular increase in union
membership from 124,350 to 203,561.

(ii)

How do we explain these fluctuations in union membership? The growth in the first period has a

simple explanation. It was the result of the open fight between the PAF and the Communist United

Front. Both sides made strenuous efforts to mobilise workers to its cause. I have to confess that the
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TABLE 2 ANNUAL NWC RECOMMENDATIONS

$—têtfl4*$bnfl

NWC RECOMMENDATIONS

YEAR

Private Sector Public Sector

#LÀfl

1972 6% fiaI for ail without offsetting. N.A.

6% tti’

1973 9% with varying rates. 9% fiat without offsetting

9% tu ‘ itWfMfll* 9% fIE ‘

1974 $40 + 6% without offsetting, $40 + 10% of those $40 + 6% for those who earn less tan $1,000,

without annual increment. 10% for those who eam $1,000 or more

$40+6% fIE’ ViuI EtT%- -fttt{$4o+6%fuE

tfIEtTfl $40 + 10% fIE ---tih±ttTfll0%f

1975 6% for ail with full offsetting on annual increment Saine as private sector.

subject to a minimum of 3%, Di*L Jdttfl iil

3% for those who reach maximum in te scale.

6% flE IniflflE’ Lfl 3% fIE

JiltT!U 3% fIE

1976 7% with full offsetting on a group basis Saine as private sector.

(on annual increment only) EfL !.144tH M

7% fIE ‘ }nflWiIE (tfuEfNïE3i

1977 6% with full offsetting on ail forms ofincrements Same as private sector.

or remunerations on a group basis. »4$L ktEtfl M

6% fIE ‘ 4UIEilZEM

1978 $12 + 6% with full offsetting on ail forms of incrementa + Saine as private sector.

ail remunerations on a group basis. E*L M%kMU M

$12 +2%flE’

1979 $32 + 7% with full offsetting on ail forma of increments + Saine as private sector.

ail remunerations on s group basis. ll4L AIØU*til M

$32 + 7% fI ‘ IIkfltIEM

Table 2 shows the NWC annual awards made each year from 1972 to this year. In most years, the

award takes a flat percentage increase, bearing between 6 to 9%. Those who are on salary scales with

fixed annual increments are subject to off-setting to an amount of the annuai increment except for

1972 where there was no off-setting. In 1974, 78 and 79, the award takes the form of a fixed sum plus

a percentage. As you know, the awards for 1974 and 79 were very substantial for those in the lower

income brackets. In 1974, a worker on a pay of $200 a month would in effect get a pay rise of 26%. In

1979, the effective increase for lower income groups would be in the region of 20%.

In 1974, the reason for the large pay increase for the lower income groups was the very high rise

in the consumer price index as a resuit of a four-fold increase in the price of oil and a substantial

increase in food prices coming together. This year, the reasons were different. Because of labour short-

ages and the need to encourage skilled intensive industries, the policy was to make labour expensive,

thereby providing employers with an incentive to economise on labour.

The resuit of these wage increases was a continuous improvement in the standard of living of

workers. Such improvements are made possible by the very fast economic growth Singapore has

enjoyed in the last ten years. Table 3 shows a growth of Singapore’s gross domestic product given at

current and constant prices for the years 1968-78. The GDP at constant prices means that the figures

had been adjusted for inflation. In 1968, Singapore GDP at current prices was $4,315 million. By

1978, this had been increased to $17,563 million. However, a dollar in 1978 is worth less than in 1968

and if we take this into account, that is to say, if we allowed for the effects of inflation, the 1978 GDP

would be $11,092 million. This represents an increase of 157%, ie just over 2½ times.
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We notice that the period 1968 to 73 saw very fast economic growth, between 11.5% to 13.7%
annual increase in the GDP. After the oil crisis of 1973/74, growth rates slowed down considerably.

1975 saw an increase of only 4.1%. This was the time when there was a major world recession. Since

then annual growth rates have increased but have flot reached previous double digit growth rates.
Considering the troubled state of the world economy during the last two or three years, Singapore’s
economic performance can be considered as excellent.

How do these growth rates compare with previous performance? Between 1959, when we first

took office, till 1963 when we entered Malaysia, the annual growth rate was around 6%. In the two
years when we were in Malaysia, this declined to 4%. Our departure from Malaysia, contrary to the ex
pectations of ail experts saw greatly improved performance. The closing down of the British miitary

bases, which accounted for 15% of our GDP, proved a blessing in disguise as it prepared our citizens

for great exertions to overcome what then appeared insuperable difficulties. This shows that with

sound economic policies and firm political leadership, Singapore can succeed in the face of great odds.
Growth rates ofaround 12%, which we achieved after 1968 are exceptional in the world. Only Japan in

the 1960s and early 1970s and South Korea and Taiwan were able to reach such heights. Even the 6 to

8% growth rates which we now register are respectable.
How was it possible for a small island state with no natural resources able to achieve such an

economic performance? A detailed answer would have to describe many complicated economic as well

as political and social issues. Here I want briefly to discuss one crucial element in our recent economic
progress to which inadequate attention had been paid in the past. This is the role of domestic savings.

There is no real secret about the way in which most nations and individuals grow rich. They must
save a good part of their incomes and invest their savings profitably. The more you save and the more

wisely you invest, the faster you get rich.
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In table 4 I show the value of gross investments in 1969 to 1978, and compare it with gross
domestic product at current prices. I also show figures of gross national savings and compare it with
gross investments. The figures show a very high rate of gross investments throughout the decade. Each
year, total investments in Singapore amounted to between 28.7 to 44.6% of the GDP, averaging 37.7%.
This is one of the highest investment rates in the world. In 1959 when we took over, less than 10% of
the GDP was invested. Figures for other countries are as follows: Japan takes the lead 30.9% (1978).
The figures for Western industrialised countries are as follows:—

USA 17.4%
LfK 18.2%
Italy 18.8%
WGermany 21.6%
France 21.5%
Canada 22.0%

Our Asean neighbours invest the following percentages of their GDP:—

Indonesia 18.9%
Malaysia 24.9%
Philippines 23.0%
Thailand 27.1%

The high rates of gross investments which Singapore has achieved would not have been possible if
we spent most of our income. Table 4 shows that the volume of gross national savings each year is
substantial and increasing. In 1969, gross national savings amounted w $973 million and this has
steadily increased throughout the decade tu we had the figure of $4,566 million in 1978. The
difference between gross national savings and gross investments is made up for by inflows of foreign
capital. Such inflows must flot be confused with foreign investments by multi-nationals and other
foreign investors who establish enterprises here. No doubt investments made by these enterprises
would have financed the gap between savings and investments. But a good part of it is due to the fact
that when a firm located in Singapore makes a big investment such as the purchase of industrial plant,
it does flot pay cash for it. The full cost of machinery and equipment goes into the value of total
investment for the year in which it arrives in Singapore but since these purchases are flot totally paid
for in cash, the difference appears as capital inflows. For instance when SIA takes a delivery of a
Boeing 747, costing approximately US$55 million, ofwhich 35%ispaid aspre-delivery down payment.*
The rest would be recorded in capital inflows.

One more word about gross national savings. Part of this consists of savings by individuals, ie
people like you and I, when we put aside some money in the POSB or elsewhere. But such a form of
personal savings is a small item. A much larger item of personal savings takes the form ofCPF annual
contributions. CPF collections and net balances are given in Table 5. This is less than a quarter of gross
national savings for 1978.

*(A minimum of 15% in cash and the balance financed by bans).
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Annual Contributions

In 1978, annual contribution amounted to $1,352 million. However during the year, there were

payments out of the fund to those who have retired and the net increase in the CPF balance wasjust

under $1,000 million. The main part of gross national savings consists of undistributed profits of

business enterprises which are available for investment. One word of caution of these figures on savings.

They are estimated as residuals, je the difference between total of expenditure and total income.

Because of errors inevitable in the calculation of expenditure and income, the margin of error of

savings estiniate is large. They should only be taken as very rough approximations.

What lessons do we draw from the experience of the past ten years? The first is that a high rate of

savings must be maintained in the 1980s if we want to make progress comparable to what we have

achieved in the last decade. Second, the high rate of personal savings in the last ten years was achieved

as a deiberate policy of the government. When the PAP won the general elections in 1959, the rate of

contribution to the CPF was 5% for the employer and 5% for the employee, those earning $200 a

month, or less being exempted. In 1968, we decided that these rates are totally inadequate to fmance

the much larger volume of investment we need for rapid economic growth. Over the next 7 years, rates

had been steadily increased until it was 15% each side of 1974. The rates ofincrease took into account

NWC wage increases so that the take home pay of the workers goes up while his savings rate also goes

up. In recent years, there had been further increases but the intention was to retum part of the

employer’s contribution to take home pay during times when economic conditions become less favour

able.
The third lesson is that since the bulk of savings comes from undistributed profits of business

enterprises, it is necessary that workers, especially trade union leaders should take a positive attitude

towards business profits. In some industrialised countries, profits have become a dirty word. They are

regarded as something taken out ofthe workers’ pockets by surreptitious means.
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Should ever such an unfortunate attitude take hold in the labour movement in Singapore, we
shah see the end of the fast rates of economic growth which we enjoyed in the last decade, even during
the period that the world economy was in big trouble. Business enterprises are not philanthropic
organisations. Their main purpose is to make money. If they make money and see further opportunjtjes
for making money, they will increase their investments in Singapore.

We should note that since the bulk of our output of goods and services is marketed overseas,
profits are flot made at the expense of consumers in Singapore. They are made because the cost of
production in Singapore is competitjve. The trade union movement should therefore welcome business
profits — the bigger the better. Workers’ share or progress is secured by annual NWC wage increments.
So long as the economy is growing, workers will continue to get rising income. So long as business
corporations made profits, the economy will grow. There is an identity of interests between business
and the labour movement on this point.

I now tum to the world situation, especially the Condition of the largest seven richest countrjes —

the USA, Japan, West Germany, Britain, France, Italy and Canada. As I have said earlier, the prosperity
of these countries is of importance to us because they are the main markets of what we produce and
they are the principal source of investment in new enterprises

The economies of the modem industrialised nations are flot in a healthy state. They are faced with
four severe problems:_

i) Energy
ii) Inflation
iii) Unemployment
iv) Slow econoniic growth.

Let me comment briefly on each of these.

As regards eflergy, the price of crude ou has increased from US$5 a barrel in 1973 to more than
$20 today. This has three bad effects. First, the increse in the price of ofi represents a withdrawal of
purchasing power from ou importing Countries, which is transferred to the OPEC countries. In effect,
ou importers are paying a substantial annual tribute to OPEC countries. Second, important industrjaj
raw materjais such as cernent, aluminium and steel become more expensive because they use large
quantities of energy in their manufacture Third, physical shortages of energy will reduce the growth
of industries most of which are energy.jntensiy

Although these countries are trying to find other energy sources such as coal, nuclear power,
sunshine and so on, actuaj progress has been small. PoliticaJ action groups have been formed to oppose
the use of nuclear power and environmentaljsts are concerned over the widespread use of coal because
of pollution. So the energy problems will stay with the industrialjsed countries throughout the 1980s.
One easy way out is the early discoveiy of new large oil deposits outside the OPEC countries. Few
expert this to happen.

As regards inflation, four of the seven rich countries have inflation rates of more than 10%.
Inflation has become the number one problem in most of the industrial nations. Much has been
prOmised by Govemments but little has been achjeved. The prospects of a quick reduction of rates of
inflation to something more reasonable, say 3% a year or less, is virtuafly zero. Those who beieve
otherwi se are well advjsed to read the 1979 Per Jacobsson lecture by Dr Arthur Burns delivered on

TABLE 5- CPF ANNUAL CONTRIBUTIONS AND YEAR-END BALANCES

Year End

1969
1970
1971
1972
1973
1974
1975
1976
1977
1978

107
156
224
331
475
687
887

1,008
1,115
1,352

$ million
Balance at

End of Year

632
777
988

1,316
1,771
2,414
3,235
4,066
4,954
5,981
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3Oth September 1979 in Belgrade to a gathering of central bankers attending the IMF-World Bank

Annual Meeting. The titie of the lecture was “The Anguish of Central Banking”.

Arthur Bums had a distinguished academic career, building his reputation on his studies of the

business cycle, on which he is a recognised authority. He has also been one of the outstanding Chair

men of the US Federal Reserve Board in recent history. Briefly, Dr Bums argues that inflation can be

brought under control only by fairly drastic action, and flot by graduai adjustrnent. However, such

drastic action is flot politically feasible. One reason why this is so is that with the growing affluence of

the post-war years and under the influence of Keynesian economics and ideas of the welfare state,

people have corne to regard governments as some kind of Father Christrnas. The old virtues of self

reliance are being eroded. Because of generous welfare benefits, large numbers of people prefer to

remain unemployed.
In industrial democracies, government action is constrained by prevaiing beliefs arid elected poli

tical leaders cannot carry out rernedies which the majority of people regard as not only harsh but also

unnecessary. Despite their theoretical status of independence and the great powers at their comniand,

Central Bankers cannot resist the tide of public opinion, legislative power and executive pressure.

Because Central Bankers have to confirm Dr Burns’ conclusion that inflation will stay with us until the

general public and political leaders have been re-educated. This will take a long time and we can expect

inflation to remain a major problem throughout the l980s.

There is of course the possibiity that inflation may lead to a big crash of the monetary and

banking system. This would lead to a world wide depression and kiil inflation.

In fact, last month the Americans celebrated — if this is the right word — the 5Oth Anniversary

of the great Wall Street crash of October, 1959. This crash was followed by a great world-wide

depression which saw unernployment in industrial countries ranging from 25% to more than 50% of the

work force. Could a calamity of this kind be re-enacted9 The opinion of experts is that it is possible

but the chances are siim. If you are a pessisrnist, you can fmd many reasons for expecting a financial

crash. The huge Euro-dollar market is one of them. It is an enormous system, the net balance being

$520 billion at the last count. The market is beyond the control of any government. Economists are

not even sure how and to what extent the Euro-dollar market can get into a seif-generating credit

expansion process.
In Singapore, these are rnatters beyond our control. If it happens, it is going to be very unpleasant.

But we should avoid the conduct the man from the ancient Chinese state of Chi who worried so much

about the possibiity of the sky falling down on earth that he was reduced to total inactivity. The

Chinese idiom has embodied this in four characters:— !‘ . The only trouble is that unlike

the man from Chi, we cannot say for sure that the financial sky will not fail down.

As regards unemployment, flot only is it high in most of the seven countries (Japan excepting) but

it is likeiy to get worse. The seven countries have a total registered unemployment of 12.8 millions at

the last count in July this year. It is likely to exceed 15 mifiions by early next year.

At one time, when the industrial nations saw the long econornic boom from the mid 1950s tiil the

end of the 1960s, many economists thought that they had permanently soived the problem of

unemployrnent. During those happy years, the problem was shortage of labour. The Keynesian

econoniists took credit for this wonderful achievement. But now their medicine no longer works. Some

suspect it neyer had. Their favourite prescription, deficit financing, reduces unemployment very slightly

but it greatly strengthens inflation and inflationary expectations. Nobody knows why the Keynesian

medicine has not worked. Nor have economists been able to discover ways of combating both inflation

and unemployment. So far as practicai measures are concerned, the record has been dismal. The OECD
Secretariat, in its publication “Economic Outlook”, July 1979 concluded as follows:— “Recent trends
and indicators suggest that the chances of achieving reasonable price stabiity and restoring sustainable

growth and full employment by the middle of the next decade are not good”. I will end my brief

account ofthe industrial nations on this depressing note.
I now corne to the problems the labour movement is likely to face in the 1980s and what response

it should make in order to secure the well being of workers and the general prosperity of the Republic.

The first problem we have to face is that both internai and external conditions in the 1980s are flot
likely to be favourable to fast economic growth of the kind we saw during 1968-73. You will

remember that during this period, our GDP increased at around 12% to 14% each year. We are unlikely
to repeat this performance in the 1980s.

There are two reasons. Within Singapore, we have a tight labour market. This is unlike the position

in 1968. Not only was unemployment substantial at that time, but there was also the prospect ofthe

iay-off of large numbers of the 50,000 workers empioyed in British military bases. The supply of

labour was then abundant. In subsequent years, as economic growth absorbed unemployed workers,

we imported guest workers, mainly from Malaysia, allowing them to work here on work permits. The
rapid expansion of the labour force in those years was one explanation why double digit economic

growth was possible then and unlikely in the 1980s.
Secondly the condition of the industrial economies in the l980s is likely to be iess healthy than

what it was before the oil crisis. This means that Governments of rich countries would be strongly

tempted to protect their own market by import duties and by other means such as quotas. We have
already seen many examples of such protectionist policies adopted by rich countries. If their problem

ofunemployment gets worse, we are likely to receive more doses of protectionjsm.
We hope that what we are already producing for the export markets will be spared. But this

depends to a large extent on whether the rich countries suceed in solving their own unemployrnent

problems without resorting to shutting out irnports.
There is likely to be keen competition in export rnarkets and curiously, this may provide us with

some growth opportunities, provided we are wffling to make the exertions needed to seize these oppor
tunities. Keen international competition of this kind often resuits in some manufacturers getting into
trouble because of high production cost. These industries in distress can survive and retain their export
markets only if they can lower their cost of production. If we in Singapore can heip them to do so, we
may attract them to start operations here. Rollei of Gerniany established a large plant in Singapore
because they were unable to meet Japanese competition given the high level of German wages.

But to be helpful to such industries in distress, workers wffl have to perform better than they had
done in the past. In particular, their work attitudes must improve. Last night you heard what the Prime
Minister had said on this subject, and I hope that ail trade union leaders will flot only remember what
he had said but pass on his words to the rank and file. Better work attitudes and higher skills are a pre
requisite for progress in the difficuit times we expect in the 1980s.

If the labour movement responds to the challenge by paying heed to what the Prime Minister said
Iast night, then there is every hope that we should do moderately well in the 1980s. Our experience
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between 1974 — 79 gives us hope that we can overcome the problems created by unfavourable

external conditions. But to register the 6% to 8% annual growth rates in the 1980s, Singapore must

make greater effort.

There are several reasons why this greater effort must be mounted, particularly by industrial

workers. First, our wages are already high compared with those in Malaysia, Philippines and Indonesia

and with regular annual NWC wage increases, the disparity is likely to increase. This means that in

dustries in Singapore depending on large numbers of low-skiled workers will lose out to our lower cost

Asean neighbours. There is no reason for regret; in fact, this is one ofthe objectives ofthe substantial

wage increase, the NWC recommended this year.

Higher wages will flot make Singapore unattractive to foreign investment if skills and productivity

increase in step. If they do not, then we will cease to be attractive as an investment centre and it will

flot be possible to continue with our policy ofhigh rates ofwage increases. The determining factor, as I

explained earlier, is whether or flot business enterprises can make profits. Wage increases matched by

superior work performance will enable such profits to be maintained.

As this is a delegates conference of trade union officiais, some ofyou may ask why the responsibiity

should be placed on workers and not on management. The answer is that while in theory, it is ajoint

responsibiity, in practice, the managements of firms on which we depend for industrial expansion are

mainly branches of foreign enterprises — American, Japanese, British, German, Dutch and so on. So

far as production techniques and management skills are concerned, they have littie to learn from us. In

fact, it is the other way round. Even in the sphere of research and development, about which there has

been much discussions in recent months, the main effort is made in the head offices of these enterprises.

We must remember that research and development (R & D) is flot an abstract activity. It is related

to a product and the manufacturing processes under which it is made. It concems the design of the

product, improvements to design, the building of prototypes, the testing of prototypes and such like

activities.
Where the product involves technology at the frontiers of knowledge, R & D effort is possible only

in large enterprises equipped with a large pool of scientists and engineers having access to specialised

equipment and laboratories. The big multinationals spend hundreds of millions of dollars on R & D

each year. For advanced military weapons systems, R & D costs mn into thousands of millions of

dollars. Activity of this kind is not within our scope.

But it is within our capacity to train our workers and technicians to higher level of skills and over

a broader spectrum of occupations. Part of this training is special-to-type and is best performed in the

enterprises concerned. But before specialised skills of this kind can be acquired, there is need for the

acquisition of basic skills in general training institutions, whether it is through the VITB, the Poly.

technic or Ngee Mn or other training institutions.

One advantage the Singapore worker has over others is that he has the intelligence and the ability

to acquire this skill. But ail too often, he does not reach the highest level he is capable of. In this

respect, he fails short of the Japanese worker, the German worker and the Swiss worker. In the 1980s,

we will flot meet the demands arising from the restructuring of our industry from labour-intensive to

skill-intensive processes if we neglect this aspect of our economic performance. That is why what the

Prime Minister told you last night is so important.

One final word. This is on the need to be thrifty. In the account I gave earlier about our economic

progress, a continuing high rate of saving was seen as one crucial element of economic growth. The

large and increasing annual contributions to the CPF made an important contribution to national

saving.
In recent years, as incomes and wages increased, people tend to spend more lavishly and become

less thrifty. Especially is this so of those in the middle and higher salary brackets. There has been a

feeling of restlessness about money put into the Central Provident Fund. It was quite proper that

these balances should be released for the purchase of Housing Board and HIJDC flats. In future, it is

conceivable that some ofour citizens want to use these funds for other kinds of expenditure. If we can

buy a house with it, why flot a car? If a car, why not colour TV? I hope that Singaporeans wil neyer

be so thoughtless as to voice such demands. It will be a sign of the beginning of the end.

My generation was brought up in the hard school of adversity. We reached adulthood during the

Japanese occupation. We have seen people dying ofhunger in the streets of Singapore during that time.

We came across scores of them each day. They were unfortunate Indonesian workers brought over by

the Japanese for reasons nobody understood.
We have gone through more than three tumultuous post-war decades. In the first half ofthis period,

there was much misery, widespread unemployment, over-crowding and generaily poor social conditions.

In the l950s, a semi-revolutionary situation developed and was skillfully exploited by the Communists.

Rioting and general striJces were regular occurrences.

We fought the Comrnunists in open struggle between 1961-63. We managed to beat them in the

end, but as the Duke of Wellington said ofhis victory at Waterloo, “it was a close-mn thing”.

We have seen how Singaporeans through thrift and hard work overcome many seemingly insuper.

able obstacles to emerge as a thriving and prosperous nation. The younger generation has flot gone

through our early experience and one hopes that they neyer wil have to. And they wil not if they

remember that what we have achieved at great cost can be maintained and improved upon by con

tinuous intelligent and unremitting effort.
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ç.tm The Evolution 0f A Work Ethic —

A Non-Simplistic Approach

With the papers before you, and the addresses you have heard — the economic, social, educational

and organisational imperatives of the Second Industrial Revolution are already weil-beaten tracks.

There is no need for me to go over the same ground already so ably covered by the Secretary General

and others. I propose to get off the beaten track, ask some unasked questions, and attempt some
answers to them.

The need for a strong work ethic has often been talked about. But this is easier said than done,
unless we also go into the “why” and the “how” of developing a sound work ethic. Exhortation alone,
or passing resolutions on the subject, will get us nowhere.

The existence of Paradise becomes irrelevant, unless you are also told how to get there. Getting
to Heil, on the other hand, presents no problem. Ail that is necessary is to do nothing. And if we want
to get to HeU faster, we might pity ourselves, beat our breasts in hopelessness, complain about every
thing and everybody else except ourselves — and continue to do nothing!

Let us begin by asking why some societies succeed while others fail. A number of societies have
failed in history, because of what may be called Acts of God, like general war, natural calamities, poor
natural resources, and the like. We might leave such failures out of account, for the simple reason that
it is flot possible to catch hold ofGod and ask Him for an explanation. That leaves us with the generality of
societies which have failed, flot because of Acts of God, but because of the failures of men, both of the
leaders and the led.

The major failure would appear to be psychological, cultural and moral shortcomings, which resuit
in a poverty of social consciousness, and a lack of achievement-oriented motivation. Some people just
do flot seem able to understand that you cannot, for example, remain personaily clean and healthy,
unless your physical and social environments are also clean. Smallpox, choiera, typhoid, malaria and
the like, will carry off the clea.nest Brahmin or mandarin in the vifiage, together with the meanest
outcast. Viruses and bacteria do flot respect class and caste barriers.

Then there are incorrigibly selfish persons, who simply cannot get it into their heads that prosperity,
like peace, is indivisible. You cannot accumulate wealth and keep it for long, if the majority ofyour
fellow citizens are unemployed, ill-housed, ill-clothed and ill-fed. This kind of situation must ultimately
exact a ghastly social revenge, in the shape of bloody revolutions, which generally end up by eating
their own children. Witness Vietnam, Kampuchea, and other totalitarian countries. The individual’s
progress and prosperity is truly protected, only in the context of general progress and prosperity.

=--... .—

C.V. Devan Nair
President
NTUC
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Most important, there are societies in which both leaders and followers fail to see that general

social and economic progress does flot corne about by waving magic wands, or mindlessly repeating

cant words and braggart dogmas. General and individual progress is only possible on the basis of

careful and intelligent planning, hard work ail round, and an achievement-oriented way of life and

attitude of mmd.
The societies in the Third World which show prornise of survival in the modem world of science

and technology are precisely those which place a high value on pragmatic achievement-oriented

economic and social programmes, as the necessary basis of general progress. Singapore is one ofthem.

But it would be dangerous to rest on our laurels. Going up the technological ladder will cail,

among other things, for high precision skills and zero defect work. These can only be achieved as a

result of patient and diligent application. Which brings us to the paramount need to develop what has

corne to be known as a strong work ethic, and a sound system of industrial relations.

Now let us see whether we know what we are taiking about. The first fallacy tonailisthatthework

ethic is applicable only to workers. This is so for the good reason that the work ethic is not a formalised

code of conduct, but even more a state of mmd and spirit which must be concretely manifested in job

performance. An employer, a political leader, or a professional man, without a work ethic, is at once

an individual failure and a social disaster.

The old saying that “A labourer must be worthy of his hire” is only partial wisdom. A labourer

must certainly be worthy of his hire, but a completer wisdom would also add the corollary that, at the

same time, “The master must be worthy of his servant, and the leader ofhis followers”. One suspects,

for instance, that to a faim extent at least, job-hopping is caused by workers who genuinely feel that

their employers are not worthy of them.

A poor or strong work ethic would appear, in large part, to depend on the individual and social

attitude to work, and the defmition ofwork itself.

A narrow and quite untrue definition of work would be to regard only manual labour as work,

when in fact it is only one of the many forms of work. Wê also work with our niinds, our hearts, and

our spirits. The mathematician working with abstract figures in his head, the banker or businessman

examining his accounts, the politician thinking problems through and preparing a speech, the surgeon

cutting up a patient on the operating table, the teacher teaching a class, the sculptor chiselling stone, or

the poet or writer chiseiling words, are ail working. But the quality of the resuits they achieve depends

on the skill, dedication and motivation they bring to their work. Poor skiil and poor motivation must

mean poor results in any field ofendeavour whatsoever

The work of an unenterprising entrepreneur wiLl result in a company or factory which collapses.

A dishonest politican will mess up the life of his nation, if there are enough fools to vote for him. A

poor dentist will pull out the wrong tooth. An uninspired poet wiil produce trash. An engineer who

makes mathematical mistakes wiil build a bridge which will coilapse. A careless pilot will crash his

plane, kil himself and kil his passengers. And a slipshod worker who produces shoddy goods wïll lose

the export market for his company, lose his job as well as the jobs ofhis feilow workers, and bring the

rest of Singapore industry a bad reputation into the bargain.

It is clear, therefore, that there is a precise equation between the quality of the work and the

quality of the resuit. We can now begin to home in on our target — how to enhance the skill and moti

vation of the worker, no matter what his fielci may be.

We might begin with the attitude to work — whether it is positive, or negative. The notion that
work is a punishment, and flot a source of creative pleasure and pride, can be traced to the slave
owning civilisations of the past. Work was equated with tediurn and drudgery. For example, the word
“labour” derives from a Latin word signifying trouble, distress, difficulty. The French word “travail”
is also of Latin origin. It originally referred to the “tripaliurn”, a three-pronged instrument of torture
usecf by Roman soldiers. In Greek, “work” and “trouble” are synonymous. In biblical Hebrew, work
and slavery are identical. And the Sanskrit word for work “karma” brings to mmd the ordeals imposed
on men by capricious Fate. And freedom in Sanskrit meant “getting out of the wheel of karma or the
wheel 0f works”. Evidently, work had unpleasant connotations for the people of classical times.

Medical and popular vocabulary also distort the word “labour”, when it describes the process of
birth. A woman giving birth is described as “being in labour”, although wages, conditions 0f employ.
ment, and so on are flot involved. And now it would seem that men also have begun to suffer from
labour pains, for some western trade unions have demanded paternity leave.

It is interesting to note that the unpleasant connotations of work did not exist in even earlier
times. For we leamn that the earliest nomadic or hunting famiies, tribes and clans grouped together
for survival, and worked quite unselfishly for each other. This is what historians refer to as “primitive
conimu nism”.

Neither was work equated with punishment in the Medieval Age in Europe, nor in ancient China
and India, when free men and flot slaves were artisans, craftsmen, weavers, carpenters and taiors. They
produced articles of utiity which were at the same time consurnjnate works of art. And you cannot
produce a work of art unless you take pride and pleasure in what you do, and give the best of yourself.
Many of the vases, utensils, fumiture, etc. made by unknown craftsmen, grace today the shelves ofthe
great museums of the world, as examples of timeless art.

Students of social history have often observed that men tend very often to conceive of the Deity
in their own image. Thus, we hear God described in various ways. There is the “God of Wrath”, the
“Lord of the Dance”, the “God of Love”, “The Divine Shepherd”, “The Divine Flute Player”, and so
on. A unique description of Deity occurs in one of the most ancient Sanskrit works, in which God is
described as “The Master of ail works and resuits” — a kind of omniscient and infailible foreman
presiding over ail the works of ail the worlds in space and time. It was to this “Divine Craftsman” that
the craftsmen and artisans of the ancient East prayed before they commenced any labour 0f production
and creation.

The truth is that without labour there can be no life. Our bodies are constantly working to keep us
alive. If the heart, liver, kidneys and the various glands ceased to work, we die.

Whether we want to or flot, we are constantly at work. To do something consciously and weil is
positive work, with positive results. To do something unconsciously or indifferently, is negative work,
with negative results. This would seem to be the chief difference.

There is also a difference in the quality of work motivation. In metaphysical or religious language,
they talk about works divine and works diabolical. In other words, the gods work for divine ends,
while the devils counter by working for undivine ends. Similarly, work motivation cari be worthy or
Uflworthy, in a whole variety 0f ways.

From the evolutionaW perspective, the human being has been described by some phiosophers, as
a transitional animal — an uneasy compromise between the beast and the god. Sometimes the god is
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preponderaflt, in which case you get the man or woman engaged in creative, productive and therefore

individually and socially rewarding work. Sometimes, the beast is in control, in which case you get the

crininal, the indisciplined or opportunist types, who expend their energies in socially harmful, wasteful,

and counter.productive ways.

In Singapore we must take pains to ensure that the balance is aiways tilted in favour of the gods.

This we cm do by encouraging the growth and strengthening, in our population, of a set of attitudes

and habits of mmd which make for what is called a sound work ethic. This is not something which has

to be new-created, as it were. On the contra’, Singapore as we know it today, would not exist if we

had not inherited from our ancestors a very healthy work ethic.

The men and womefl who emigrated from South China, South India and elsewhere, to end up on

the shores of Singapore, were the products of culture systems which placed a high value on a strong

work ethic. In addition, our migrant ancestors had the advantage ofhaving been the more adventUrous

types in their own societies, who ventured to leave their own less hospitable soils and climes, and seek

a better life and the proverbial pot of gold at the end of the rainbow, in a foreign region.

By md large, they found the better life ail right. We, their descendants, have certainly found it,

thanks to the work ethic we inherited from them. What threatens us today is not the absence of any

work ethic, which is nonsense, but the steady erosion of our inherited work ethic, as a consequeflce of

our increased affluence and our openness to the less savoury values of the Western world.

This does not mean that we should throw the baby out with the bath-water. There is much of

considerable value that we cm acquire from the Western world, in particular their learning, their

literary and cultural riches, their science md technology, and so on. But we could do without their

fads, their modem pop culture, and the licence and permissiveflesS associated with these things.

The great country which saw the birth of the Industrial RevolutiOfl, and on whose vast world

sprawling empire it was claimed that the sun neyer set, today finds itself almost at the bottom of the

Western industrial ladder, with about the lowest industrial productivity in the West. The stark truth

about the British dedline is the erosion of the work ethic.

It is pointless to blame only the trade unions. The British employers have deserved the kind of

trade unions they have got. Some of our own employers display the same negative traits of British

employers. 1f they do flot change their ways, they may find themselves having to deal, one of these

days, with mindless musclemen, instead of with a rational labour moverneflt like the NTUC.

The lesson we have to leam from Britain is that acute class conflicts do flot make for a strong work

ethic. We have achieved a high degree of social mobiity, based upon equality of educatioflal opportuflitY

for everybody, no matter what his class, race, creed or colour may be. We need to maintain md

enhance this social mobiity. For it is flot possible to successfully preach the work ethic to a citizen

who has been made to feel that he has been denied an equal opportunity to move up the educational,

social or economic ladders. That way you breed revolutioflaries, out to bring the whole system down,

md flot workers by hand and brain, who strive for excellence in performance and achievement.

To prevent the erosion of the work ethic of SingaporeanS, md to enhance it — for only an

enhanced work ethic can successfully see us through the Second Industrial RevolutiOfl — requireS a

combination of educational and motivational measures.

In the educational process, both parents and the home, on the one hand, and schools md teachers

on the other, are involved. For both the home md school environmefltS must complement each other

in the complex process of producing the rounded and complete citizen.
Catechisms md codes of conduct have, in my opinion, only a limited value. I cannot imagine a

strong moral sense, for example, emerging from a study of school text-books. I cm concede, at most,
only a minimal value, to the drili-sergeant approach of mindlessly repeating a catechism, swearing oaths
of allegiance, saluting the flag, and so on. The Shah of Iran employed such gimmicks galore, but it is
the Ayatollah Khomeiny who took over, because more serious things elsewhere went seriously wrong.

In the educational process, in both school and home, personal experiences md discoveries, must
take precedence over drill sergeants. Most of us rernember with gratitude some of our teachers, flot
because of the text-book information they imparted to us, but because of the way in which they
selflessly gave of themselves, and the examples which they set, quite unconsciously, of personal
conduct, rectitude and integrity. It is such memories which one recalis with benefit, in times of stress
and crisis.

No matter what their special aptitudes and interests rnight be, whether academic or non-academic,
our young people must be encouraged to go beyond their text-books, in a search for greater awareness,
and for excellence in conception and in execution. EVERYTHING IS WORK. Obtaining knowledge,
acquiring skils of hand and brain, cultivating a sense for order and beauty, disciplining oneseif in order
to live a full, rounded md healthy life, getting on weil with one’s fellow workers md fellowrnen,
exploring one’s own personality and being in order to reject mean, petty and base elements in oneseif,
aspiring for the best possible in oneseif and in one’s surroundings, making marnage a success, raising
a family — ail involve work. But work that is flot seen as an affliction md a curse, but as the joy and
immense satisfaction of achieving understanding and mastery of one’s self md one’s circumstances. It
is inertia, laziness, a refusai to reach out to the best that one is capable of, which is m affliction and
a curse, and need to be rejected out of hand.

On the motivational side, the strengthening of the work ethic involves the recognition of three
aspects. In many fields, the satisfaction md joy of achievement is its own reward. The athiete who
runs a mile in less than a minute does flot expect a monetary reward, for he derives a priceless satis
faction in his achievement. Nor does a successful parent who raises a good farnily expect a monetary
reward from the state. His achievement is sufficient unto itself.

However, there is a monetary aspect when it cornes to the field of economic production. For here
we enter a field of me asurable and quantifiable tangibles, where we wil neglect rnonetary md social
incentives only at grave peril. The highly skiled worker, responsible for well-finished md high value
added products, must be seen to receive a higher monetary reward and greater social recognition. If he
does flot, there is no incentjve for those below him to catch up with him.

There is another good econornic reason why the highly skiiled worker should receive more. He
deserves more, because in terms of value added and wealth created, he has contributed more. Egalitarian
societies have visibly harmed thernselves by forcing high perforrners to the same monetary md social
level as the low performers and, worse stili, to the sarne level as the non-performers.

The latest experiment in egalitarianism was that conducted by the il-fated Pol Pot Khmer Rouge
regin in Kampuchea. Among the first things they did was to violently uproot ail the entrepreneurs,
professionals, memb ers ofthe intelligentsia, and practically everybody else from Phnom Penh, md send
them to the countryside to grow cabbages and kmgkong. The tragic disaster which has since overtaken
Kanipuchea should come as no surprise.
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Any rational society must provide monetarY and social incentives, to encourage everybodY to aim

for the highest commofl factor, instead of forcing everybody down to the lowest common measure.

The progressive evolutionatY move is towards ever-newer heights of achievement — flot to lower depths

of non.achievemeflt.
The third aspect of the motivatioflal process is the equatiOfl betweefl the job environmeflt and

job output. For exaniple, the introduction of modem technology, and modem methods of work

organisation, offers the possibiity of the liberation of work from tedium and drudgery. Given a littie

imagination, a good.humOUred and co.operative atmosphere in the work place, and opportUnities for

creative and constructive involvement by workers in the work process, working hours need not be the

boring chores they often are, from which workers escape at the end ofthe day with relief. The repetitiOuS

nature of some assembly une jobs can also be rendered less duil. Indeed, the liberation ofwork from

duilness is increasinglY seen by enlightened modem managements as a major means of achieving higher

and better output by workers.

I have taken some pains to show that the cultivation of a strong work ethic in Singapore does not

lend itself to simplistic generalisatiOfls. It is a many-faceted subject, and deserves in the coming years

to be approached in some depth by politicianS, employers, trade unionistS, social scientists and others.

I hope that my paper will serve as a tentative working basis for a more positive and comprehenSive

approach to work ethics on the part of ail concerned.

I INTRODUCTION

“Industrialisation In The 1980s”

Mr. Howe Yoon Chong
Minister of Defence

We are on the threshold of a new phase in our industrialization programme. The Government
has decided on a policy to restructure our industries by compeiling them to pay higher wages each
year for the next few years. This policy wiil have far-reaching effects in encouraging economy in
the use of labour, upgrading of workers’ skiils, rapid introduction of higher technology, and more
efficient methods of manufacturing. Every worthwhile revolution brings with it hazards as well as
opportunities. Employers have no choice but to pay more. Our workers must now accept training
and respond to the challenges ahead by putting extra effort to upgrade their own skills or leamn
new skils. Those industries which cannot survive without cheap labour will be transferred nearer
to their source of raw materials in neighbouring ountries. Some workers may be displaced. Alter
native jobs will have to be found for them. Others who cannot be re-trained wil have to be revoca
tionalised. To reduce the effects of dislocation, close cooperation between the unions, the Govern
ment, and the employers will be necessary. There may be some initial difficulties in the first few
years. No insurmountable problems are likely to be encountered provided the world economy and
the regional political situation do flot change drastically for the worse.

As we prepare for this new phase of industrialization in the 1980’s, it is useful to review our
experience over the last two decades to leam some lessons from our short history ofindustrialization.
ii may then flot be sumprising that as we solve one set of problems we are creating a new set for
ourselves during the next phase of our social, economic, and political development. This process is
likely to continue indefinitely and we have to live with it. Such then is the dynamics of change.
The earlier we understand the nature of change the easier it will be for us to make adjustments.
Without change there may be no progress; without progress our society will decline and wither
away. We should be ready to make the best use of the opportunities to achieve social and economic
progress while taking care to minimise the effects and the hazards of change.

II UPIIEAVALS IN THE 1970’s

Singapome entered the decade of the 1970’s with a tight labour situation. Unemployment
had fallen fmom over 10% in the early 1960’s to only 4% in 1972, so much so that a libemal work
permit policy was adopted. Last year, there was an unprecedented increase of some 23,000 guest
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workers. This dependence on foreign workers could only be a stop-gap measure. The continued

success of our industrial efforts must flot depend on increasing the number of foreign workers.

Too many social and political problems would then be generated. The alternative was to slow

down our economic growth. But this would flot meet with the rising expectations of the young

population. Social and political pressures dictated the necessity for continued industrial expansion.

The Governrnent had to consider carefully the long-term implications. It was already clear that we

must be less dependent on foreign labour. Two major developments in the international scene,

however, delayed the adoption of a new industrial strategy: the international monetary upheavals

since August 1971 and the oil shock ofOctober 1973.

In August 1971, the pressures of inflation and mounting balance-of-payment problems forced

the United States to abandon the convertibiity of the US dollar into gold. The era of fixed ex

change rates came to an end. The monetary stability ofthe 1960’s gave way to uncertainty in the

1970’s. Dramatic price changes in commodities and manufactured products between 1972 and

early 1974 upset the international economic balance. In October 1973, the OPEC countries

decided to raise the price of oil four-fold. The period 1972 to 1974 was made more difficuit by

the turmoil in the Middle East which culminated in the Israeli-Arab War of 1973 followed by the

OPEC decision to use oil as a political weapon. The ou shock of October 1973 caught both the

industrialized and the developing countries allke by surprise. From then on the world would not

be the same again.

III RATIONALE FOR UPGRADING 0F WORKERS’ SKILLS

Dramatic changes have also taken place in the structure of our economy over the last two

decades. Different economic sectors performed differently in contributing to our well-being.

The numb ers of workers in each economic sector have increased at different rates, so have the

average wages earned by these workers. By studying the four sets of figures (at Annexes I to IV)

we can obtain a clearer picture of some of the root causes of our present problems and of the

directions our industrialization should take in the years ahead.

These four Tables clearly illustrate how over the period 1960 to 1978 the major significant

expansion in the numbers of people employed and in the contributions to the Gross Domestic

Product (GDP) occurred inthe three sectors, i.e. “Manufacturing”, “Construction”, and “Transport

and Communications”.

From 1960 to 1978, these three economic activity sectors increased in importance from

employing 3 1.5% of the work force and contributing 30.1% to the total GDP in 1960 to employ

ing 45% and contributing 40.7% to the GDP in 1978.

The “Construction” sector will probably not expand much further and in the decade of the

1980’s any significant growth will take place in the two sectors of”Manufacturing” and “Transport

and Communications”.

“In “Manufacturing” the increase in numbers employed was high, but the increase in wages

was relatively low, generally attesting to low skills in most of our labour-intensive industries.

Workers in manufacturing industries earned average wages which were almost the lowest in the

whole range ofeconomic activities that contributed to our GDP. In 1978, for instance, the average

earnings of manufacturing workers was after those in “Agriculture and Fishing”, the Iowest in the
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econon’. While “Manufacturing” employed 28.2% of the total work force and contributed only
22.5% to the total GDP, the “Transport and Communications” sector which employed 11.4%
of the work force contributed 13.1% to the total GDP. The average weekly earnings of the workers
in “Transport and Communications” was much higher, i.e. $145.8 as against $109.5 in
“Manufacturing” There is thus much room for improvement in skills for manufacturing workers.
There is good reason to force the employers to economise on the use of labour by requiring the
payment of higher wages to compel them to introduce higher technology or more efficient pro.
duction methods and processes to increase labour productivity.

Over the years 1972 to 1978 (See TABLE III) workers in “Manufacturing” consistently
earned low wages. Efforts to raise the status of the blue collar worker produced no marked resuits.
White collar workers consistently performed better due probably to increasing standards 0f educa
tion. In earlier years a youth could get a clerical job with only Secondary 11 or Secondary III
education. With more school leavers each year seeking employment, today many office boys and
messengers possess Secondary IV education. Many who dropped out from primaiy or secondary
schools gravitated towards manual and technical work orjoined the ranks ofthe unskilled and un
employed.

Manufacturing workers earned less than other categorjes because, for the vast majority, their
skills did not increase over the years. Why was it so? With industrjal expansion jobs were plentiful.
Emp loyers were too hard pressed to be choosy. Any worker who could just manage to do the
work could obtain employment. The operatjon of the NWC guideljnes meant that with no effort
on his part, the worker could get regular annual increments. To obtain more than NWC supple
ments, he simply hopped to another job that paid better. There 15 no incentive for him to improve
his skills but considerabje inducements to hop from job to job. Many workers were able to
improve their earnings in this way to the despair of employers. Though the worker gained more
take home pay and worldly experience, his skill and work competence did flot iniprove. There was
no genuine improvement in technical ability which in many cases remained basic and superficial.
Human nature being such, very few workers would show any keenness or enthusiasm to learn
more skills. They did the minimum necessary for the job and tried to get the maximum out ofit.
They hopped from job to job for more pay. In the process they would probably have learnt many
tricks including how to shirk work, to do the least to get the most, or to take ha.zardous short
cuts that could be a menace to others.

On the other side of the coin, to maintain the quality and consistency of their products, the
employers resorted to simplification of the production process and better quality control. This
again would mean less skills would be required of the workers. Under such a situation any plans
to improve the skills of the workers would have been dismissed by most employers.

The reasons why in the last decade or so the productivity of the average Singapore worker
showed no improvement and why our industries came to depend more and more on cheap imported
labour are therefore clear. Soon our industries gravitated more and more towards the labour-
intensive assembly type using more workers but simple processes. Now that the employers are
being forced to pay higher wages to economise on the use of labour, they must insist on increased
skifls and productivity. For the workers the recent warning of the Finance Minister that the
practice of job hopping should stop is timely. Soon the poorly trained worker will have no morej 43



jobs to hop to. The days when any worker, skilled or semi-skilled, can walk from one job to

another may be over. Unless the worker can increase his skills through on-the-job training or

taking up specialized courses, the prospects for advancement will be limited and he will soon

be left far behind by those who acquire greater skffls.

“Transport and Communications” cover a whole host of industries including shipbuilding,

ship-repairs, oil-rig construction, and the supply of ofi field equipment. It also includes air-craft

repair and maintenance, manufacture of telecommunicatiOn equipment, etc. Singapore has the

reputation ofbeing a very efficient transport and communications centre.We should take advantage

of this to build up sophisticated manufacturing and servicing industries related to transport - and

communications. This can only succeed if the work done is of excellent quality, the costs are

kept competitive, and the service is speedy and efficient. The upgrading of workers in these fields

is of pararnount importance. Either we keep constantly ahead of competition or we will be sur

passed by our competitors. Many of our competitors are as good as we are and have keener and

leaner workers in greater numbers, like Hong Kong, Taiwan, and South Korea. High technology

industries in transport and communications can engage in manufactures, metal fabrication, or

provide technical services. In ail these areas skills must be augmented by practical experience.

Workers who remain on the job to gain experience will achieve higher productivity. They will

gain greater depth of knowledge about the intricacies of the job. Only experienced workers

appreciate the hazards of the work environment and the risks inherent in certain jobs to realize

the importance of complying with safety measures. The average earnings of workers in “Transport

and Communications” is relatively high. There is every promise that with higher skills and more

experience, the earnings of these workers can go much higher.

INDUSTRIAL STRATEGY

The Economic Development Board in acquiescing to the recomniendations of the National

Wages Council for 1979 acknowledged that for the next two or three years there would be no

serious set-backs to our industrial development. It has already a number of firm commitments

to establish the right type of industries. As conditions stand, the next three or four years will

see our economy progressing at a modest growth rate of 6%. EDB wffl continue its efforts to

attract the high-technologY and skill-intensive manufacturing industries. Such industries include

extensions to our petroleum refming capacity, petro-chemicals and related down-stream products,

chemicals, and plastics. Other new industries include manufactures of rubber and non-metaflic

minerai products, food, toys, machine tools, industrial machinery, medical equipment, office

equipnnt, photographic and optical equiprnent, automotive spare parts, electronic components

and electronic products, electrical components and electrical products and appliances.

Specialized training or re-training of our workers in new skills will necessarily involve tripartite

efforts between Govemment, industry, and the unions. Training institutions will be set up. Special.

training and apprenticeship schemes can be financed by the Skills Development Fund. New skill

intensive and high-technologY industries can improve labour productivity and pay higher wages.

With improved product design, modem production methods, skilled management, and efficient

distribution organization, these new industries can stili be located in Singapore and compete

successfully in the international markets. By adopting capital-intensive methods, employers can

reduce the wage biil and yet obtain increased labour productivity with the use of the latest
production techniques, sophisticated equiprnent, and even cornputerized or automated processes.

Foreign investments constitute almost 88% of our industrial effort. The new investments to
be attracted to Singapore will continue to corne from foreign sources. They corne to Singapore
to exploit advantages like our central geographical position, rational governrnent policies for
industries, efficient administration, modem faciities in banking, fmance, insurance, transport
and communications, and reasonably cheap well-educated and easily trained workers. The
drarnatic increases in energy and transportation costs since October 1973 have eroded our
advantageous geographical position. Many industries importing large volumes of raw materials
and exporting their finished products to distant rnarkets wil be badly affected. Balance-of-payment
difficulties, inflation, sluggish or even negative economic growth, have adversely affected many
industrialized countries which now face economic and internai social problems. Unions in these
countries will clamour for protection. They wiil prevent their industries from making investments
abroad and raise obstacles against imports from developing countries. Our export-oriented
industries wiil face increasingly difficult obstacles and trade barriers.

Foreign high-technology and skill-intensive industries are much needed in their own countries.
Many are in great dernand by our competitors like Hong Kong, Taiwan, and South Korea. These
industries are mobile and can be transferred from one location to another without much difficulty.
In the application of the NWC guidelines to these industries, the wage levels will not be set auto
matically each year. Wage levels wiil depend on the demand and supply of the types of skills
required. Annual wage negotiations between the unions and these industries must thus take into
account the productivity and capability of the individual worker. While the industries may accept
the NWC guidelines in principle, they unlike the public sector, will object to uniform across-the
board annual increases in wages. These high-technology skill-intensive industries are not likely to
pay more because of trade union action. There is a limit to what trade union pressure can achieve
when such industries are mobile, foot loose, and fancy free. When profits are adequate they wifl
stay; once their profitabiity is threatened, they can pack up and go.

Singapore should airn at producing skiled workers who can attain the standards of master
craftsnn in their chosen field and who are proud of their work and their skills. Every worker
must achieve versatiity so that the introduction of new technology, equipment, or sophisticated
machinery will cause him little concern. He can accept any change with confidence and equani
mity. Confident in the knowledge that whatever the new machinery or method of production or
manufacturing process, his skills will be adequate for the new job. Self-assured in the fact that
whatever the changes, bis skifls will be much needed in the new situation. The employer need flot
preserve the obsolete production methods for bis sake. The introduction of new technology will
not put him out ofjob.

With more sophisticated and technologically advanced industries, we will produce a new
generation of workers who are better educated, better trained in skills, and hopefully better
rnotivated. Many will work as much with their brains as with their hands. Union leaders them
selves wiil have to be as well educated and trained as the workers they represent. They will then
understand that there are many more functions and responsibilities which unions should do for
their meniers besides negotiating for more pay or perquisites and for shorter hours of work.
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Such functions as training, upgrading of skills, continuing education of members are but a few

which unions can do. They can also work with members and employers to find ways and means

to improve labour productivity so that more wages can be paid. Union leaders must now exercise

their minds and seek intellectual inputs on the history and origins of trade unions in Singapore

to determine the relevancy or otherwise of many acts of faith that the movement holds sacred.

Singapore trade unions must not be the blind followers of alien ideologies of class hatred or

political tools to be manipulated by the Communist United Front. Otherwise any success that is

achieved wiil either lead the country into bankruptcy or what is worst cause the trade union

nxvement itself to be totally liquidated.

OCCUPATIONAL HEALTH AND SAFETY

Our efforts to raise the skills and eamings of our workers will resuit in improvements to the

general environment and working conditions in every industry. A better educated and skilled work

force will demand and be provided with more pleasant and efficient working conditions in a safer

work environment. Employers are interested to increase the productivity of the highly skiled

worker. He will prefer to safeguard the occupational health and safety of every worker rather

than to economise and risk low productivity. No employer in the more sophisticated industries

will try to stinge on safety provisions. They will support measures that can enhance the work

environme nt.
Occupational health and safety are emotional matters best dealt with by the application of

cold logic. Making hypothetic assumptions will probably generate more heat than throw light on

the subject. Too much stress on these factors wffl lead to worker alienation. The relationship

between the worker and the employer and between the management and the union may be

affected. Air, water, noise pollution, vibrations, chemicals, fumes, and other occupational hazards

are another matter. There should be adeqate legislation based on expert advice for compulsory

measures to protect every worker from occupational hazards. The Ministry of Labour with the

advice of experts can enact adequate legislative measures and lay down administrative directions

that will ensure that no occupational hazards or work related dangers can threaten the health, life

or limb of any worker. Employers must comply with and implement every legislative requirement

or administrative direction. On the advice of the Labour Inspectorate some employers even have

to provide more preventive safeguards than legally required. Many employers go one step further

to incorporate safety measures into the production process even though this means added capital

costs. We have progressed a long way from the harsh and inhuman times that were so vividly

described by Charles Dickens during the bad old days of the Industrial Revolution.

For the more sophisticated high-technologY industries the worker-emploYer relationship

should be established on the basis of partnership and cooperation rather than on conflict and

confrontation. Constant struggies whatever their merits are seldom conducive to increased produc

tivity and industrial harmony. The two sides should work in collaboration for improvement and

mutual benefit rather than engage in constant contests for advantages or ceaseless arguments to

establish dominance. The more sophisticated and better organised the industries, the more enlight

ened and progressive will they be in fostering harmonious management-union relationship. They

understand the need for harmony. But their reasonableness should flot be mistaken for weakness.
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The unions should rather respond by being constructive and positive in their efforts to improve the
worker-employer relationship. Occupational health and safety should not, therefore, be a problem
in the 1980’s. The higher-technology industries will bring with them vastly improved occupational
health standards to safeguard the personal well-being of the workers.

In the final analysis every legislative provision on occupational health and safety, every safety
measure or accident prevention procedure wiJi be of no avail when ignored by the workers them
selves. When the worker buts simple safety instructions and gets hurt, there is very littie that
legislation can do to help. Such a worker is flot only a menace to himself but can be of immense
danger to his colleagiies. Safety consciousness must be instiled in every worker so that it becomes
second nature to him. He must be attentive at ail times and mindful of the safety of others. He
must automatically take ail necessary safety precautions before doing any ha.zardous work. In this
respect it is the worker who has remained longer in the job and gained more practical experience
who will be the safer worker. There is no place in our industries, new or old, for workers who are
negligent, lazy, slipshod, and ignorant.

Trade unions have a very important role to play in the education of the workers in occupational
health and safety. They must agitate for improved legislation to safeguard workers from occupa
tional hazards and from various forms of pollution. Unions should give full support to employers
when disciplinary action is taken against any worker who contravened safety regulations or
disobeyed safety procedures. The importance of occupational health and safety cannot be over
emphasised. The number of man-days lost in 1978 due to accidents in the work place was 106%
more than in 1977, i.e. 894,361 man-days lost in 1978 against 434,628 man-daysin 1977. This is
quite appalling, apart from the pain and anguish that each accident must have caused.

VI INC REASING PRODUCTIVITY

Labour productivity is a very complicated matter which involves both management and
workers. We can exhort the worker to do more but bis contribution to increased productivity wil
be limited. We need not have to teach the employer how to increase productivity. He is profit
conscious and will want to increase productivity especially now that he must pay higher wages.
In the more sophisticated industries of the 1980’s the burden wil fail more on the management
who can increase productivity in many ways. It is in the worker’s interest to cooperate with the
employer rather than to obstruct him. Unions must realize that any change in methods of produc
tion may not easily meet with the approval of ail the workers. On the other hand any objections
to new technology or methods to increase productivity may put the employer off. He may then
choose to continue in the same old way or refrain from making changes to avoid having labour
troubles on his hands. In this sense productivity increases are more likely to resuit where there is
cordial woyker-employer relationship. Since labour productivity is likely to be more important
in determining the wages of our workers in the future and increasing it depends more on the
employer, a modus vivendi based on cooperation and understanding becomes more essential
between worker and employer.

Operational productivity can be increased when workers are beter trained, better skilled, and
better motivated. In other respects, productivity can be increased when the environment of the
work place is improved, e.g. better lighted, cleaner and more pleasant work surroundings or where
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the workers are flot subject to unnecessary stresses and strams or where there is no noise, air or

vibratory pollution. Both operational and environmental improvements to productivity have their

limits. For a really dramatic productivity increase there must be technological or scientific break

throughs, either in terms of new product design, new manufacturing technique, or in the form of

nre efficient organization of work. In the years ahead management and unions will have to pay

doser attention to labour productivity. Unless the productivity per worker is correspondingly

improved, il will flot be possible to insist on increased wages each year. Our industries cannot

remain competitive unless there is constant effort on the part of the employer to increase produc

tivity. The employer cannot succeed unless he can get the positive and active support of the

workers.

VII CONSTRUCTIVE INDUSTRIAL PARTNERSHIP

Active cooperation and positive union leadership in working with high-technology and sophis.

ticated industries wiil produce mutual benefits. Protectionist or obstructionist efforts to preserve

or perpetuate obsolete and inefficient working methods on the other hand can upset the tripartite

arrangerrnts between unions, employers, and Government and will benefit no one. Union leaders

have obligations to their members to make the transition to a skill-intensive and high-technology

era a smooth and easy one. The old methods of bargaining whereby the employers can be forced

to accept union demands on the basis of their abiity to pay will no longer work. The industry can

easily move elsewhere. This will flot in the long term be in the interest of the workers or the

economy.
Antagonistic or confrontational attitudes that have so vehemently been promoted and en

couraged by those who make use of trade unions for political ends wffl no longer have their place

in the union-management negotiations of the future. The diatribe, the slogan shouting and the

invectives that characterized the class struggies ofthe past must now give way to reason and logic,

to open arguments instead of the veiled threats. Unions in the 1980’s may need to adopt a more

cooperative and constructive policy towards employers as they too have contributions to make in

upgrading our industries. Workers should accept changes which initially may be against their

interest, but in the long run will benefit both them and the employers. The products of the new

sophisticated industries are often subject to the whims and fancies of consumers, or are dictated

by high fasKion, or have to change with constant developments in science and technology. Manu

facturing processes wiil also change continually, and working methods will be totally overhauled

from time to time. Every change wiil trigger off a series of consequential adjustments right down

the line from the design and the manufacturing stage down to packaging and distribution. At

each stage, the workers wiil be affected. Our new generation workers must therefore be versatile

and adaptable to accommodate such changes. Since they cannot be cushioned or isolated from

change, the workers’ learning process must keep on improving so that he can be prepared for

change.
As a young nation we must flot permit the historical hang-ups and enmities of real or imaginary

class struggles to blind us to the need for change. Our forefathers came here as one class immi

grants. There are no deep-rooted class hatreds in our society, however much the ideologies may

preach about these evils in trying to use labour unions for their nefarious ends. Much of the
historical enmities are of littie relevance to our society. No fairy godfather has conquered vast
chunks of empire to store up enormous quantities of treasure for us to squander. Our forefathers
toiled with their hands and built Singapore by the sweat of their brows. We must continue in their
hardworking and industrious traditions. We are unlikely to strike oil or discover minerals like gold
and silver to make us rich and prosperous. We can do without ail these lucky breaks. Our man
power cannot however be without adequate skills. Better skiled workers can assist employers to
achieve greater productivity and lower production costs. Singapore can then countinue to have its
place under the sun.

In the area of employer-employee relations we can learn by negative example. From the
record of those industrialized countries that have declined rapidly after World War II we can draw
conclusions as to what we should do and what we should not do. Should we be so imperceptive
as to believe that only confrontation can achieve improvements for the workers, then we may be
aping the disastrous examples of labour movements in some countries where the unions’ only aim
is to struggle against the employer. They may have good reasons to do this because of past in
justices and wickedness on the part of their upper classes. But we do not have such historical
enmities. Our unions, therefore, should flot follow the bad example of only wanting to go against
the employer, to go on strike at the least provocation or even without provocation and to keep
on demanding more and more pay and perquisites in return for less and less work. We should tum
away from the examples of those countries with perpetual union-employer quarrels which have
brought their countries nothing but intellectual and moral decay and to the brink of total bank
ruptcy. We can follow the good examples of those countries which have been successful in achieving
higher standards for their people through hard work and harmonious cooperation between workers
and employers. We should try, for example, to emulate the worker-employer cooperation of
countries lilce Japan and the Federal Republic of Germany. The decade of the 1980’s will probably
witness a retum to old values and hard realities. The decadence and superficiality of a world in
turmoil will soon disappear. People will learn to accept as a fact of life that one cannot get some
thing for nothing. They will then realize the virtue of hard work and move away from the waste
and profligacy of conspicuous consumption and the mistaken beliefthat the world and everybody
else owe them a living.

The 1980’s wil see world economic conditions in a really poor state. Singapore’s own indus
trialization programme is confronted with contradictions of its own making. The problem of
labour shortage and relatively low wages with possibiities of fierce competition from newly
industrializing countries must now be tackled boldly and courageously. Hence even when both
internai and external problems are looming large on the horizon, Singapore must look ten or more
years ahead, and plan for the restructuring of its industries on a long-term basis. The question is
whether the timing for the implementation of our new strategy to restructure the industries is
right. Are we not taking this hazardous major step when world conditions are far from auspicious?

We had the courage of our convictions to industrialize against ail odds in the l960’s. We pro
gressed in spite of the many world crises in the 1970’s. We should now have the strength of pur-
pose and confidence in ourselves to embark on the new strategy to restructure our industries.
The world economic conditions may not be favourable, but on the credit side, our economy is
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attain this growth target because of insufficient labour. Manpower studies show that to

sustain economic growth of 8% p.a. with prevailing rate of labour productivity increases,

41,000 workers per year will be required. Anticipated net labour supply is only 20,000

in next decade (this decade 32,000), hence potential shortfall of 21,000 p.a.

To maintain low inflation rate to ensure that monetary improvements accruing to

workers will flot be eaten away by pernicious inflation.

Inflation is mainly imported. Internally, we will ensure that inflation isminimisedby:

— ensuring competition among producers,
— avoiding unduly expansionary monetary and fiscal policies, and

— lowering or even removing tariffs, where they exist, on imported essential goods.

Improving labour productivity.

This is as much a strategy as a target, and will be discussed later.

Improving quality oflife.

Difficuit concept to define as it could mean different things to different people. But

generally, it would mean more time for population to engage in pursuits flot directly

related with the eaming of income, eg cultural pursuits, sports.

This is possible only if economy is sound, growth is assured and income levels high

enough to permit more time off for leisure activities.

Manpower is our only resource, but addition to this resource is diminishing in quantitative

terms. Indiscriminate labour force increase, however, is flot the solution to problem because of:

— Limitsofourland;
— Quantity is no substitute for quality of population.

In 1979, labour force wffl expand by 3% or 30,000. After that, the net increase decreases by

about 2,000 per year so much so that by 1990, only an additional 11,000 workers will join the

labour force. The projected sharp decline in labour force inflows is the consequence of our rapidly

declining birth rates that began in the late sixties. Therefore, unless productivity can be raisèd, or

we aflow free import of guest workers, Singapore will flot be able to achieve its target rate of

economic growth of 8%.
The objective before us is to achieve a high rate of economic growth through increased pro

ductivity rather than through more and more labour inputs — from foreign sources.

Definition of Productivity

Since productivity is some sort of panacea for achieving our macro-targets for next decade,

it is essential we understand its meaning thoroughly, and how to increase it.

The broadest defmition of productivity is the ratio between output and the total input of
factors required to achieve it. In this sense, productivity is “the end resuit of a complex social
process including: science, research and development, education, technology, management,
production faciities, workers and labour organisations.” Productivity in this sense means “total
factor productivity” or “overail productivity or efficiency” and is flot easy to measure.

Our interest is in labour productivity which is die ratio between a given measure of output
and a given measure of labour input.

Productivity can be calculated in either of two ways: as average productivity and as marginal
productivity. Average productivity is the ratio between labour output and labour input while
marginal productivity measures the change in output per additional unit of labour input.

Strictly speaking, in measuring changes in labour productivity we should hold other factors
of production constant and measure only the change in output that is attributable to a change in
the skills of workers or in the intensity of worker effort. In real life, however, it is not possible
to aiways compartmentalize causes of labour productivity increases so neatly; also, it is not 50

necessary so long as overail productivity increases.

Productivity Growth
Experience of productivity changes (real terms)

Observation

1967-70 1971-73 1974-78 (% change p.a.)
1967-78

While our labour productivity has been increasing, the rate of growth has been slowing down.
If productivity growth remains at 3% p.a., we would flot be able to achieve our target growth of
8% p.a. To achieve this we must raise our productivity growth per year to 6%.

•How do we accelerate productivity?
1 Invest more capital, attract higher skilled, higher technological industries.
2 Upgrade manpower skill.
3 Intensify labour application, or in simple terms, work harder.
4 Improve organisational methods or managerial skills.

III SPECIFIC POLICY INSTRUMENT TO INCREASE LABOUR PRODUCTIVITY
Higher wage policy adopted for this and next three or four years to:
I compel more efficient utilization of labour;
2 increase die relative price of labour to capital, thus biasing use of capital for labour.,
This subject, however, will flot be deait here as it has been discussed at length elsewhere.

V

Manpower

II ECONOMIC STRATEGY TO ACHIEVE TARGETS

National rate
Manufacturing

7.9
9.6

5.0
3.9

3.4
1 .7

5.2
4.9
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W SFUIORAL PLANS

1 Manufacturing Sector

V

Manufacturing will continue to be the favoured economic growth sector. Objective will

be to bring it up one rung up the technological ladder so that it will:

— lead the rest ofthe economy;
— provide jobs which can pay higher wages to our better educated and trained school

leavers and exploit their capabiity fully;

— provide opportunities for local entrepreneurs.

2 Services Sector

Comprises:
a) Commerce (wholesale and retail trade, restaurants and hotels);

b) Transport;
c) Finance.

Ail three have undergone important structural changes in the last two decades:

a) Commerce — type of goods dealt with different, sector more modernized with

emphasis on quality, comfort.
Transport — airport, airline, telecoms, containerization.

Finance — Asian Dollar market grew from US$30 million in 1968 to US$27 billion

in 1978. Financial Centre.

Strategy in Next Decade

Broad strategy is to build on the existing foundation and infrastructure and develop Singapore

into a “super international junction”, and “financial supermarket”.

3 Tourism

1977 — world tourism estimated at 220 million persons, generating a revenue of US$42.5

billion. Singapore’s 1.7 million persons for that year equals 0.8% of the world total.

If world tourism continues to grow at a modest rate of 5% in the l980’s, by 1990, there

will be 436 million tourist arrivais world-wide. A modest 1% of this world total is the equi

valent of 4.4 million tourists.
Tourism is a desirable industry for Singapore:

— growth activity less prone to vagaries of world demand;

— pollution free;
eams foreign exchange;

— most ofthe value-added is locally retained by Singaporean interests.

CAN WE ACIUEVE OUR TARGF[S9

Main problems are external

1. Slow growth in world economy.

2. High oil prices.
3. Protectionism.
4. Political events in Indo-China.

Internai
Can we extrapolate present political stabiity and industrial peace into the future?
These are daunting problems, but if we bunch ourselves tightly, decide to make a go of this

place, the way we have donc this decade, we can shoot a few balis on target in the Eighties.

b)
c)
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REVIEW 0F THE PAST DECADE

PREAMB LE

Recorded history serves two main purposes. Firstly, it provides a factual account of the events that
helped to shape societies, communities and nations, and the social, economic and political outlook of
their citizens. Such records contribute to the wealth of information being accummulated for the benefit
of posterity.

Secondly, it provides an excellent basis on which to establish objectives for the future, as well as
to chart the direction for further progress and prosperity. Past achievements and triumphs help the
new leadership set their sights for the future. They also become the criteria to gauge further successes.
Failures, mistakes and less laudable achievements of the past become valuable lessons for the future,
flot popular topics for disparaging remarks or derogatory criticisms. It is because of this willingness and
abiity to examine both its successes and failures with equal intensity and objectivity that our labour
niwement has been able to achieve so much in so short a period of thne.

Our readiness to snap out of the complacency that often accompanies successes, and our deter
mination to pull ourselves up by our own bootstraps in times of difficulties and heavy odds, were two
important factors that enabled us to surmount the problems encountered during the last ten years.
Our achievements however, were attained not without sacrifices and casualties. But our approach of
“the maximum good for the maximum number” has served us well, and will continue to be a guiding
principle.

NTUC IN TUE ‘70S

The NTUC was established in the early 1960s, amidst an atmosphere of trade union miitancy and
acrimonious labour disputes. It was flot possible for mass-based organizations such as trade unions to
be unaffected by the birth pangs of nationhood. In fact it was incumbent upon labour to provide the
necessary input to help shape the future ofour nation. The formal record ofthese tumultuousbeginnings
must be left to the historian. However, a review of our hopes and aspirations, and our achievements
and failures is necessary if we are to draw up a blueprint for progress into the ‘80s.

The tuming point for the modernisation of our trade union movement began with the historic
seminar held in November 1969. It was then that we planned, argued, considered and finally adopted
the strategy which helped us to overcome the many trials and tribulations we encountered in the

4
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1970s. It was faithful adherence to the precept of industrial peace with justice that enabled us to

contribute significantly to the rapid pace of socio-economic and political progress over the past decade.

It was putting nation before self that assured our members and indeed ail Smgapore workers, of em

ployment and a better life for themselves and their famiies. After ail the excitement and flurry of

speeches, rallies, conferences, campaigns and elections have died down what really matters are the

results. In the final analysis, what the worker wants is flot mere talk and promises or short term benefits

and long term despair. What he looks for is a firm and clear set of plans to guide him in his contri

butions towards the making of a larger national cake in which he and members ofhis family will have

a share.
Another crucial tuming point in the labour movement has been recorded in 1979. Our workers’

concern is what lies ahead for them and their families. What are the employment opportunities,

prospects for an even better livelihood, contributions and responsibiities expected of them, and the

likely pitfalls they wffl encounter? To meet this concern in part, NTUC will implement a Plan of

Action for the ‘80s, to better equip our members to face the challenges ahead and to help them achieve

further progress and prosperity over the next decade.

The woes of the ‘80s will flot be very similar to those of the ‘70s, though we wiil no doubt meet

some of them in different forms. New strategies will have to be formulated to meet the challenges of

the ‘80s. We need however to take stock of our position in order to plan for the future. Radical changes

were made to our strategy and in our approaches after the 1969 Modernisation seminar. The first

section of this Plan wffl therefore be devoted to a review of the major facets of our trade union move

ment today

ECONOMIC GROWTH AND EMPIDYMENT OPPORTUNITIES

Singapore’s economic growth in the past decade is a clear indication of our workers abiity to dis-

cern immediate short-term benefits from real long-term interests. They are able to perceive that em

ployment opportunities abound only with long term economic growth. They are not in any doubt

about the difference between verbal productivity and rousing rhetoric and industrial output and nsing

incomes.
From 1970 to 1978, our Gross Domestic Product (GDP) doubled in real terms from S$5,100

million to SS1O,l00 million (at 1968 prices). The GNP per capita income at current market price

correspondingly rose by 2.7 tfrnes from S$2,831 to S$7,565. The unemployment rate in Singapore

dipped from 6% in 1970 to a mere 3.6% in 1978 which practically means full employment. In fact, we

have had to import large numbers of guest workers from other countries in recent years to sustain

our rapid economic growth. The availabiity ofjob opportunities has enabled a considerable number of

female workers to obtain employment thus contributing to signifïcant increases in family incomes.

In 1970, out ofthe 1,200,300 persons aged 15 years and above, 693,000 representing 58%were in

the workforce. 0f these, 140,000 or 20.2% were female workers.

In 1978, out of the 1,558,100 persons of 15 years and above, 975,000 representing 63%were in

the workforce. 0f these, 315,000 or 32.3%were female workers.

During this period, 1970-78, the manufacturing sector overtook the trading sector as the major

employer. Manufacturing industries in 1978 employed over 270,000 workers compared with an em
ployment figure of 143,000 in 1970. Over these nine years, employment in the trade sector increased

from 152,910 workers to only 225,000 workers. This trend will continue and our emphasis on the

blue collar worker is thus flot misplaced.
At least 300,000 new jobs need to be created over the next ten years if we are to provide employ

ment to new entrants into the labour market. To achieve this target, Singapore’s economy needs to

grow at a rate of 6% to 8% per year. We have to work together that much harder because of the many
adverse factors that can move this target beyond our reach.

History and current precedents in other countries show us that our success in raising our workers

from the quagmire they were in would certainly have flot been possible had there not been an enlightened

trade union movement which puts the survival of the nation before everything else. The people of a

nation will only prosper collectively if the nation prospers. This is the fundamental thinking of NTUC

and its affiliates. Our experience so far has proven beyond any doubt that we have chosen the correct

path. Given our determination flot to stray from our objective, we shah be able to meet our target
of continuing to ensure ail our workers that ail those willing and able to work will find jobs.

INDUSTRIAL RELATIONS

One of the many factors that determine whether a country will be successful in its strive to achieve
economic take-off and industrialize is the state of industrial relations prevailing there. A country such
as Singapore which depends on a continuous stream of foreign investments for job opportunities wffl
do well to ensure that industrial peace prevails, though flot at the expense of justice.

Over the past ten years, we have successfuily moved from a militant environment to one where
consultation is the order of the day. While there will stili be some recalcitrant employers who only
understand the language of industrial action, it is now an accepted practice for differences to be
resolved across the conference table, with both employers and employees guided by the wffl to come to
an early settlement for the benefit ofboth parties.

Between 1955 and 1963, an average of 77 strikes involving some 18,500 workers and a loss of
300,000 man-days occurred each year. Extensive damage was inflicted on the economic and social
fabric of the nation as a resuit of industrial unrest of such magnitude. From 1969 to 1978, however,
an average of Iess than 4 strikes involving some 1,200 workers and the loss of 3,900 man-days were
recorded. In fact, only one strike precipitated by 406 workers who were flot members of NTUC
affiliates, occurred in 1977. From 1978 to the present, there was complete industrial peace without a
strike or major work-stoppage.

This healthy industrial relations environment in Singapore is the resuit of the rational and prag
matic decision by NTUC to work in close collaboration with govemment and employers so as to create
an atmosphere conducive to rapid economic growth and development. It bears testimony to the major
part played by the labour movement in ensuring the phenomenal improvement in the standard of living
of the population of Singapore during the 70s.
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In order to provide its affiliates with a more effective backup service, the NTUC Industrial Affairs

Council was established in 1975 in place of the former Industrial Disputes Committee. Its terms of

reference were further revised in 1977 so that the labour movement under the aegis of NTUC could

prepare itself for the demands of the industrial situation ahead.

WAGE INC REASES

Economic growth would be meaningless if workers who have toiled for it do flot share in the fruits

of their labour. Moreover, if workers were denied of their rightful share, it is unlikely that they would

want to continue maintaining the level of their contribution to the national output.

Through collective bargaining at the company level and representation on the National Wages

Council (NWC), the NTUC has played a significant part in safeguarding and promoting the interests of

its memb ers by helping them to secure a substantial share in the expanding economic cake. This is

shown clearly by the figures on wages. The average income of workers increased by over three-fold

from 1965 to 1979 in monetary terms. In real terms, the modal income per worker more than doubled

from $190 per month to over $400 per month during the same period.

The establishment of the NWC has helped to ensure that workers receive their due share without

jeopardising our economic future and hence their job prospects. The NWC takes into account the

general performance of the economy, the future investment prospects, the inflationary rate and other

factors which affect the living standard of our workers. Since 1972, aIl the NWC recommendations

on wage increases have been accepted by the government departments and the statutory boards, which

employ some 14% of the labour force in Singapore. An increasing number of employers in the private

sectors have also followed suit. It has been estimated that in 1978 approximately 70% ofthem applied

the NWC guidelines either in part or in full.

In une with thegovemment’s new economic po1icis to replace the labour intensive industries with

high technology and high value-added operations, the NWC recommended for 1979 a substantial in

crease in wages for the workers especially for the lower-income group. Since our inflation rate this year

is likely to remain at the single digit level, this means that the living standard of our workers will im

prove substantially. It is pertinent to note that workers in many countries including some developed

ones, had to suffer wage cuts and fairly extensive retrenchrnents as a resuit of the slower growth in the

world economy and run-away inflation since the oil crisis in 1973. The fact that our workers have

secured substantial real wage increases and have enjoyed an increase in their standard of living over the

last ten years, shows that we have ail benefitted from the enlightened attitude of the unions, the govern

ment and the employers.

UNION MEMBERSHIP

The Modernisation Seminar in 1969 recognised the alarming fact that despite there being a large

pool of unorganised labour in Singapore, membership in NTUC was declining. It called on NTUC and

its affiliates to draw up plans to attract more members into their fold. A massive campaign was mounted

and its success is evident from the following table:

Growth of Trade Unions in Singapore (1969 — 1979)

The total employed labour force in Singapore increased by 57% from 6 10,000 in 1969 to 960,000

in 1978, whereas NTUC membership expanded by 155% during this period as a resuit ofour effective

recruitment drive.
Trade union membership must continue to be promoted with vigour because trade union solidarity

and strength go hand in hand with membership strength. When we represent the majority of our

workers, our collective strength will be improved and we will be better placed to obtain social and

economic fair play, dignity and self-respect for a greater number of our workers.

FINANCE

No modernisation of a labour movement is possible without adequate financial resources. The

NTUC has therefore been seeking relentlessly ways and means to build up its funds in order to be able

to implement its various programmes to benefit its rank and file. The 1969 Modernisation Seminar

decided that union fees and affiliation fees to the NTUC be increased. It also proposed that trade

Year Unions
Total Union
Membership

NTUC
Membership

Percentage of N11JC
Membership to total
organised labour %

1969
1970
1971
1972
1973
1974
1975
1976
1977
1978
1979

(May)

112
102
100
97
92
90
89
91
90
89
86

120,053
112,488
124,350
166,988
191,481
203,561
208,561
22 1,936
229,056
236,907
242,0 14

88,558
85,422
96,227

142, 162
168,090
189,2 14
197,510
2 11,956
2 15,522
226,257
229,932

71.3
76.0
77.4
85.1
87.8
93.0
94.7
95.5
94.1
95.5
95.0
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unions affiliated to the NTUC should standardise their monthly subscription rates on the following

basis:

Salary Range (Gross)

$150 and below
$151 to $250
$251 to $350
$351 to $450
$451 to $550
$551 and above

These rates have been implemented faithfully by union members. Moreover, affiliation fees to the

NTUC had correspondingly been revised to 25% of the total subscription collected each month by

affiliated unions (including Annual Bonus and Ex-Gratia payments).

The Modernisation Seminar also saw the introduction of the check-off system which simplified the

payment of union fees by individual members and reduced considerably the administrative costs to

unions.
The reconimendation by the 1969 Seminar for unions to make available bans at favourable terms

to the NTUC to fund special projects like housing for workers was not implemented because it was

deeme d unnecessary to duplicate and compete with the services provided by HDB and HUDC in satis

fying the demand for public housing in Singapore.

The Seminar further recommended that entrance fees to unions be increased, but this was flot

implemented as such a move could jeopardise attempts by unions in the recruitment of members.

Total accummulated funds in NTUC swelled from $27,838 in 1970 to $7,651,529 in 1979,

reflecting strengthening of financial resources in the trade union movement over this period. The

national centre has found it unnecessary to increase affiliation fees despite escalating costs and the

wider range of services provided. This happy state of affairs was made possible by the judicious appli

cation of funds by the NTUC Central Committee. With further increases in operating costs, NTUC may

flot be able to make ends meet much longer, although the establishment of the Singapore Labour

Foundation has helped to defer the date of an increase in affiliation fees.

NTUC will continue to streamline its administrative organization in order to be more effective and

to reduce operating costs. At the same time, the urgent need to inject professionalism into the move

nnt to upgrade the effectiveness of the national centre will require more funds. Ajudicious balance

will be struck so that savings in operating costs will not be at the expense of efficacy.

CO-OPERATIVES AND BUSINESS VENTURES

In 1969, the Co-operative movement in its broader sense was at its infancy particularly in NTUC

with only conceptual outlines being formulated. The Seminar attempted to give shape to the Move

ment by cailing specifically for the foilowing action:

a) that the NTUC should embark upon co-operative ventures initially through the establishment

of a life insurance co-operative;

b) that Co-operative ventures should be competitive and therefore they should only be established
in where there are built-in advantages

c) that a Consumer Co-operative be established as soon as sufficient capital and expertise were
available and that the Consumer Co-operative be mn on standard business principles, with no
credit faciities allowed initially;

d) that the feasibiity of embarking on industrial co-operatives for the following enterprises be
assessed:

i) servicing of motor vehicles
ii) holiday tours
iii) co-operative transport
iv) co-operative school bus and
y) co-operative school book-shops

e) that assistance be sought from trade union organisations overseas which have developed
successful co-operative ventures and that the services of international co-operative organizations
be sought;

f) the establishment of a Special Committee of Experts to study areas in which the NTUC
Development Fund could be invested and to examine the co-operative projects most suited
for implementation;

g) that ail co-operative ventures be operated through the NTUC and be run on business unes
and that a proportion of the profits be channelled to the NTUC Development Fund;

h) that a Co-operative bank be established only after funds have been built up and experience
developed;

j) that the NTUC examine the possibiity of establishing a health service in Jurong and other
industrial estates for the benefit of workers, particularly after office hours;

j) that a feasibiity study be undertaken on the provision of canteen services for army, navy and
airforce establishments. These co-operatives could also deal in durable goods;

k) that the NTUC set up a Committee to look into the possibility ofestablishing a printing press
to cater for the needs of affiliated unions; the printing rates ought to be more attractive than
those offered by commercial houses;

1) that subsequently industrial co-operatives be set up to encompass activities like taioring,
book-binding, spray-printing, shoe-making etc.

Before venturing into an assessment of the extent to which NTUC and its affiliates have fulfilled
or failed to fulful the 1969 Seminar recommendations, it must be stressed that NTUC entered into the
co-operative movement with the following main objectives:

a) to provide services to members of the unions
b) to generate revenue for the trade union movement so that NTUC could be financiaily in

dependent and strong to play a positive part in representing its workers
c) to fulfil a useful social role to the population of Singapore as a whole.

Rates Per month

$1.00
$2.00
$3.00
$4.00
$5.00
$6.00
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In practice, the three objectives may appear to pull the Co-operative movement in diverse

directions at times but ultimately k is the desire to serve the collective good of the public that deter

mines the direction of the movement. The assessment of the Co-operative movement so fervently

launched by NTUC after the 1969 Modernisation Seminar must be viewed in the light of these objec

tives. In addition, it must also be borne in mmd that the ventures undertaken by the Co-operatives

should be commercially viable.
The inauguration of NTUC INCOME and NTUC WELCOME in 1970 and 1973 respectively

brought to fruition recommendations (a), (b) and (c). The setting up ofNTUC COMFORT in 1971 as

a Transport Co-operative which now operates 4,500 taxis, 350 minibuses and 38 larger City Shuttie

Services (CSS) buses, COMFORT WORKSHOP (PTE) LTD in 1977 as a motor servicing centre; NTUC

Travel Services (Pte) Ltd in 1973 as a travel and tour agent; and NTUC Fairdeal in 1974 as a book co

operative to help reduce the cost of school books to students, have ail been undertaken in fulfilment

of recommendation (d).

The NTUC has obtained and will continue to obtain expertise from organisations like the ILO,

Histadrut and Folksam for its various co-operative ventures.

In 1979, the Central Committee of the NTUC commissioned the NTUC Investments and Co

operatives Con-imfttee to look into ail our co-operatives and business ventures and to advise NTUC and

its affihiates how to increase the operational efficiency of these activities. Co-operatives and business

ventures run by NTUC’s affiliates have transcended recommendation (g) and proceeded along slightly

different unes. Many unions in the past decade have established their own ventures, operating them

independently without any administrative and fmancial support from NTUC. It is only through invest

ments in union co-operatives that NTUC wiil acquire a proportion of the profits in the form ofdividends.

The business ventures established by NTUC affiliates range from restaurants to recreationai centres

and consumer clubs with widespread impact on our workers. Both NTUC and SILO also mn creches

for the chiidren of working parents. With improved fmancial resources, the labour movement has also

been able to carry out other social programmes such as the provision of scholarships, bursaries and

study bans for members’ children and the provision of sports and recreational facilities for members

and their families.
Over and above what the 1969 Modernisation Seminar recommended, the NTUC has also set up

the Consumers Association of Singapore (CASE) to protect consumers against profiteering and other

unscrupulous activities. NTUC Denticare was established in 1972 to make available low-cost dental

services to workers earning between $200 to $750 per month.

Although the idea ofa Co-operative Bank was mooted in 1969, the Bank lias yet to be established.

The Bank will involve a major commitment of union funds and deserves doser scrutiny before a deci

sion can be made. The ever-increasing number and range of co-operatives and business ventures taken

on by NTUC and its affiliates may however, necessitate a co-operative bank to oversee the financial

positions of ail these operations.

The NTUC has flot embarked on the provision of canteen services pending a more detailed feasi

biity study of the project. As for the printing press, SILO has set up a printing division among its

co-operatives and the United Workers ofPetroleum Industry (UWPI) plans to establish a printing work

shop. The NTUC has also decided that it would only enter the field of industrial co-operatives at a

later stage when it can conimand entrepreneurial and technical skils to compete on equal terms with

established employers.

Within the short speil of a decade, the NTUC and its affiliates have achieved in building up a

labour-operated and viable sector in the national economy to provide a variety of services to the working

population. Net assets ofali NTUC and union co-operatives stood at $59m as at December 1978. There

were over 50,000 shareholders in the thirteen major co-operatives. This is, however, only the beginning

and, given more time and better finances, this sector will continue to grow into a formidable force

for the benefit of ail workers in Singapore.

WORKERS’ REPRESENTATION

One of the significant developments of the Singapore labour movement is the participation of

workers’ representatives in the policy making process of the various major statutory boards whose

decisions would have a profound influence on the welfare of the workers and on national development.

Tripartism of thjs nature enables the workers, through their union representatives, to present labour’s

views on major policies. To-date, trade unions’ representatjves sit on the foilowing key statutory

boards and govemment bodies:

a) Central Provident Fund Board
b) Economic Development Board
c) Housing and Development Board
d) Junior Trainees Scheme Advisory Council
e) Jurong Town Corporation
f) National Productivity Board
g) National Maritime Board
h) National Safety First Council
i) Port of Singapore Authority
j) Public Utilities Board
k) Singapore Family Planning & Population Board
1) Singapore Tourist Promotion Board
m) Singapore Metrication Board
n) Singapore Sports Council
o) Telecommunications Authority of Singapore
p) Vocational and Industrial Training Board

The spirit of tripartism has further been developed by the establishment of the National Wages

Councïl (NWC) in 1972. The NWC is another tripartite institution where trade unions, employers and

the government have equal representation.
Workers’ representation in the policy making process of key statutory boards (which employ a

total of more than 50,000 employees) and other national institutions has contributed significantly

towards industrial democracy in Singapore. This is an area where our labour movement can be proud

of, as there is hardly any parailel situation in the other developing countries where workers’ represen

tation and tripartism have been so successfully carried out,
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TRAIMNG AND UNION LEADERSHIP

For the modernisation process to succeed, trade unions wiil have to develop a core of dedicated

and able unionists at afl levels, both for the execution of policies as weil as to provide the leadership

in the organisation. The training of union leaders at grass-root level to provide the leadership to our

rank and file is a matter of great importance. It wiil also be necessary to develop professionai skills,

within the movement to take on the increasingiy sophisticated managements.

The Seminar in 1969 identified the need for expertise and leadership in the trade union move

ment to be provided by people who were available on a fuli-time basis, if unions were to play their

roles effectiveiy. In the selection of able and highly educated leaders, careful consideration should be

given not only to intellectual ability, but also to the loyalty of those professional officers to be recruit

ed. The Seminar feit that a reasonable fee should be levied on unions for the utilisation of services of

officers from the NTUC Research Unit, except in cases where the unions concerned were in no position

to meet this liabiity.

It was further recommended that the NTUC appoint a committee to look into the possibiity of

investing the Workers’ Education Fund so that scholarships to members’ chiidren at secondary and

tertiary levels could be granted. These scholarship holders should, on completion of their tertiary

education, be bonded to serve the labour movement for a period of five years as in the case ofrecipients

of Government schoiarships. Also, the idea of a Workers’ Coliege to further trade union education was

mooted.
As a resuit of these recommendations, the Education Committee under the chairmanship of the

Secretary for Education was established. The Secretariat has been organising various residential courses

for nie ni, ers of affiliated unions as well as branch officiais. For Industrial Relations Officers (IROs), the

residential training programmes lasting for one to two months are more comprehensive. Subjects taught

range from labour laws and grievance handiing to various socio-economic dimensions of labour.

Union officiais and IROs have been sent to training courses and seminars overseas to increase their

exposure and widen their outlook on trade union development.

A major trade union seminar ‘The Next Ten Years: Job Creation Or Job Loss’ was held in October

1977. The discussion on a simplifïed but comprehensive bookiet (published in conjunction with the

seminar) formed the basis of our training programme on productivity and economic education for both

workers and students who were entering the labour force.

The NTUC and its affiliates have increasingly recruited graduates and professionals into the labour

movement to enhance the quality of services offered to workers. At the beginning of 1979, about 60

university graduates were employed by the NTUC, its affiliates and co-operatives. As recommended by

the Modernisation Seminar, unions and co-operatives to which NTUC officers are seconded bear the

cost, partially or wholly depending upon their financial circumstances.

The Singapore Labour Foundation in 1979 offered scholarships to children of union members.

The desirabiity of establishing a Labour College is under study at present.

Having gone that far in our Education Programme, and with the labour force poised at the threshold

of the Second Industrial Revolution in Singapore, emphasis wili continually be placed on workers’

training and retraining to fit them into new jobs which demand higher and more comprehensive skills.

The optimal use of our limited human resources will continue to be given priority in our training and

education programmes. The training of union officiais in order that they may acquire the necessary

expertise to perform their enlarged role will continue to receive close attention.
At the Extra-Ordinary Delegates’ Conference held in November 1978, the delegates approved

amendnients to the NTUC Constitution empowering the elected members of the NTUC Central Com
mittee to appoint a number of Cadre Delegates who possess flot only good professional qualifications
but also a sense 0f vocation and commitment to the cause of labour. These persons will be chosen
either on the basis of having made contributions or having the potential of making contributions to the
labour movernent.

By offering appropriate incentives, the NTUC will strive to draw into the service of the labour
movement highly qualified persons to sustain its progress and to continue to deal with the Government
and the employers on an equal footing and as equal partners in the tripartite framework.

INDUSTRJAL OCCUPATIONAL HEALTH AND SAFETY

We have taken cognizance of the fact that our environment as well as the safety and health of our
workers could be adversely affected by the rapid rate of industrialisation in Singapore and have called
for the establishment of Joint Health and Safety Councils in both the public and private sectors. These
Councils, comprising equal representation of management and labour with possibly co-opted experts
from outside, should establish a Code of Safety Norms which would take into account air and water
pollution, occupational and environmental hazards, industrial dangers and the need for regular inspection
and supervision.

The NTUC established a Secretariat for Occupational Health and Safety Committee soon after the
Modernisation Seminar. Through its representation to the Government on legislation relating to Occu
pational Health and Safety, some of which are listed in the section on ‘Labour Legislation’, we have
managed to achieve a standard of control on our environment and safety which is more stringent than
what the Seminar envisaged. In the promotion of occupational health and safety, the Secretarjat has
organised talks, seminars, courses and factory visits. Education of our workers in this important area
wil continue, supplemented by constant reminders to employers to play their part.

The number of factory accidents over the period 1970 to 1978 shows that much remains to be
done to improve the working environment. There were 1,525 industrial accidents in 1970. This figure
increased to 4,554 accidents in 1978. This is alarming notwithstanding the higher degree 0f industrial
activity. The manufacturing and construction industries remained the major areas of industrial acci
dents. Noise-induced-deafness and industrial dermatitis are the main industrial diseases.

While we have been successful in developing our industries to provide more employment oppor
tunities, we must flot overlook the need to develop a safe and healthy environment in work places to
enable our workers to enjoy the benefits of employment. The Occupationaj Health and Safety Com
mittee will press aliead with its programme to achieve the objective of reducing unnecessaiy hardships
and losses through industrial accidents.

PRODUCTIVITy

Noting the Prime Minister’s opening address to the 1969 Modernisation Seminar that developing
the economy and increasing productivity made sense only when fair play and fair shares made it worth
everyone’s while to put in his share of effort for group surviva] and group prosperity, the Seminar con-
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cluded that Joint Productivity Councils, on which unions and employers were equaily represented,

should be set up imrnediately. The Council would undertake the following tasks:

a) the stimulation of Productivity;

b) the measurement ofProductivity; and

c) ensuring the equitable distribution of the fruits of such productivity between employers and

employees.

The Seniinar further urged that Work Coundils be established at ail places of work. Members of

the Joint Consultative Committee should have full powers from their nominating bodies to make re

commendations and decisions. NTUC was also asked to formulate a programme to train and educate

memb ers on the concepts and operation of Consultative Committees.

At the National Industrial Relations Council’s (NIRC’s) Meeting held at the National Productivity

Board (NPB) in 1975, the NTUC assisted in drawing up a tripartite model constitution for Works

Councils and Productivity Committees. To ensure that the fruits of higher productivity are equitably

distributed, various ment and demerit schemes have been introduced in industries and worksites.

b date, there are only 34 Works Councils (WC5)/Productivity Committees (PC5), despite the fact

that as early as January 1965, the NTUC jointiy subscribed to the “Charter for Industrial Progress and

the Productivity Code of Practice” together with the Singapore Manufacturers’ Association (SMA)

and the Singapore Employers’ Federation (SEF). The reasons for the comparatively few WCs ancl PCs

are fear, confusion and suspicion on the part of managements over the real aiim of these joint consulta

tive bodies. The NPB is at present heavily invoived in monitoring the progress of WCs and PCs.

The NTUC set up Productivity Services Unit in Api-il 1976 to promote productivity. TEe Unit also

undertakes research work on relevant issues and conducts courses to educate unionists on the concepts

and practices of stimulating as well as measuring productivity. So far, some 100 IROs and branch offi

ciais have undergone a series of productivity courses. It publishes its findings through papers presented

at forums, seminars and conferences at branch, national and international levels.

WOMEN’S PROGRAMMES

With a tight labour market existing in Singapore today, it is imperative that every member of our

population is put to productive use in contributing towards economic and social progress. Although

the 1969 Modernisation Seminar did not put up specific women’s programmes, the NTUC established

a Secretariat for Women’s Programme in 1976 to plan and co-ordinate activities organised by affiliated

unions for women members. The Secretariat’s role includes dissemination of information and advice

on problems of working women in Singapore, promotion ofwomen’s participation in union activities,

and fostering solidarity among working women in Singapore and overseas.

The tight labour market has attracted more women into the workforce. Increasing attention has

therefore been given to the provision of day-care centres and creches for children to help working

mothers. This wiil encourage a higher participation rate amongst mothers, but not at tEe expense of

family upbringing. NTUC presently operates ten creches and their services are well appreciated by

those they serve. The question we now have to address ourselves to is how to improve further our child

care facilities in the standard of service as well as in the variety of schemes to meet the requirements of

working mothers.

YOUTH, SOCIAL AND CULTURAL PROGRAMMES

To cater for the socio-culturaj needs of our youths, the NTUC established in 1976 a Secretariat
for Youth, Social and Cultural Programmes. Apart from co-ordinating and assisting in the planning of
programmes to promote youth activities in the various unions, the main objectives of the Secretariat
are to develop leadership talent among youth as weB as to inculcate in young workers proper work
ethics, motivation to work hard and acceptance of responsibility, the value placed on persona] con
tribution to society and avoidance of the tendency to equate material possessions with success. The
Secretariat has held various functions and activities for youths to promote such qualifies.

Ours is a young population as evidenced by the fact that 60% of our population is under the age of
30 years. Out of the total work force of over 975,000 persons, 53% are between the ages of 15 and 30.
Our union membership is also young

— 70% of our members are between the ages of 18 and 30 years.
We should endeavour to identify and cultivate from amongst them those with the inclination,

competence and dedication to serve as future leaders in the movement.

LABOUR LEGISLATION

Anomalies that existed in our industrial relations legislation in 1969 were reviewed and the following
deficiencies have since been corrected:

a) The terms ‘managerial’, ‘executive’ and ‘confidential position’ which were not defined precisely
in the Employment Act have now been rectified.

b) Under Section 3 7(4) of the Employment Act, to prevent possible abuse, if a worker’s day-off
eamed is not given within tEe specific period of seven days, he sEaU be paid for tEe work
performed on that rest day in accordance with Section 37(3) of tEe Employment Act. Sirni
larly, an employee who works on any holiday under Section 4 1(4) would be paid as provided
for under Section 4 1(3).

c) TEe Factories and Workmen’s Compensation Acts have been amended on recommendations
by the NTUC. The Factories Act has been amended to provide for the compulsory establish
ment of Safety Committees in ail worksites employing more than 50 workers. Through tEe
Ministry of Environment, control of pollution in factories has also been implemented

d) Section 43(1) of tEe Employment Act (1968) was amended to provide that if any employee
meets with an accident arising out of, or in the performance of his duties which necessitates
hospitalisation, he shah be eligible for paid sick leave, and sucE sick leave sEaU not be deducted
from tEe 60 days’ sick leave entitiement provided under Section 43(1») of the Act.

e) The Central Provident Fund Act was tightened to prevent abuse by employers. SucE abuses
included the deduction from their contributions to private or company mn retirement benefit
funds.

f) TEe NTUC also brought to light certain outmoded legislations that govern cooperatives’
operations and invited Govemment to review those clauses which were inhibiting the healthy
growth of tEe cooperative movement. As a result, the Co-operative Societies Act was passed in
1979 to promote an active and efficient cooperative movement in Singapore. The Act in
corporated such significant provisions like the setting up of an apex organisation to reap tEe
benefits of synergy in the dooperative movement.
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SOCIAL ROLE

c)

d)

e)

UNION RE-ORGANI SATION

FROM THE ‘70S INTO THE ‘80S

A recommendation of the Modernisation Seminar was a request that Governmeflt amend the

Industrial Relations Act by placing the onus of proof on the employer in cases of victiniisation

of employees. This was not acceptable to the AuthoritieS and, as such, the onus of proof is stiil on the

employee to show that he has been victirnised. Our unions and NTUC would have to monitor closely

such rnalpracticeS and bring to task ail those recalcitrant employers found to be abusing their respon

sibiities.

was littie pressure for such re-organisation as the big omnibus unions were performing their roles
effectively in catering for different types of workers. Moreover, re-organising unions on an industry
wide basis required tremendous resources such as trained and experienced manpower which the NTUC
did flot possess adequately then. In the 1980s, however, the unions wil have little choice but to re
structure themselves in order to specialise in their respectve industries so as to meet the demands of a
highly skiled and high-technology economy. IROs will need to possess specialised knowledge ofhow a
particular industry works and its different constraints. This will require unions to dispense with cum
bersome and omnibus structures and form instead specialised and trim industry-unions.

In September 1977, the Singapore Labour Foundation was established by an Act of Parliament.

It marks the cuiniination of efforts by the NTUC in not only playing the traditional role oftrade unions

as a collective bargaining body but also in contributing towards the well-being of the. population in

Singapore in making it a better place to live in. The social role of the trade union movement will un

doubtedly continue to take on a new and enlarged dimension.

The Foundation is examining projects and hopes:

a) to establish a Labour Education Centre to train cadres for unions and co-operative societies;

b) to set up study centres in the 11DB estates, providing tuition faciities for children from

poorer homes;
to provide workers and their family members with more social and recreational faciltiies. It

has already purchased two holiday bungalows at Pasir Ris W supplement the three at Changi

currently ope rated by NTUC;

to establish a holiday resort either on one of the islands off Singapore or on the mainland

itself; -

to work with govemment and employers in the establishment of a Vocational Rehabilitation

Centre for injured workers.

The FoundatiOn has donated $30,000 to the Ministry of Health for the purchase of an advanced

kidney-testing machine.

There are many lessons to be drawn from the decade of experience following the Modernisation
Seminar in 1969. Failure to learn will mean that the same mistakes will be made again. Improvements
wil not be forthcoming and the labour movement will decine through complacency and inertia.

We have not ailowed ourselves to be caught in such a bind. We must now brace ourselves to meet
the challenges ahead — challenges which will test the mettle of the most able unionists in our midst.
There is no guarantee of success. To give such an undertaking wil be pure folly. Nonetheless, given the
hard-eamed experience of the past ten years and our determination to overcome ail obstacles and
move up our economic ladder, the NTUC and its affihiates will strive to continue to make progress. Our
Plan of Action for the 1980s will provide us with the framework and the guidelines to charter our
course as we embark on the second decade ofthe modernization ofthe labour movement in Singapore.

The 1969 Modernisation Seminar cailed explicitly on the NTUC to set up a committee to amalga

mate ail small unions into BIG, EFFECTIVE UNIONS; and that only in exceptional cases should the

Registrar of Trade Unions register unions of less than a thousand. The NTUC should also set up a com

mittee to look into the position of umonising unorganised workers in Singapore.

Riding on the momentUm generated by the Seminar, the Singapore Industrial Labour Organisation

(SILO) was founded to unioniSe industrial workers as only 10% of industrial workers were organised

at that time. NTUC. also studied the amalgamation of the various Public Daily Rated Unions into larger

ones representing the workers in the same field of work. The Public Utiities Board Daily Rated Workers

Union was formed in 1979 to serve the members of the previous four unions representing electricity,

gas, water, and utiity transport workers.

The attempt to implement the Seminar’s recommendation that unions be re-organised on an

industry-wide basis thus eiminating splinter unions, and increasing the centralisation, co-ordination

and ixnpetus of the movement as a whole, has however not produced much result. In the 1970s, there
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National Perspective

Plan of Action

I. ORGANISATION & ADMIMSTRATION

Organisation

Memb ership

(b)

(e)

the same dkection, namely, towards higher skiled jobs, including in the tertiary sector, and higher

technological industries. We have to at Ieast keep pace with them. Better stiil if we can move ahead in

some respects. There is no reason why we cannot do so given the will and the discipline.

Coming to home base, and as already so widely publicised, Singapore has embarked on her Second

Industrial Revolution. It is fundamentally a restructuring of our economy from labour-intensive to

capital-intensive, high value-added industries; from low-wage to middle-wage levels; and from a mono-

or dual-ski]1 to a niiltiple-skill workforce. In industrial relations, the sentiments are towards greater

consultation and joint-efforts between labour and management.

The reasons for the restructuring of our economy are:—

(a) To break the low wage — labour intensive industries bind. The combination of labour-intensive

industries and a large proportion of guest workers will keep wages down. Only capital-inten

sive industries can increase our workers productivity and improve prospects for higher wages;

(b) To improve the skill and technological content of our industries. In order that workers are

able to participate fully in these new industries, we have to give greater emphasis to greater

skill development. This is also essential if prospects for wage-increases are to be sustained;

(c) To reduce the proportion of guest workers in our workforce. We will continue to need them,

but, we hope, on a reduced scale. In large numbers, especially from non-traditional sources,

they can be a source of socio-political problems; and

(d) To be prepared for the emergence of countries like China as newiy industrialising nations.

These countries have a large labour force who eam relatively low wages. It will be very diffi

cuit for us to compete with them in labour-intensive industries. We have to move on to a

higher league.

The structural changes will bring adjustment pains to both employers and workers. Hopefuily,

with careful implementation, it will flot be widespread and will be shortlived. There will be industries

and companies which will no longer be able to hold their own unless they mechanise quickly. As for

labour, certain degrees of skills obsolescence can be expected. Skiil development and retraining wil be

a feature in our working life. This is an area which is expected to occupy a fair deal of trade union time

and efforts.

(a) We will have to take a long, critical look at our organisationai structure to ensure that we are

wefl-placed to respond to changing demands in the milieu in which we operate. The economy

i hng restructured. Similarly, trade union organisations have to undergo some modifications

if we are to stay in tandem with our nation’s development. Thus, as we brace ourselves to yen

ture into the ‘80s, it is also an opportune turne for us to trim our unions and our co-operatives

of any cumbersome policies, procedures and practices which hamper efficiency and optimum

manpower utilisation. Every activity in the unions must be fora clear purpose. Where necessary,

we ought to review our priorities and objectives. We need a trim management team to be able

to do this. We wiIl subsequently set up a management services unit in the NTUC to help

unions and co-operatives modernise their operations.

(b) We believe the organisation of unions on industry-wide basis has many advantages. For

instance, the trade unions will be able to develop an intimate understanding and knowledge

of the industry they represent. This wi]1 put them on a more equal footing with management.

Moreover, such expertise wiil enable them to serve the members better and more expeditious

ly. Industry-wide unions will make possible a uniform set of wage rates for aIl occupational

grades in the same industiy. This system wiil bring to a doser reality the nexus between per

formance and wages, for a person wil be paid according to the contributions he makes to his

enterprise. It wiil reduce greatly the movement of personnel from one flrm to another in the

same industry for wage reasons. If they move at aIl, it must be for fairly good reasons, in

which case their right to change jobs shouid be respected.

Although ail available indicators seem to point to ominous clouds in the horizons of the ‘80s, it

is nre positive to view them as challenges and opportunities for further growth and development.

The 1980s promises to be another watershed in our history, and we will be participating in the making

of a new era. In the 1970s, we left our mark on the progress of Singapore. In the next decade, we will

do nre to reach greater heights ofaccomplishnients. But first, we have to be prepared. We must know

the objectives and what we plan to do. Thus, this Plan of Action.

(a) We must ensure that membership strength us further increased as it is the foundation of our

legitimacy, influence and standing. At the moment, we represent 28.7%ofthetotalorganisable

workforce. We should strive to attain 50
— 60% by end 1989. It is not an impossible target if

every member brings another into the movement. In membership recruitment, we have to
realise that our task is made easier or harder by the status of our credibiity in the eyes of the

workers — whether we are able to guide them effectively to higher standards of living and

meet their long-term aspirations. We also plan to extend membership to members’ families.

Although this would mean the undertaking of a broader range of activities, it will be well

worth it as this will augment members’ bond with the unions.
We respect a worker’s right flot to join the union. By the saine token, we expect managements

to respect a worker’s right to join the union. We wil make strong representation to the

Labour Ministry to seek protection against victimisation of union organisers in non-unionised

companies, and to bring recalcitrant employers to task for such high-handed attitudes.

We have ail this while accepted with sUent fortitude the practice by managements ofextending

union negotiated benefits to non-ûmon workers. In view of the tremendous investments

which the trade unions are making to further workers’ welfare in Singapore through the

Singapore Labour Foundation, we feel that non-unionjsed workers should also be asked to
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make some form of contribution as well. This deserves serious study by the Government and

the employers.

Supervisors’ Union

We note the identity crisis which supervisors in our industries by and large suffer from. Neither

management nor labour has accepted them as part of themselves. This has resulted in many super

visors being ineffective in their work. This is undesirable as in most enterprises the supervisors are

in critical positions being responsible for regulating the quality and quantity of work. We wil

initiate action to form a national association of supervisors. This will give them identity, status, a

base to make their needs feit, and a centre for their own leadership and professional development.

We beieve too that such a development would resuit in better supervisor-worker relationship, a

matter of basic importance when it cornes to productivity and effectiveness. This action is made

that more critical as more of our workers take up the cali to acquire more skils and eventually

find themselves as supervisors.

Finance

(a) We must bolster further the financial resources of the unions, particularly that of the national

centre. Increasing operating costs arising from the expansion of our activities and their ever

advancing sophistication, and the upgrading and enlarging of our rnanpower establishment

are putting considerable strains on our resources. It is important that a union has a sound

financial footing at ail times. Otherwise, it will dissipate its energy trying to make ends meet.

Ail these will be at the expense of service to members. The endowment fund of the Singapore

Labour Foundation has also to be supported if it is to have a seif-generating source of funds

for its projects. Ail this means that our investment and fund-raising activities will have to be

increased. Union dues may have to be adjusted upwards, but hopefully this eventuality can be

deferred as the SLF is expected to meet the costs of the major labour projects.

Training & Development

An organisation’s effectiveness is ultimately dependent on the quality of the people who

serve in it. Are they competent, trained for the job, and committed to the cause the union repre

sents? These are traits which our leaders and officers should possess. However, no one cornes fully

made for the job. They have to be moulded to some extent. Unions thus should step up their

staff training and development programmes. This is particularly crucial as we move into the ‘80s.

The national centre will launch after this Conference a comprehensive orientation programme for

ah union leaders and IROs to equip them to tackie intelligently the issues of the ‘80s. The pro

gramme was designed with the assistance of the National Productivity Board. It has five modules,

each running for about 35 hours. Resource persons from the universities, technical colleges,

Governrnental ministries and statutory boards will be conducting the modules. The same

programme, suitably modified, will be made available to the branch union leaders.

Research & Information System

(a) We see the need for a comprehensive information system at the national centre to collect,

analyse, store and provide information essential to trade union function. As our society be

cornes more sophisticated and developed, the qualitative aspect of our work increases in

importance as well. There will be greater reliance on timely feedback and data for planning,

decision-making, and collective bargaining. We will convert the Library in the NTUC to a

resource centre, and together with the Research Department, we will establish a labour study

data bank. Generahly, information requirements can be quite extensive. This, coupled with

others like the desire for greater control of cost and expenditure, the wider spectrum of

services to be provided by the unions, and the operational needs of our co-operatives, wili

graduafly necessitate the establishment of a centralised electronic data processing centre

which will incorporate the data bank. But, for the moment, we will focus on developing the

data bank.

Labour News

We are very much aware that no organisation exists in a vacuum, aloof from the society which

nurtures them. To do so would be frresponsible and, in the long run, seif-defeating. For this

reason, therefore, the trade unions have to keep the public informed about their work and aspira

tions. There is an obligation to keep the general membership informed too. They have every right

to know what they are supporting. It is envisaged that the Labour News would be one of our

leading vehicles in this communication process. We wil bring the paper up to a standard which

enjoys wide readership, support and influence. It is our aim that it will become a respectable and

self-sustaining weekly.

II. INDUSTRIAL RELATIONS

Tripartism

We realise that one of the pilars of Singapore’s economic success and the improvement of the

people’s living standards is the poïcy of Tripartism pursued by the Government. Tripartism refers

to the collaboration of Government, Labour and Management in national socio-economic planning.

This policy recognises the fact that no matter how the people are grouped together — whether it is

by management, labour or others — ail are ultimately co-owners of our society, and therefore,

co-determinants ofher welfare and destiny. It also underscores the indispensability ofGovernment,

Labour and Management working together in the pursuit of national development and in the

advancement of each sector’s respective interests.

The understanding, trust and co-operation generated by this principle of Tripartisrn among

thè three parties help to set the tone for the conduct of industrial relations at enterprise level.

Despite this, however, the adversary type of labour-management relationship stii prevails in some

areas. The co-operation process in industries wil take time to evolve, and if ail the parties con

cerned do their part, it will definitely corne to pass. In the meanwhile, we will continue to give

our full support to Tripartism.
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Joint-Consultation

(a) We believe that apart from the intelligence, drive and discipline of the people, Singapore’s

success so far is due in no small way to our ability to work as a cohesive whole. In any enter-

prise, labour-management co-operation is vital to its welfare and, in the long run, that of the

employees as well. It is only when our industries are strong that our workers can hope to live

well. By the same token, it is only when our workers bring their best to bear in their jobs that

our industries can hope to flourish and grow. Thus, both.should realise their mutual inter

dependence. The economic situation facing us in the ‘80s will be of a different hue and

character frm that of today. We have seen some glimpses of it earlier. The point being arrived

at is this: new strategies are required to deal with it, the foremost of which must be labour-

management co-operation.
A congenial labour-management relationship is the most fundamental pre-requisite before

programmes like improving productivity, increasing employees’ job commitment, and gaining

employees’ acceptance of innovations can be effectively implemented. In other words, both

cari better adjust to the requirements of a new economic era if there is industrial peace and

harmony. We in the unions wiil work towards greater consultation and co-operation. We cail

on management to respond in like spirit.

(b) We are keen to see greater dialogue and communication between executives, supervisors and

their workers. The dialogue should take the form of consulting one another in matters con

cerning planning of work, the improvement of operations and productivity, and the monitoring

of progress. There is great value in consultation. It bridges the executive — shop floor gap. It

enables smoother introduction of changes. It builds tolerance on both sides. Ail of these are

important in minimising work disruptions, misunderstandings and conflicts. Consultation

enhances performance as well for it tels the workers that the company recognises and values

their talents, knowledge and capabiities. However, consultation has to be sincere and genuine,

and has to be sustained, once it is started. It cannot be switched on and off at random. Properly

hamassed, it can reap rich rewards for ail concerned.

(c) We take the view that consultation does flot mean that conflicts and differences between

labour and management will automaticaily cease. They are inevitable in the best of relation

ships. We have to accept this reality. Conflicts need not aiways be destructive. There are times

when through them deep-seated discontent and other adverse undercurrents among employees

are brought to light. Their emergence will enable us to defuse them off before they escalate

and reach explosive proportions. Moreover, sometimes they are useful to shake intransigent

attitudes in industrial relations. This does flot mean that we condone conflicts. We simply

believe that if they are justified, they should receive appropriate attention and be resolved.

(d) We are totally committed to improving national productivity in general and that of the in

dustries in particular. We stiil uphold the principle that wages and wage increases should ulti

mately be linked with productivity achievement. At the same time, let it be clearly under

stood that raising productivity is everybody’s business — executives, foremen aswell asworkers.

It wiil be failacious to assume that only workers need to heed the productivity message. And

it is equaily wrong to assume that raising productivity means getting the workers to work

harder or for longer hours.
We are aware that seeking higher productivity is always easier said than done. There are

always constraints and resistance to overcome. Nevertheless, we are prepared to jointly under
take productivity improvement programme with any enterprise. Ail we ask in retum are,
one, that our members’ interests must flot be jeopardised and, two, that when substantial
productivity gains are established, some means are found to give workers their due share.

(e) We like to see more joint-consultative bodies like the Works Councils and Productivity Com
mittees being established in our industries. Talk about increasing productivity and generating
a congenial industrial relations cimate wiil be of no avail if a group of people does not exist
within each enterprise to spearhead the movement. Works Councils and Productivity Com
mittees are useful vehicles to provide the thrust. They have proven their worth in a number
of corporations. We believe in their potential and we will continue to promote them and give
them our active support. We are prepared to avail our expertise and experience in this matter
to industries.

Industrial Relations & Collective Bargaining

(a) We have in Singapore, as a resuit ofthe diverse mix of foreign investments here and the varied
human relations values they represent, a potpourri of industrial relations and personnel man
agement practices which quite often resuit in confusion and impasse in collective bargaining.
It is a particularly difflcult situation for us in the trade unions as we have to deal with them ail.
Quite often, minor misunderstandings erupt into large scale conflicts requiring extensive con
ciliation, if not arbitration, to resolve them. We have to develop a uniform industrial relations
system to scale down the complexities. It has to incorporate the principles of justice, fair play
and human decency. It also has to create confidence in foreign investors as weil as local entre
preneurs. We are ready to work in concert with the Govemment and the employers’ organisa
tions to bring this about.

(b) We anticipate that in the ‘80s, because of rapid developments in production methods, ad
rninistrative techniques, and management styles, collective bargaining will become progressively
complex. Consequently, we are trying to inject greater professionalism in our approaches.
The days of winning by sheer advantage of numbers and a more truculent disposition are
over. Issues will be increasingly deait with on both sides by shrewdness, steadiness of nerves,
and superiority of knowledge and experience. We are confident that we cari match up to the
demands. We have weil qualified leaders and front-une negotiators, and we are constantly
training them to be more effective. We wiil continue to upgrade the quality of our manpower
complement. We want to attract the best brains into the movement.

Training & Retraining

We know that the Second Industrial Revolution wffl result in some upheavals in industries.
Some will contract or dissolve, others will expand and grow, and new ones will emerge. The trend
wiil be towards greater mechanisation, high value-added and more electronically controlled pro
duction methods. The type of skills required by industries wiil change as weil, in an upward direc
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Work Values & Work Attitude

III SOCIAL ROLE

2.

tion. There are many whose skils will become obsolete. Others will require upgrading. Ail this

portencls the need for training and retraining among our work force. It has to be quickly met as

a shortage of skiled workers will put a brake to economic growth. The Skils Development Fund,

therefore, has to ensure that every worker who wants a new skil or to improve on his existing one

is given the opportunity to do so. We will work closely with industries to identify those workers

who will require retraining. We wil help to place them in trade courses which will give them a new

lease of work life. Our plan is to work with employers’ organisations, relevant bodies such as the

National Productivity Board, and the VITB and other training institutes on this.

We know that the ‘80s will make great demands on the tripartite partners, particularly labour

and management, as we move to middle-wage and high-wage levels. Among other things, manage

ments have to innovate and adapt to the new economic structure. On their part the unions have

to gear themselves to deal with a more informed and articulate membership as well as measuring

up to more complex collective bargaining, while the workers have to exercise greater discipline and

efficiency in their work. As a first step, we will have to ensure that we do flot lose the work ethos

and value system which we inherited from our eiders and fore-fathers whose courage, diligence and

discipline helped to build modem Singapore. Indeed, we should strengthen our work values with

new and positive ones. We must flot lose our pride in work. We must be prepared to go the extra

mile. Unions are expected to play a more regulatory role in workers’ performance in industries and

we wiil. We are confident that our people and our workers wil respond and measure up to expec

tations, as they have done so remarkably weil in the past.

to share physical facilities and preventing programmes from taking place simultaneously as much

as possible. It is essential that the programmes themselves dovetail one another so that one com

plements and reinforces the other. It is only in this way that we can ensure the effectiveness ofour

activities, and obtain maximum retums for our efforts.

The Singapore Labour Foundation is expected to be a major sponsor for the major social

projects. The Foundation was launched in September 1977 by an Act of Parliament. It has the

expressed objectives of further developing the trade union movement, and promoting the welfare
ofthe union members and theii families.

The Foundation is at the moment augmenting its financial base so that it wil have a self

generating source of funds for its projects. As at 31 March this year, the NTUC, its Affiliates and

the NTUC Co-operatives, particularly NTUC COMFORT & NTUC INCOME, have coilectively

made financial contributions totalling almost $2 million to the SLF. This includes physical assets.

Each affiliated union of the NTUC is also an affiliate of the SLF. As affiliation fee to the SLF,

they have to pay $1.00 per member per year plus the whole union subscription collected from the

AWS or l3th month wages of their members. This is over and above whatever other donations

they may wish to make in any one year. It is anticipated that the NTUC and its affiliates, including

our various co-operative ventures, wili be the major contributors to the SLF Fund. However, the

SLF being community-oriented deserves the active support of the public and employers as well.

Public donations so far amounted to around $59,000.00.
Trade unions cannot be expected to shoulder the social responsibiities outlined above alone.

The Government and the employers should undertake their share. Employers in particular have to

play a bigger mole than what they are doing at present. There could be joint endeavours among the

Tripartite partners, or between union and management.
For many workers, the work place is the most meaningful centre of their community life

outside the family. A worker spends half his waking hours in his job. This does flot include the 2-

3 hours commuting time that he daily incurs between Kis home and his place of work. His work
place should therefore be made more meaningful, enjoyable and satisfying for Mm. The quality
of his personal life and that of his family should also be of concern to his employer. In the case

of employees’ dependents, the employems should be prepared to help underwrite the cost of
running creches, child-care centres, self-study faciities for employees’ children, and other family
recreation opportunities. Employers should view their employees as partners in progress, and flot

as mere digits in production. There is a world of difference between the two, which means a world
of difference in the results too.

Our co-operative ventures should be the standard bearer for fair-price policy, for quality
consumer service, and for efficient management. We are aware that this is not easily attained.
Nonetheless, it is the direction we have to work towards.

We recognise the fact that despite our ten years or so of experience in running co-operative
businesses, there are stil many areas where further development and improvement could be
made. The NTUC wiil set up a Management Services Unit to service ail our co-operatives, including
those of our affiliates. The primary objective of this Unit will be to examine ways and means of
assisting our co-opematives to function more efficiently and to co-ordinate the services of ail these
co-operatives. One possibiity is to centralise the purchasing function of the supermarkets and the

This Section covers a wide spectrum of the social services rendered to union members and the

public by the NTUC and its affiliates. The list includes the Co-operative Movement, Workers’

Education, Occupational Health and Safety, Workers’ Recreation and Welfare, Youth, Social and

Cultural Programmes and Woman Workers. In mecognising and meeting their social obligations, the

NTUC and its affiliates have the foilowing objectives in mmd:—

1. To ensume that the trade union movement does flot become an anachronism in society,

but instead that it gmows in significance as a constructive force in the overail developmental

efforts of Singapome; and
To ensume that the trade union movement remains meaningful to both members and their

families. Our collective bamgaining mole is insufficient for this pumpose. We mealised that

workers have personal needs other than their job-oriented ones. Their dependents too

have needs of their own. We want to be associated with the meeting of these needs, and

with improving their quality oflife.

In the pursuance of these objectives, it is important that the various Secmetariat units work in

close co-ordination and harmony with each other. This should extend beyond making arrangements
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(a)

(b)

(c)

(d)

Workers’ Educatjon

accounting function of ail the co-operatives. This central control is flot intended for the NTUC

to regulate the purse strings of the affiliates. This arrangement is partly for purpose of internai

audit to ensure that our policies and modus operandi do flot contravene any of the statutes. Other

reasons for this centrai.ised functions include :—

1.
2.
3.

Co-operatives

To prevent unnecessary competition among our co-operatives of the same type;

To take advantage of economies of scale, whether it is in production or purchasing; and

To streamiine and standardise the accounting system for easier monitoring of costs, expen

diture and revenue, and for comparative studies.

1.

2.

3.

We have in the past decade started a co-operative movement which involves both the NTUC

and affiliated unions. The fundaniental objectives in founding them are:—

to provide a range of social services to the public in general and to the workers in particular.

This includes helping to curtail profiteering and containing inflation;

to ensure that labour capital is put to good, constructive use and that it yields the highest

possible retums; and
to give the workers, through share-ownership of the co-operatives, a stake in the growth,

progress and development of the country. We believe this wil generate a sense ofbelonging

and concern for the country’s weil being.

of co-operatives in Singapore is essential if they are to yield maximum resuits. Perhaps it is
flot econoni.jc and productive for a single co-operative body to go it alone in training and
education. However, if the effort is a collective one, the proposition becomes more feasible.
In the other areas too, the collective endeavour will yield resuits that will be far greater than
the sum of their individual efforts. That there is a need for a centraliseci organisation of ail the
co-operatives in Singapore is quite seif-evident. Besides, such a body wil give impetus to the
co-operative movement in Singapore, a development which will further restrain inflation and
profiteering. We will support the establishment of an Apex Organisatirin of Co-operative
Societies. We are also prepared to participate in its operation. It is our hope that the other
co-operative bodies outside the trade union movement wil give this matter their active support.

We have made positive impact with our co-operative, and as a result, they have acquired a

position of eminence in our society. The returns generated are partly ploughed back to the

co-operatives to enable them to expand their range of services and partly used by the unions

concerned to provide a wider spectrum of services to members and their dependents.

(a) We appreciate the importance of a well-informed membership: Workers’ Education has there
fore been an indispensable component of trade union functions. If policies pursued are flot
understood, there can be little hope of co-operation from members especially where short
term sacrifices are required from the workers and the effectiveness of the union movement
will be undermjned.

We will continue to identify areas where the co-operative system could make positive contri

butions. It is flot our intention to stifle any trade or business. Our main concern is the welfare

of workers. We want to improve their standard of living and to prevent it from being eroded

by unscrupulous entrepreneurs and by the inefficiency of some businesses as a result of which

customers have to pay higher prices or receive poorer services or both.

While we are prepared to set up more co-operatives if necessary, at the sanie tue, we do

flot beieve that we should do so unless they are needed. Unions should start co-operatives

only if they are financiaily viable, and if they have the expertise needed for the type of co

operatives they plan to have. The expertise could be from outside the trade union movement.

The NTUC, for instance, did flot hesitate to involve available expertise from the Government,

the private sector, and the academia in the management of co-operatives. The resuits which

we have achieved attest to the soundness of this policy. But this is flot to imply that there are

no ready talents from within the trade union movement. Indeed there is avast pool of expertise

present in our membership. Unions should encourage them to corne forth to avail their skills,

flot only to their own unions, but to others as well.

4.

Workers’ Education involves basically the following:—
1. Enlightening members about national and trade union policies. This is an exercise in

political awareness; it is important that our workers understand the imperatives involved
in our socio-economjc and political development;

2. Inculcating a sense of identification among union members. To achieve this we will have
to help them appreciate the efforts made by the unions for them and their dependents;

3. Imparting to trade union leaders and industrial relations officers in-depth knowledge of
subjects and techniques that are of relevance to collective bargaining. This takes on
special importance now in view of the new economic policy of the Government;
Educating the public about trade unionism, what we stand for and what we strive to do.
Awareness of the movement wilI help us to attract good calibre and committed persons
into our ranks; and
Operating as an avenue for feedback from members concerning their perception and atti
tude to trade union related matters, national policies, their expectations from society,
and their place in the national scene.

5.

We note that many co-operatives in Singapore, including those of the unions, use conservative

management methods. This is largely because of the lack of training to equip the personnel

concemed with the basic know-how of modem management techniques. The modernisation

We have been concentrating on general leadership development programmes. It is time to
broaden the scope of subjects covered and to provide more specialised, in-depth courses.
Teaching standards will be raised and the contents of training programmes improved.

(b) We fuily subscribe to the Government’s cali to be fluent in at least two languages, English and
one other. It makes for easier communication among our people and this in turn promotes
national solidarity and harmony. Among our membership there are many who are proficient
in only one language. If conljnumcatjon is poor, then what ought to be done is not done Se-
cause what is said is not what is meant. This leads to aIl manner of confusion which serves
no one any good. The upgrading of the workers’ language proficiency should therefore be a
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task of ail unions. The organising of language classes and the setting up oflanguage laboratorieS

will be given serious consideration. Language promotion, particularlY English, will be given

priority in the ‘80s.

Occupational Health & Safety

We will continue to be vigilant against the exposure of workers to safety and health hazards

in the places of work, particularly in those industries which have had bad records of industrial

mishaps. No industry should be allowed to operate at the expense of the limbs and lives of

the workers. Safe Production should always be their guiding rule. We should also uphold the

workers’ right to know and be informed of the hazards they are exposed to in their jobs.

Unions would be urged to employ suitably qualified staff to look after Occupational Health

& Safety matters. Collectively, we can minimise the number of industrial accidents.

We appreciate that education is the key element in the containment of industrial accidents

and health impairing dangers. Our workers should be continuouslY reminded that to a large

extent their safety depends on their own manner of working. The taking of unnecessary risks

and the always fatal indifference to safety regulations and practices should be discarded

immediately. Those who persistently flout safety rules and regulations should be taken to

task. Managements which wilfully expose employees to health and industrial hazards will be

taken to task. It must be made clear to ail concerned — painfully if need be — that when it

comes to industrial health and safety, there can be no compromises. We will bring this point

home to our workers through our Workers’ Education programmes, public talks and such like.

We are prepared to work with the Government and the employers’ organisations on this matter.

Efforts to make the working place safe should be a tripartite effort.

We view with concern the rehabiitation needs of injured, disabled workers and those in

capacitated by industrial diseases. They should be given a new lease of worklife and a new

hope for the future. There are skills which these people could be trained to be proficient in.

But the task is too massive for us to tackie alone. This is not a matter which should only

concern the unions. We hope that the Singapore Labour Foundation wil seriously study the

feasibiity of the proposition, and, if possible, work out a modus operandi for its implemen

tation which will involve the Govemment and the employers as well.

Workers’ Recreation & Welfare

We believe that a worker should not only work hard, but should also have time and oppor

tunity for rest and recreation. The stress and strain of work must not be allowed to accumu

late to a point where he suffers a breakdown. Sometimes costly mistalces are made because

of inalertness arising from fatigue. Recreation is an important component of work life. The

physical loosening of the tensed body affords a person renewed vigour to perform his tasks.

We would also like to help our members make constructive use of their leisure. As it is, too

many people are wasting it away on meaningless pastimes like TV watching and window

shopping. However, there is a dearth of faciities for sports and recreation like hobby crafts.

One of the possibiities to resolve this problem is for each union to set up a sports-cum

recreation centre. For the smaller unions, the NTUC can help provide them. Those centres
should also cater to members’ families. 0f course we will have to do a feasibiity study to
determine demand and viabiity. In the meanwhile, we will attempt to acquire more bunga.
lows for use by members and their families for holiday purpose.

(b) We have always held the view that the trade unions must have meaning for the loved ones and
dependents of the members as well. In the planning of welfare programmes for members, we
often include the interests of their families. In this respect, the needs of the chiidren are
speciaily evident. Those who live in one-room, two-room and three-room type HDB flats have
difficulties in doing their study and school homework properly. The congested home environ
ment and the constant noise along the common corridors are among the disturbing factors.
There is a need to provide faciities conducive to study. The void decks in 11DB housing blocks
can possibly be converted into study and resource centres. In addition to rooms for study,
reference materials can be made available. These centres can further double-up as tuition
centres. We will consuit the appropriate authority about the matter.

(c) We have flot forgotten our senior citizens, those who have retired from active work. They
have made their contributions to our national development, and it wil be an indictment on
us as memb ers of this society if we neglect them, especially the less fortunate ones with littie
resources to draw from for their needs. We as a trade union movement will continue to in
culcate in our members their responsibiity to their parents and the need for filial piety. We
would however stress that the Government has a major role to play in providing fadiities for
ameliorating the lot of our senior citizens. We as a trade union can only play a supplementary
role in fostering the sense of togetherness and underscoring the advantages of a doser relation
ship between the younger and older generations.

In the areas of social activities for senior citizens, Senior Citizens Clubs could be organised
in each constituency to encourage doser fellowship and to enable them to participate in
recreational activities. Another possible proposition is the setting-up of a Senior Citizens
Opportunity Bureau through which those senior citizens who are still in good health and
would like to be gainfully employed could find jobs, either part-time or fuil-time.

In addition, there are the elderly workers who live on their own. They can feel very for
saken when they are at home. Something has to be done to ease their loneliness. The faciities
of the Senior Citizens Clubs can be extended to them. What is more important is that we find
opportunities to tap their vast experience and know-how for purpose of community service.
This in tum will make their lives more meaningful and satisfying.

Youth, Social & Cultural Affairs

We are very conscious of the following: that over 60% of our population are under the age of
30 years old; that out of the total workforce of 975,000 persons, 53% are between the ages of
15 and 30; and that among union membership, 70% are between the ages of 18 and 30. This
data underscores the importance of youth programmes in the trade unions. Youths basicaily
seek assurance that their lives wiil be meaningful and purposeful. They want to do something
they can believe in. We in the unions should thus work towards helping them to achieve this

(a)

(b)

(c)

(a)

(a)

90
91



objective in their work life. We want also to gear them to comprehend the world and society

around them, and the rationale for the actions that we take. More importantly, we want them

to develop to the full whatever talents they may have, and to channel them to constructive

purposes. From amongst them must corne our future leaders, and we have to start nurturing

them for that role right frorn this moment.

(b) We believe that in the next decade, the kind and quality of youth programmes we provide

will have a bearing on the progress of our rnembership strength. The younger workers must see

the relevance of trade unions to their welfare and aspirations. It is desirable that each trade

Union should set up a Youth Centre within its fold. Alternatively, there could be a national

centre at the NTUC with sub-bodies in each of the affiliated unions to cater for younger

workers’ needs and encourage a better appreciation of the philosophies and responsibiities

of the trade union movernent in countries like Singapore.

Woman Workers

We notice with concerfl the problems encountered by woman workers as more enter the

employment market with improved levels of education, flot only because of the changing

social and cultural patterns in Singapore but also because of the tight labour situation.

The increasing impact of female participation in Singapore work force has come about

silently, almost unnoticed and quite unappreciated. The number of women in the work

force has risen both in proportion and in absolute terms during the last ten years. In 1970

out of 693,000 employed persons, 140,000 representing 20% were female workers, whereas

in 1978 out of a work force of 975,000, about 315,000 or 32.3% were female workers.

A large number of woman workers, who are in the main young persons, are engaged in

low wage-level labour intensive industries requiring minimal skills. There is therefore a tendency

for some of them to drop out of the labour market when they are over-burdened with domestic

responsibiitieS that follow marnage and the raising of a family. Additional facilities and

inducement must therefore be provided to enable them to rernain in the work force.

One obvious step will be the provision of more creches and child-care centres to enable

working mothers to be free for employment. The trade union movement has set the pattern

in this direction by the operation of ten creches/ch-ild-care centres. Our ten centres have

demonstrated the social and economic advantageS of such facilities for married women to

continue in employment. Trade unions alone however cannot provide such services on a na

tional basis and it devolves upon the Government and employers to play their role and share

in this responsibiity. We are prepared to set up more such child-care centres and kinder

gartens near industrial estates provided that the operational costs are shared by the Govern

ment and the employers.

(b) We believe that an increase in the restructuring of manufacturing and industnial operations so

as to provide more woman workers with opportunitieS for work especially in the afternoofls

and evenings when domestic commitmentS for the day have been completed may help alleviate

the situation. For those women who chose to stay at home, we urge them to provide ‘foster

ing’ service to the working mothers. Unions can help working mothers to locate such foster

parents.

Iv.

Sorne form of scherne can be worked out either at factory level or at housing estate level.
Retired parents should also help. Other measures will also have to be evolved and adopted and
as these are of concern to Government, employers and workers particularly, suitable solutions
may be found by tripartite discussions on the subject.

The need for such arrangements will be underscored in the 80s, during the transitional
stages in the switch to higher technology which will necessitate a large number of low skill
employees, a period of retraining. In such circumstances the marginal incentives for low skill
and low wage woman workers will decrease and unless countered by positive measures by the
provision of other inducements and faciities, it may be difficult to retrain these woman
workers in the work force.

The NTUC has aiways operated on the pninciple of equal status and opportunities for
women. Singapore needs the labour input of its woman workers and it is important that we
break away from the traditional and outmoded concept of wornen’s role in society and pro-
vide the conditions necessary to enable them to make their contributions as equai partners
to meet the increasing labour demands of our economy.

EXTERNAL RELATIONSHIPS

Relationship With Government

(a) We greatly value our close working relationship with the Government in the past two decades.
We will continue to work closely with the Government in improving the social and economic
well-being of Singaporeans. We hope to continue participating in the policy decision affecting
social justice and standards of living of our people. We have every confidence that the Govern
ment will continue to hear our views and take into account the aspirations of our workers and
that mutual respect and goodwill will continueto prevail.

On our part, we must be able to convince the Government that we effectively represent
the workers of Singapore and that our views are representative, cogent and valid. To this end,
we will increase our efforts to unionise a larger number and a greater cross-section of the
work force and to bning about among the members and other workers a better understanding
of the policies of the Government. Those union officiais who are also Members of Parliament
have served well and will continue to make our views better known to the Governrnent. We
thus welcome the arrangement whereby other Members of Parliament now advise or serve the
trade union movement in different capacities. It is important we should be able to freely con
vey to the Government the aspirations and legitimate gnievances of workens. Our workers’
views must be taken into account in decision-making if we are to be able to co-operate with
the Government fully and effectively.

We neaffirm the objective of NTUC to promote, among other things, a domocratic, non
communist and patniotic tnade union movement. We therefore support the policy of the
Govemment to stnive for the greatest good for the greatest number of Singaporeans. Workers
and their dependents who form the majority of the population stand to benefit from this
policy. The NTUC and its affiliates were convinced of the ultimate benefit of the industnial

(a)

(b)
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legislation introduced in 1968 and gave it our support. Our conviction proved to be correct.

We are confident that legislative changes in the field of employment and industrial relations

in the 80’s will be mindful ofworkers interests and assure the workers a proportionate reward

for their honest efforts. The right of workers to shaie in the success must be founded on the

me rit and extent of their contributions to such success. There will aiways be differences of

approaches used to attain what are common objectives, but the differences are not insur

mountable. We are in full agreement with the Government that the maintenance of conditions

conducive to the creation of sufficient employment opportunities te keep pace with population

growth is a matter of the utmost importance. The interest of workers is best served by pro

viding them with jobs. We wil do our part to ensure workers do their jobs and are adequately

paid.

We are mindful of our responsibiity to union members and other workers outside their work

place and working hours. We appreciate the wide range of social services the Government

provides to the public and the difficulty the Government may encounter in seeking te

improve any aspect cf these services, because of the constraints of finance and personnel.

The NTUC and its affihiates have reiterated their determination to cater to the social needs

of workers and we will supplement, for the benefit cf union members, some cf the social

services provided by the Government. We have in the past two years taken over the running

cf several creches from the Government. We have undertaken te train workers displaced by

any change in employment structure. We intend to participate fully in every canipaign and

effort cf the Govemment to make Singaporeans more aware cf their civic and social obliga

tions to one another and to the state.

We are aware that traditionally trade unions face employers across the picket une, the nege

tiation table or the well cf the court. In the past decade we have, however, increasingiy worked

with employers in a spirit cf friendly and mutual co-operatien, either directly or on a tri

partite basis. The good relations NTUC and its affihiates enjoyed and stili enjoy with the

Gcvernment and the employers have made it possible for the concept cf tripartism te be deve

loped in Singapore with great success. We fully concur with the Government and employers

on the importance of being able to work in close and harmenicus co-operation in the national

interest. The tripartite basis cf co-operation is manifestly expressed in the constitution of the

boards cf varicus statutory and public organisations. We have aiways supported the establish

ment and operation cf the tripartite National Wages Council, which has been responsible for

recommending orderly and regular wage increases in Singapore for aimost one decade. We

believe that continued cc-cperaticn, but en the basis of equality, with employers, whether

within the framework of tripartism or outside, is vital for the promotion and protection cf

our mutual interest in the 80’s. Gcod industrial relations is net possible if we cannet agree

with employers te disagree in an amicable manner.

(b) We do net view it healthy for relationships between the trade union movement and employers

te be ccnducted only at the top-mcst level. Individual affiliates have separate and direct

dealings with individual employers at different levels. We believe friendly and mutual ce
operation between the trade union movement and the employers’ organisations should extend
from the tcp-most te the lowest levels. Our affUiates wil be actively encouraged te promote
co-operation and consultation between workers and individual employers at every place cf
work. We hope the employers’ organisations have the wffl and the means te ensure that in
dividual employers reciprecate cur co-eperation. Harmonious and effective ce-operatien
between individual affiliates and individual employers will promote goodwill as well as indus-
trial peace between the parties. With the shifting of emphasis from industrial relations te work
safety and occupational health, the goodwill cf employers is important for affiliates to be able
to look after the interest cf workers effectively in this new area cf respcnsibiity. With good
wili, affiliates wil be able te persuade the employers tejoin in the operation cf varieus social
services fer the benefit cf workers. Union members de net benefit if their unions are per
petuaily at war with their employers.

Relationship With Public

We have aiways beieved that a geod relationship with public should be maintained at ail
times. We must prcmote a better understanding by the public 0f trade unions and their
objectives and activities. Emphasis on public relatiens must be increased as we ne longer con
centrate on collective bargaining activities, but increasingly include social services in our
programmes cf activities.

We need te impress upon the public eur increasing aim te serve net enly trade union
memb ers and their dependents but aise the ether werkers and the rest cf the public. NTUC
and its affiliated unions have in the last decade set up varicus co-operatives and ether business
enterprises for the benefit cf ail censumers, regardless cf whether they are union members or
net. We will give the public ne reason ever te doubt that we place their interest befere ours,
as we had proudiy done se in relation te the 1968 industrial legislation. We are confident that
the public wjll reciprecate with their goodwill and support, which is vital for cur future mem
bership grewth and the future expansion cf eur activities.

(b) We intend te deveiop geod relations with the public by making it better known that NTUC
and its affiliates are net only concerned with union members and their dependents but aise
with the disadvantaged memb ers cf the public. A start has been made in this direction by the
Singapore Labour Foundaticn. The donations cf a kidney machine te the General Hospital
and $100,000!- te the fund for the victims cf industrial accidents speak fer themselves. We
will aise actively encourage our affiliates te examine sericusly the pcssibiity cf extending
their social services te cr perfcrming works cf charity fer the benefit cf disadvantaged persons,
even if they are flot union members. We intend te show the public that the trade unions aise
care for the convenience cf the public when they are engaged in cdllective bargaining activities.
Our efforts must thus net be undone by any unteward conduct cf individual members. We
will therefore seek te promete greater conscieusness among members cf affiliated trade
unicns and co-operatives cf their social and civic ebligatiens and responsibilities te the public.
We need te show a human face te rid the public cf any false impression cf a malevelent and
self-centred mcvement.

II

(c)

(a)

Relationship With Employers

(a)
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Regional & International Relations

We are aware of the strictly limited role we can play outside Singapore because of the various

constraints of politics, national sensitivities and fmance. We believe, however, we should make

friends, whenever possible. On issues of principle, we will flot hesitate to take a stand. But

whatever stand we take, including our support for a policy or policies of our Government, we

will set forth our grounds for so doing. We will give weight to our views, flot in terms of sheer

numb ers which we do flot have, nor by means ofhandouts for which we have flot the inclina

tion nor the capacity to do so, but by the cogency and validity of our views. Wherever pos

sible, we will give due consideration and our support to the views of other labour movements

friendly to us. We also need the support of others if our views are to be effective. Our policy

of friendship with ail labour movements whose objectives are compatible with ours should

help us to muster support from among them for our views. But we will flot discard any of

our views or policies merely because of criticism by other labour movements. We owe apology

to no one for saying or doing what we believe to be correct and proper.

We seek to strengthen our relations with other fraternal organisations in Asia. Our aspirations

and activities may differ because of dissimilar conditions obtaining in our respective coun

tries, but they are not incompatible. As Asean is our immediate region, we intend to partici

pate fuily in the Asean Consultative Council of Trade Unions, when it takes more defmite

shape and form. Farther afield, we have in the past few years played a key role in the affairs

of the ICFTU-ARO and we intend to continue to do so. We have made readily available our

experience and expertise in the field of co-operative and business enterprises to fraternal

organisations in Asia in so far as our financial and personnel resources will permit it. While we

intend to continue to consider every reasonable request for whatever assistance we can afford

to give, we fear some fraternal organisations need more assistance than we can give. The Inter

national Labour Organisation and the fraternal organisations in the OECD countries should be

able to help out here. We are convinced that the general sharing of experience and expertise

through participation at conferences, seminars and training courses is more economical in

terms of finance, personnel and time than a direct exchange of experience and expertise

between two parties at a time. We have in Singapore the requisite faciities, and we intend to

promo te their use, for the conduct of conferences, seminars and training courses by or with

the support of any international or national fraternal organisation for the purpose of sharing

our experience and expertise. Mutual assistance by way of so sharing is more useful than any

nre exchange of pledges of fratemal solidarity.

We will continue to participate actively in the affairs of ICFTU, and its affiliates, and in the

affaiis of their respective international trade secretariats, so long as our objectives and princi

ples are flot compromised. We need to participate in every international forum where we can

freely express our views and reasonably expect acceptance of, if not support for, our views.

We are prepared to accept that our views may differ from those of the fraternal organisations

representing workers in the OECD countries. But we do not accept that the difference is

irreconcilable, even in relation to the burning issue of the day, that is, protectionism. We

understand the natural concern of the workers in the OECD countries over the loss of jobs

as a resuit of any restructuring of employment in their countries. We also understand their
instinctive response to press for import restrictions. But we believe that any restriction oftrade
will ultimately reduce and flot increase or even preserve employment opportunities. We also
believe that the long-term solution to structural unemployment in OECD countries is a greater
emphasis on more technologically sophisticated industries and the retraining of workers.
More trade, and flot less trade, is needed to faciitate such shift of emphasis. More trade also
helps the developing countries in their efforts to help themselves. We in Singapore believe in
self-help for our own self-respect. Our efforts wil, therefore, be directed to developing our
relations with fraternal organisations on a mutuaily beneficial basis.

(a)

(b)

(c)
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- Economic Restructuring & The Trade Union
Movement In Singapore

Prof. Lim Chong Yah

I have divided this paper into two parts. Part I covers, very briefly, the concept of economic

restructuring in Singapore, the need for economic restructuring and some of the major problems

that are likely to arise from it. Two of my previous articles on the subject are attached as supplements

to Part J. Part II discusses, also briefly, the role of the trade union movement in economic restructuring

in Singapore. In a way I am in danger here to use a colloquial expression of, “teaching grand-papas to

suck eggs”, but I think I can console myself with the thought that some may wish to hear my piece

with forbearance. Obviously, I shah be stating only my personal view, which may or may flot coincide

with the collective position of the National Wages Council (NWC).

(1) Concept of Restructuring

PART I

The economic restructuring concept is not the same in ail countries. In most developing

countries, it me ans, in a word, industrialisation. It means to restructure the economy from

one that is predominantly agricultural to one that is basically industrial. In Malaysia, restruc

turing me ans the seeking of what is considered a more equitable economic balance between

the “Bumiputras” on the one hand and the “Non-Bumiputras” on the other.

In Singapore, as in South Korea and Japan, restructuring means the easing out of the

highly labour intensive, low value-added, low technological content and low productivity

economic activities. This restructuring is thus, by definition and of necessity, national in

scope. It cannot be confmed to the manufacturing sector only. Different sectors of the econo

my are closely linked to one another. The productivity of one sector affects the productivity

of another. If, for example, the productivity of the sea-ports is Iow, this would adversely

affect our exports, and therefore our production for export. Moreover, in a free enterprise

economy such as ours, labour cai flow from one sector to the other sectors and vice-versa,

so that if one sector is restructured, it is bound to have an impact on other sectors.
It is obvious, therefore, that restructuring too should not, and is not, confined to the pri

vate sector only. It is also meant for the public sector. Here, in fact, lies the rationale of the

1979 NWC recommendations which are applicable to the public sectoras well, not only for

the wage increase guideline, but also the additional 4% CPF contribution by employers only

and the 2% special economic levy on employers for the Skilis Development Fund.

98 99



Indeed, for the private sector, the impact of a wage increase is flot aiways the same as

for the public sector. 1f the pay of civil servants is substantiaily increased, this action in itself

does flot lead to the need to save labour, to mechanize or to computerise. It may even be

argued that in the public sector, the easing out of labour-intensive, low-productivity activities

can be achieved even without the need for a pay rise. This can be done through Govemment

direction. However, to maintam the balance and equity in remuneration between the public

and the private sectors, a wage rise in the private sector should normaily be accompanied by

a corresponding rise in the public sector, especially if this is done through a tripartite national

body like the National Wages Council.

Restructuring in Singapore means, essentiaily, the increasing substitution of machinery

for labour, with the implied acquisition of new skils. It is thus also a labour-saving campaign

basically the same in concept as the energy saving and water saving campaigns. For ail three

are scarce resources. The only difference is that labour is a very special resource. We are

dealing with human beings here. Labour is a productive factor and it also consumes resources.

This me ans it is doubly important, and at the same time, a policy on labour utilisation linked

to a wage policy is thus more complicated. In short, the aim of saving labour is to have more

work done with the same quantum of labour input, and at the same time, to raise the standards

of living of those who supply that labour input.

Economic history and experience have shown that this higher labour productivity can be

best achieved through the increasing substitution of capital or machinery for labour. This is

upgrading within an industry. It can also be achieved by shifting scarce labour resources from

low technology industries to high technology industries. This is a shift across industries.

Truc, high labour productivity can also result from resource discovery, such as the discovery

of oil or gold, but, this is unfortunately, out for us in Singapore.

Higher labour productivity can also be achieved through other means such as the opening

up of new markets, the introduction of new products, and new methods of organisation of

production and of marketing. But the fact remains that we need labour to carry out these

activities which economists cail “innovations”. And to have more labour, we have to mechanize,

to “automise” and to computerise. In short, we have to increasingly substitute machine or

capital for labour in ail unes of production and marketing.

The most effective direct method of pushing this restructuring drive is through an appro

priate wage policy. With higher wages, employers in the private sector, at least, would be

induced to mechanize and rationalize in the use of labour. But this cannot be applied, in

fairness, to selected industries only. Not ail labour-intensive activities to begin with are low

productivity activities. Some establishments in a labour-intensive industry might have the

potential to pay higher wages than others in the same industry or in some more capital-

intensive industries. Hence, a national general wage policy is used. It is least discriminatory.

It is non-directional. It allows the operation of market forces for ail industries and ail establish

ments in the same industry.

(2) Need for Restructuring

But why is there a need for restructuring now9 Cannot this be postponed?

Very briefly, the need arises because we are now running a labour-deficit economy. We

cannot expand further without either the import of additional labour from outside or the

release of more labour domestically through the substitution of capital and machinery for

labour and through better organisation and better management.
Obviously, we cannot import guest workers ad infinitum. For a small country and with a

smail land size such as ours, we can reach our limits to the import of guest workers very

quickly. What then is the alternative? Clearly, we must take the road of mechanization and

better organisation.
However, if wages are low, the need and the pressure to mechanize is not strong. Con

versely, when wages are high, the pressure to mechanize and to rationalize would be stronger.

We have now fuil-employment. More job-opportunities will become available in the next

few years. The Sumitomo petro-chemical complex, the Marina centre, the Raffles’ centre and

the Changi airport, to name but four weil-known projects alone, would in themselves generate

directly and indirectly abundant job opportunities.
In short, we are no longer interested in any particular job. We have for some years now

been interested in jobs that have a good pay potential for our workers.

Many developing countries are industrializing. Most of them have labour-surplus econo

mies. Their labour is cheap. If we compete with them in labour-intensive exports, we would
not stand much of a chance for long. Thus, before we are driven out, we might as weil restruc
ture our economy to compete in the non-labour intensive league. Moreover, in this higher

technology field, our workers are likely to be paid better.
If some unem.loyment results because of restructuring, this can be easily absorbed in an

expanding economy such as ours, with an increasing demand for labour.
The NWC has also recommended, and the Government has accepted, the setting up of a

Skills Development Fund. This would provide us with a special fund to retrain retrenched
workers, if necessary, for new alternative jobs.

Many countries cannot restructure as we have set out to do, because they have, firstly,
serious unemployment secondly, serious inflation and thirdly, serious balance of payments
problem. This is apart from the more serious non-economic problem of lacking political
cohesion and unity for a successful restructuring to take place. It is much more difficult, if
not impossible to restructure, if there is confrontation between the Government on the one
hand and the trade unions on the other. Thank goodness, we do not have this problem of
internai division or confrontation that plagues some nations. Great Britain and Australia
are unfortunately conspicuous examples.

(3) Problems in Restructuring

One problem that is likely to emerge is redundancy and retrenchment. Since we are flot
used to this kind of problem, if it comes, some people will naturally get nervous. But really
from the national view-point, there is no serious fear on this score fora labour-deficit economy.
There is a cushioning effect in available job opportunities, though they may flot be of the
same type.

Another possible problem is the generation of inflationary pressure. This is unlikely to be
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PART H
serious in a very open economy such as ours. The result likely is an increase in the imports of

more goods and services from abroad. Fortunately, our foreign exchange reserves are very

strong. According to figures published by the World Bank, our foreign exchange reserves

even exceed those of Thailand and the Philippines combined.

Another possible problem is the raising ofwage increase expectations. This is the dilemma

we have to face. If employers are not told that wages would rise fairly significantly in the next

few years, their incentive to mechanize and to rationalize would be blunted. They would wait

and see. If they have been told that wage rates would go up, some of our workers could

become permissive in spending, in anticipation of further wage rises.

My purpose here is not to throw cold water over any worker’s take home wage increase

expectations. My only comment is that, in ail probabiity, those who expect a big increase

in take-home pay as they have received for 1979 would have their hope somewhat dented, if

not dashed to pieces. It is important therefore that we should flot go on a spending spree.

We should spend within our means. It is wise to save for a rainy day.

On the other hand, for employers, if they still harbour the thought of deperiding on

cheap labour in Singapore in order to be viable or profitable, they too would most likely

similarly face disappointment.
For sure, the NWC would push for restructuring with the minimum of inflation and the

maximum of effectiveness. Restructuring can and would be donc with minimum cost and

with sufficient safeguards.
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Role of Trade Unions
The most important role of the trade union movement in Singapore in the restructuring of the Sin

gaporean economy is undoubtedly, in my view, firstly, in ensuring flot only that the restructuring is
carried out effectively, but also in an orderly manner with the minimum of disruption and inconveni
ence. In particular, the wage adjustment must continue to be orderly, and the maintenance of indus-
trial peace and harmony must continue to be uppermost in the priority schedule of trade union lea
ders.

Secondly, some marginal firms might be forced to retrench workers. Other workers might find
themselves redundant. How to find suitable alternative jobs for these redundant and retrenched wor
kers with and without further training must also be given the highest priority by ail concerned, indu
ding the trade union movement.

Thirdly, trade union leaders should, in my view, continue to convince employers of the advan
tages of having a Joint Productivity Coundil for each establishment with the sole purpose of finding
ways and means of promoting productivity in these establishments. This joint consultative body, in
volving employers and employees in the establishments concerned, operates very successfully in West
Germany, for example. The terms and conditions of work, including remuneration, and management
prerogatives should clearly be outside the terms of reference of the JPC. The body can also play a use
ful and timely role of working out an orderly system of redundancy and retrenchment procedure whe
re applicable.

Fourthly, the continued upgrading and acquisition ofnew skills is no doubt a concomitant part of
restructuring. The trade union movement should continue to encourage and persuade employees to
move in this direction of skill development.

Fifthly, restructuring can also result in some inflation. Tins can take the form of demand-puil or
cost-push inflation or both. Inflation can be demand-pulled because, with a higher wage income, there
would certainly be more spending. Too much spending can lead to higher prices. As for cost-push
inflation, when the wage costs go up, some employers can successfully pass the full or a part of the
cost to consumers. What is the role of trade unions, here, in fighting against inflation?

The obvious answer is to explore ways and means of encouraging workers to save. The other ob
vious measure is to explore ways and means, such as through the Consumers’ Association, to fight
against profiteering and protest against other unjustifiable price increases. Pressures can be built
up against such unjustifiable increases. The real problem here is to find out what are justifiable and
what are not. That, however, is a separate though related issue. The operation of trade union co-opera
tive super-markets such as Welcome Supermarkets, SILO Supermarkets and PIEU Superrnarkets, in
fact, already acts as a deterrent to unjustifiable increases of prices of consumer goods.

Sixthly, another role which depends heavily on the trade union leaders is how to help to imple
ment a system whereby the sheep and the goats, the wheat and the chaff, and the high-flyers and the
non.flyers can be separated. If everyone gets NWC awards, irrespective of work, the incentive to work
may be blunted. We must therefore ensure that only the deserving get the award. No general rifle can
be satisfactorily made on the percentage of deserving employees in an establishment. Some firm may
have 100% deserving employees. It would be surprising, however, to have no non-deserving employees
in ail firms in an industry. The public sector appears to be much more successful in this matter than the
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private sector.
Appendix I

In other words, the trade union movement, in my view, must stand up more clearly on the side

of the ordinary hard-working deserving employees. They should continue to declare openly their sup

port for flot granting NWC awards to non-deserving employees. Employers, particularly in the private

sector too, must have the courage to do this. And if the workers and their employers work and stand

together, they will without doubt have a more efficient organisation. This wil give more meaning to

the restructuring ideal those who pull their weight will benefit from it, flot the malingerers and the

shirkers.
Seventhly, despite the commendable efforts of NTUC and its affiliates, a large section of our wor

kers are stii non-unionised. Most of these non-unionised establishments, particularly the smaller ones,

do flot pay their workers according to NWC recommendations. They therefore act as a counter-vailing

force against NWC wage increases. Employees working for such firms remain by and large poorly paid.

The restructurmg policy is unable to reach them, since NWC recommendations on wage adjustments

are guidelines only. The policy of the NTUC and its affiliates to actively launch membership drives

should be continued and spread to such employees.

The only way to make such employers pay is through the raising of the CPF rates. This the NWC

recommended in the 1979 recommendations — 4% to be paid for by employers only and an additional

2% also by employers only for the Skills Development Fund.

If the employees had been asked to pay 2% and the employers 2%, this would have the obvious

good effect of dampening excessive spending, but it also means that employees who do not get

any NWC increase would in fact have their take-home pay eut by 2%. Moreover, should the combined

6% be suspended or removed one day for any reason, such as after the successful restructuring pro

gramme, the employees’ take-home pay would flot be eut, whilst the employers’ production costs

would be correspondingly reduced by 6%. Meanwhile, the employees benefit directly from the 4% in

crease in employers’ contribution and some employers and employees would benefit from the opera

tion of the Skills Development Fund.

Eighthly, true enough without doubt, without the support, whole-hearted support in fact, of the

trade union movement, our national economic restructuring programme cannot succeed. Without the

symbiotic relationship between our trade union leaders and our political leadership, the economic re

structuring programme too cannot succeed. Really, it can succeed only if we believe in tripartism,

if we share the common belief and common aim of having a more productive, a more efficient econo

my for the benefit of ail — our Government, our workers, and last but flot least, our entrepreneurs, be

they local or foreign.
Lastly, restructuring is not the responsibility of the employers only. It is a national effort. It is a

tripartite effort. Employees and their unions can and must also contribute their share to make restruc

turing a success. Ail of us must play our role in minimising the disruptive effects of restructuring and

bear the inconvenience with real understanding as partners, not as bystanders, and worst stifi, as bene

ficiaries and critics only. The employers and their associations, the various Government Ministries, the

workers and their unions, the Consumers’ Assocation and the National Productivity Board and others

ail have a vital role to play if economic restructuring, affecting directly or indirectly everyone in Sin

gapore is to be successfully carried out and with minimum cost. Without doubt, with a combined de

termined tripartite effort, we wiil succeed. Our pre-conditions for success are there.

RESTRUCTURING THE SINGAPORE ECON0My*

BY

PR0FESS0R LIM CHONG YAH
PROFESSOR 0F ECONOMIC

DEPARTMENT 0F ECONOMIŒ AND STATIS’flCs
UNIVERSITY 0F SINGAPORJ

0f late in particular there has been a great deal of talk in Singapore on the restructuring of the
Singapore economy. What reaily is meant by economic restructuring? Before we answer that, let us
first have a look at a typical economic structure of a Third World country.

A typical Third World country is characterised by the preponderance of the agricultural sector.
Normaily 80 percent of the working population are found in this sector. The other two sectors — the
manufacturing and the service sectors together constitute the balance of the 20 percent. Generaily
speaking, the more backward the economy is, the more is the predominance of the agricultural sec
tor.

Economic development in such a typical Third World country means the enlargement of the
manufacturing and service sectors and the shrinkage of the agricultural sector. This means that less
and less people in the agricultural sector must be made able to produce the same or more of the agricul.
tural products. Thus, in the USA, for example, 4 percent of the working population can produce flot
only enough food for its 220 million people, but also for exports. Indeed, the USA is the largest food
exporting country in the world.

In contrast, a country like Bangladesh, for example, has 86 percent ofits working population en
gaged in agriculture. And yet the country is always faced with food shortage and receives considerable
food and other aid from abroad.

In other words, economic restructuring normafly means industrialisation in a Third World country.
It also means the enlargement of the modem service or tertiaiy sector. This sector refers to services like
education, medical, housing, transportation, communication commerce and entertainment. Indeed,
generally speaking, the more highly developed a country is economicaily, the larger is the modem
service sector.

Even in household expenditure, the poorer family normally spends a larger percentage of its inco
me on food, particularly rice. As the family becomes richer, the percentage of its expenditure on food
declines. The percentage of its expenditure on services such as education, medica.I services, housing,
transportation and entertajnment increases. The national econoniic structure also reflects the sum total
of family expenditures of the country.

In Singapore even in 1959 when we became a self.governing state, the agricultural sector was al.
ready a very smail one, either in terms of the percentage of working population or as a percentage of

* English version of National Day Specwl Supplement published in Sin Chew Jit Poh on 9 August
1979.
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the Gross Domestic Product. Thus, restructuring even then could not be the relative shrinkage of the

agricultural sector from 80 percent to, say 20 percent.

Restructuring then also meant, in a word, industrialisation. This was because at that time, the in

dustrial sector in Singapore was very smail. Singapore was essentiaily a trading centre, with extrepot

trade as its main trading activities. Singapore too was a British military base to protect British interests

in the Far East. With increasing direct trading between our neighbours and industrial countries, the pro

spect of further expansion of our entrepot trade was bleak. Soon after separation from Malaysia in

1965, the British started to shut down her military installations in Singapore. This miitary withdrawal

added to the urgency to industrialise, In other words, restructuring then essentiaily meant industriali

sation, particularly with fighting against chronic mass unemployment in mmd. Since self-government

in 1959 up to now, the following new structure have thus been added to the Singapore traditional tra

ding economic framework:

One, and the most important one of ail, is the progressive adding of an industrial structure.

Two is the adding of the tourist sector. Tourism in 1959 was very underdeveloped indeed.

Three is the emergence of Singapore as a regional financial centre, particularly as a centre for the

Asian doilar.

Four is the substitution of local national service in place of British military commitment.

Indeed, with the successful transformation of our economy from that of an essentially trading

economy to that of a manufacturing and trading economy supported by tourism and financial centre

activities as weil, our per capita income has increased most impressively. Today we become in danger

of being classified as a developed economy. Today, flot only we have not been plagued with the mass

unemployment of the 1950’s and of a large part of the 1960’s, we have become on the contrary, so

dependent on foreign labour. Though a smail country, our foreign exchange reserves have exceeded

those of our two neighbours indonesia and the Philippines combined.

We have also surpassed London, the centre of the British Empire and the present Commonwealth,

as the largest port in the Commonwealth and the third largest port in the world. Our country handles

more international trade than any of our Asean partners. Indeed, she even handles more foreign trade

than China or India.
We have also become one of the most important oU refinery centres in the world. And our natio

nal carrier SIA is also one of the largest and certainly the most profitable in Asia.

We have much to be proud of. We can also be proud of our clean and green environment, our most

impressive public housing programme, and our veiy unique way of ensuring that the increase in the

wealth of the country is distributed equitably through the National Wages Council to ail layers of our

society. Hardly any significant group can deny that they have directly or indirectly benefitted from

SingapOre’S economiC success.

Our people live longer. Our children have among the best chances of survival in the world. Our in

fant mortality rate is even lower than those of many developed nations, including Australia, Belgium,

West Germany md the USA. Our people also eat better md dress better. Our standard of education

remains high, very high in my view, compared with the educational standards of many countries, in

cluding many developed countries, such as the USA, Canada, Australia and New Zealand.

Since we have done so weil, then why must we talk about economic restructuring again? This is

a very valid question. If we are satisfied with our present levels of achievement, then why should we

not just let the present momentum move, rather than increasing it or directing it to a different course?
Indeed, many, particularly those of our more successful entrepreneurs md our more highly paid per
sons, would prefer the continuation of the same direction of changes.

There are others, however, who want to ensure that our economy can remain competitive in fu
ture. Rightly, they want to seize the opportunity to make our economy more productive and more
competitive in the long run. Rightly, they want our entrepreneurs and our managers both in the public
and in the private sectors to make better use ofmodern invention, modem technology and modem or
ganisation and management to see us successfully through the 1980’s and beyond.

They have thus advocated another economic upgrading, now comnionly referred to as economic
restructuring. It has also been referred to as the second industrial revolution in Singapore. The term se
cond industrial revolution is not meant to be that restrictive, to confine only or solely to the manufac
turing sector. It is meant to embrace ail economic sectors in Singapore. It is meant, in my view, the se
cond economic revolution in Singapore.

The fïrst economic revolution has left us with a large pooi of lowly-paid, low value-added econo
mic activities. If we continue to have such low value-added activities, a large part of our population,
particularly our workers, would remain poor. In order to ensure that our workers have a brighter future,
we must therefore move towards higher and higher value-added activities. To do that, we have to raise
our productivity. One best way of raising productivity is through mechanisation, automation and com
puterisation. We must keep ahead of our competitors. Being a smail country, we do flot have the la
bour resources of countries like China, India or Indonesia. We are in no position to compete in the low
wage, labour intensive league, just like we cannot compete in land extensive agricultural activities,
such as rubber growing or rice farming.

But who is going to introduce mechanisation, automation and computerisation as long as wages
are very low. Indeed, if wages are very low, it would be more profitable flot to mechanise. It would be
more profitable to depend on very low wages. Pressures thus must be exerted to import cheap labour
from abroad, if such labour supply is used up locaily. Thus, pressures, some rather successfully, have
been used to employ Thais, Bangladeshians and Sri Lankans to work here. Can we proceed along this
path forever? Obviously not. There is a limit to this cheap labour importation.

But if we raise wages, some factories md companies that cannot pay such increased wages would
go bankrupt. Can such retrenched workers get jobs? In Singapore fortunately jobs are plentiful. Be
cause jobs are plentiful, that is why we often hear about complaints ofjob-hopping. One cm only hop
from job to job, if a lot of jobs are available. Not many companies, factories and other establishments
would retrench workers or go bankrupt. With higher wages, there would be greater demand, and with
greater demand, they would make more money. They cannot therefore go bankrupt, unless they are
the firms that sooner or later would go bankrupt at any rate. In that case, it would be better for them
to go bankrupt now when we stiil have lots of jobs available, when we cm cope up with the situation.

A large volume of foreign investment too, according to the Economic Development Board, would
be flowing into Singapore. They have already made plans to come here. More jobs would again be avail
able. We cannot tie down our workers to lowly paid jobs. We must look after them, their welfare, par
ticularly their long-term welfare, as much as we must look after the welfare of our entrepreneurs.

Economic restructuring in the present context in Singapore thus means the phasing out of cheap
labour, the phasing out of low-wage, low-value added economic activities. This is applicable to the
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public sector as well as to the private sector. There are measures and there will be more measures in the

public sector to make sure that we make full use of our limited labour supply, which is after ail, real

ly the only natural resource we have.

However, restructuring does flot necessarily mean only mechanisation, automation and computeri

sation. It also means better organisation and better management. If 20 workers can be used to do the

work of 200 workers through re-organisatiOn, then that management is superb. If, for example, ail

water and electricity meters can be centralised at a convenient place at I-1DB flats, then really 20 me-

ter readers could take the place of 200. This is but just one example. If we achieve such efflciency

ail round, our workers, particularly our more lowly paid workers, can thus look forward to a higher

standard of living.
Can we succeed to brmg about this transformation? If we succeed, we would be the only Third

World country to succeed. lndeed, many of them cannot even create enough work for their people.

We are on a different wave-length. We are travelling along a different route. We want to uplift the stan

dards of living of our very lowly paid workers. We cannot do this by keeping their wages low. We must

also compete in the production of goods and services which the other labour resource surplus coun

tries would fmd it very difficuit to compete. We must thus compete in a different league.

I for one, have no doubt that we wiIl succeed. The fruits would be seen in the 1980’s. Meanwhile,

it is important that we ail work together to make sure that we succeed, to achieve yet a better quality

of life for ail our people.

In this article I shah try to set out very briefly my view, firstly, on the nature of economic re
structuring in Singapore, secondly, on the case for it, and thirdly, on some of the problems associated
with it or likely to arise from it. My view here, of course, does flot necessarily reflect the collective
view of the National Wages Council.

(1) Concept of Restructuring

Restructuring does not mean the restructuring of the manufacturing sector only. This
restructuring is intended to apply to the services sector as wefl. By services sector here, it is
meant to include the ail-important transportation industry, the hotel industry, restaurants
and retaiing activities. Restructuring is meant for the entire economy. It is meant to ease
out highly labour intensive, low wage, low productivity economic activities.

Restructuring too is not intended to be confmed to the private sector only. It is meant
to cover the public sector as well. The public sector here refers to the civil service proper
and to ail statutory boards including the ail-important Public Utilities Board and the Housing
Development Board. Indeed, in the publiç sector in Singapore, direction from the Govern
ment to economise in the use of labour, w mechanise and to have better organization can be
quite effective even without the support of a policy of fairly high wage increase. But in the
private sector, for obvious reasons, Government direction is out. Only persuasion and exhor
tation can be used. In the final analysis, for the private sector, a suitable wage policy would
have to be employed to be effective.

(2) Case for Restructuring

Why must Singapore go for higher value-added, higher productivity economic activities?
The answer is that, flrstly, unless Singapore takes this road, she will be faced with increasing
competition from labour-surplus economies, as they too move ahead along the road of indus
trialization which many of them are certainly doing, and with increasing rapidity. Having
cheap and abundant labour supply, they are in a much better position to compete in labour-
intensive activities, including labour-intensive exports. Being a labour-deficit country, we

* For Publication in the Special Issue of Petir to commemorate the 25th Anniversary in November
1979 of the Founding of the People ‘s Action Party. Written on 3 September 1979.
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would therefore have to compete in a different league, in rniddle wage, medium and high

technology econonhic pursuits.

Our comparative advantage does flot lie in labour-intensive economic pursuits, just like

our comparative advantage does flot lie in land-extensive activities such as rice-growing and

natural.rubber cultivatiOn.
Secondly, protectiOniSm in developed countries is on the increase. These protectioflistic

measures are often airned at the irnports of labour-intensive manufactured consumer goods

from developing countries. In many developed countries, however, under pressure from

UNCTAD, they at the same time give some tariff preferences to developing countries under

the Generalised System of PreferenceS (GSP) for a limited number of products. Singapore

is stiil classified as a developing country and thus stili enjoys GSP privileges. But for the

1980’s and beyond, the rernoval of GSP privileges for Newly IndustrialiZed Countries (NICs)

like Singapore cannot be ruled out. Singapore must thus be prepared not only for increasing

protectioflisrn directed at labour-intensive goods but also for the possible exclusion from

GSP privileges. This means that Singapore would have to move to less sensitive areas to higher

productivitY, higher technology exports, where protectiOflism is least or non-existent and

where the GSP privileges are not important.

Thirdly, our real productivitY growth rate per worker in recent years has been unsatis

factory. It is distinctly lower than that of Korea, Hong Kong or Taiwan. The reason is due to

the fact that our economy has expanded quantitatiVelY rather than qualitativelY. That is, more

and more labour input has been used to produce the expanded output. It is not due to

productivity improvemeflt, whether that improverneflt cornes from mechanization, better

organizatiOn and better management or the opening up ofnew markets. ObviouslY, we cannot

travel along this path for long, depending largely on additional labour for our GDP expansion.

We have to attempt to switch to a higher gear, to upgrade our national productive capacity,

and exhortation alone in this move is flot enougi and has not proved to be adequate.

Fourthly, much of the additional labour has corne from abroad. When there are difficulties

in getting enough guest workers from Malaysia, our entrepreneurs have resorted to importing

workers from other countries such as Thailand, India and Bangladesh. Singapore, having

limited land area and not having a huge population, would soon find that she would have to

take on other more serious problems if she aflows the inflow of guest workers in larger and

larger numbers. Our entrepreneurs, therefore, would have to be psychologically oriented 50

that the viabiity and profitabiity of their enterprises cannot continue to be based on cheap

labour supply, particularly cheap irnported labour supply.

Fifthly, if labour import is restricted, then with increasing demand for labour, wage costs

would go up. This would show up strikingly, and most probably also in a disorderly manner,

without the operation and moderatiOn of the National Wages Coundil.

If wage rates are allowed to go up significantly, this would make at least some of our

marginal economic activities uncompetitive. It might lead to some retrenchmeflt. But since

we are running a labour-deficit economy, this should not be a serious problem. Retrenched

workers, some with retraining, would soon be able to fmd some other suitable jobs. Alter

natively, if wages are allowed to remain low and when we are ousted from competition in

labour intensive activities in due course, and if we do not then have the favourable invest
ment cimate and labour-deficit situation that we now have, we would be really in for serious
trouble. Our retrenched workers would then have to face prolonged unemployment. As it is,
however, many employment opportunities are there and better and more job opportunities
are in the pipeline.

Without the moderating role of the NWC and with a free test of strength between unions
and employees on the one hand and employers on the other, the effect would be extremely
damaging to the whole investment climate of Singapore. The hitherto existed co-operation
syndrome should not be allowed to give way to that of confrontation and strength-testing.
The Govemment has a duty to see that this disorderly and disruptive adjustment does flot
happen. Everyone in Singapore, except the anti-national elements, has a stake in continuance
of industrial peace in Singapore. Everyone in Singapore, except the rash and the irrational,
has a stake in the orderly wage adjustment system that we have uniquely developed in this
country.

Sixthly, the NWC too, being a tripartite body, has to look after flot only the interests
of our entrepreneurs, be they foreign or local entrepreneurs, but also the fair daims of the
employees. If one studies the comparative general wage levels of our workers with those of
Hong Kong and South Korea, one would be surprised to discover that our general wage rates
are stili significantly lower than those of Hong Kong and South Korea though our per capita
income is much higher. Indeed, their wage rates in the last fve years or so have gone up much
faster than ours. We cannot, in ail fairness, allow our labour to be under-priced, just like we
cannot allow our labour to be over-priced.

Seventhly, true enough, there are many ways of raising productivity whilst keeping wages
low. Even if we can totaily ignore the important equity aspect, which we should not, we cari
stifi, through better management and through mechanization, save labour use and raise labour
productivity. But facts have to be faced squarely. When employers have cheap labour supply,
it is only natural that they would, by and large, depend and continue to depend on cheap
labour supply. When cheap labour supply is no longer available, as reflected positively by a
significant rise in wage rates, either through the NWC or through the mere interplay of the
market forces of supply and demand, hesitant employers would be induced to mechanize
and rationalize in the use of labour. As long as wage costs remain low and are expected to
remain low, the inducement to mechanize and rationalize is not there.

Thus, as we move into the 1980’s, we are likely to see a more efficient Singapore, a
society based much more on modem science and modem technology and modem methods
of management, since the alternative of dependence on cheap labour is clearly on the way
out. When the writing on the wall is clear, employers would opt for more mechanization,
automation and computerization as well as for better organization and management, for the
alternative is either to have the profit margin cut or to cease to be profitable to operate.
The employers who can remain viable and the vast majority can, and we must make sure
through our wage policy etc. that the vast majority can, without delay or lack of firmness
in restructuring, we would move into a more productive, higher-technology economy in the
1980’s and beyond. An important preparatory step has been taken with this year’s NWC
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recommendations for the emergence and development of the more productive and more

efficient economy ofthe future. For various reasons, Singapore cannot and should flot protect

its inefficient firms, be they in the manufacturing or other sectors through a low wage policy

or through other measures like tariff and non-tariff protection.

(3) Pitfalls in Restructuring

Is there a danger of the restructuring policy faiing? When something worthwhile is

attempted, such as passing an important examination, there is bound to be some uncertainty

that things might tum out differently from what we expect. The examination standard, how

ever, must be set in such a way that the vast majority, with adequate preparation, would pass

the test and upgrade to a higher class, whilst the small minority ofweaker brethren rusticated

or fallen by the wayside.

One danger we must guard against is over-killing, that is, pushing wage rates too high to

make many of our export industries uncompetitive. The Government and the NWC can be

expected to monitor the situation very closely. This, however, does flot mean that they should

change course for a different destination once there is some inclement weather and the fas

tening seat-beit sign is on. Those who think they can frighten the Government or the NWC to

change course would and should be made to end up in disappointment.

Another danger is that of cost-push and dernand-puil domestic inflation, as the eocnomy

moves from a ‘low-wage to a medium wage position at an accelerated rate. Cost-push cornes

from employers pressured by higher wage costs and passing such costs or at least a part of

them to the consumers. But this shifting can be successfully done only under certain condi

tions. With increase in demand at the same time, it would be less difficuit for such employers

to raise prices. That is the reason why the NWC has flot recommended a $32 + 13% formula,

preferring a $32 + 7% formula with 4% CPF contribution and 2% special contribution to the

Skills Development Fund instead. The NWC is fully aware of the need flot to raise wage expec

tations too high and flot to increase too rnuch money wages whilst pursuing the policy of

restructuring.
In Singapore, the bulk of the commodities we consume and use in production as factor

input cones from abroad. We import them, whether these be rice, wheat or fuel, and conse

quently, such prices should flot be affected by increase in consumers’ demand per se. An

increase in demand woiild resuit in more imports, and this alone, if other factors remain the

same, would put pressure on our balance of payments.

In other words, in such an open economy like Singapore, an increase in wage income is

likely to have an adverse impact more on the balance of trade and balance of payments rather

than on domestic prices. Its impact on domestic inflation is rnuch less than in closed or more

or less closed economies. Ours, however, is an open economy and a very open economy. Our

balance of payments position is strong and is likely to rernain strong. As has been pointed by

me elsewhere, our foreign exchange reserves even exceed those of Thailand and the Philippines

combined, and they are both bigger nations than ours. We do flot therefore have to fear a

deterioration in our extemal balance.

A risc in wage income also does flot mean that there would autornaticaJ]y be more mecha
nization, more automation and more computerization It does flot necessarily mean that there
would be better management and more rationalizatjon in the use of labour. However, higher
per unit wage costs do provide signais, sure signais to those marginal firms depending on
cheap labour for survival that if they do flot mechanize and rationajize in labour use, their
profit margin would be eroded. Uneconomjc activities would feel the pressure much more,
and if they are forced to retrench by this wage policy, the time is by no means flot that oppor
tune, since we do have a situation of excessive demand for labour over supply. If we have
large scale unemployment or expect to have a significant volume of unemployment, or have
balance of payments problem, then the timing of our restructuring operation would be
questionable.

We should also bear in mmd that flot ail employers in Singapore pay their emplovees
accordingly to the recommendations of the NWC. If the NWC had recommended a 2%
increase in CPF contribution for employees and 2% for employers, that would resuit in a 2%
pay cut in take-home pay for those numerous employees who do flot receive NWC wage
increases. Besides, this would weaken the move for employers to move out of cheap labour
economic activities.

We must also remember too that we in Singapore are very lucky that with imported
inflation from abroad, particularly from higher fuel prices,our workers in general cari have an
orderly and significant increase in wages. The workers in many countries the world over have
to face inflation without any wage increase.

Our local employers too should remember that with higher wage income, there would
be more demand for their goods. Their profit margin should go up, and in fact herein lies the
danger that, in the circumstance, their inducement to rationalise in labour usage and to
mechanjze is thus blunted.

in conclusion, to restructure an economy is by no means a child’s play. It is difficult. It
is tough. But our productivity must go up. We must remain competitive in the short mn as
well as in the long mn. We cannot wait to be forced out in world competition. We have full
employment. We have a united countzy. We have an adaptable labour force. We can therefore
restructure our economy now for a surer and sounder foundatjon for our future. Besides, if
we keep wages low, it means the majority of our people wil have a low standard of living.
Singapore must prosper for the benefit of ail, employers as well as employees. After ail, the
ultimate aim fo economic development must be to benefit, and be seen to benefit, ail our ciii
zens. Restructuring too, like public housing and urban renewal, has this broad aim in view.
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A

“Law & Consensus In Industrial Relations

Mr. Choo Eng Khoon

System of industrial relations

Comparison of one system ofindustrial relations with another may be just as of absorbing interest

to workers as the comparison of one collective agreement with another. Such comparisons, however,

often begs the question whether the system or agreement is satisfactory in itself.

A collective agreement, for instance, is rated from the point ofview ofworkers as good or bad in

terms of whether it contains more favourable provisions for workers in comparison with another

agreement. A system of industrial relations is rated as excellent or poor in terms ofwhether it is struc

tured to favour more the workers in comparison with another system.

Evaluation of an agreement or a system on the basis of comparison is convenient but may be very

misleading. The agreement used in comparison may be for an establishment or industry where entirely

different considerations are applicable. Likewise, the system used in comparison may be one whose

prevailing conditions and circumstances are entirely different.
Evaluation by comparison shows rather the relative extent to which the workers/trade unions

under an agreement or in a system are prepared to wield their collective bargaining strength to place

themselves in a more favourable position vis-a-vis employers. A more objective and proper evaluation

should be on the basis whether the confficting interests of workers/trade unions and employers are

reconciled in an agreement or a system in a manner that is most compatible with the viabiity of the

establishment, industry or country, as the case may be.
In the absence of other motives or consideration, it seems a rather futile exercise for workers/

trade unions to secure a generous collective agreement which serves as the last straw to break the back

of a gasping establishment or industry. It seems equally pointless for workers/trade unions to succeed

in fashioning a system of industrial relations very much to their liking at the price of having a steadily

decreasing number of employers to bargain with.

Industnal Law

The very real impact a system ofindustrial relations has on an economy is a cogent reason for any

government to involve itself in the conduct of relations between workers/trade unions and employers.

Any system of industrial relations is thus based on the mutual recognition by the govemment, em

ployers and workers/trade unions of the need for consensus in the conduct of relations among them

selves. As between individual employers and individual workers/trade unions, the consensus is largely

r
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crystallised into a collective agreement. In the same way, the consensus underlying a system of indus-

trial relations is substantially given expression by industrial legislation. This residual consensus cornes

into play when a dispute arises over a matter outside the scope of agreement or legislation.

Industnal legislation is made by government to defme and regulate the relations between em

ployers and workers/trade unions. In seeking to maintain a proper balance of conflicting interests

between employers and workers/trade unions through industrial legislation, the government considers

flot only the relative bargaining strength between employers and workers but also the government’s

own scheme of values and priorities for the development of the national economy. Thus the mdustrial

legislation of one country is most unlikely to be identical to that of another because the views of

govemments on the relations between employers and workers/trade unions and other relevant circum

stances cannot possibly be identical.

Moreover, in a comrnon law country like Singapore, industrial legislation is but only the main

source of industrial law. The other significant source of non-statutory law in Singapore is the decisions

of the courts of law. While the decisions of courts are extensions or refinements of the principles of

the prevailing law, they contribute towards a different course of development of the law of a country

relative to that of another country.

The industrial law of one country should flot, therefore be rated on the basis of whether it is more

favourable to workers than those ofanother, when the attendant conditions and circumstances are flot

known. Some aspects of a country’s industrial law may be favourable, others may flot be so. An ex

planation lies in the difference of emphasis placed by, and the difference of social attitude prevailing

in, various countries regarding various aspects of industrial legislation.

It would flot be entirely correct for Singapore workers to form the impression that the industrial

laws of the industrially advanced countries of the world as well as some other countries are entirely

more favourable to workers than the industrial law of Singapore. Whatever may be the basis of the

impression, it is flot always borne out by the actual situation.

A popular grievance, for instance, is the restriction in Singapore on the right to strike or the exer

cise of such right, particularly in the public sector and in the essential services. In Japan, a similar

restriction is more severe. A total ban on strikes is applied to workers employed in the national or

public services such as those dealing with telecommunications, railways, post and forestiy. A Commit-

tee of memb ers of public appointed by the Japanese Government to look into the matter, aiso recom

mended in June 1978 the continuation of such ban.1 Previously, in May, 1977, the Japanese supreme

court ruled that the ban did flot contradict another article of the constitution guaranteeing the right

to organise and bargain collectively.2
In the private sector of Japan, there is a similar ban on industrial action if such action stops or

affects the maintenance work or the normal operation of safety measures. In any event, 10 days’

notice is required to be given of any industrial action to the competent authority. But for workers

engaged in services of a public welfare nature, which correspond to the “essential services” of Singa

pore, 50 days’ notice is required.3
In Canada, the defmition of strike incorporates both the defmitions of “strike” and “industrial

action” as contained in the Trade Union Act of Singapore.4 Such definition may be logical but hardly

favours the workers. Singapore workers in an essential service would flot relish the idea of having to

give 14 days’ notice of a ban on overtime work.

Evaluation of Industrjal Law

But the fact that one aspect of industrial law in Japan or Canada is less favourable to workers
than a corresponding aspect of industrial law in Singapore does flot necessarily mean that that aspect
of Japanese or Canadian industriallaw is bad or undesirable in an objective sense ofthe word. Likewise,
Singapore’s industrial law should flot be adjudged good or bad by comparison with any other country’s
industriaj law. The pertinent question is whether does Singapore’s industrial law satisfactorily serve the
purpose for which it is intended in the context of the conditions and circumstances obtainable here.

Industrial iaw is flot a magic formula by whose mere incantation a desired change can be effortlessly
and suddenly brought about in industrial relations. IndustrjaJ law is intended to serve as a framework
for industrial relations and to regulate the interaction of the rights and duties of employers and
workers/trade unions. It is principally through the agency of statutory enactments that the govern
ment imp arts to the system of industrial relations the sense of direction and purpose the government
desires. What the govemment desires is veiy much dependent on the state of the country’s economic
health.

In an industrially advanced country the government may deem it desirable to legislate for a pro
gressively shorter week. A 40-hour week is now a norm in the industrially advanced countries, with
suggestions of reducing to a 35-hour or even 30-hour working week. There are cogent reasons for
the introduction of progressively shorter workkng week where the reduction in working hours is flot
expected to resuit in any decrease in production or productivity.

But if a country without comparable technology and expertise and comparable record of efficient
production seeks to legislate for a progressively shorter working week merely on the ground that it is
enlightened to do so, such legislation is unlikely to bring about a satisfactory conclusion. A shorter
working week might probably result in three persons being required to do the work previously done
by two persons in order to maintain production at the sanie level. While such a shorter working week
might have helped to solve an unemployment problem, it would certainly raise the cost of production
without a corresponding increase in productivity. Even if the mint could keep chuming out money
quickly enough to maintain an illusion of well-being, a short working week would not in these circum
stances benefit workers, unless it had been intended as a questionable job-sharing scheme to alleviate
unemployrnentS

BasisofLaw

Industriai law or, for that matter, any law, in Singapore or elsewhere to be useful must reflect the
conditions and the circumstances prevailing in the country. By the same token, ariy proposai to amend
the prevaiing industrjal law must be justified by a change in the prevailing conditions and circum
stances. But a change is unlikely to be adopted unless the need for such change is perceived by the
government. Therefore, if workers/trade unions desire to initiate a change in the industrjaj Iaw, they
have to be able to influence the perception ofthe government as to the need for such change.

With a government that prides itself on its pragmatic outlook, it would flot be easy to influence
its perception as to a need to amend the prevaiing industrjal law; least of ail is the government likely
to be swayed by specious arguments along the lime that the proposed amendment is in keeping with
modem trends. If any change in the perception of the government is to be effected, it is only by con-
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vincing the govemment with the factual findings of empirical studies of the net positive benefit that is

likely to resuit from the desired amendment. Workers/trade unions may have to set the pace by fman

cing and conducting such empirical studies. Ideally, such studies shouid be financed and conducted

on a tripartite basis.
The govemmeflt may be presumed to have the means to finance and conduct empirical studies on

the probable effect of any proposed law. Workers/trade unions and employers for that matter, have flot

approached the subject of amendmg industrial law with the same degree of care, skil and critical atti

tude they show in preparing and analysing proposals and counter-propOSalS for collective agreements.

It is aiways easier to submit proposais for an agreement or amendments to the law than to justify or

substantiate them.
In the absence of any empirical study on any matter for which there is a need to legislate, the

resultant legislation represents guess-work on the part of the government which enacts the legislation

and the employers and trade unions which make representatiofl to the government on it. Industrial

legislation on the basis of exchange of views and opinions of interested and concerned persons does

reflect to a great extent the prevaiing conditions and circumstances of the country. But in an age of

demand for and expectatiOn of precision whenever possible, it may seem strange that industrial legisla

tion should be largely dependent on subjective views and opinions and not the objective findings of

empirical studies. Occasionally, empirical study may show that subjective views and opinions do flot

constitute a reliable basis for industrial legisiation.

Take, for instance, the question of a 5-day working week of 44 hours. To many workers in Singa

pore the proposai of a 5-day working week may seem eminently desirable and sensible. In a number of

countries in the world the 5-day working week is a reality. In Japan, a Ministiy of L.abour’s Survey in

1977 showed that 72% of the workforce and 23% of a total number of companies were on a 5-day

week. In Israei, a tripartite comrnittee was set up to look into the matter of a compressed working

week.
The fïndings of this tripartite committee showed that out of 261 establishments which had adopted

a 5-day week, 43 reverted to a 6-day week and that out of 422 establishments which had made a cost

benefit analysis of a 5-day week, 260 conceded that the 5-day week was not feasible. While the com

mittee found there were no clear benefits and advantages for workers or employers resuiting from a

5-day week, it was generally profitable for labour-intensive establishments and firms using sophisticated

technology, but otherwise for capital-intensive firms and firms involved in shift work. The findings also

showed no gain or loss in productivity except that the compressed working week had no effect on the

level of absenteeism.6
If a similar study is carried out in Singapore, the fmdings may or may not taliy with those in Israel.

But such fmdings should form a more reliabie basis for a decision to be taken on whether to legislate

for a 5-day week of 44 hours in Singapore. In the absence of any objective fmdings, any debate on a

compressed working week is bound to be attended by a lot ofwishful thiriking.

There are other matters of which more factual information will be useful to those who propose

as well as those who oppose legislation to govern them. Absenteeism, for instance, is a problem which

plagues the industrially advanced countries of the West. French experience is that absenteeism averages

21 working days per worker per year. In Singapore, the Employment Act disqualifies a worker who is

so absent for more than twenty percent of a working year from any entitiement to paid annual leave

under the Act. Contrary to what this provision seems to suggest, absenteeism is flot a chronic problem
in Singapore to that extent. Long before a worker has absented himself more than twenty percent of
his working year, his employer would have summarily dismissed hhn. As the German experience con
firms, a real fear of losing employment permanently is a better incentive to be punctual and regular
in attendance than any scheme of financial reward.

To job-hoppers, losing and gaining employment regularly is a way of life. If job-hopping is a
serious problem, as employers stoutly maintain, there is a need for an objective study to be conducted
on it. Factuai information on job-hopping would be useful to trade unions as well as to the government
and employers. If, apart from the obvious desire of job-hoppers for fatter wage-packets, other con
tributing factors are clearly shown to be also significant, trade unions should then know what they cari
do to eradicate, at least among their members, the habit ofjob-hopping.

Acceptance by workers/trade unions

If a trade union cannot be relied upon to try to ensure its members keep their part of the bargain,
ft is a defect in the system ofindustrial relations which cannot be remedied by any industrial Iaw, how.
soever contrived. Industrial law may sanction employers to dismiss or otherwise penalise workers
for breach ofcontract or agreement but cannot effectively make workers do what they do flot want to.
Trade unions may be able to persuade workers to do so but in the end the workers themselves have
to decide whether they want to act in a responsible manner.

With the development of industrial relations increasingly in the direction of work safety and
occupational health, there is a correspondingly increasing need for workers to show they are able to
behave in a responsible manner. A trend is the recognition of the right of workers to stop working but
continue in service when a dangerous situation arises. Work is resumed only when the danger passes.7
This is a further refmement of the right to break a contract of service when a similar situation arises
unexpectedly, as contained in Singapore’s Employment Act and in many other countries’ industrial
legislation.

If workers are wont to stop work or absent themselves from work whenever they like, the suspi
cion of emp loyers is that such right of work-stoppage would serve as a further legitimate excuse for
stopping work. The vesting ofthe right ofwork-stoppage in a few safety representatives or trade union
officiais may help to allay the anxiety of employers. Even then, during the first seven months ofthe
operation of such statutory right ofwork-stoppage in Sweden, the labour inspectorate found 14 out of
32 stoppages could flot be justified.8

This might only be a teething problem but it is the kind of problem that underlines the need for
industrial law to provide a framework for preventing the problem. Up to a point, an understanding
between employers and workers and their trade unions may help to establish their respective rights and
duties. But when a right of one party is in direct conflict with a corresponding duty of the other party.
the fme line of distinction between such right and duty has to be precisely and consistently drawn 50 as
to minimise the conflict. This is the function ofthe industrial law

But the law itself is not constant, being subject to a government’s perception of what the purpose
of the law should be. Changes in law are necessary to reflect changes in conditions and circumstances
in which the law is to operate. But when any change in law is not understood and accepted by those
affected by it, the function oflaw to provide a framework for and to impart a defmitive order to indus-
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trial relations is impaired. In Britain, for instance, the adoption ofthe Industrial Relations Act in 1971

nullified a body of law developed since the Trade Disputes Act of 1906 or earlier. The 1971 Act,

among other things, abolished the closed shop and required trade unions to be registered and secret

ballot for strikes and introduced compulsory arbitration for disputes. The Trade Union and Labour

Relations Acts of 1974 and 1976, however, restored the position to somewhat as prior to 1971.

The rather sudden change of direction in British industrial legislation came with the replacement

of the Conservative Govemmeflt by the Labour Government during this period. It may not be a bad

idea not to change but to require a piece of legislation to undergo a probationarY period before it is

confirmed as part of the law of the land. Alternatively, every piece of legislation should be reviewed

periodically so that the need for a particular statute will have to be debated afresh in and outside the

Parliament. An example is the Criminal Law (Temporary Provisions) Act enacted in 1955 to lapse in

1964 but was subsequently extended to 1974 and then 1979 and, now, 1984, though without debate.

The requirement of periodical renewal would at least ensure that a law is flot left languishing in the

statute book long after it has served or outlived its purpose.

AcceptanCe by Employers

While a law remains in the statute book, it will be enforced by the government and has to be

observed by, among others, employers and workers/trade unions. Similarly, a collective agreement,

once concluded, certified and registered, will be enforced by a duly competent authority and has to

be observed by the employer and workers/trade union who are party to it. A pertinent question,

however, is how effective will a piece of industrial legislation or a collective agreement be if employers

and workers do flot accept it?
Non-acceptance here is meant to be flot in the sense or to the extent of breaking a law or an agree

ment. No se1frespectiflg government is likely to let law-breakerS, howsoever many or influential they

may be, get away with it; nor can any competent authority afford to ignore any breach of agreement

brought to its notice. If employers or workersftrade unions do flot accept a law or agreement, they

make sure they honour it to its last letter, while abusing its spirit.

This was the Norwegian experience of its industrial law when relations between employers and

workers became strained in the l920’s. The statutory provisions designed to prevent disputes from

deteriorating into strikes and lock-outs by means of mediation and arbitration failed to fulfil their

purpose, because employers and workers were both not prepared to accept mediation and arbitration

as me ans of resolving disputes. This was despite the fact that the relevant statutory provisions were

based on the experience of and were agreed to by the employers and workers since 19002

The acceptance of the principle underlying a piece of legislation is essential for its successful ope

ration. The 1968 industrial legislation of Singapore was able to act as a catalyst in the subsequent

expansion of the economy because the workers/trade unions were prepared to accept its rationale,

even though its operatiOn was not evenly favourable to them. It is conceivable that if the workers/

trade unions had been misled or ill-advised into opposing it for whatever reasons, the consequenceS

for Singapore would have been unpleasant, if not catastrophic.

Non-acceptance by an employer or workers/trade union of a collective agreement will similarly

resuit in the agreement not being worth the paper on which it is written, with predictably disastrous

effects on the industrial relations between the employer and the workers/trade union. Every attempt

by the employer and the workers/trade union to exercise their respective rights under the agreement
is bound to be frustrated and obstructed at every turn. The delaying or non-acceptance ploy adopted
by one party is flot calculated to make the other party feel better disposed towards it. Non-acceptance
of a collective agreement may then possibly culminate in an industrial action, if not during its currency,
upon its expiry.

The consequent breakdown in industrial relations will manifest itself flot only in the refusal to
accept conciliation and arbitration in the spirit intended under the law or by agreement, but also in
the rejection of industrial practices previously agreed to and accepted by employers and workers/
trade unions. One such practice is the non-representation of confidential staff by trade unions of wor
kers, although there is no legal requirement for the exclusion. Another practice is that of employers
allowing paid time-off to their workers for union duties which do flot involve industrial relations con
cerning the employers. The basis for these practices is the mutual acceptance byemployers and workers/
trade unions of the need to define and conduct their relations in a manner best suited to themselves.
Thus practices are adopted which do not strictly conform to for signiflcantly distort the framework
provided by industrial law.

Any system of industrial relations is more than framework of industrial law which gives it shape,
form and cohesion. Patterns of relations between individual employers and their workers/trade unions
collectively make up a composite system rather than that each of these patterns represents a deviation
from a national pattem of industrial relations. The orderly and effective functioning of a system of
industrial relations presupposes ail or the majority of employers have orderly and effective relations
with their workers and their trade unions. There must be general acceptance of the need for industrial
peace before a system of industrial relations can function at ail. Industrial law helps a system of indus-
trial relations to function in an orderly and effective manner only if there is an underlying basis of
acceptance by employers and workers.

Acceptance by Government

As stated earlier, however, any system of industrial relations involves not only employers and
workers and their trade unions but also the govemment, even if its participation be by way of a referee
holding the ring. The role of the govemment is crucial because the govemment alone has the power to
make industrial laws and the means to provide and mn the machinery of conciliation and arbitration.
But the kind ofindustrial law and system ofindustrial relations that a government perceives to be what
is needed is also largely what the employers and workers/trade unions accept to be needed.

If a government est ablishes a system of industrial relations without some form of consultation
with both employers and workers/ trade unions, it is possible that the system will not be workable
because it is defective. The defect is that it is designed to function from the point ofview and to cater
to the interest ofeither the employers or the workers/trade unions.

An illustration is the enactment of the British Industrial Relations Act of 1971 which sought to
redefine and revamp the British system of industrial relations. The workers/trade unions did flot accept
the new system of industrial relations because the new system was devised to reflect the need of the
employers rather than with them. To a Singapore observer, however, the change in the system of
industrial relations effected by the 1971 Act is not ail that drastic or unreasonable. Features of the
Act such as secret ballot for strike, that were violently condemned by British trade unionists are accepted
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in Singapore as normal and necessary requirements for an orderly system of industrial relations. The

non-acceptance of the 1971 Act by British workers and their trade unions might be a case of exag

gerated reaction indicative of their centuries-old tradition of distrust and suspicion of employers

rather than ofthe quality ofthe 1971 Act.

The British workers/trade unions are hardly likely to accept any change in the prevailing system of

industrial relations which they perceive as derogatory to their interest. They are more likely to press

for a change that further tilts the balance in their favour. One of the features of the 1974 and 1976

Acts, which repealed the 1971 Act, is the refinement of the industrial action of picketing. Premises

of employers who are flot parties to or even involved in any manner in a trade dispute are hable to be

subject to secondary picketing. The paralysis of road transporation of goods in and around London

during the 1978-9 winter exemplifies the defect of an industrial relations system geared to the pro

motion of the interest ofone party.

The British workers/trade unionists are, however, unlikely to view a lop-sided system ofindustrial

relations, which is slanted in their favour, as being defective. Nor are they likely to think too highly of

the Singapore approach to industrial relations. In this they are correct as each system of industrial

relations has been evolved or moulded to suit the needs ofthe employers and the workers/trade unions

govemed by the respective system. It would be absurd, therefore, for Singapore workers/trade unions

to yearn for the British or any other system of industrial relations which apparently favours the

workers/trade unions.
In the Singapore system of industrial relations, the government has flot hesitated to adjust the

balance between eniployers and workers/trade unions to rectify any lop.sidedness as perceived by it.

While the grievance of Singapore workers/trade unions may be that the balance is unnecessarily tilted

against them, they should flot make the mistake of disdaining the durian for its smell or prickly skin.

As stated earlier, the system of industrial relations operating in Singapore must be rated flot by com

parison with other systems but by reference to the conditions and circumstances prevailing in Singa

pore. By the criteria of any objective test such as the general well-being of the populace, the system

of industrial relations in Singapore has been able to deliver the goods most satisfactorily up to now.

If the grievance of Singapore workers/trade unions as to the balance being unnecessarily tilted

against them has any basis, their efforts should be directed at changing, not the system, but rather

the government’s perception of what should be the proper balance between the conflicting interests

of employers and workers/trade unions. Whatever it may be the quality ofthe government’s perception

affects the direction and purpose of the system of industrial relations through the government’s control

of legislation.

Inp ortance of Industrial Relations

In 1960, for instance, the perception ofthe govemment was the need for industrial disputes to be

resolved by conciliation and arbitration rather than by strikes or work-stoppages, which are economi

cally wasteful as well as socially divisive. ht is a perception which Singapore employers and workers/

trade unions wholeheartedly concurred. The new system of conciliation and arbitration is just as effec

tive, though less melodramatic, a safety valve as the traditional recourse to strikes. If the perception

of the government is ever to change to the view that such safety valve may be reduced by restricting

the scope of conciliation and arbitration, the workers/trade unions may have trouble adjusting them

selves to the new system of industrjal relations.
It is not suggested here, however, that workers/trade unions should by hook or by crook ensure

the government’s perception of the proper balance between employers and workers/trade unions
aiways favours the latter. For the healthy development of a system of industrial relations, the govern
ment’s perception of the correct direction and purpose of the system must be reflective of the pre
vaiing conditions and circumstances of Singapore.

But as the government’s perception is in relation to a system of industrial relations, the basic
premise of the need for a system of relations between employers and workers/trade unions must be
accepted by the government as well as by the parties themselves. Such premise wil service as the focal
point of the government’s perception as weIl as being fundamental to the organisation of workers into
trade unions and the recognition of trade unions by employers.

If the need for a system of industrial relations is flot acceptable to the government, the govern.
ment’s perception of a proper balance between employers and workers and their trade unions may be
that between masters and servants in the classical sense of the words, without any intervening role for
trade Unions. The masters pay wages and lix working conditions as they think proper and fair accord.
ing to the market pricing and the workers do what they are paid and told to do.

It is a scenario that has occurred in the past economic development of many countries and stiil
occurs in conmIunjst and other countrjes. In countries with a parliamentary form of government
like Singapore, the scenario is unlikely without being first preceded by a radical change in the prevaiing
form of parliamentary government.

The basis of relations between employers and workers for the foreseeable future wiil then continue
to be that of free bargaining, subject to the constraint of industrial law. Bargaining between individual
employers and individual workers is obviously loaded in favour of the former unless there are except
ional circumstances. The need for trade unions to conduct collective bargaining on behalf of individual
workers is axiomatjc in the context of normal industrial relations.

Trade unions in Singapore have, however, shifted emphasis in the past decade from being mere
bargaining agencies to being social institutions catering to the welfare ofworkers both during and out
side their working hours. The course of such development is not the concern of this paper. What is a
matter for concern is the expression of a view that trade unions have served or outlived their purpose.
The view is probably founded on the fact that in some unorganised establishments employers have
wilhingly accorded their workers better wages and benefits than are obtainable by trade unions for their
memb ers.

It is a plausible argument for damning trade unions for ail eternity except for the omission of some
considerations. One is that few, if any, such enhightened employers were born before the advent of
trade unionjsm. Another is that k is unlikely many such enlightened employers would survive long
after the passing of trade unionism. A final consideratjon is that such eniightened employers would
have no criterion of union.fixed level of wages and benefjtsto serve as ameasurement oftheirgenerosjty

If the level of wages and benefits is what it is in Singapore, the workers and their trade unions can
be proud of their contributions to it. The organisation of workers into trade unions, first, has been
instrumental in raising the level of wages and benefits through the process of collective bargaining and,
secondly, now faciitates the process of consultation between the government and employers and
workers on any matter. ht may be possible for the governjnent to consult individuai employers, even
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if there are no organisations to speak or act on their behalf, as they are relatively fewer in number

than workers. Consultation with individual workers would be obviously out of the question even if

the government is so minded to do it. Trade unions then have a vital function to perform. Without

a trade union movement in Singapore, the National Wages Coundil and other tripartite bodies might

flot function as effectively as they do, since whoever might have been representing the workers in these

bodies could not have validly claimed to speak on behaif of workers other than themselves.

The Next Decade

In the 80’s tripartism may reasonably be expected to feature more prominently in a system of

industrial relations where the government, employers and workers/trade unions are partnersfor progress.

Collective agreements wffl continue to define and govern relations between employers and workers/

trade unions just as industrial law will continue to define and regulate the system of industrial relations.

A better understanding and appreciation of one another’s conflicting interests, a stronger deter

mination to reconcile their different interests, and a greater willingness to work in close co-operation to

achieve mutual objectives should help to promote the consensus which both gives rise to and is pro

moted by collective agreements and a system of industrial relations. Differences of opinions and view

points do not disappear with greater consensus, but the goodwill that wffl result from consensus be

tween the parties to a collective agreement should serve to prevent such differences from deteriorating

into ugly confrontations.

Greater consensus may also serve to promote a tripartite approach to industrial law, even though

the government alone will continue to possess and exercise its power to legislate. A more objective

basis of legislation, as stated earlier, may be feasible with tripartite co-operation, whether it be a ques

tion of funding or ensuring the comprehensive coverage of a survey or research project.

A pertinent topic for tripartite inquiry with a view to amending the prevailing legislation is the

adaptation of the prevaiing system of industrial relations to reflect the reality and trend of industrial

development. The Employment Act of Singapore does contain a provision which so reflects the new

conditions and circumstances ofSingapore.

When the Employment Act was enacted in 1968, one avowed aim was to do away with the pre

vious provisions discriminating against blue-collar workers in favour of white-collar workers, so as to

faciitate industrial development. The Act did not pursue such rationale to its logical conclusion. A

result is that the calendar day of twenty-four hours from midnight to midnight continues to be used as

a unit of time-measurement for ail workers.

A calendar day basis of measurement is meant and is appropriate for office work which, even if

involving shift duty, hardly ever stretches without a break from one day to another. For non-office

work, particularly industrial work, of which shift duty is a basic feature, the calendar day basis of

measurement does not allow for the possibiity of a night shift straddling over two calendar days.

The Employmenf Act presently provides that a rest day for workers on shift duty is a continuous

period of thirty hours, and not a calendar day as in the case of non-shift workers. But for other aspects

of service conditions the Act does not make similar provisions for shift workers. Employers may require

and have required workers to do a full shift of eight to nine hours up to midnight and then, without a

break, another shift or extensive overtime work. Unless the urgency or exigency of work is such as ta

override normal considerations ofhealth and safety, shift workers should be required to rest for, say at

least four hours in-between periods ofshift duty, as in JapanJ0
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The calendar day also does not fit in with the medical leave needs of shift workers. Any period of
duly certified medical leave is deemed to commence from the midnight of the first day and end on the
mid-night of the last day. If the leave ends on the midnight of a day when a worker is scheduled to be
on shift duty extending beyond midnight, a problem arises. Is the worker still on paid leave for the
remainder of the shift period or is the employer entitled to deduct for absence from work? fle problem
woulcl be resolved only when the medical leave is computed on the basis of shift periods rather than
calendar days.

The need for industrial law in Singapore to be oriented to the conditions and circumstances of an
industrial society, which Singapore increasingly is, seems obvious. The extent and form of change in
the law should be decided on the basis of an objective investigation and assessment, as stated earlier.
h is possible that an objective study may establish either an abuse of medicai leave or a high rate of
absenteeism in relation to the graveyard shift.

Workers/trade unions in the 80’s have to face up to the need to keep their side of the bargain if
the system of industria] relations in Singapore is to operate evenly on a tripartite basis. Self-discipline
or imposed discipline for ail parties is essentiaj if the system is to remain workable in spite of breaches
or provocations by one party.

Principles of industrial relations which are reasonable and which are acceptable to workers/trade
unions even in industriaily advanced countries should be seriously considered for acceptance by workers/
trade unions in Singapore. One is the voluntary ban of ail strikes, lock-outs and industria.l actions
during the currency of collective agreements. Another is that the use of illegal means by one party does
not give the other paPy a similar right to use illegal means. (Incidentafly, Singapore’s Trade Disputes
Act is more lax on this point). Finally, one that is appropriate to Singapore’s industriai aspirations is
that it is bad policy to allow a factory to stand idle in order to solve an industria] dispute.1 In any
realistic system of industrial relations, the law must apply to ail in accordance with their consensus.

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
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ANNEXURE ON INDUSTRIAL LEGISLATION (3) Central Provident Fund Act

(1) Employment Act

Enacted in 1968, the Employment Act re-incorporated most of the provisions of the Labour

Ordinance, the Clerk’s Employment Ordinance and the Shop Assistants Employment Ordinance,

which were repealed by it. The Act, beside fixing a ceiing for annual bonus, standardised working

hours, public holidays and annual leave entitlement for ail workers, whether clerical or manual,

and clarified the right ofworkers to retrenchment and retirement benefits.

Since then, the Act has been amended several times to provide, for example, a monthly limit

on overtime work and the protection of a scheme of retrenchment or retirement benefit when a

Company is wounded up or an employer becomes bankrupt.

To the worker, however, the most significant amendments of the Act took place in 1972 and

1975. The concept of Annaul Wage Supplement and Annual Wage increases as an alternative to

anriual bonus was introduced. Maximum bonus or wage supplement payable is 3 months’ wages.

Employers are strictly banned from paying, and employees and their trade unions from asking,

more than the prescribed quantum howsoever the payment may be described or disguised. In

exceptional cases, the Minister for Finance, may at the request of employers, permit payment

over the respective limit for each employer. Annual wage increases are to be recommended by a

tripartite National Wages Council.

(2) Industrial Relations Act

The Industrial Relations Act, which was enacted in 1960, regulates the settlement of trade

disputes by conciliation and arbitration and, since 1966, also the recognition of trade unions by

employers. In 1968 the Act was amended to sanction the rights of management to hire or fire, to

transfer within the employer’s organisation, to assign duties which are compatible with the em

ployee’s conditions of service, to promote and to retrench an employee on the ground of redun

dancy or reorganisation. The exercise of such rights is flot subject to negotiations except in specified

circumstances. The 1968 amending Act had, in that sense, far reaching effects on the scope and

pattern of collective bargaining as accepted by employers and workers in Singapore up to that

date.

The Central Provident Fund Act was enacted in 1955 to establish a retirement fund from the
monthly contributions of employers and workers. Up to 1968 the rate of contributions was
limited to 5% of basic remuneration or a maximum of $25 for both employers and workers. The
rate of contributions has been progressively increased during the past decade and now stand at
20½% for employers and I 614% for workers since July 1979. Contributions are also made payable
on gross remunerations. Moreover, the Act has been ainended to include new categories of em
ployees, including the self-employed. Members of the Fund cari now also use their contributions
to buy houses or flats or S.B.S. shares.

(4) Factories Act

The Factories Act was enacted in 1958 to protect workers from undue danger from machinery
or explosive materials or working environment. The Act was repealed and re-enacted in 1973 on
the basis of experience obtained in Singapore from its own industrial development. The new Act
provides for more stringent measures to be observed by the employers for the health, safety and
welfare of employees in their workplace. Workers are also expected to observe the measures in
tended for their protection and benefit.

(5) Woiimen’s Compensation Act

The Workmen’s Compensation Act of 1955 does not provide for adequate compensation to
industrial workers injured in the course of their employment. This Act was repealed by and re
enacted in the Workmen’s Compensation Act 1971, whose main feature was a three-fold increase
in the level of compensation payable. The Act of 1971 was in tum repealed and replaced by the
new Act of 1975. A simplified system of administration and enforcement and quicker payment of
greater compensation were provided in the new Act.

The Workmen’s Compensation payable in fatal cases was increased from $21,600 to $35,000.
The maximum for permanent total incapacity cases was also increased from $28,000 to $45,000.
This amount does not include an addftional 25% for any totally incapacitated worker requiring
personal nursing attention.

The problem of determining the status of dependents under the old Act was settled by dis
regarding whether they are fully or partially dependent for the purpose of compensation.

(6) Trade Union Act

The Trade Union Act, first enacted in 1940, affects workers as members of trade unions. The
Act, together with the Trade Disputes Act and the Criminal Law (Temporary Provisions) Act, also
governs the conduct of industrial action. In 1973, the Act was amended to enable trade unions to
buy or lease, with the Minister’s approval, more than one acre of land. In 1977, the Act was signi
ficantly amended to enable the funds of trade unions to be frozen for investigative purposes and to
clarify the procedure for industrial action by trade unions and their members and the minimum
age liniit for membership.

PART I

PAST DECADE
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PART II

SUGGESTED AMENDMENTS IN THE NEXT DECADE

In the course of the next decade the prevailing legislation may have to be amended to keep pace

with or to initiate changes in industrial relations. But as to the manner or form of likely amendments,

it is a matter of agreement between the Government, employers and workers.

Proposais by workers to amend the prevailing legislation are more likely to be acceptable to

government if they are flot unduly adverse to the interest of others. If workers and trade unions have

accepted the need to work hard, it would be inconsistent on their part to oppose legislation which is

frarned on the basis of their willingness to work hard.

The Employmeflt Act and the provisions of the Industrial Relations Act sanctioning certain man

agement prerogatives were, among other things, adopted in 1968 with the acceptance of trade unions.

Amendments to these provisions are justified only if we can show the need for them has ceased or

changed or some of their aspects are anomalous. But what we consider to be anomalous may flot seem

necessarily so to others.

A day is defined in section 2 of the Employment Act as a period of 24 hours from midnight

to midnight. h is flot appropriate for shift workers, particularly if they have to work at night.

For shift workers, a day should be a period of 24 hours either commencing with the start of

a shift or ending with the completion of a shift.

Section 10 of the Employment Act, which permits either an employer or a worker to terminate

service with notice or payment in lieu of notice, may be used by employers as a loophole in

relation to section 14 of the Employment Act or section 35 of the Industrial Relations Act.

If employment is terminated under section 10, there is no appeal to the Minister for reinstate

ment or compensation. It may help if employers are made to understand that termination

under section 10 does not preclude payment of retrenchment benefit.

Workers in the private sector propose the holiday work pay under section 41 of the Employ

ment Act should be one and a haif times in addition to the statutory holiday pay. Workers

in the public sector propose that ail workers should be paid and not given a substituted rest

day under section 37 or a substituted public holiday under section 41 of the Employment

Act, irrespective of whether they are essential service workers. It may help if it is clarified

whether the intention is to deter the employer from so working their employees or to give

reasonable compensation to employees for so working.

The qualifying period of 12 months before a worker is entitled to paid sick leave under section

46 of the Employment Act is too long. Sickness strikes at persons regardless of age or length

of employment. A worker should be entitled to paid sick leave as soon as he is confirmed in

service.

5. Employers in non-unionised establishments may pay their workers more than the frozen quan
tum of AWS they are entitled to. But when unions subsequently organise the workers, they
are prohibited from claiming more than the frozen quantum of AWS. If the employers are
hostile to unions, the workers will have to sacrifice part of their AWS for their union member
ship. The payment of AWS should not be implernented in such a manner as to penalise workers
for becoming union members.

6.

9.

In relation to Part XVI of the Employment Act (Labour Court) as well as in relation to the
other parts of the Employment Act workers feel that the salary ceiing of $750!- should be
at least doubled to keep pace with the rising wage level.

(a) The regulations under section 16 of the Industrial Relations Act governing recognition
of trade unions should balance the interest of employers and workers more evenly. At present,
the procedure is loaded in favour of employers because voting is not mandatory and, con
sequently, employers, if they are so minded, can easily identify the union supporters. (b)
Disputes over whether employees are within the scope of representation should be minimised
by including more comprehensive defmitions of bargainable staff. (c) Mode of recognition for
maritime workers should be different from the mode of recognition for land-based workers.

The salary ceiing for non-manual workers to come within the Workmen’s Compensation Act
should be at least doubled in uniformity with the suggested amendments in the Employment
Act. Moreover, with the policy to encourage workers to be multi-skffled, non-manual workers
may increasingly do manuai work and vice-verse in certain establishments. The distinction
between manual workers and others may not be valid in such establishments.

If some female workers can be required to retire before 55 years of age, those who are sole
bread-winners should be allowed to withdraw their CPF contributions earlier and not have to
wait until they are 55 years old.

Providing for new needs

The provisions in Part IV of the Employment Act goveming hours and days of work should be
modified to faciitate (a) introduction of five-day week of 44 hours in conformity with
energy-saving measures; (b) computation of overtime payment for such five-day week; (c)
more stringent enforcement of maximum 12 working hours a normal day in comformity with
the policy to promote safety; (d) safeguards against excessive fragmentation of working hours
of shift workers in conformity with the policy to promote the quality of life for workers.

The provision for ex parte application to the Industrial Arbitration Court under section 31
of the Industrial Relations Act should not be confmed to matters relating to NWC recom
mendations but also be extended to other industrial matters in conformity with the policy
to obviate the need for industrial action. At present, reference of a matter to court by the
Minister is a cumbersome method and if one party declines to join the making of a joint
application, the other party may have no choice but to strike or lock-out.

3. Since section 35(1) of the Industrial Relations Act is to enable the Industrial Arbitration
Court to intervene in victimisation cases, reference should be by ex parte application direct

7.

Remo val fo Anomalies

1.

2.

8.

3.

1.

4.

2.
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to the court. Any processing to be done can be done by the Registrar.

The absolute right of an employer to fire or retrench under section 17 of the Industrial

Relations Act should be reviewed in comformity with the policy to discourage job-hopping.

Job-hoppers as distinguished from retrenched workers are deprived of NWC recommended

wage increases in their first year of service with new employers. But employers are flot

precluded from granting sufficiently high starting pay to compensate for such deprivation

and, thus, encourage job-hopping.

There is a need to relate the Industrial Relations Act to other statutes. For example, many

foreign companies maintain an office in Singapore with a local director resident in Singapore.

Under company law, a director cannot be held responsible for the obligations of a company.

But a union may enforce through the Industrial Arbitration Court the rights of its members

only against such local director resident in Singapore, as the other directors are outside the

jurisdiction of the Industrial Arbitration Court. As it is at present, it niay be a futile exercise

for a union to seek recognition from or negotiate with such a company.

INTRODUCTION

“Future Direction 0f The Singapore
Labour Movement”

The growth of the labour movement depends very much on the abiity of trade unions to safe

guard and promote the interests of the workers. However, the abiity to fulfil these objectives in the

long mn is closely connected with the overail economic development of the country in which the

labour movement has an important role to play. If there is economic stagnation orinsufficienteconomic
growth, trade unions may find that many of their members wiil be out of jobs and their abiity to

safeguard and enhance the interests of their members wil be greatly reduced. This is particularly true

for developing countries many of which have yet to overcome their serious problems of unemployment

and underemployment.
Singapore is an island State and apart from its people, has no natural resources. This means that we

have to depend on our human resources and foreign investment if our industrialization programmes are

to be successfully carried out. Trade unions in Singapore therefore need to accept the fact that they

are operating under conditions which are very much different from those in the developed countries

and those countries with very rich natural resources. As a matter of priority, unions needs to play a

constructive role in the strive for rapid industrialization and to ensure that economic progress is justly

shared by the workers.
The National Trades Union Congress (NTUC) accepts the fact that Singapore’s industrialization

programmes must depend on foreign investors especiaily the multinational corporations for their

capital, managerial skils, technical know-how and their access to foreign markets. It also believes that
the successful implementation of our industrialization programmes will promote rapid economic
growth, high levels of employment and high standards of living for the workers. In une with this
thinking, the NTUC has adopted a rational approach to help promote industrial peace with justice so
that our industrialization programmes can be smoothly carried out and the fruits of economic advance.
ment can be shared by ail. This requires trade unions, employers and the government to cooperate with
each other as equal social partners in the spirit of tripartism.

In late 1969, the NTUC organised a Seminar on the Modernization of the Labour Movement to
examine the political and socio-economic conditions under which organised labour was to function and
to find ways and means which would enable the labour movement to play a more active role in the

4.

5. Mr. Ong Yen Her
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process of nation-building. The Seminar made several important recommendations which included the

foilowing: —

(a) The establishment of workers’ cooperatives so as to give laboura stake in the national economy.

(b) The recruitment of full-lime professional staff to the labour movement for more effective

leadership.
(c) The increase of union subscription so that the finances of the labour movement would be

strengthened.
(d) The promotion of tripartism involving the government, the employers and labour for the pur-

pose of achieving higher productivity, higher efficiency and faster economic growth.

All these recommendations were accepted by the NTUC and their implementation in the last 10

years had directly or indirectly helped to contribute to the following resuits:—

(1) Unprecedented economic growth and significant increase in our GNP (see Appendix I)

(2) High levels of employment (sec Appendix I)

(3) Harmonious industrial relations (sec Appendix II)

(4) Higher wages and higher standard of living for our workers (sec Appendices III and IV)

(5) Higher status of workers in society

(6) Almost 3-fold increase in union membership under the NTUC (sec Appendix V)

(7) Workers representation in ail major statutory boards and the National Wages Council (NWC)

(sec Appendix VI)
(8) Better working environrnent and working conditions

(9) Successful development of workers’ cooperatives which aim at fulfilhing important social

objectives such as lower cost of basic commodities for workers through Welcome and other

supermarkets owrted by NTUC affiliates, insurance scheme for workers and their famiies

through Income, taxi ownership through Comfort for thousands of operators who otherwise

could flot afford to purchase their own taxis, etc (sec Appendix VII)

(10) Almo st 8-fold increase in total gross assets of the NTUC and its affiliates (from $3.8 million

in 1970 to $29.1 million in 1978)

(11) The establishment of the Singapore Labour Foundation for the benefit of ail workers.

FUTURE CHALLENGES

Our success in industrialization in the last 15 years is closely connected with the responsible and

constructive role played by the trade unions. Trade unions have also played a significant role in helping

the workers obtain a fair share in our expanding economy. However, this does not mean that our con

tinued economic growth can be taken for granted. On the contrary, a high rate of economic growth can

only be something ofthe past if we do not prepare ourselves to meet the new challenges ahead.

The need to strive for economic growth and to ensure that our industrialization is moving to a

higher stage must be recognised by ail Singaporeans if we wish to maintain our high levels of cmploy

ment and to improve our social and economic conditions. To achieve these objectives, unions, cm

ployers and the government must be ready to meet major problems arising from political and econornic

uncertainties in the next decade. Firstly, the political and military development in Indochina may lead

to political instabiity in other parts of Southeast Asia. Political instability in our region wffl have

adverse effects on our efforts to attract foreign investrnents which are important to our island Republic.
The joint effort of Asean in which Singapore is a member to maintain political stabiity in our region
is therefore vital. Secondly, there is a threat of increasing protectionisrn against our goods and services
from the developed countries. This can be seen from the current International Civil Aviation Policy
(ICAP) adopted by the Australian govemment and a series of unfraternal actions taken by the Inter
national Transport-Workers Federation (ITF) against flag-of-convenience ships registered in the deve.
loping countries. The threat of protectionism also cornes from our competitors in the developing world
who wish to protect their own products and services. In addition, our goods and services in the inter
national markets will also be facing increasing cornpetition from the less developed countries, in parti
cular China. Thirdly, there is a serious problem of oil shortage and the trernendous increase in prices of
oil and other raw materials for our industries. Currently, we are also facing the problem of a labour
shortage. Unless we can use our rnanpower more productively in the next decade, our reliance on
foreign workers will continue and this may have adverse effects on our social and economic environ-
ment.

To meet these challenges, the government has recently- adopted new economic strategies to up
grade the technology of our industries so that we would be in a better position to improve the social
and economic well-being of the people. However, the success of our new econornic policy depends very
much on our abiity to attract high technology and higji value-added industries. Our experience in the
last 1Y2 decade shows that we still have to accept the economic fact that foreign investment, especially
those of capital intensive and high technology will only be attracted if we have ail the favourable con
ditions for investment. This means that we must have political and industrial stabiity and a workforce
with high skifls, good discipline and high productivity. In the face of these challenges, the role of the la
bour movement in the h980s is vital.

Basic Objectives and Strategies of the Labour Movement in the Next 10 Years

To ensure that the labour movement wiil continue to play a responsible and constructive role in
helping the workers and the nation to meet the new challenges, the NTUC must strive for the fulfil
ment of two primary objectives, i.e. the attainment of rapid econornic growth and the improvement
of the social and econornic well-being of our workers.

A sufficient rate of economic growth which is a pre-condition for maintaining a high level of
employment must be the basic objective of the NTUC in the next 10 years if the unions are to play a
responsible and constructive role. Unless we can attain sufficient economic growth and create enough
jobs for thousands of our school leavers in the next decade, we may have to face the bitter experience
of serious unemployment and underemployment of the 1950s and the early 1960s. Mass unemploy
ment and underemployment in many developing countries have brought additional hardship to the
working population and aggravated social injustice in the society. The NTUC, as the National Centre
of organised labour in Singapore, must therefore work towards achieving the objectives of econoniic
growth and maintenance of high levels of employment. Another basic objective of the NTUC must be
the strive for a fair share of the growing economic cake for the workers whom it represents. To achieve
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these two primary objectives, the NTUC need to identify the important strategies which would serve
as policy guidelines to the entire labour movement. (1)

(a) Promotion of Tripartism as an Important Basis for Economic Growth and Social Justice

One of the most important contributing factors of our past economic success was the
existence of a general consensus amongst the government, the employers and the trade unions
that cooperation instead of confrontation would ensure a better future for ail. Without such a
consensus it is doubtful that tripartism can effectively be promoted and Singapore could
achieve its present level of economic development. At the Inaugural Dinner organised by the
Singapore Labour Foundation on 3 February 1979, Dr Goh Keng Swee pointed out that an
important element of Singapore’s success was that the labour movement, business corpora
tions and government had established a cooperative and not an antagonistic relationship with
one another. According to him, “we have achieved this not because we are intellectually,
morally or in other ways superior to other societies where the three parties find themselves
in conflict more often than in harmony. In Singapore, govemment, business and labour just
have to work together; otherwise we cannot survive. It is this common recognition among the
three groups, borne out of experience, that had made it possible for an over-crowded city
state with no natural resources to have achieved the economic successes of recent years”.

Tripartism has been effectively etended to the key statutory boards where trade union
representatives have a say in the major policy-making process of these organisations. Tri
partism which has been manifested in the form of the NWC has also ensured that cooperation
between the three parties will bring them more benefits in the long run. It should be strengthened
and extended to other areas such as the training, retraining and upgrading of skiils of workers
jointly undertaken by the three parties concerned. In une with the fact that the government,
business and labour need to work together for survival and for a better future, tripartism
should also be extended to the highest level in the form of a national tripartite convention
where leaders from trade unions, employers associations and government can meet regularly
to consuit each other on matters of vital interest to the nation. This national convention is
essential because it will not only bring about a better understanding of the views of the three
parties concerned on major national issues but it can also help to promote a higher degree of
consensus in the country.

(b) Promotion of Harmonious Industrial Relations

The importance of industrial stabiity to our economic progress in the last 10-15 years
has been proven. The promotion ofharmonious industrial relations as an important condition
for attracting foreign investment must continue to be the basic strategy of the labour move
ment if we are to ensure economic growth and maintain a high level of employment. Its im
portance to Singapore, a small island which does flot possess any natural resources, must be
fully recognised by the trade unions and the workers. However, industrial peace must be
achieved with justice and this must necessarily involve the continued cooperation and imple

mentation of enlightened policies on the part of the employers and the government. It is
therefore important for the three parties concerned as equal social partners in the society to
make special efforts to ensure a high degree of consensus and a total commitment on the need
to promote harmonious industrial relations with justice. A rational approach to the settie
ment of industrial disputes should be adopted by the three actors of industrial relations
(govemment, employers and unions). This means that industrial disputes should be settled
by me ans of mature negotiation and consultation between the disputing parties. The improve
ment of bargaining techniques and the acquisition of relevant knowledgê by union leaders and

industrial relations officers are therefore essential. Similarly, industrial relations staff from the
management as well as conciliation and arbitration officers of industrial disputes from the
government are expected to do likewise for the same purpose.

(c) Collective Baigaining

Since 1972, collective bargaining relating to wage increases has been governed by the
NWC guidelines. While such an income policy has helped to improve the competitiveness
of our goods and services in the international markets in the last few years, it has also resulted
in keeping low technology and low value-added industries in Singapore. Such industries will
not be viable in the long run, especially when other developing countries will also develop the
san industries. This is also an important reason why the government has decided to take
drastic measures to upgrade the technology of our industries.

The government’s decision to change its basic econornic strategies to attract high tech
nology and high value-added industries in place of our existing low technology industries
will have important effects on the role of the NWC and the system of collective bargaining
in Singapore. In response to this change in economic strategy, the NWC has already recom
mended for 1979 a very high percentage of wage increases which aims at forcing existing
labour intensive industries to upgrade their technology. Since such a change will have import
ant repercussions on the industries and our system of collective bargaining, it is time for the
government, employers and the unions to review the future role of the NWC in the light of the
new economic policies.

As far as collective bargaining is concemed, the present NWC guidelines will flot be suffi
cient to meet the requirements of each industry as the performance and prospects of one
industry will be different from another. It would therefore be more appropriate for the NWC
to recommend its wage guidelines on an industry-wide basis. In this respect, the proposed
industrial union structure in paragraph (d) below is most relevant. If our unions can be organised
along industrial lines and the NWC can also make its recommendations according to the condi
tions of each industry, industry-wide bargaining in Singapore will be possible. This will also
help to successfully implement the new economic policy.

(d) Establishment of a Rational Union Structure
The establishment of a rationai union structure to faciitate the fulfilment of union objec

tives is of paramount importance to the labour movement. Unless a proper structure is esta
blished, the effectiveness of the union in carrying out its functions would be adversely affected.

(1) This paper will flot include labour legislation and workers cooperatives as these subjects will be covered by other
Seminar papers.
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Industrial and economic developments in the last 15 years have brought about major
changes to the Singapore economy which requires suitable structural adjustments by various
social and economic institutions. If unions are to grow and function effectively in the next
decacle, their organisational units and the distribution of authority need to be related to our
industrial environment. Therefore, with changes in industries, the structure of unions must
be adjusted accordingly 50 that unions can play a more effective role in improving the well
being of their members.

The pre sent structure of the NTUC affihiated unions has been developed from the earlier
period when industrialization was almost non-existent or at its infant stage. Different types of
trade unions comprising individual enterprise house unions, civil service unions, industrial
unions, general unions, statutory boards employees’ unions, and unions based on common
occupations or professions were formed and affiliated to the NTUC. Although the labour
movement is now operating in an entirely different environment, the abovementioned orga
nisational structures have remained basically unchanged since their establishment. Over the
years, some of the affiliates, particularly the general unions which recruit their members from
different industries and occupations have expanded beyond recognition. On the other hand,
the majority of the house unions and unions based on common occupations continue to
remain small. The uneven distribution of membership of the NTUC affiliates can be seen from
Appendices VIII and IX.

It is significant to note from Appendix VIII that 27 (or 52.8%) out of a total of 51 affi
liates of the NTUC have membership of less than 1,000. 0f these 27, sixteen of them have
meniership of less than 500. In terms of total membership strength (see Appendix IX),
general unions occupy 47.1% of the total membership whereas the house unions and unions
based on cornmon occupations only comprise 2.8% and 8.3% respectively although the latter
consist of 20 (or 39.2%) (see Appendix VIII) of the total number of affiliates of NTUC. From
the overail viewpoint of the labour movement, the uneven distribution of the union mem
bership is undesirable because the effectiveness of the small unions are often affected by the
lack of manpower and fmancial resources. The present structure often gives no clear cut divi
sion as to which particular group of employees should be represented by a particular union.
As a result, multi-unionism and jurisdictional conflicts between NTUC affiliated unions can
flot be avoided. Examples cari be seen from the existence of more than one NTUC affiliate
representing employees in a single establishment and the conflict of representation between
the industrial unions and the general unions under the NTUC.

Another problem is connected with the expansion of the general unions which represent
workers from a variety of industries. When industries were few and simple, the general unions
had littie difficulty in carrying out their roles effectively. However, as industries grow and
become more complex, the practice of industrial relations also becomes more complex and
deimnding. Unlike unions in the 1950s and the early l960s where the settlement of disputes
was often decided by the test of strength, union leaders and industrial relations officers
(IROs) must now possess good knowledge of various factors and conditions affecting the
development of an industry if they are to be effective in helping their members of that indus
tiy. They must also be fully aware of the problems and aspirations of their members. This

me ans that union leaders and IROs should acquire specialised knowledge of a particularindustry and of die needs and aspirations of their members in that industry.
Unlike industrial unions where union leaders and IROs specialise on die industry theirunion is representmg, generally unions tend to deploy their leaders and IROs to meet immediate demands of workers from the various industries. As a result, their leaders and IROscannot concentrate on serving workers in a particular industry. This situation is often aggravated by the high turnover rate amongst die IROs. Since general unions are more indlined totrain generalists radier than specialists, die knowledge of generalists on any single industryand problen of workers in a particular industry will flot be thorough. This will put diem inan unfavourable position when they deal with management’s professional staff and specialistsin dieir respective industries.

If trade unions were to be effective, they must be able to closely monitor die developmentof each industry so diat appropriate action cari be taken to safeguard die interests of theirmeni ers. However, with die expansion of die general unions which represent workers from avariety of industries, it would be difficult for die unions to do so.

General unions will also have great difficulty in meeting die demands of dieir membersfrom different industries as the conditions and prospects vary from industries to industries.
The industrial problems diat are important for one industzy may be of no consequence toanother. On die odier hand, die continuation of house unions which tend to emphasize
parochialism will deter die National Centre from giving effective service to die members atlarge. It is therefore important for die leaders and die rank and file of die trade unions torealise that structural change is necessaiy and diat a new union structure must be evolved tomeet the new challenges.

The shortcomings of house unions, general unions and unions based on common occupations or professions cari largely be avoided if our unions are organised on industry-wide basis.Such a structure means that workers working in a particular industry would be representedby a particular industrial union. Industrial unions will enable their leaders and IROs to concentrate on die needs of their members and matters relating to die industry concerned.
Due to die specialisation of their duties in a single industry, trade union leaders and IROswould be in a better position to acquire sufficient knowledge of die industry to deal withpersonnel and industrial relations specialists from die management side. The industrial unionstructure will also enable the NWC to recommend wage increases according to die performance and prospects of each industry and make it possible for collective bargaining to becarried out at die industry-wide level. An important condition for die NWC to recommendwage increases according to industry is die replacement of other types of unions widi indus-trial unions.
If workers from a particular industry could be represented by an industrial union, multiunionism and inter-union rivairies and confficts as well as membership overlapping would begreatly reduced. Industrial unions may also be in a better position to help strengthen dieidentity of die workers with thek respective industries.
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(e) Better Coordination and Closer Rapport within the Labour Movement

While a primary objective of the affiliates is to protect and improve the interests of their

respective members, their decisions and activities to pursue this objective may have adverse

effects on other affiliates or the labour movement as a whole. It is therefore important that

good coordination and close rapport are established within the labour movement. At present,

there is a lack of coordination and rapport between the NTUC and its affiliates and also

anxng the affiliates themselves. One way of improving the situation is to hold regular meetings

or consultations involving affiliates with cornmon problems. This can be achieved through the

setting up of a permanent conimittee consisting of top affiliated union leaders from the same

sector (e.g. banking, insurance and commercial sector, public and statutory boards sector,

menufacturing sector, etc.). At the national level, the Industrial Affairs Council of the NTUC

can play a more active role in this area.

(f) Union Leadership

(g)

(h)

There is an urgent need for the NTUC and its affiliates to recruit and groom second gene

ration leaders who are dedicated to the labour movement and are accepted by the rank and

file. They must also be persons who are fui.ly aware of the political and economic challenges

facing Singapore and can respond rationally and positively to such challenges with the interest

of the workers and the nation at heart. An important reason why some capable and experienced

union leaders and industrial relations officers do flot remain in the labour movement is that

their salaries are very much lower than their counterparts working for the management.

While the importance of monetary remuneration should flot be over emphasized, the labour

movement must take positive steps to provide realistic terms and conditions of service for

union leaders and officers. This will help to recruit and retain a core of capable and experienced

officers who can play an important role in the labour movement.

Establishment of a Labour Institute

If trade unions are to be effective in improving the social and economic well-being of its

nEnt ers in the 1980s, there must be a permanent institution which can provide systematic

training for union leaders and IROs who can carry out their duties effectively. The existing

educational and training facffities and programmes for union officiais wifl flot be suffloient

to meet this need. To efisure that proper training be given to existing and future union leaders

and IROs, the setting up of a labour institute for this purpose should be considered. In this

aspect, the labour institute can be a meaningful project for the Singapore Labour Foundation.

Since the training of union leaders and IROs can be considered as part of our national man

por training, the labour movement may consider seeking fmancial support from the SkiJls

Developnznt Fund for the proposed labour institute.

Training, Retraining and Upgrading of SklIls of Workers

Low labour cost was an important factor that attracted foreign investors to Singapore in

the early stages of our industrial development. Many of our existing manufacturing industries

are labour-intensive rather than capital intensive. However, due to shortage of workers and the

increase in labour cost, it may no longer be viable for foreign investors to set up such indus
tries in Singapore. In fact, some of our existing labour-intensive and low skill industries have
already extended their operation to other countries where the supply of labour is plentiful
and labour cost is low.

In response to these developments, the government has moved to encourage the deve
lopment of industries with high technology or high value.added products so that our workers
wil] have better prospect for employment and higher standards of living. It has therefore been
decided to gradually phase out our existing labour-intensive industries. However, by doing so,
we must ensure that we can replace them with skill intensive, high technology industries.
Among other factors, our success in attracting these industries wi]l depend on our abiity to
supply sufficient skilled personnel who can meet the requirements of these new industries.

While training of skilled personnel in the past has been conducted at thevariousyocationai
institutes and through some joint training schemes, such training in terms of quantity and
quality will flot be sufficient to meet future requirements of the new industries which we
hope to attract. Besides training school leavers, one important area which has flot received
sufflcjent attention is the retraining and upgrading of skiil among our existing workers. A
thorough study of skiiled manpower supply and demand should be carried out so that a more
comprehensive training scheme, providing effective training, retraining and upgrading of skifls
can be accordingly drawn up for implementation.

Since industrial training of this nature is important to ail the three parties concemed, it is
unrealistic that such a major task should be left to the government, employers or the trade
unions alone. The three parties concerned should therefore be involved in ensuring that the
Skills Development Fund currently administered by the EDB can be meaningfuily used for the
abovementioned purposes.

(j) Increase in Productivity

It is important for ail workers and union leaders to be fully aware that the competitiveness
of our goods and services is closely connected with our wages and productivity. Unless the
increase in productivity of our workers match with or is higher than our wage increases, ft
would be difficuit for us to maintain the competjtjveness of our products and services in the
international markets.

The increase in productivity must therefore flot only be the concern of the management,
it must also be the concem of the workers and trade unions. In this respect, it is relevant to
refer to a study on productivfty in Singapore recently carried out by the Asia Research News
Analysis Team. The study disclosed that the productivity of Singapore workers is below that
of Korean workers and is very much lower than those in Japan and the United States. More
alarmingly is that the study showed that average productivfty per worker from 1974 — 78
has also declined. (2) On the other hand, we should also learn how Japan had successfuily
achieved the balance between real wage increases and increases in productivity from 1955 —

1972.

October 1 and 2, 1979
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Comparison of Rising Employee Income with Rising

National Productivity (Annual Rate) ()

1955-1972 1955-1960 1960-1965 1965-1972

Employee per Capita Income (%)
Nominal 11.5 6.8 12.8 14.1

Real 6.6 4.9 6.2 8.1

National Productivity (%)
Nominal 13.5 11.0 13.7 15.2

Real 8.7 7.4 8.4 9.9

It can be noted from the above that during the period 1955-1972, real increases in

national productivity were higher than real wage increases thus making Japanese products

and services more competitive in the international markets than those of other countries. Due

to the substantial increase in productivity, Japan had been able to achieve faster growth rate

than other developed countries. Increase in productivity and economic growth also enabled

the workers to have substantial real wage increases as shown in the Table.

It is thus vital for the workers, trade unions and management to ensure high productivity

so that our products and services would flot be priced out of international markets. Unless the

productivity of our workers can be higher than wage increases, our economic growth and

eventually the standard of living of our workers will be adversely affected.

For this purpose, greater efforts must be made by government, trade unions and employers

to set up productivity committees. The Ministry of Labour and the National Productivity

Board should make a special effort to activate the setting up of more productivity committees

in companies. As a first step, productivity committees can be set up in the statutory boards

such as PSA, PUB, I-1DB, etc. and the big enterprises in the private sector. At the later stage,

they can be extended to cover other establishments. Perhaps, the unions can also take the

initiative to set up productivity committees in some of its ente rprises.

(J) Wage Structure

There are many different wage payment systems in Singapore — salary scale, salary range,

short-time scale and rate for the job. The salary scale is the most commonly adopted in Singa

pore especiaily for white collar workers. Rate for the job and short-time scale are more com

imn in the manufacturing sector. While there are pros and cons of each salary system, there

may be a need for Singapore to consider the wider implementation of the rate for the job

system or short-ti.me scale in view of the fact that our society is based on meritocracy. Further,

our new economic policy which emphasizes on the learning and upgrading of skills as weJl as

(3) Katsumi Yakabe (ed), Labour Relations in Japan, International Society for Education Information, Japan 1974
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high productivity me ans that workers who are more skiiled and more productive must be
rewarded accordingly. The time scale salary system there fore may flot be desirable as advance.
ment of an employee is largely governed by his length of service or seniority rather than his
actual output. Long service workers may lose their drive to upgrade their skiils as their
advancement is basically guaranteed by die long salary scale. On the other hand, young
enthusiastic and productive workers may become disillusioned in that their advancement
opportunity is restricted by their limited years of service.

1f our wage system is to encourage our workers to constantly upgrade their skills, a
system giving rewards to workers according to bis actual output or performance may be more
appropriate. Rate for the job system will be more suitable for those working in the manu
facturing and related sectors where the performance or output of an employee can be quanti
fied. However, it may flot be suitable for white collars jobs where the performance of an
employee is difficuit to measure. In such cases, a shorter time scale or salary range system can
be introduced. To ensure that such salary systems provide fair and just assessment of the work
performance of the workers, objective job evaluatjons for the purpose of evaluating the job
according to its worth should be regularly carried out.

(k) Collection and Analysis of Information

(1)

As industrial relations in Singapore is becoming more and more sophisticated, it is essen
tial for die trade unions to collect and analyse data which are required for policy making and
for effective day-to-day operation. Lack of information has often affected the effective func
tioning of die trade unions. Unlike industrial relations in die l950s and die early 1960s when
collective bargaining was mainly based on threat and intimidation, the practice of industrial
relations to-day requires rational negotiations together with facts and figures. Trade unions,
like other modem organisations must therefore set up or strengthen their respective researcli
unit to collect and analyse relevant data so that they cari carry out their functions more
effectively. It is relevant to point out that research is an important activity of die Japanese,
Swedish and West German trade unions. Their research activities have contributed significant
ly to the effective functioning of their unions.

Direct Membership

Under our existing system, a worker must join one of the NTUC affiliates if he wishes to
become a union member. I-lis subscriptions are paid to die affiliate concerned which in tum
allocates 25% of the fees collected to die National Centre. If die labour movement 15 to build
up a strong labour economy so that more services can be provided by die National Centre,
a higher percentage of die subscriptions collected should be allocated to the National Centre.

There are two alternative ways in which dis objective can be attained. The first one is to
let die present membership system continue but only increase the percentage of affiliation
fees. Altematively, a system of direct membership to die NTUC can be introduced. The
second alternative means that a worker will directly join die National Centre as an NTUC
member. He will also be a member of an affiliated union. If such a system is adopted, a
nzmber may have to pay bis subscription directly to die National Centre which in tum will
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allocate a portion of its resources to the affiliated union concerned. In fact, direct member

ship can also be open to ail those who wish to enjoy the various benefits provided by the

National Centre but do not want to be members of any affiliated union or cannot join a

trade union due to the nature of their employments. One of the advantages of having such

a system is that the National Centre will have sufficient financial resources to provide more

services for members. Strong fmancial position will thus enable the National Centre to embark

on major projects which individual affiliates are incapable ofdoing. It will also greatly help the

labour movement to build up a strong labour economy in the Republic.

CONCLUSION

In the final analysis, the successful implementation of the abovementioned policy guidelines for

the purpose of fulfilling the two primary objectives of the NTUC (je the promotion of economical

and industrial development and the improvement of the social and economic well-being of the workers)

depends primarily on two main conditions. Firstly, it depends on the support ofits affiliates and their

meners in implementing such guidelines. Secondly, the promotion of tripartism in Singapore as a

basis for economic progress and social justice must necessarily depend on the cooperation and total

commitnnt on the part ofthe govemment, employers and workers.
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1975 over 1965
1965 1975 Period Per Annum

j) At Current Prices $190 $570 200% 11.6%
ii) At 1965 Prices

(in real terms) $190 $370 95% 6.9%

Data Source: Address by the Prime Minister, Mr Lee Kuan Yew at the Inaugural Dinner of
NTUC’s Second Triennial Delegates Conference, at the Shangri-la Hotel, on
Sunday, 25 April 1976

Consumer
Period Price Index Absolute bicorne Real bicorne

(Nov 72 = 100) (For ail workers) (For ail workers)

1975 (Aug) 148.2 $41.30 $324.76
1976 (Aug) 143.8 $503.88 $350.40
1977 (Aug) 151.5 $538.55 $355.48
1978 (Aug) 157.7 $568.88 $360.74

Increase 9.5 $87.58 $35.98
between or or or
1975.78 6.41% 18.20% 11.08%

Data Source: 1978 Singapore Yearbook of Labour Statistics, Ministry 0f Labour, May
1979 and Yearbook of Statistics Singapore 1977/78, Department of Statistics,
Singapore

Appendix H

INDUSTRIAL STOPPAGES, WORKERS INVOLVED AND MAN-DAYS LOST

(1955 — 1979)

PERIOD

Appendix III

MODAL MONTHLY INCOME PER WORKER: 1965 & 1975
INDUSTRIAL STOPPAGES WORKERS INVOLVED MAN-DAYS LOST

1955 57,433 946,354

1956 12,373 454,455

1957 8,233 109,349½

1958 2,679 78,166

1959 1,939 26,58734

1960 5,939 152,00534

1961 43,584 410,889

1962 6,647 165,124

1963 33,004 388,219

1964 2,535 35,908

1965 3,374 45,800

1966 1,288 44,762

1967 4,491 41,322

1968 172 11,447

1969 0 8,512*

1970 1,749 2,514

1971 1,380 5,449

1972 3,168 18,233

1973 1,312 2,295

1974 1,901 5,380

1975 1,865 4,853

1976 1,576 3,193

1977 406 1,011

1978 0 0

1979(Sept)1 O O

275

29

227

22

40

45

116

88

47

39

30

14

10

4

o
5

2

10

5

10

7

4

o
o

Average Absolute and Real Monthly Income of Workers, 1975 — 78

*Mandays lost carned forward from 1968.
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6.

Appendix IV

IMPROVEMENT IN SINGAPORE’S LIVING STANDARDS BY SELECTED
INDICATORS, 1965 & 1978

Indicator 1965 1978

1. Per Capita Indigenuous GNP
(at current prices) $1,567 $5,982

2. Unemployment rate 9% 3.6%

3. TV set ownership I TV set for every 1 1’V set for every
29 persons 6.7 persons

4. Telephone ownership 1 phone for every 1 phone for every 4
22 persons persons

5. Private car ownership 1 car for every 18 1 car for every 17
persons

1 bus for every 1,166
persons

7.

8.

9.

10.

11.

Sources: The Mirror, August 16, 1976, and March 13, 1978;
Yearbook of Statistics Singapore 1978/79.

Bus services

Taxi services

Percentage of population living
in HDB flats

Percentage of population with
modem sanitation faciities

Annual per capita expenditure
on fumishings and household
appliances

Annual per capita expenditure on
cultural pursuits, recreation,
entertainment & education

12. Per capita savings (fixed and
savings deposits)

persons

3,200 taxis

s

s

s

23%

50%

157.00

126.00

405.00

1 bus for
persons

7,600 taxis

s

s

every

64%

75% (1977)

397

256.00 (1977)

367.00 (1977)

$2,770.00 (1977)

Appendix V

GROWTH 0F TRADE UNIONS (1946 - 1979) & PERCENTAGE 0F
NTUC MEMBERSHIP TO TOTAL ORGANISED LABOUR

1

Percentage of NTUC
Total Union membership to total

Year Union Membership NTUC Membership organised labour

1946 8 18,673 —

1947 126 96,060 —

1948 118 74,367 —

1949 93 47,301 —

1950 91 48,595 —

1951 107 58,322 —

1952 122 63,831 —

1953 133 73,566 —

1954 136 76,452 —

1955 187 139,317 —

1956 205 157,216 —

1957 216 140,710 —

1958 218 129,159 —

1959 176 146,579 —

1960 130 144,770 —

1961 124 164,462 —

1962 122 189,032 —

1963 112 142,936 —

1964 106 157,050 101,824
1965 108 154,054 112,635
1966 108 141,925 104,526
1967 108 130,053 92,936
1968 112 125,518 88,401
1969 112 120,053 85,558
1970 102 112,488 85,422
1971 100 124,350 96,227
1972 97 166,988 142,162
1973 92 191,481 168.090
1974 90 203,561 189,214
1975 89 208,561 197,510
1976 91 221,936 211,956
1977 90 229,056 215,522
1978 89 236,907 226,257
1979 (July) 86 242,253 231,268

I

64.8%
73.1%
73.6%
7 1.5%
70.4%
7 1.3%
76.0%
77.4%
85.1%
87.8%
93.0%
94.7%
9 5.5%
94.1%
95.5%
9 5.5%

Source: Compiled from Ministry of Labour Reports Government of Singapore
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The Port of Suigapore Authority

The &onomic Development Board

The Housing and Development Board

The Public Utilities Board

The Telecommunications Authority 0f Singapore

The Vocationa] and Industrial Training Board

The Centra] Provident Fund Board

The Singapore Tourist Promotion Board

The National Productivity Board

The National Maritime Board

Jurong Town Corporation

National Wages Council

Singapore Faxnily Planning and Population Board

Singapore Metrication Board

National Safety First Council

Junior Trainee Scheme Advisory Council

Workers’ Representation in Key Statutory Boards in Singapore

Appendix VI

NTUC AND ITS AFFILIATES’ COOPERÀTIVES

Appendix VII

a)

b)

c)

d)

e)

f)

g)

h)

j)

j)

k)

1)

m)

n)

o)

p)

(B)

(A) NTUC Co-operatives

1) NTUC Workers’ Cooperative Commonweafth for Transport Ltd (COMFORT)
a) 4,500 taxis
b) 350 mini buses
c) 38 City Shuttie buses

2) NTUC Co-operative Insurance Commonwealth Enterprise Ltd (INCOME)
a) Individual life insurance policies — 55,000 policies issued involving $325 millions sums

assured and I out ofevery 3 life insurance policies sold in Singapore.
b) INCOME also underwrites various portfolios of general insurance policies.

3) NTUC Welcome Consumers’ Cooperative Ltd (WELCOME) — 12 supermarkets

4) NTUC Co-operative Dental Care Society Ltd (DENTICAJ)

5) NTUC Fafrdeal Book Cooperative Ltd (FAJRDEAL)

a) 2 retajled centres
b) 28 bookshops in schools

Affihiates’ Cooperatives

1) SILO Multipurpose Cooperative Society Ltd

a) 15 supermarkets
b) 7 canteens
e) 1 home appliances centre
d) I printing press

PIEU Multipurpose Cooperatjve Society Ltd
a) 3 supermarkets
b) I restaurant

SATU Multipurpose Cooperative Society Ltd — 2 canteens

SILO/PIEU/SATtJ Joint Venture — The Big Splash — an aquatic sports complex to provide
recreationa] and sports facilities for members.

SMMWU Multipurpose Cooperative Society Ltd
a) 3 supermarkets
b) 1 home appliances centre

I 2)

3)

4)

5)

148
149



ç,
’

P)
J
)

—
o

r) o O
n

.u
o

(D
o

.<
P)

(D
= (D o r)

.
(D p

-

T
Y

P
E

S
0

F
U

N
IO

N
S

A
N

D
T

H
E

IR
M

E
M

B
E

R
S

H
IP

S
T

R
E

N
G

T
H

A
S

A
T

M
A

Y
19

79

O D
—

t,
,

—
.,

—
‘O O

(
D

D

o
P

)
o

n
‘O

o
n

o
-
,

o
‘O (D C

i’)
(
D

0 r)
.

(D o-

C %
— O D C
)

P
) = ‘< P
) (D p o ,- (D u, D o D n o z O (D -
t

C
,, o O o D n (D D -
t (D

-T
i

p ‘O O o Q
,

(D n o o ‘O (D -
t P
) (D (M o (D t-
, o- (D P
) C -
t P
) D

(D ‘O ‘O (D (M ‘O P
)

-
t o rr
i

‘O o (D (D C
,, O ‘O

r)
C

D
O ‘O

I
I

u
,

(D r
. O
-

r) o D Q
, p r) o o ‘O (D P
,

(D

A
pp

en
di

x
V

II
I

_
_

_
_

_

Si
ze

of
M

em
be

rs
hi

p
T

yp
es

of
U

ni
on

s
Le

ss
th

an
10

0-
50

0-
10

00
-

30
00

-
50

00
-

75
00

-
10

00
0-

20
00

0-
30

00
0-

50
00

0-
T

ot
al

N
o

10
0

49
9

99
9

29
99

49
99

74
99

99
99

19
99

9
29

99
9

49
99

9
75

00
0

of
U

ni
on

H
ou

se
U

ni
on

s
1

2
2

2
—

—
—

—
—

—

—
(1

33
%

)

U
ni

on
s

ba
se

d
on

co
m

m
o

n
oc

cu
pa

ti
on

or
13

pr
of

es
si

on
2

5
3

1
1

—
—

I
—

—
(2

5.
5%

)

C
iv

il
Se

rv
ic

e
U

ni
on

s
(l

nc
lu

ch
ng

ce
rt

ai
n

em
pl

oy
ee

s
fr

om
st

at
ut

or
y

12
bo

ar
ds

)
—

4
3

2
1

1
—

—
—

1
—

(2
3.

5%
)

S
ta

tu
to

iy
B

oa
rd

s
10

E
m

pl
oy

ee
s’

U
ni

on
s

—
2

2
2

3
1

—
—

—
—

—
(1

9.
6%

)

In
du

st
ri

al
U

ni
on

s
—

—
1

2
1

1
—

1
—

—

—
(1

1.
8%

)

.
3

G
en

er
al

U
ni

on
s

—
—

—
—

—
—

—
1

1
—

1
(

59
%

)

3
13

11
9

6
3

—
3

1
1

1
51

T
ot

al
(5

9%
)

(2
5.

4%
)(

21
.5

%
)(

17
.6

%
)(

11
.8

%
)

(5
.9

%
)

—
(5

.9
%

)
(2

.9
%

)
(2

%
)

(2
%

)
(lO

W
o)



.e

e

N N

o.-’
,oo

o
—

—

00-’

r
“D

‘j-,--’

“Developing The Singapore Wôrker
In The 80s”

Dr. Ahmad Mattar
Ag Minister for Social Affairs
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We have long realised that our greatest resources are our own people. In the past it has beenthe adaptability, trainability and willingness to work hard of our people that has translated the visionof our planners into the achievements ofmodern Singapore. But gone are the days ofcheap and plentifui labour. The success of our family planning promotional efforts wiil increasingly manifest itself inlower rates of entry into the labour market. The deliberate restructuring of our economy in the newindustrial era wiil put a premium on the careful use of labour. This means that human resource development wiil figure much more importantly than it already does.
The development of human resources has many aspects. As this serninar concems itself with theworker level, it is the development of workers that I would now like to focus on.
For a developing country, Singapore undoubtedly demands a great deal of her workers. They areexhorted flot only to develop a high degree of skills and improve their productivity, but also to exhibitail the possible good attitudes to work. They are urged to attain levels of skill and productivity comparable to those prevalent in the most advanced industrialised nations which have had a settled people forgenerations and a much longer industrial development. To add to the load of our workers, while thesejob skills are being developed, they are simultaneously expected to improve their bilingual skills andbuild up the qualities that would make them good citizens — for we are a young nation stiil in the process of carving out a sense of national identity. When we remember that it was only a little over a de-cade ago, in 1968, that technical education and vocational training were given the impetus of intensivedevelopment in the national plan, it becomes ail the more remarkable that we should in this short spacehave built up such high expectations of the Singapore worker.

Yet for the next decade we demand stiil more. We expect to further accelerate the rate of skilsdeveloprnent. And to this is added a further element — the personal development of each worker, eachcitizen, to realise, as far as possible, his maximum potential. These are ambitious goals we have set ourselves — goals which countries with far greater experience and resources than we possess, have longstruggled to attain. Must we then fail’
By no means. Success or failure in this is flot a matter of absolutes,judged by whether or flot we attainour final goals, for that is humanly impossible. Rather, we measure it by the distance we have travelledfrom our starting point, along the path we have charted. In the final analysis, do we enjoy a better lifethat we did before? That is the acid test.
So, in striving towards our goals for the second industrial revolution, I have no doubt that we shah
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make headway, barring unforeseen world events that may have adverse repercussions on us. But the

degree of success we achieve will depend on the participation of every sector — the Government policy

makers and administrators, the schools and institutions that provide education and training, die emplo

yers and the workers themselves.

The recent establishment of the Skills Development Fund is a major step towards our objectives,

providing the fmancial incentive for the future development of our workers. The possibilities for its use

are challenging. Used with imagination the fund could be a key tool of economic planning. It could be

applied selectively and flexibly to stimulate priority areas of growth where skills need urgently to be

developed.
I suggest that a worthwhile area of manpower investment is in continuing education programmes.

The priority here should be in areas that enhance job-effectiveness such as in languages and work

related skills and knowledge. The aim is to enable workers to maximise their contribution in a tight

labour situation.
At present there are many able workers who have displayed the potential for development even

to professional level. They may have been denied the chance of tertiary education because they lost

out to others in academic resuits. Perhaps the tertiary institutions should re-think the whole basis

on which they conduct courses, so as not to run counter to the policy of encouraging workers to up

grade themselves through further education. At present admission is based on academic resuits. Per

haps for certain courses, skill attainment might be an acceptable alternative criterion. The courses them

selves may need to be re-structured in modules and offered on a part-time basis to enable workers to

enrol. The practical aspects of the curricula may need to be expanded. Programmes should be mounted

to expose the academic staff to relevant working conditions in the commercial and industrial world, so

that they would be able to teach more effectively the practical applications of their disciplines.

On the Vocational and Industrial Training Board, as both the major tramer in vocational skills

and provider of continuing education programmes, will fail a significant share of the enlarged respon

sibility in human resource development. The Board must work towards fuller simulation of the real

working environment in its training institutes, so as to provide the trainees with better preparation of

their jobs. There will be more emphasis on higher skill courses. Training equipment will have to be up

graded accordingly. Greater commitment will be demanded of the training staff. They will be expec

ted to set the tone so that trainees may leam by their example the right attitudes to work. Stress.will

be laid on the development of the training staff themselves through further training and inplant attach

ments to gain practical experience and widen their knowledge. Apprenticeship will continue to be in

tensively promoted as the VITB fully recognises the need for on-the-job training to supplement basic

institutional training in die development of die skilled worker. As workers with high skills are needed

also in die commercial sector, die development of commercial education will be an increasing preoccu

pation of die Board.
Management too must step up its contribution. The manpower development policies of die 80’s

wili need die employers’ full support. They must provide on-die-job training opportunities for workers

to attain higher skills. Managment should create incentives for workers to upgrade themselves, for ex

ample through sponsorship for further education and training; allowing some flexibiity in working

hours to accommodate training schedules; and giving adequate recognition to courses completed, such

as better promotional prospects or re-deployment to better utilise die skills developed. There is no

point having a welI-educated and skilled, but frustrated and therefore less-productjve workforce. Trade
associations that have promised support in developing die manpower needed by their own members
must be prepared to put their words into practice. Employers should shoulder their fair share of die re
sponsibility for training on a voluntary basis.

In ail this, have die unions a role to play? Or, to put it another way, can a responsible union move
ment afford flot to do its bit? What policies should die unions pursue, what programmes to educate
their leaders and membership to die challenges and die opportunjtjes? These are questions I would
like to pose die workshop. Our Iabour Movement is long past die age of infancy. Seminars like this
mark die stages of growth and testify to a welcome weaning away from a sole preoccupation with the
bread-and-butter issues. Union leaders must raise their sights to die wider perspective of national, flot
just individual, progress so that their vision could in turn be transmitted throughout die whole body of
members.

Unions stand for unity. Our workers are our greatest force. United they can be harnessed to spur
on national development in die way it should go. And in the growth of die nation will be found room
for die individual member to prosper md find fulfiinient. Ultimately, it is die response of die workers
themselves which must largely determine die success of ail these plans and measures. What should die
unions do to help ensure diat die workers wiil be worth die higher wages and better terms and condi
tions of employment diat they will negotiate in die years ahead? On the basis that change for die bet
ter begins most effectively in changing our ownselves, I would like to direct die workshop today to
examine die union’s role in developing the Singapore Worker in die SO’s.
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“Some Observations On Upgrading 0f Skills,
Working Environment, Occupational Health,

Safety And Productivity”

Mr. Fong Sip Chee
Sr Parliamentary Secretary (Labour)

The 1980’s offer immense opportunities for Singapore to revamp our economic structure, elevate
the industrial sector to a higher technological plane, and to upgrade the level of skills and wages
of the workers. However, these opportunities may flot be available to us if we allow the residual pro
blems of die 70s to spiil over to the next decade.

Singapore has gone through two decades of industrial development. The high unemployment rate
in 1959 when the Government first took office made it prudent for the Government to place the em
phasis on labour-intensive industries in the 1960s. In any case, we were then flot prepared for anything
higher than that level. Factories were set up rapidly, some with refurbished machinery and were soon
in production, turning out low technology products. The accelerated British withdrawal of its miitary
personnel further compounded the problem and more labour-intensive industries were injected into
the manufacturing sector to absorb the unemployed.

This trend continued into the 70s, wi.th the addition of the electronics and other middle techno
logy industries, most of which were also labour intensive, to take advantage of the comparatively chea
per labour cost here.

These industries took root and set the pattem for more industries which were dependent on la
bour. With every expansion, even more workers were required to handie newer, but similar machines.
Hitherto, expansion in the manufacturing sector has been sheer expansion in volume, but flot accom
panied by improvement of production methods and better deployrnent of available manpower.

The reluctance of manufacturers to change is understandable. For as long as these low value added
goods stiil remain competitive in the international markets, in spite the increased labour costs, the resis
tance to upgrade will remain. The liberalisation of the work permit policy, in a way abets the contin
uation of die less efficient factories.

One resuit in a situation of a shortage of workers is die high rate ofjob-hopping. Turn-over rate in
certain establishments reached as high as 60% per year and over a period of 2 to 3 years, nearly the en-
tire workforce was changed. This is a conservative random sample. Job-hopping in turn jacks up wages
to a level hardly related to the level of the skill and productivity of a worker.

Productivity and Wages

Productivity is flot the same as production; unfortunately die former can be hidden by die latter.
Employers are quite happy with increases in production volume achieved by proportionate increase in
the number of workers.

156 157



It is interesting to note that during the peak of the world recession in 1973 to 1975, when Singa

pore adopted a high wage policy to cushion off the effects of escalating inflation a higher percentage

of productivity was actually achieved as compared to Hong Kong, Taiwan and South Korea — our tra

ditional competitors who were then having a wage level much lower than Singapore. The table Çvas tur

ned when wage levels in Hong Kong, Taiwan and South Korea gradually overtook Singapore and at the

same time recorded a growth in productivity averaging 3 times that of Singapore.

Singapore will have to pay a high price if she continues to maintain its labour-intensive industries.

It is like running-on-the-spot with ever increasing tempo, eventually the runner coilapses out of exhau

stion without making any headway.

In short, a vicious circle is being perpetuated: More labour = low wage = low productivity = more

workers required = more foreign workers to be imported = more concomitant social and political pro

blems.
More low skiiled workers on low wages only mean an increase in production volume and marginal

increase in profit. In the process, neither skill nor production method is irnproved. It also means that

more people are deployed to do proportionately the same amount of work — unproductive use of man

power resources.
Industries should therefore re-examine their production methods and discard obsolete processes.

Skills cannot and will neyer be able to upgrade if the industries themselves do flot modernise and get

away from labour dependency.

The NWC recommendations are not intended to reward the unproductive workers nor are they a

punitive measure against the unproductive or inefficient industries. It must be taken as an inducement

for accelerated process in modernisation. For the immediate future, the policy wiil resait in more in

flux of foreign workers, but in 3 to 4 year’s time, dependence on guest workers should see a decline

when the higher labour costs will compel those labour dependent industries either to improve their

production techniques or to reinvest elsewhere.

It is pertinent to take note of Hong Kong’s textile industry, which is heavily labour-intensive.

It commands a major position in the economy of the colony, and is highly prone to the protectionist

policy of the developed countries. Stringent quotas will cause the industry to collapse and badly hurt

the colony’s economy.

Singapore must therefore get out of this trap, and quick. The low value added industries must be

gradually phased out and the limited manpower and land resources diverted to service the technology

base industries, producing higher value-added goods which are less prone to protectionists’ pressure.

Job Satisfaction

Job hopping must be reduced to an acceptable rate in the 80s. Whilst it may be true that a fair

proportion of job hopping has been due to population movement in Singapore, the cmx of the mat-

ter stiil lies in supply and demand and the low skills required. Higher or specialised skills wifl command

higher wages and help reduce labour mobility, which, even if it takes place, will confine the circulation

to industries requiring that particular skill.

Employers however must provide the system and the work environment which wil attract and ab

sorb the graduates from the VITB Vocational and Technical Institutes. A paradoxical situation now

exists. Take for instance the construction industry. Some VITB trainees have expressed reluctance to

enter the construction industiy as they find much to their dismay, that the industry is stili operating
the obsolete back-handed building method, while they have been trained in the modem method of
construction. One glaring example is the question of safety. The trainees have been taught ail the safety
rules only to find that no anchorage points are provided on the site for their safety beits and life-lines.

Trainees in other vocations are flot much better off. From the neat and disciplined training work
shop environment, they are exposed later to factories with poor house keeping, badly maintained, un
safe machines and tools; from the instructors’ insistence on proper working apparel and personal safety
equiprnent, to factories without even the foggiest idea of workers’ safety and health. These new genera
tion workers will soon be disillusioned, but nevertheless carry on, as they have to make a living. Pride
of work and of his acquired skill soon fade away. They either leave their jobs, leave their trade behind
and look for other easier employment, or accept the situation and soon join the indisciplined. This
situation is often aggravated by poor personnel managment.

Company loyalty, so often talked about, is a two-way affair. Whilst it is true that a good number
of workers wiil change jobs for a marginal increase in pay, there must be something in a certain com
pany which deserves the loyalty of its employees.

Company loyalty is flot something strange in Singapore. There are a number of older establish
ments both in the commercial and industrial sectors which enjoy and value the services of employees
who have been with them for twenty years or more, although most of these employees have at least
changed their residences once. There is something in them which the others do flot have.

Company Loyalty

The frequent reference to the Japanese mode] of company loyalty is fallacious. The Japanese
situation is vastly different from our experience and even then, there are signs that it is breaking
down over there.

Let us compare the differences. In Japan, the capital, skills and technology are indigenous, ai
though she did live on borrowed or copied technology for quite a while. The labour force is homogen.
ous, with the same language, culture, social value and way of life. Singapore, on the other hand, de-
pends on foreign investment capital, borrowed technology and the higher skills, and a mixed workforce
of different language groupings, community, cultures, way of life and values of work. Added to these
are an equafly diversified guest workforce. In Japan, the larger and better established industrial giants
are located in rural and suburban areas where the local population depends on them for their liveli
hood. Mobility therefore is on a very much lesser scale, and it is flot uncommon that workers serve the
same establishment for generations. This kind of company loyalty is more dictated by circumstances
than by choice.

Whatever the reasons for this unique Japanese phenomena, it does help the Japanese a great deal.
With a highly skflled and dependable workforce, the Japanese have that much more competitive edge
over the others.

Singapore must fmd its own brand of company loyalty. It is flot blind loyalty for the employers’
benefit only. There must evolve something more than just employer-employee relationship and the
pride of association with the company. There is however no miracle solution or no instant company
loyalty. Unions and Employers wiil find it worthwhile to probe further into this human factor in an in
dustrial cosmopolitan country like Singapore.
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I.abour Standards and Protection
The 1980s will see a better educated, higher skilled workforce enjoying higher wages and standard

of living. Labour standards and protection of the workers must correspondmgly be upgraded to meet

with the changed environment.
By the mid 1980s, at least 75% of the population will be living in HDB apartments. The number of

HDB property-owner-workers among Singapore’s workforce wiIl be proportionately the same percen

tage. A higher wage and property-owning worker means a heavier cornmitment in maintaining his stan

dard of living and that of his family. We must see to it that in the event of a worker retiring or being

permanently incapacitated due to injury at work, or worse stiil death, either due to natural causes or

work accident, everything will flot be lost for him and his family.

Such a worker has more to lose. It may even be this sub-conscious thought ofhis that makes hiin

earn as much as he can or to make a quick buck to pay off his many instalments on his HDB apart

ment, that contributes to hisjob-hopping. He needs more protection for himself and his family.

Better and more realistic protection by statute will certainly help relieve him ofhis anxiety. With

these haunting thoughts removed from his mmd, he can concentrate on his work and find satisfaction

that he is an useful citizen and a responsible head ofhis family.

Safety and Health
Safety and Health enforcement will have to be even more stringent. Appropriate amendments will

have to be legislated to enforce strict adherence of Safety and Health Rules and a better working en

vironment. Employers will be required to undertake their own safety and health training programme

for their workers and penalties for the offender, be he employer or employee, will be enhanced to

bring home the message that safety is everybody’s responsibiity.

Training for safety and health personnel will be undertaken by the proposed Institute of Occu

pationai Safety and Health (provisional titie). The Institute will provide training at different levels and

consultancy services. It will have research faciities to cater for the new production techniques and pro-

cesses.
Planning for the Institute is progressing according to schedule. When established, the Institute wffl

be geared towards meeting the needs of the 80s.

More Realistic Workmen Compensation

The quantum for compensation will be periodically reviewed as the Ministry of Labour has beeh

doing, to ensure that it is commensurate with the cost of living and inflation.

Indeed such a move will invariably hurt the labour-intensive industries which refuse to change.

For those establishments which can successfully do away with unproductive and inefficient use ofman

power, this periodic increase will be negligible.

Higher quantum of computation against loss of earnings due to incapacity as a result of work in-

jury is not only necessary, but will also at the same time provide an added impetus to the modernisa

tion process through increased costs arising from the use of unnecessary manpower.

Retirement and other protection
Other forrns of protection against loss of income of a family either due to retirement or death

resulting from whatever cause of its working member, are being examined by the Ministry.

The Ministry is currently looking into a number of schemes to intiemnify CPF contributors against

such eventualities.

The Second Phase 0f Industrialisation And

1. The Second Phase of Industrialisation

Its Implications On Productivity
For Workers And Managers

The First Phase of Industrialisation in Singapore in the I 960s aimed to solve the problem of
rampant unemployment owing to the large number of school leavers entering into the job market,
a consequence of the post-war population explosion. This was aggravated by the British withdrawal
of their Military bases in Singapore. The industrialisation programme in the 60s concentrated on
import substitution and the export oflow-wage products.

By the beginning of 1970, Singapore firmly established herself as a manufacturing-service
trading economy. With the problem of unemployment under control, a sophisticated and modem
industrial infrastructure established, and as the young population became more educated, Singa
pore geared herseif for the next phase ofher Industrialisation Programme.

The Economic Plan of Singapore for the 70s aimed to increase skills of the labour force, raise
wages, and upgrade the economy with higher value-added products. Economic growth during the
early seventies, between 1970 and 1973, was impressive with GDP growing at more than 11% an
nually. Then came the ou crisis and the world economic recession in 1973 stretching into 1976.
The Economic Plan had to be temporarily suspended while moderate wage increases were allowed
in order to keep Singpaore attractive to foreign investors who came in search of low-wage labour.
We weathered the storm without serious damage. Between 1976 and 1979, the economy picked
up again but this time with a siower growth rate. The main reasons were the over-cautious wait
and-see type business attitude and the continuation of the low-wage policy. The resuits were low
mechanisation, more immigrant labour and low productivity.

With the rising tide of protectionjsm, increasing freight rates, the Iranian oil crisis, and the em
erging industrialising countries in the Asia-Pacific region and China with their tremendous low.
wage labour resources capable of producing labour-intensive products at much lower labour costs,
Singapore has to move up the industrialisation ladder rapidly. Hence, the Second Phase of the In
dustrialisation Programme.

Singapore is now set to move from the “Third Division League” of low-skilled, Iow mechanisa
tion and low-wage countries to be “Second Division League” of medium mechanisation and me
dium wage countries.

In the years to corne, the influx of cheap foreign workers from Malaysia, Thaiiand, Sri Lanka
and other neighbouring countries will be reduced. Industries such as plywood and textile, which

Dr. Lee Chiaw Meng
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hitherto have a large proportion of foreign workers must set out to recruit more Singapore workers

into their workforce. This is flot going to be an easy task as Singapore workers are reluctant to

work in these industries where conditions are flot as comfortable and cosy as in the banks or air

conditioned factories of higher technology products. Faced with a shortage of workers, these firms

may have to move to other more conducive countries where certain categories ofworkers are more

easily available.
As Singapore moves away from the low-wage, Iow-skifled industries to the higher wage, higher

skffled industries, it must be recognised that the smailer firms will be in a less favourable situation

than larger firms in securing new workers, especially as the new workers will be more technically

skilled and sophisticated. The implication of this is that small and medium-sized firms must move

towards labour-saving devices, or offer specialised high skilled services.

More skiil-intensive, high technology, and high vahie-added industries such as machine tools,

precision engineering, sophisticated electronics, petro-chemicals, and modem office equipment

and machinery will mean higher wages and a consequent higher standard of living. Existing labour

intensive industries such as plywood and textiles will be at a disadvantage in a high-wage environ-

ment unless they increase their productivity to a competitive level by means of mechanisation

and skill upgrading, and concentrate on producing high quality products. Mechanisation in these

industries may have already reached a plateau. In which case, it will be necessary to tum to social

factors if productivity in these industries are to be enhanced. Inculcating better work ethics may

be more effective than skills upgrading.

Skill-intensive and high technology products are essentially export-oriented. In fact, their

main advantage is that they are less likely to be subject to the restrictive policies of importing

countries. An export-orientated economy must therefore have an effective export promotion in

frastructure to secure foreign markets. Industrialists, especially local entrepreneurs, must put more

effort in this area because this is a decisive factor for the success of a company. We need now to

identify the sources of higher productivity that will launch us on our “Second Industrial Revolu

tion”.

2. Sources of Higher Productivity

For Singapore, there are three sources of higher productivity when we can tap to achieve the’

ends we have in mmd. These sources are: labour, capital, and technology. Each of these three wil

have its part to play in Singapore in the 80s. One may have a bigger role than the others, but ail

three are of vital importance.

2.1 Labour

There will be higher productivity and hence greater economic growth if there is a better

quality of labour. Better quality of labour in this context means an increase in the skills and

efficiency of the workers.
As we move towards an era of Kigher-skiiled and higher-wage jobs, we need to ernbark

on an extensive education and training programme to equip our workforce with the neces

sary skiils and knowledge. Singapore will have to accelerate its supply of skilled workers, tech

nicians, engineers and technocrats, as there will be a greater demand for these people in the

future.

It is important to realise the connection between economic growth and hurnan resource
development. As technology changes and develops, a country needs the manpower capable of
applying this knowledge as well as teaching it to others. This means a large number of techni
cally competent engineers, technicians and other specialists and managers will be required.

Changes in technology will in turn alter the content of jobs and the skills, responsibiities
and tasks required of workers. This means persons better able to adjust to change and leam
new tasks will have an advantage in the labour market.

We are fortunate in that two-thirds of our workforce are below 45 years of age. Slightly
less than half of the workforce is single. This means that we have a young workforce, whose
attitudes have not been hardened. They will be easier to train and retrain in the acquisition of
new skills and better work ethics.

If a worker is better able to learn and releam, and thus more able to adapt to new met
hods, machines, materials, and processes, he will be a better worker. This is crucial. If workers
are flot willing to learn and relearn, the restructuring policy of the governrnent will not bear
fruit.

A worker need also to be rnulti-skilled. In this age of rapidly changing technology, where
obsolescence cornes upon us with alarming rapidity, a worker who is multi-skilled will be
more flexible and durable.

There is another area in which corporations may find it worthwhile to pay some attention
in the wake of the Second Phase of Industrialisation. This is the question of the quality of
working life in particular and quality of life in general. Rapid industrialisation must be accom
panied by an equaily rapid developrnent of a social organisation and framework to support
and complement the industrialisation process. The concept of the hourly worker as a variable
expense rather than an asset will have to go. As Singapore rnoves up the industrialisation lad
der, it will becorne more necessary to improve the quality of working life. A higher paid and
more educated workforce will some day clamour for a better quality of working life, career
development and self-actualisation in the jobs they do. This would be one of the major pre
occupations of Singapore managers in the 80s.

What this means is that we must look seriously into ways and means of:
a) allowing workers at ai levels to have greater involvement in decision-making;
b) increasing the opportunity for workers to exercise judegement and initiative on the

job;
c) substituting individual responsibility for rigid rifles and discipline;
d) giving workers greater identity and recognition;
e) taking jobs that have become fragmentated, regimented and mechanical, and rebuil

ding them into new jobs with more coherence and meaning.

This is important, as the new breed of better educated, higher-skiiled workforce will be
more socially and economicafly aware, and will be more capable of flexibly adapting themsel
ves to the new working environment.

It might be timely to strike a note of caution here regarding the effect of a policy of high
technologmcal progress resulting in widespread automation and mechanisation. True, there will
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2.2

be a need to have high-skilled labour. But, the demand for workers doing simple and repetitive

work may also increase. This may be true flot only for factory work, but also for work in of

fices. Simple key-punching operations.
For this type of work, there may be increased demand for female workers. Thus, ways

wiil have to be found to increase the female participation rate to man the more routine and

repetitive jobs resulting from automation and mechanisation.
At present, most manufacturing enterprises in Singapore are plagued by a high rate of la

bour turnover. Job-hopping is fast becoming an accepted way of life. But this state of affairs

cannot be allowed to continue if we aspire to a better life and higher economic growth thro

ugh industrialisation. High labour turnover of skilled and semi-skilled labour causes serious dis

ruption of the manufacturing process and loss of efficiency. Moreover, job-hopping is flot con

ducive to the long-term technical upgrading of workers. Perhaps, some sort of punitive mea-

sures should be introduced against firms who crib job-hoppers. In the short-term, job-hopping

may benefit the individual worker, but the social costs will be enormous.

In general then, workers in Singapore must be politicafly and sociafly conscious and appre

ciate their role and importance in economic development. It is a truism that everybody works

for himself. The problem is how to make everybody work for the company or for the eco

nomic development of the country and at the same time work for himself. While management

is responsible for providing the leadership and infrastructure, workers must be prepared to

accept change and adapt to new conditions. They must be an active factor of production, con

stantly contributing new and efficient work methods, and assisting management in innovation

to enable ail to meet the challenge ahead.
Every worker must be a professional worker, proud of what he is and of his role in the or

ganisation as weil as in the society. A new work ethics of quality consciousness, commitment

to work, longer-term employment and willingness to learn md self-develop must emerge to fit

the industries in the Second Phase of our Industrialisation programme.

Employers

We cannot talk about improving the quality of the workforce without a discussion of the

role and responsibility of the employers in this aim.
Employers should ensure that there is no labour wastage through under-utiisation or mis

utilisation. This is best done by having constant reviews to streamiine production processes

and systems.
Mechanisation, automation and computerisation should be seriously and boldly conside

red as ways to cut down on manpower. However, there is one point of caution. More machi

nes md higher technology do flot automatically imply higher productivity. The experience of

the mechanisation of coal-mining in England in the 50s would testify to this.

8e fore the SOs, coal was mined in small groups of 5 to 6. Each group worked independen

tly of the others md they each minded a short portion of the coal face. This is the traditional

short-wail method. Then came mechanisation md the long-wail method of coal mming. Po

werful machines were used to cut a long stretch of the coal face. The workers were divided in

to large specialised groups. There were problems of strikes and work-to-rule. Productivity de-

creased despite mechanisation. This was because the people were not matched to the tasks.
Technology and mechanisation impose a demand on the type of work system or organisa

tion to fit the technology but the work system or organisation has social, cultural and psycho
logical properties that are quite independent of the technology. Productivity can only improve
if there is a good fit between the technology and the work organisation. Management must be
aware of the interactive forces in a social-technical system in his organisation. Those who mec
hanise and go into high technology md get the workforce to merely fit the technology with
out considering the social and psychological needs of the workers are pursuing a dangerous
course. On the other hand, those who are to mechanise or upgrade technology arguing that
the workforce is not sufficiently sophisticated or of a high enough level to cope with the
technology wiil be facing insurmountable problems of low productivity. Hence the importan
ce of a social-technical approach to make the best use of technology, as weil as the work
force.

Top management should look upon human resources planning and development as a
matter of great importance, in fact, just as important as a decision involving capital or mac
hinery investment. Upgrading skill md training of employees at ail levels of the organisation
should be regarded as a matter of company policy.

To gain significant foot-holds in the world market, management, especially local entre
preneurs, must put more effort md investment into the adaptive type of Research md Deve
lopment. This is what the Japanese md the Koreans are doing successfully at the moment.
We need to emulate them, otherwise we would not make any head-way in the “Second Divi
sion League”.

The Second Phase of Industrialisation cails for a new business management phiosophy.
Employers must take Singapore in their long-term investment plans. Higher skills imply a lon
ger training time and hence higher investment cost per worker in terms of training. Employers
should take full advantage of the young, versatile md trainable workforce, as only then cm
the move to higher-skffled md higher value-added industries succeed.

The 1980s wil offer the Singapore managers a substantial challenge to adjust to a rapidly
changing industrial scene. More and more managers will be required to have technical skills
in addition to their administrative skills; they should also develop communications md social
skills to fadiitate intergroup relationships md cooperation; they should be able to identify
particular skiils, help in learning md training the individuals in their organisations, md to re
late the individuals to the tasks and the organisation.

In the western industrialised countries, management has found it necessary to reduce its
control over employee behaviour in the years since the Second World War. More and more,
the autocratic, directive md non-participative styles of management have been found to be
counter-productive md conflict-building. There appears to be no reason why the same trend
will not occur in Singapore. More participative md democratic forms of management wiil
have to be the order of the day. This is inevitable in view of the social-economic changes that
are taking place. Organisations cannot be divorced from society. They are part of it.

II
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2.3 Capital

The other major cause of higher productivity is increased capital. Capital here is taken to

mean machines and equipment. It is no use having a highly trained and highly skilled work

force if there are flot enough machines and equipment for them to work with. But we must

realise that the addition of more and better machines and equipment together with the up

grading of the skill and efficiency of the workers is subject to the law of dhninishing retums.

There will come a time when each additional machine will bring a marginal increase in pro

ductivity and hence economic growth.

2.4 Technology

It is generally recognised that the best way to higher productivity is by increasing our tec

hnological knowledge. It is flot technological knowledge per se, but useful technological

knowledge, as this knowledge must be applied to production.

Labour, capital and technological change complement one another. It is dangerous to

treat them separately. The way to higher productivity is to develop ail three components of

higher productivity simultaneously — trained labour enables the use of better machines and

equipment more efficiently, which in turn makes it possible to use more skilled labour effi

ciently. More machines and equipment and more skilled labour make it possible to apply ad

vanced technology, which in turn allows machines and equipment to be used more effectively.

In the short to medium term, the transfer of technology from the more advanced indus.

trialised countries of the world will play a greater role in productivity improvement and eco

nomic growth than any home-grown R & D work. There is very little point in going to the tre

mendous expense and time of designing a new machine in order to upgrade technology if

ail that is needed is to look up a manufacturer’s catalogue to purchase a similar machine which

somebody else has designed.

3. Some Thoughts on the Second Phase of Industrialisation

Higher wages do flot necessarily induce a higher level of technology. In fact, the relationship

between wages and technology is not a simple one but depends on many factors such as the type

of production process, technology hardware, level of skill and management policy. In the last few

months, some labour-intensive and low-technology companies are able to increase wages because,

in the past, wages have been artificially kept low by employing foreign workers and also labour

cost does flot take up a large portion of production cost.
Higher wages need flot also attract higher technology industries from abroad to Singapore.

The very nature of high technology industries means that these industries have proportionately

more high-skiiled workers. Surely, the industrialised societies of Europe, United States, and Japan

wiil be more conducive locations for such industries. Those companies that have located their

operations in Singapore have donc so because of the low wages prevailing, the incentives we offer

and our excellent infrastructure. They will be more reluctant to bear the inconvenience and cost

of dislocation to set up operations here if wages are going to be high and they do flot sec any ad

vantage in terms of skilled labour as compared with their home countries.

Singapore would also like to attract those industries that do not poilute the environment. But

these are the very industries which the industrialised countries want to retain, given the current
worldwide concem about the pollution of the environment by industries. It will need strong eco
nomic incentives indeed for Singapore to counter the costs of dislocation for these industries.

The NWC guidelines were announced in July this year. It may be a little too early to sec the
full effects on employers and workers to the government’s high-wage policy. This policy aims to
compel labour-intensive industries and establishments to rationalise on the use of labour, thus re
leasing labour from less efficient sectors to more efficient sectors. Many companies have sales or
ders to keep them busy till the end of the year when they will decide what to do. Some compa
nies, especially the labour-intensive ones, are already beginning to show signs of strain. Others had
the foresight and have begun to mechanise and automate their production processes. Workers ad
opt a wait-and-see attitude and are ready to make the best out of the situation, especially in terms
of wages. In fact, we know of firms which in the past had problems recruiting and retaining wor
kers but are now able to get workers without too much difficulty, after increasing the pay scale.

Whether the present high wage policy achieves the expected resuits remains to be seen. But
one thing is certain. The small and medium sized local firms which are in the main labour-inten
sive and hence relatively inefficient, will be more badly affected than the large firms, especially
the large foreign firms. Being large, they are better able to pass the wage cost increases on to the
prices of their products. In an inflationary world, price increases are a fact oflife.

For Singapore to stay competitive then, productivity improvement is a must. For only thro
ugh higher productivity can ail interested parties in Singapore’s prosperity gain. Employers wil
gain in higher profits, workers wiil gain in high wages; and the government wifl realise its goal of
greater economic growth.

We must ensure that the three main causes of productivity growth — labour, capital, and
technology — are fuily utiised not in isolation, but collectively. Ultimately, the success or failure
of the new economic policy will depend on the response of ail key groups in the economy.
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Unions Economic Enterprises And
Investments

Mr. Bernard Chen
Minister of State (Defence)

Introduction

1.1 In his speech to the delegates at the historic NTUC Seminar on “Modernisation of the La
bour Movement’ in November, 1969, Dr Goh Keng Swee focussed on the feasibiity of unions
organising co-operatives to develop the Labour Movement as well as serve the interests of the
nation. He annunciated the following 4 major principles under which the Movement would
have to operate:—

j) Co-operatives must be fully competitive with private enterprises;
ii) The Labour Movement should engage in co-operative enterprises in areas where they have

built-m advantages;
iii) Co-operatives must maintain the highest standards of integrity; and
iv) The co-operatives must have effective management.
In the decade following the momentus decision to venture into business, the Labour Move
ment has scrupulously adhered to these four fundamental principles in establishing and run
ning its economic enterprises and managing the investments made possible by surpiuses gene
rated by these enterprises. The extent to which the Labour Movement has succeeded in gain
ing a strong foothold in the business world is best illustrated by several key indicators.

2. Types of Investments

2.1 The flrst major investment embarked upon by the unions was in the highly competitive in
surance industry. When the NTUC Co-operative Insurance Commonwealth Enterprise Ltd
(NTUC INCOME) was set up in 1970, the insurance industry was already relatively well de
veloped.

However, there was one segment of the population that remained untapped. This consisted
of lower income workers whose modest insurance requirements did flot warrant the substan
tial sales expenditure by the large insurance companies which were interested mainly in more
hefty insurance policies. The unions provided the large numbers required to reduce per capita
seing expenses. The close links amongst the unions also ensured that the sales efforts were
correctly channelled to the prospective clients with minimal wastage. With the introduction
of check-offs, premium collections became much less costly. With these built-in advantages,
INCOME was able to develop its business rapidly. The development itself was made possible

__;
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by the appointment of a board of directors comprising both unionists, civil servants and aca
demics also who possess the experience needed to guide INCOME safely through the industry.

A complete team of fuil-time officers and workers was assembled to implement the decisions

of the Board. A distinct feature of the Co-operative was the total absence of subsidy from the
Government or any other organisation. The initial capital required to start the co-operative

going came in the form of share capital subscribed by the unions and for which dividends ha

ve been regularly declared.

2.2 Following closely behind INCOME was the establishment of the NTUC Workers’ Co-operative
Commonwealth for Transport Ltd (NTUC COMFORT) in 1971. The stated objectives of

the Co-operative were to promote and popularise the practice of co-operative enterprises in ail

fields of public road transport and to encourage thrift, co-operation, mutual savings and self

help among its members. The Co-operative cornmenced business with a fleet of 1,000 taxis

and 200 minibuses with ail the vehicles owned by its members. From the smailer Morris Ox
fords and Marinas, COMFORT has moved on to the larger Datsuns which since 1978, have in
corporated air-conditioners. The Co-operative has also ventured into a variety of public tran
sport services ranging from shuttie bus services, transport for school children, factory and of
fice workers and taxis to serve the Central Business District. In almost ail these ventures,
COMFORT has taken the lead to provide the services to support the Government’s policy to
improve public transport services.

The Co-operative managed to maintain its edge against a host of competitors. More important,
it has succeeded in breaking away from the traditional system of syndicates which lease out
their taxis and buses at exorbitant rates by having members eventuaily fuily owning their own
vehicles.

In 1973, when inflationary pressures mounted because of sky-rocketing prices in food grains,
and when there were grave dangers of profiteering, NTUC embarked on yet another major
co-operative venture. The NTUC Welcome Consumers’ Co-operative Ltd (NTUC WELCOME)
was established to go into the retaiing business, primarily to offer consumers an alternative
chain from whieh to buy their goods. Welcome’s supermarkets served to stabilise prices of
essential commodities especiaily food grains such as rice and sugar. The retaiing business,
a long established trade in Singapore, is fiercely competitive with low profit margins. Above
ail, innovation and adaptabiity were essential to ensure success. Welcome was able to safely
sail through the stormy years of high inflation, fanned by oil price increases in 1973/1974
and recession years in 1975 and 1976. The Co-operative was able to make its contribution to
stabilise prices.

2.4 Apart from these major co-operative ventures, NTUC also made its way to 2 other highly com
petitive areas, although on a much smailer scale. The NTUC Fairdeal Book Co-operative Ltd
started operation in October, 1974 to promote and popularise the buying and seiling of
books, working material and stationery items. The Co-operative was able to seil its school
textbooks and stationery at prices 10 — 15% cheaper than its competitors. Members of the
Co-operative get another 5% discount. The NTUC Co-operative Dental Care Society Ltd
(DENTICARE) was another venture set up in 1972 to serve prirnarily members of the NTUC

affihiated unions in their dental health needs. Through the help of the unions which incorpo
rated dental care benefits in negotiating collective agreements with employers, NTUC Den
ticare was able to provide group dental care schemes to its members.

2.5 NTUC, however, was flot the only union organisation to venture into business. Major unions
which have accumulated sufficient funds over the years also began to start businesses of their
own. In the forefront was the Smgapore Industrial I.abour Organisation (SILO) which started
the SILO Multi-purpose Co-operative Society Ltd which now operates supermarkets, canteens
and a printing house. The Pioncer Industries Employees’ Union operate the PIEU Multi-pur
pose Co-operative Society Ltd running supermarkets, restaurant and cafeteria. Other unions,
such as the Singapore Air Transport Workers’ Union, the Singapore Manual & Mercantile Wor
kers’ Union and the Singapore Port Workers’ Union have their own supermarkets, canteens
and home appliance centres.

3. Assets and Business Turnover

4.

5.

6.

3.1 Given the higbly competitive environment and the relatively short span of operation, most of
the co-operatives have been able to develop their business much beyond the targets they have
set for themselves. Each co-operative has on its own exploited its potential to the full, the cx
tent of which was only limited by external constraints imposed on them. Table I shows the
progress, in terms of assets accumulated and business donc of the major NTUC Co-operatives
while Table II gives the details of the assets owned by co-operatives managed by NTUC’s af
filiated unions.

Union Participation

4.1 The more significant factor is the extent of participation by the unions at ail levels in these
co-operatives, ranging from members to shareholders to management at the Board of Direc
tors level as shown in Tables IIIA and IIIB. In their past decade of development, the Union
co-operatives were able to involve virtuaily ail unions to participate in one way or another
in their operations. Were they able to obtain satisfactory returns on their investment?

Returns on Investment

At the outset, it was made crystal clear that ail co-operatives and other economic enterpri
ses must operate as commercial concems thus requiring them to offer a return on investment
to shareholders comparable if not better than alternative opportunities ofinvestment.
This the co-operatives have been able to accomplish and in some cases, their abiity of declar
ing ofhigher retum on investments was constrained only by provisions in the previous Co-ope
rative Societies Act which imposed a ceiling on the declaration of dividends. Table IV shows
the return on investment achieved by the various NTUC Co-operatives.

Disposition of Surplus Investment Funds

6.1 Over the years, the co-operatives have each on their own accumulated funds which could be
used for further investments. NTUC INCOME’s investment policies were confmed by provi
sions of the Insurance Act and the Co-operative Societies Act and its funds were invested in

2.3

5.1
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7.

Government and approved securities. A fair amount of the funds were put in fixed deposits.
For the consumer co-operatives as weil as COMFORT, the main consideration was the expan
sion of business outiets. More taxis were acquired and more supermarkets were opened. As a
resuit, a large portion of the surplus funds were channeiled to capital expenditure. Table V
shows the disposition of the surplus investments fund by the various co-operatives.

6.2 The investment picture would not be complete if we exciude the participation of the Unions
and the NTUC themselves in investment activities. AIl unions source their revenue from sub
scriptions by members. The amount of revenue has grown in step with the growth in union
mernbership. Gross assets of the unions have increased from S3.8 million in 1970 to S29.l
million in 1978. Funds thus generated were effectively utiised in a wide range of investments
including shareholdings in co-operatives and business projects such as the operations of can
teens, mini-supermarkets and consumer clubs. In particular, unions’ participation as share
holders in the Co-operatives have enabled the Co-operatives to get off to a good start and ob
viated the need to seek subsidy of any form from the Government or other agencies. The co
operatives were for ail intents and purposes, products of the Labour Movement.

Lessons from the Past

7.1 The Labour Movement, in the decade since it entered into the world of business, has chalked
up successes that were much beyond the expectation of those who have started the bail roi
ling. It has also its fair share of mistakes and heartaches in seeing some enterprises fail to take
off or others unable to sustain the momentum that has been built up. There is also a nagging
doubt on whether investment decisions have been made in the best possible way and resources
optimised to yield the maximnm return. It is useful to draw a few lessons from the experience
of the past years so that the new problems in the coming decade can be viewed in a better
and clearer perspective. Pitfails can thus b.e avoided and new avenues opened for new ventures.

7.2 The first lesson is that unions should only move into areas where there are demands for their
services and in which they have some built-in advantages. The insurance, transport and consu
mer co-operatives are fme examples of this judicious choice of investment. Ail three co-opera
tives were in a keenly competitive environment but ail of them depend on mass support from
the unions which help to cut costs and provide the membership required to sustain business.
They were introduced at the right time when demands for their services were high. The tem
ptation to go into smaller businesses especiaily in the producer co-operatives must have been
tremendous in the early days of economic modernisation. It was just as well that constraints
have been imposed on time to prevent entry into small business which could not be sustained
in the long mn.

73 To operate large businesses effectively and efficiently in a competitive environment requires
strict adherence to sound commercial practice with no soft padding whatsoever. Subsidy of
any form would likely lead to grave problems later on when management has to pick up the
pieces. Here, there is no compromise on employing the best men for the job. Commercial
enterprises are radically different from either public or union ventures. Special skiils are re
quired to man the business.

Although most of the boards of trustees and boards of directors of the Co-operatives have appropriate representation by private businessmen who could contribute useful ideas, the managements of the co-operatives themselves must alone be mn on completely commercial lines toremain competitive. The econoniic enterprise must flot become famiiy concems in whichemployment is based on relationship rather than ment.
7.4 The expenence of the consumer co-operatives also bear out a significant point. There mustbe economy of scale in their operations. Large consumer co-operatives are able to cut theirunit cost of overheads because of langer business volumes. They could aiso afford to innovateand introduce new concepts without having to worry about the costs of such innovation asthey are spread over a large business base. On the other hand, smailer consumer co-operativesare confmed to their traditional clients because they cannot afford to offer sufficient attractions to the public. With their reiativeiy larger overheads, they are hard pressed to maintaintheir current business leveis, much less venture into new areas which would flot only be costiybut also disastrous should they prove themselves wrong. Tins economy of scale requirementis not peculiar to union consumer co-operatives but applies equally weil to ail supermarketchains. One could well compare the smail consumer co-operatives to the traditional provisionshops. In the face of competition from large modem supermarkets, it is obvious who shouldemerge the winner.

7.5 Finally, the co-operative under the Labour Movement would not have achieved the high degree of success if not for the excellent links developed between them and the unions. Theunion’s initial fmancial support have enabled the co-operatives to start off. Their membershave helped to build up the business base and sustain the momentum until the co-operativeswere able to tap the non-union market. Under the aegis and guidance of NTUC, the affiliatedunions were mobiised to put their shoulders behind the economic machine to keep it goingat full speed. The vital ihikages between unions and economic enterpnises, whether they areNTUC Co-operatives or union sponsored concerns have served to achieve the ‘critical mass’to enable the enterprises to reach seif-sustaining levels in a short span ofless than a decade.
8. Moving into the I980s

8.1 An Exercjse in Consolidation and Modernisation
It is tempting in an overail review of this nature to consider venturing into new business areas and expioring new frontiers. Apart from the adventurous spirit that wiilbe generated, there is also the possibiity of reaping bonanzas and hopefuily at minimum nisk. Given the highly competitive environment in which economic enterpnises,whether public or pnivate, have to operate, a cautious approach is preferred, especially since there is no safety net provided by way of subsidies from the parent organisation. In so far as the economic enterpnises in the Labour Movement are concemed,there is ample opportunity to improve their operations and numerous avenues through which additional investment funds cari be channeiled.

8.1.1

8.1.2 In the last decade, a firm base has been laid for ail the union co-operatives to the extent that these co-operatives can now be self-sustained. However, many of them are
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stii trapped by the limited vision and scope set out at the beginning of their ope ra

tions. The consumer co-operatives, for example, have yet to match the first rate su

permarket chains in terms of produet range, style of operation and the ability to in

novate attractive product Unes. Many of the smaller co-operatives, operated by mdi

vidual unions are constrained by their small scale of operation and are unable to im

prove their business. With their conipetition in the private sector investing heavily to

modernise their businesses, there is a real danger that union co-operatives, will not

be able to keep up with the competition and have their own positions deteriora

ting to mere provision shops. To retain the competitive edge, union co-operatives

must modernise. A two pronged approach will be necessary.

8.1.3 Firstly, the co-operatives must expand their respective businesses to reduce the im

pact of overhead costs, thereby reducing the unit cost of modernisation. Small co

operatives which find it difficult to expand because of financial constraints may have

to think of merging with other small co-operatives to establish a larger base. Secon

dly, the co-operatives must introduce more modem concepts of operations, indu

ding the latest advances made in their respective business areas. For instance, the air

conditioning of taxis and equipping them with radio telephones was flot only neces

sitated by demand of the public but also meant to provide better services. Super

market chains and consumer clubs, in particular, have to keep pace with the nume

rous competitors to retain their share clientele. With the freeplay of market forces, it

means that union supermarkets must convince the customers that their services are

superior. There could stili be an element of truth in the old thinking that union co

operatives are meant to cater to the lower income groups. However, with the sub

stantial rise in the standard of living of the people, it will flot be long before most

members of die public will demand better services. Better services can be provided

without making them costly if the expansion costs can be spread over a larger busi

ness base. Hence, it is essential that modernisation must be accompanied by enlar

ging die scale of operation through either expansion of die existing business or mer

ger of smaller business to form larger concerns.

The process of modernisation will require substantial funds. Co-operatives which

have generated sufficient surpiuses from their own operation, will have littie diffi

culties in expanding their operations. Consumer co-operatives may face a more up

hill task since their profit margins are generally low and their need to have many

retail outiets also means that much of die surplus generated will have to go to in

creasing die number of outlets, leaving little to upgrade die operation itself. Here,

die L.abour Movement with its unions and union co-operatives can play a significant

role in providing fmancial resources. Co-operatives which have surplus funds beyond

their own requirements can partlcipate in die expansion of smaller co-operatives by

way of acquiring more shareholding in die co-operatives or extending bans at reason

able rates. Unions can also siphon off some of their funds tied up in fixed deposits to

purchase shares in these co-operatives. To a certain extent, this practice is already in

hand. INCOME, for instance, extends bans to COMFORT to fmance their additio
nal purchases of taxis. Unions have also responded well to INCOME’s cafl up of addi
tional capital. However, much more has to be done if die modernisation programmes
of die co-operatives are to be adequately financed.

8.1.5 In keeping with die expansion and modernisation programmes of die co-operatives,
there must be also an injection of new skills and experience into die management
at both die decision making and executive levels. New ideas and innovation do not
just appear out of nowhere. To maintain die high level of sophistication in opera
tions, diere must be more professionalism in die management who will be able to re
act quickly to changing circumstances and possess die expertise to bring about lin
provements quickly. Such expertise can be acquired eidier through recruitment from
die private sector or die training of existing staff who have die potential of becoming
capable managers if they are given additional training. It should be noted diat such
expertise have high market values and their services are keenly sought after.

Enterprises will have to pay die going rate or else do without them. Investments ma
de in training in-house staff will, there fore, likely to pay handsome dividends in ha
ving die business better managed and yielding higher returns. Equally important is
die need for more business inputs at die decision making (Board of Directors)level.
The inclusion of experienced businessmen with die requisite experience will resuit in
correct policy decisions made to guide die management. Financial and investment
matters can also be deait with more prudently. Above ail, die presence of a business
like environment will ensure that die enterprise is run along strictly commercial
limes. This requirement has been a key comerstone of die success achieved by die
union economic enterprises.

The consolidation and modernisation of union economic enterprises both point to a
genuine need for an effective mobilisation of funds available in die Labour Move
ment. The numerous investment decisions which need to be made in diverse fields
of interest also dictate that a pool of experts be gathered to provide consultancy ser
vices to die enterprises at minimal costs. Moreover, die surplus funds generated by
the various economic enterprises, apart from die amounts needed to finance their
expansions and modernisation projects, have to be judiciously invested to yield grea
ter retums, not merely in die form of fixed deposits. In die interim, die lnvestment
Committee established under die aegis of die NTUC to look after investment mat
ters for NTUC co-operatives, represents a necessary step in die right direction. How
ever, in die medium term, there seems to be no escape for more formai institution
which will handie and co-ordinate investments not only for die NTUC enterprises
but for die Labour Movement as a whole.

8.1.4

8.2. New Ventures

8.2.1

j
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8.2.2 The appropriate institution best geared to perform the functions is a co-operative
investment bank. This concept is flot new and was in fact broached by Dr Goh
Keng Swee in his address to the Seminar on Modernisation of the Labour Movement,
10 years ago. At that time, he was of the view that a co-operative bank was an essen
tial element in the later stage of co-operative development. The bank shouid be con
sidered only after the Co-operative Movement has established itself on a sound basis,
accumulated sufficient funds, and won the confidence of the publicby running ma
jor co-operatives successfully. It would appear that the basic conditions have been
fuifilled and time is ripe for the Labour Movement to seriously consider the proposai
to set up a co-operative bank. It needs hardiy be stressed that the four guiding prin
ciples under which ail union co-operatives have operated successfully must be strict
ly adhered to if the co-operative bank is to be a viable and successful concem. In this
respect, financial prudence and a hard-headed business approach is even more impor
tant for the simple reason that the bank will be entrusted with the hard earned finan

cial resources of the Labour Movement and the responsibiity to make sure that these
resources are properiy and efficiently utiised. On the bank, too, will depend the
extent to which the Labour Movement can succeed in modernising its economic
enterprises and reach out to new horizons. The tasks will be an onerous one but it

wiil be one that must be done.
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With the union economic enterprises committed to consolidate and modernise,
and the creation of an agency to guide them in using their resourcesjudiciousiy and
prudentiy, it remains for the Labour Movement to mobilise its members to give
their full unreserved support to ensure that the various programmes wili achieve the
objectives set out for them. The success of the union enterprises would flot have been
realised if flot for the overwhelming and unstinting support of the union members,
both physically and frnancialiy. The progress of the unions’ economic enterprises in
to the l980s will depend critically on the continued support of the entire Labour
Movement. The extent to which they can succeed will be governed by the degree
to which this support can be given.
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TABLE II

ASSETS & BUSINESS TURNOVER 0F CO-OPERATIVES
MANAGED BY NTUC’S AFFILIATED UNIONS

00

Assets
Business Done
(Total Sales)

Co-operative lst yr of Ist yr of
(Year established) No. of Enterprises operation 1978 operation 1978

SILO Multi-purpose 13 Supermarkets 3 Home Appliance S 29,000 $1 ,650,000 $114,000 $32,280,000
(1971) 4 Minimarkets Showrooms

4 Canteens 1 Import & Export
10 Bus Canteens Division

1 Printing House 30,000 shares in
INCOME

PIEU Multi-Purpose 4 Supermarkets 1 Wet Market 35,000 500,000 104,000 10,670,000
(1972) 1 Restaurant 1 Home Appliance

1 Cafeteria Showroom
10,000 shares in

INCOME

AUPE Multi-Pur- 1 Thrift & Loan Society 4,000 1,699,000 — 600,000
pose 1 Consumers Club

(1965) 1000 shares in INCOME

Keppel Shipyard 1 Supermarket 32,000 20,000 282,000 397,000
Employees (1975) 1 Mini supermarket

FDAWU 1 Restaurant 239,000 239,000 Has not commenced
(1977) operation

SMMWU 3 Supennarkets 115,000 115,000 63,000 63,000
(1978) 1 Home Appliance Centre

SATU I Canteen 34,000 34,000 236,000 236,000
(1977)

SPWU 1 Restaurant 24,000 24,000 NA 861,000
(1977) Business projects jointly run with PSA:

3 Canteens 1 Consumers’ Club
5 Mobile Canteens 1 Workers’ hostel

TABLE IIIA

MONETARY PARTICIPATION BY UNIONS IN CO-OPERATIVES

Total In 1978 Owned By Unions

No. of No. of Total No. of No. of Total
Co-operatives shareholders shares share value shareholders shares share value

INCOME 98 302,665 $3,030,000 51 300,890 $3,009,000

COMFORT 4,415 4,415 647,000 18 46 23,000

WELCOME 21,031 49,500 2,475,000 38 9,870 493,000

FAIRDEAL 212 66,346 332,000 27 65,900 330,000

DENTICARE 14 4,830 121,000 14 4,830 121,000

SILO 12,926 758,528 759,000 2 614,000 614,000

PIEU 5,000 137,432 137,000 2 NA NA

AUPE 5,304 19,994 1,532,000 3 12,000 60,000

KEPPEL 76 3,124 16,000 1 3,000 15,000

FDAWU NA NA 239,000 NA NA NA

SMMWLJ 1,740 123,1 10 123,000 1 50,000 50,000

SPWU 67 23,695 24,000 2 20,000 20,000

SATU 100 32,510 33,000 1 30,000 30,000

TOTAL 50,983 1,526,149 9,468,000 160 1,110,536 4,765,000

Note: NA — Not Available



C

TABLE IIIB

TABLE 1V

RETURN 0F VENTURES 0F CO-OPERATIVES 1977 & 1978

Average Annual
Paid Up Capital And Dividend Declared

Accumulated Reserve Funds Net Profit/(Loss) Over The Last 3 Yrs.

SfNo Co-operatives 1977 1978 1977 1978 (Percentage)

1 INCOME $28,257,000 $40,547,000 $7,750,000* $ 10,255,000* 6% p.a.
2 COMFORT 5,717,000 8,133,000 1,292,000 2,530,000 6%p.a. (Dividend

first declared in 1978)
3 WELCOME 3,678,000 5,180,000 982,000 1,822,000 6%p.a.
4 FAIRDEAL 400,000 441,000 26,000 36,000 No dividend declared
5 DENTICARE 184,000 235,000 57,000 58,000 6%p.a.
6 SILO 798,000 1,646,000 200,000 567,000 6% p.a.
7 PIEU 325,000 488,000 116,000 157,000 6%p.a.
8 AUPE 1,446,000 1,699,000 84,000 113,000 3.5% p.a.
9 Keppel Shipyard 25,000 20,000 (7,000) 6,000 No dividend declared

Employees

10 FDAWU NA 239,000 NA (10,000) Has flot commenced

operation
1 1 SPWU NA 24,000 NA (35,000) No dividend declared
12 SMMWU NA 115,000 NA ( 8,000) No dividend declared
13 SATU NA 34,000 NA 1,000 No dividend declared

Notes: 1. NA — Not applicable

Co-operatives

Board of Trustees

MANAGEMENT PARTICIPATION BY UNIONS IN CO-OPERATIVES

Board of Directors Management Committee

INCOME

COMFORT

WELCOME

FAIRDEAL

DENTICARE

SILO

PIEU

AUPE

KEPPEL

FDAWU

SMMWU

SPWU

SATU

Union Union Union
Members/ Non-Union Members/ Non-Union Members/ Non-Union

Unionists Members Unionists Members Unionists Members

4 5 5 7 0 9

2 5 4 7 0 4

6 4 7 7 0 7

7 5 5 5 0 0

4 4 2 5 0 0

4 0 0 0 21 0

5 0 0 0 20 0

0 0 18 0 0 0

O 0 0 0 14 0

6 1 0 0 7 7

5 0 0 0 8 2

6 1 0 0 14 1

5 0 0 0 9 0

2. *This consists of net life insurance premiums collected plus profit from general insurance.



Mr. S R. Nathan

Union Organisation For
The 1980’ s

Following separation in 1965, we accepted social responsibility and adjusted ourselves to the
more important objective of work discipline and wage restraint. This was flot without consequen
ce. Union membership feU steadily from 114,000 in 1965 to 93,000 in 1968.

Development since 1969

2. At the time of the NTUC modernisation seminar, trade union membership was declining. This
applied equally to both book membership and paid-up membership. The percentage of paid-up
membership against book membership stood at 43%. The following table, drawn up with figures
available from the Ministry of Labour, shows this decline in trade union membership during
1967—69.

Percentage
of Paid-up
Membership

Disappointment over the roles and functions of our trade unions could have been one of the
reasons for the decline.

The Modernisation Seminar marked one phase of our history. We faced this challenge and em
barked on developing new programmes. We decided to chart a new courses and defme new roles
and functions for the movement as a whole and affiiates in particular. The outcome of this
seminar is now well-known and needs no repeating. For there is abundant evidence of what has
been achieved. The Singapore economy experienced an unprecedented period of double digit
growth and even when most of the developing economies were in recession, our growth was well
above average. The workers contribution to this growth was by no means small. For the NTUC,
trade union membership rose dramatically, surpassing the peak of the 1950s. In 1976, total mem
bership exceeded 200,000 or about a quarter of Singapore’s workforce.

TABLE V

DISPOSITION 0F ASSETS 0F ALL CO-OPERATIVES AS AT END 0F 1978

Disposition of Assets

Capital Expenditure

Amount
($‘OOO)

Government securities

Approved Securities

26,401

% of Total

Property

1.

4,292

44.9

Fixed Deposits

2,234

7.3

Stocks

2,999

3.8

Dr. Lee Soon Ann

Trade Debtors

10,055

5.1

4,586

Loans to other co-operatives/institutiOflS

17.1

Others

2,058

7.8

3,469

TOTAL

3.5

Year

2,706

5.9

Book
Membership

1967
1968
1969

4.6

$58.800

Paid-up
Membership

130,053
125,518
121,808

100.0

73,091
62,084
5 1,896

3.

56
49
43
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4. Thefollowing changes also took place:—

(a) Trade union membership grew from 112,398 to 229,056 with those in the manufacturing sec
tor growing from 10,218 in 1970 to 35,543 in 1977. Similar increaseswere seen in such sec-
tors as commerce and transport and storage and community service.
(Schedule I)

(b) By March 1979 the percentage of organised workers stood at 35% of the total 650,000 pos
sible membership.
(Schedule II)

(c) In 1970 there were 50 unions with membership of less than 250. In 1977 there were only
31 of them, with their total membership falling from 6,983 in 1970 to 3,576 in 1977. To
day they just constitute 1.5% of total union membership.

(d) While in 1970, unions with membership of between 250 to 5,000 accounted for 47% of the
total trade union membership, in 1977 it was unions with 20,000 or more members which
accounted for 49.8% of total membership.
(Schedule III)

(e) NTUC membership grew from 88,558 or 17.7% of total work-force in 1969 to 228,433 or
39.7% in 1979. 96.2% of unionised workers were in NTUC affiiated unions.

(f) The gross assets of NTUC unions grew from S$3.8 million in 1970 to S$29.1 million in
1978.

(g) NTUC affiiate unions had a paid-up membership of 226,306 or 95.5% of total union mcm
bership in 1978 as compared with 85,423 or 76% in 1970.

(h) We recognise that without economic growth, the aspirations of our members for a better
life cannot be realised.

5. As we move into the 1980s we have left behind the problems of the past and we are no lon
ger in a situation of limited opportunities. We need no longer fear Iosing our livelihood for choo
sing to join a trade union, against the wishes of our employer. We are no longer pre.occupied with
having to demonstrate our revolutionary or anti-colonial zeal in order to wrest leadership from
anti-national elements, though vigilance against these forces are stili necessary. We accept that for
the good of Singapore md our own future, it is important to promote harmony of interest be
tween ourselves md good employers. Today our concern is as much on how to make the cake
grow even larger as how to obtain a greater share of it for our members.

Problems of the I 980s

6. What is it that trade unions and their leaders in Singapore must accept as likely features of the
1980s, in so far as they will affect the workers of Singapore? The following are some of the factors
that we will have to take into account :—

(a) Singapore being plugged into a global economy will be vuinerable to the effects of greater
competition md protectioniSm. Recessionary trends in countries where our markets are loca

ted are liable to affect our economic prospects. If we do flot maintain a competitive edge it
will not be possible to sustain our present rate ofeconomic growth.

(b) With Singapore increasingly vulnerable to market forces abroad, the working population will
have to be able to respond md adjust to adverse market conditions. Retraining of workers
in industry to meet changing labour needs will become more necessary. Trade Unions will
find that they have to accept certain responsibilities in this respect, je by promoting work
ethics md helping to provide workers with new skills as dictated by the prevaiing job mar
ket at a given tirne.

(c) There will be expansion of the industrial work force as contrasted to non-industrial occupa
tional categories md these industrial workers will be more directly affected by changes in
market conditions abroad.

(d) The shift in emphasis to blue collar jobs against soft jobs in commerce and the service sector,
will mean that more trainable workers with a high tolerance for factory discipline will have to
enter the labour market.

(e) With our development strategy emphasising high technology md skills, trade unions will have
to mobilise workers to enhance productivity md cut down job.hopping, if we are to maintain
the competitive edge.

(f) As our working population becomes older, trade union members are hable to be more pre
occupied with long-term job security and social security schemes.

(g) In the next 5 years, the 40,000 odd school leavers entering the labour market each year will
have to be equipped with the skills required in high-technology industries.

(h) There will be an increased inflow of women among the working population. Besides more
part-tirne wornen workers, many with better education md a sense of career will join the
work force.

Role of Trade Unions

7. In the 1980s there will be greater pressures to link wage increases with productivity md pro
fits. Our stress will have to be on education md training or re-training programmes to encourage
md motivate workers to continuously upgrade industrial md professional skills md discipline. Col
lective bargaining may have to be done on a sectoral basis, as the present NWC approach may be
corne less equitable in the future. Perhaps a sectoral basis of NWC recommendations for each
industrial sector may have to be atternpted.

8. The NTUC role will flot only be to coordinate md control unions but also to promote the
growth of employrnent by training the unemployed or those changing jobs. In a high-wage econo
my, with no unemployment insurance, the NTUC has to ensure, with management and govem
ment, that there is sufficient employment growth to match entry into the labour market annually.
In the labour shortage situation that will persist in the eighties, the real problems however will not
be aggregate employrnent growth but the matching of available skills to available jobs. In high
wage economies there is aiways a core of unernployables or below average workers who are nei
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ther so desperate as to deserve wclfare assistance nor too old to qualify for VITB retraming. Once
a member of a union loses his job because of inadequate skills, the NTUC could corne in to help
him retrain. In this way, full employrnent could be ensured both in the economy as well as over
a person’s productive lifetime; if he is a union member from the day he starts work. The value of
union mernbership should be seen from that light and not from the perspective of just getting wa
ge increases because this wiil flot be possible in Singapore without higher productivity at the
same time.

9. If NTUC unions are to attain these objectives, it goes without saying that we need to re
examine our organisation and reassess the leadership requirements of the future.

Union Leadership

10. As we enter the 1980s, the labour environment will be veiy different from what it is to
day. We wiil move into an era of higher wages, with demands for higher skills. There will be other
broad forces at work. There will be shifts away from traditional lower-skiil industries to petro
chemicals, electronics, telecommunications and industrial machinery/equipment and such like in
dustries. The export pattern of our products wiil likewise be susceptible to changes as our products
go to new markets. In the manufacturing sector, trade unionists wffl have to deal with multinatio
nals equipped with considerable expertise and sophistication in collective bargaining and industrial
relations. Trade union leaders must be able to match this capacity, if they are to be able to secure
benefits for their members.

The attitude of workers to working life wiil vary, depending on their educational levels. ‘Mate
rial comforts, besides job security will be the expectation of ail. Qualitative improvement of wor
king life wiil be expected and trade unions wiil have to temper expectations to what is attainable
and justifiable, depending on the state of the national economy. Workers wiil want their interest
as consumers to be protected md advanced. Trade unions will have to enlighten and educate wor
kers in this respect. To prevent unemployment because of recession or transformations in the in
dustrial structure, vocational reconversion md improvement in workers’ capacity to adapt will
have to be attained through training and education. Changes in industry whether they are organi
sational or due to technological changes, wiil have an effect on the industrial relations climate,
especiaily when workers are going to be more questioning and impersonal. Trade union leaders
will have to anticipate md recognise these and other changes, and provide regulatory machineiy
for dealing with areas of industrial strife, especially in times of moderate rates of economic growth
or recession.

Trade union leaders of the 1980s must therefore expect to be called upon to cope with new
realities. To be successful they must be able to ascertain workers’ needs correctly md find ways
of achieving concensus on complex problems, where there will be conflicting interests to be recon
ciled. Ail this calls for a trade union leadership that can perceive, among others, the national in
terest in industrial relations and reconcile the conflict between wage increase and the stability of
industzy. Trade union leaders must be able to take a pragmatic outlook. They wil have to acknow
ledge that econornic growth and survival depends on improvements in the work ethics, skiils md

adaptabiity of workers. While they support orderly wage increases they should be able to exhort
workers md cail for higher productivity. Titis wiil mem that they should enjoy sufficient con
fidence of their members to be able to undertake collective bargaining, linking demands for wage
increase to productivity and profit. They should be able to resort to rational discussions in order
to remedy industrial disputes.

13. To be effective in this respect, a new corps of leaders will have to be nurtured md trained.
They must possess the level of education that will enable them to uderstand the complex pro
blems of different industries md rationally discuss with management such matters as wages, pro
ductivity payments, md terms and conditions. At a time when there are unlimited opportunities
of employment, the trade union movement needs to attract able young men and women with
leadership qualities, and good educational qualifications, but above ail those who have an interest
in trade unionism md the ability to win the trust md confidence of the workers. It will not be
easy to attract such talent to the rnovement, especiaily when there is no established and pro.
mising career structure, even for trade union workers at lower levels. For the imrnediate future
the movement may therefore have to look for its leaders from among those who are now active
in various NTUC affiliate unions md enterprises as weil. Given the need for trade union profes
sionals, to serve the movement in such matters as coilective bargaining, representation at the
Industrial Arbitration Court md generally match the expertise of management in these processes,
NTUC may have to take on the role of helping to develop this corps of future leaders. Perhaps
at this stage, the movement may have to consider attracting both active unionists who show
promise md career trade union workers from among HSC and University graduates to take up full
tinie vocation with the movement. Through making available challenging positions or opportuni
ties, with commensurate remuneration, it might be possible to attract the right people. Those se
lected could be exposed to different aspects of trade union practice, with experienced trade union
leaders at the national level serving as their mentors. In time to corne, the better of them could
then be nurtured to take on greater responsibilities in the movement.

Serious consideration should therefore be given towards developing trade union training,
with the assistance of local institution of higher leaming. Grass roots leaders, who show pro
mise, could be offered further training to equip them for the responsibiities of higher office in
the unions md the movement. The training programme should extend beyond pure industrial
relations questions md should cover such subjects as company finance, management of economic
ventures, productivity measurement md national economic problems md policies, among others.
There should be a scheme to prepare union officials to sit special entrance exam of the University
of Singapore as what the Ministry of Education is now doing with selected non-graduate teachers.
The Seminar should perhaps address itself to this question of trade union leadership for the 1980s
md search for ways md means of building up titis leadership. Ultimately the quality of leadership
in the movement wiil depend on commitment and vision.

Organisation

15. Another element that needs review is the organisation of our trade unions. Since the 1960s
the pattem has been somewhat similar. The bulk of our unions are organised on the basis of ail

li.

12.

14.
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employees in a given establishment being represented by a union or branch of a union.

There has been a risc of what we shah cali “OMNIBUS” Unions, with larger membership.

These Unions serve workers in different types of establishments and under different employers. In

recent years these unions cater for almost 50% of the Trade Union membership affiliated to the

NTUC. By way of illustration, if we examined unions like the PIEU and SILO, we can see at a

glance the categories of companies which their members serve. Likewise the SMMWU. The AUPE

is another union in this category, except that it serves workers employed in Government depart

ments and under one single employer. The remaining unions are generally much smaller in size,

but they are enterprise oriented.

As Singapore becomes more industrialised and heavily dependent upon world markets, chan

ges in the global economic environment are hable to affect and dictate the pace of our economic

growth. The 1980s may well require joint problem-solving, i.e. Industry Unions and Government.

In that eventuality, tripartism wil have to extend beyond NWC questions. Since individual indus

tries have different characteristics and will be vuinerable to different rnarket forces, it may be ne
cessary to examine whether our Union organisations should continue to develop along present

mes. Will the centralised nature of the larger unions serve the interest of workers engaged in the

varied sections of the manufacturing sector, particularly industries that are highly competitive in

world markets and more susceptible to global market conditions? Need we flot consider the organi

sation of unions on a sector basis, catering for particular groups of Industries?

Since trade unions will be expected to play broader than pure collective bargaining roles, the

smaller house unions catering for particular enterprises and establishments may be better suited to

play certain roles. For instance, in the matter of enriching the living circumstances of workers or

their working life or promoting their consumer interest, should flot our reorganisation be related

to the geographical location of enterprises where the members are employed? For instance, should

workers in electronic factories in Jurong be grouped under one Union and another be establis
hed for those in another Industrial area? While such a grouping may faciitate co-ordination, what

are the other consequential problems that will make such an idea impractical?

In industries that are susceptible to global economic changes, it may be appropriate to orga
nise workers on an Industry basis, in the longer run. However, where there are house unions or
a branch of a larger union represented on an enterprise basis, it may be desirable for the National

Centre to get the unions concerned to set up Policy Councils for particular groups of industries.

This Council could perhaps discuss wage increase proposais for the industry as a whole, (as
opposed to the particular establishment or enterprise) productivity and other incentive paynlents,

social services or faciities to improve working life and even price stabiization for the industry to
remain competitive. Together with Government and an organisation representing these enterprises,

NTUC Policy Coundils could look into and settie periodic wage negotiations on salary ranges for

different grades of employees in the Industry as a whole, based on the level of skills, without dis
rupting the industry’s competitive edge. Over a period such tripartite gathering could develop in
to a bipartite sounding board for the lndustry, which both employers and workers organisations

use it with confidence as a clearing house for their Union Industry problems.
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20. The Singapore economy will be a more highly differentiated economy in the eighties (trans
portation.communication.trade.manufacturingfinance.government make it a six-pillared economy
rather than just an entrepot port as in the past) and for each sector to be highly productive, the
workers in that sector must be organised to advance their skills above ail else. In this and other
ways, unions can become more productivity oriented, and flexible enough to adjust to the eco
nomic circumstances winch Singapore and its industries will face in the coming years. How
can ffijs be donc? This is what the Seminar needs to be seized with.

16.

17.

18.

19.
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SCHEDULE III

No of Unions As % of Total Total Membership As % of Total

1970 1977 1970 1977 1970 1977 1970 1977

S0andbelow 5 7 4.90 7.8 187 257 0.17 0.1

50—249 45 24 44.12 26.7 6,796 3,319 6.04 1.4

250—999 29 29 28.43 32.2 15,939 14,423 14.17 6.3

1,000 — 4,999 18 21 17.65 23.3 40,258 42,984 35.79 18.8

5,000 — 9,999 4 4 3.92 4.5 27,496 28,289 24.44 12.4

10,000— 19,999 1 2 0.98 2.2 21,812 25,726 19.39 11.2

20,000 or more *
— 3 — 3.3 — 114,058 — 49.8

102 90 100 100 112,488 229,056 100 100

UNIONS GROUPED BY NUMBER 0F MEMBERS, 1970, 1977

* This classification flot used in 1970
Source : Mmistiy of Labour Annual Reports, 1970 & 1977

w

SCHEDULE IV

COMPANIES REPRESENTED IN SILO AND PIEU
(July 1979)

A B C D E F G H

Electri
cal Elec
tronic
Toys,
Musical

Food Textile, Wood Building Metal Rubber Instru
Drugs, iewellery Paper Petroleum materials Mechnical Plastics, ments &
Drinks & Hair & And Osemicals Glass & and Leather & Indus.

Categozy Tobacco Feather Printing & Oils Ceramics Engineering Footwear Services Others

No.of 19 20 15 8 16 40 8 16 94
Branches
(PIEU)

No.of 9 17 15 5 10 26 13 48 192
Branches
(SILO)

Sources: Singapore Manufacturers’ Association Directory 1979

Note: Classification (A to H) refers to Companies which are members of Singapore Manufacturers’ Association

(I) represents companies flot in SMA



The Singapore Industrial Development

Strategy— The Whys And Wherefores

Mr. Lim Chee Onn
Secretary-General
NTUC

Most of you present in this seminar are concerned one way or another either with implementing
the NWC directly or, because of your positions in the unions, with the impact which the NWC recom
mendations wiil have on your members. Hence your interest in this seminar. The purpose of this semi
nar is as straightforward as it is important. It is straightforward in the sense that our objective is to
ensure that our union leaders and rank and file understand the thinking behind the 1979 NWC recom
rnendations, and our economic strategy over the next decade.

Now that the excitement and flurry over the latest set of NWC guidelines have died down, I pro
pose, in the cool light of day, to examine as carefully and as clearly as possible the rationale for wanting
to restructure our economy, and outiine the imperatives that determine whether we succeed in doing
so. The question at the back ofsome people’s minds is — why are we rocking the boat when everything
seen to be going on well for us? We have full employment. Every year we expect a reasonable wage
increase of 6 to 10%, and although this is nothing to shout about it is not to be sneezed at either. So
why should we emb ark on this new strategy and venture into the unknown with ail the attendant risks
and uncertainties? Are we courting trouble?

Let me begin by stating that Singapore has survived because we have aiways planned for the longer
tenn, anticipating problems and thereafter prepanng ourselves to meet them squarely, instead of domg
nothing and hoping that the problems will either simply not materialise or will disappear. It has aiways
been clear thinking, bold plans and disciplined execution that have brought us to where we are today.
It will be this same appmach that wil take us further along the path of prosperity and progress.

The thinking behind this year’s NWC recommendations has been discussed at some length. News
papers have given this subject quite a lot of coverage. I think the Straits Times and some of the Chinese
newspapers ran articles on the economic rationale for the change in the industrial strategy which we
are embarking on in 1979. 1 do not propose to repeat the points already made, but, at the same, I feel
that, for us to engage in any meaningful dialogue with the panel of experts this afternoon, it will be
useful for me to recapitulate the main reasons why Singapore should change her course. Ail of us must
understand why we should flot continue with the strategy of attracting labour-intensive industries into
Singapore with the hope of ensuring that the full employment situation will continue. We must ail be
made aware of the reasons for embarking on a high-productivity and high-technology industrial strategy
today, when there is so much political and economic uncertainty both in the world and the region.
You will be right in asking why we should force wage costs to go up 50 rapidly as to result possibly in
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retrenchnnts, when prospects for new investments in Singapore may be bleak.
I shail also mn through, very briefly, what I see to be the consequences behind what appears to be

at first glance a very favourable recommendation of a 14% wage increase for our workers. Behind this
14% increase lies many pitfails, and I shail be discussing some of them, so that everyone of us wffi have
a clear picture ofwhat the industrial scene will be like in the 1980s.

The fundamental question is why we should flot continue with the promotion of labour-intensive
industries to ensure high employment opportunities for present workers and new entrants to the labour
market. After ail, our workers are very happy. They get a regular 6% to 8% NWC increase. On the aver
age, those in the industrial sector get up to between 10% and 11%. There is full employment; unem
ployment dropped down to 3.6% last year and I think in the first quarter of this year it went down to
3.2%. Everyone who is willing to work can get a job: that is the main thing. Why should we flot con
tinue like this9 I can see a few reasons why we should flot languish in what appears to be a relatively
secure position.

We started on our industrialisation programme over 15 years ago. We attracted labour-intensive
industries, primarily to provide employment for our workers. We have succeeded to the extent that it
has now become necessary to attract guest workers into our factories because our own labour supply is
insufficient to meet industry’s manpower needs. Why should we change now?

Comparative Advantage for Labour-intensive Economies

One of the reasons for changing is that there are other countries which have embarked on, or wiII
soon be iniplernenting, die type of industrial programmes which we began over 15 years ago. China.
has been mentioned, time and again, by many people. There are other countries too. Some of the
South American countries — Brazil, Mexico and Venezuela, for example, are already well on the road
to industrialisation. If the Africans succeed in getting going, given their natural and massive labour
resources, they wiil also be able to join this group of up-and-coming industrialising countries. At the
same time our main competitors — South Korea and Taiwan, for example — will streak ahead if we
remain where we are. In fact, South Korea, Taiwan and Hongkong have, to some extent, gone ahead of
us in terms of productivity. I will retum to this point later. But our potential competitors are China,
Brazil, Mexico and ail those heavily-populated countries which are now just beginning to get started on
their industrialisation programmes. Just as we did over 15 years ago, they, in tum, will try to attract
and develop labour-intensive industries. They will be producing the same items which we produced
and in some cases are producing right now — items such as transistor radios, textiles, underwear, shoes
and other mass-consumer goods manufactured best in labour-intensive economies.

Now over the part 15 years, because of our success in industrialisation, wages of workers have
increased flot only to offset cost of living increases, but real increases have also been made. The NTUC
Research Unit did a study and found that the real wages of workers went up over the years, to varying
extents, depending on the sector and workers’ skiils. When real wages increase, the cost of production
will also increase, unless this is accompanied by h.igher productivity so that the unit cost of production
is not raised.

Unfortunately, for physical, technical or management reasons, there is a liniit to productivity
increases. For example, despite high technology, skilled workers and sound management, the Japanese
found that the production cost for certain goods would be lower if production were located in coun

tries where labour costs are cheaper than in Japan. This shows very clearly that productivity increase
to offset rising wages is possible only up to a certain level. Beyond that, a higher unit production cost
will accompany each wage increase.

When that happens, the net effect will be that our products will be unable to compete with those
produced in countries where the cost of labour is lower. So if we choose to continue making transistor
radios, shoes and underwear, there will corne a time when we will not be able to find a market for our
products, no matter how productive we are, because we just cannot compete on unit cost of production.
So that is one ver>’ good and compelling reason to move away from these products.

We may have full employment today, but in 3 years’ time or 5 years’ time, despite an ali-out
effort to increase productivity, our labour-intensive products will flot be able to compete with those
produced elsewhere. And when that time cornes, factories will have to be closed and our workers
will becorne unernployed. So it is an unsound argument to say that we should carry on doing the sarne
thing just because at present by doing so we have full employment and ail appears to be well. It does
not mean that the present state of affairs will continue indefinitely if we do nothing to change the
status quo.

Looked at in another way, the issue is that Singapore wil gradually lose, and in fact in sorne in
stances has already lost, our comparative advantage in the manufacture of labour-intensive products to
other countries where labour is cheap and plentiful, and which are on the road to industrialisation. In
fact these were the same conditions which prevailed in Singapore 15 years ago and which helped our
industrialisation programme to get off the ground. It wil be unwise for us to continue operating in
this league now that we are likely to lose our comparative advantage for labour-intensive and low
technology products. The answer lies in moving upwards to higher value-added products which require
higher skills and higher technology for their production.

Wage Distortion and Prospects

The second reason relates to the interests of workers. Because of the tight employment situation,
we have to recruit and allow foreign workers to corne in and man our industries. When these guest
workers come in, they do so obviously because opportunities here are better. Wages and other condi
tions of employment here are better than those they can get in their own countries. Hence what they
are prepared to accept here may not even appeal to our own workers because of our different social
conditions, standard of living and life style.

For example, if our daily rate is, say $20, for a certain type ofjob and the daily rate for the same
type of job in Bangladesh say, is $8 or $10, then if you offer workers from Bangladesh $15 oreven $12,
they will be only too happy to corne to Singapore and take up the offer. The moment such a worker
Iands in Singapore he only demands $12 to $15, which is already a vast improvernent for him, but our
local worker requires at least $20 because of different living standards and social conditions. So you
can see that the moment you allow workers from different social environments to corne in, the wage
potential for our workers is depressed. Thus, no matter how productive our local workers become,
their potential wage increase is limited.

For this reason we should flot allow a large influx of guest workers. But, at the same time, if we
do flot allow this large influx of guest workers, our factories will fmd that they cannot get workers.
Production will be adversely affected and they may even close down. So we are caught in a vicious
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circie. We have to think of a way out of this vicious circle. The logical way is to encourage a more
efficient use of labour in production.

There is another facet to this problem. Since 1972, the NWC through its recommendations have
given workers real increases in wages. It is fair to say that as a resuit, workers expect to continue
receiving increases annuaily to realise their aspirations of improving their standard of living. However
if we continue to increase wages, we will eventuaily price ourselves out of the world markets as we wifl
become unable to compete with labour-surplus economies. I have already explained this earlier. Hence
the only way we can assure ourselves that wages will continue to increase in real terms in order to give
our workers a higher standard of living, is to move up the production league, and that is to be engaged
in capital-intensive industries which produce higher-value added goods. If we do flot restructure our
economy then our workers cannot expect their wages to go up annually, and prospects for higher
wages will be really diin. The corollary is that oui workers’ standard of living will stagnate and may
even, if our factories have to close because we have priced our goods out of the world markets, revert
to the difficuit times of the past.

Social Problems of Guest Workers

The thirci reason, which is linked with the second one, is that the more guests workers we allow
to corne in, the more social problems will be created. This seems a very obvious statement, but it is a
fact often overlooked. There were not many problems when guest workers came from neighbouring
countries. Their way of life, social behaviour and standard of living are quire simular to that of Singa
poreans. But when you take in people from Thailand, Bangladesh, and from countries even furtber
afield, they will fmd that the Singapore way of life is quite different from what they are used to in
their home countries. There will be cultural, linguistic and social problems, and they will fmd it diffi
cuit to mesh in with our pattem of living. This creates tension in society.

At the sanie time, when more and more guest workers corne to Singapore, they will, quite natural
ly, want to bring their families and their chiidren with them. They will require our social services such
as our health faciities, schools and accommodation. If this demand is on a large scale, it will stretch
our faciities too tautly. It is ail very well to say that the rate of our population increase has gone
down, but when you have a large influx of people from outside, there is a total increase in the popula
tion of Singapore, of both citizens and non-citizens. This creates additional demands on our infra
structure, and thereby causes inadequacy.

So, unless we review our overail economic strategy, more and more people will have to be allowed
to corne in, and greater demands wiil be made on oui social services. Since we have a hmited land area
and our people expect that our infrastructure will be further improved rather than to have more of the
sanie kind of standard, it is obvious that we cannot allow the number of guest workers to increase
indefmitely

Trade Preferences to Developing Countries

There is a fourth reason which is becoming more compeiling. As a resuit of our progress and deve
lopment, there is pressure within international communities such as the EEC, OECD and the IMF, as
weil as the United States, Japan and other developed countries to declassify Singapore as a developing

country. This immediately introduces many problems. Least of ail will be the fact that we will flot be
able to obtain cheap bans or expect any form of financial assistance. We have the funds and the
reserves to overcome this problem. We are also sufficiently creditworthy to obtain funds from the
international capital market. But what will be a problem once Singapore is no longer ciassified as a
deveboping country is that we wiII flot receive any preferences — or if at ail, only very lirnited ones —

for access into the markets of the EEC, the United States or Japan under the GSP, the Generalised
System of Preferences, arrangements.

When this happens our products will be subjected to the importing countries’ import duties and
to other forms of iniport control: ie tariff preferences and other GSP privileges wiil no longer be
accorded to Singapore. This means that no matter how efficient we are, our products will become that
much less competitive as a result of the iniport duty levied on Singapore goods. For example, transistor
radio sets manufactured in another deveboping country and exported to the US, flot only will not be
taxed but will also probably receive some concessions flot available to Singapore-made transistor
radios. So, coupled with tEe fact that our wage-rates and hence production costs are already higher, it
will be very difficult for our products to compete with those manufactured in other developing coun
tries. This applies to textiles, shoes or any other labour-intensive products which other deveboping
countries are, or will soon be, manufacturing.

This pressure to reclassify Singapore as a developed country clearly points to the fact that we have
to nxve away from manufacturing the traditional products produced by other developing countries,
because their products wiil be cheaper in third countries, — flot necessarily because they are more
efficient, but cheaper because their labour cost is lower and because they at the sanie time enjoy the
benefits of special trading arrangements which will become unavailable to us. The lesson is that unless
we move away to the less sensitive products we will find it increasingly difricuit to market our goods.

Associated with this is another reason. Now, Singapore is a member of a group of developing
countries known as the Group of 77. It is so called because way back in the early Sixties, 77 countries
were classified as LDCs (L.ess Developed Countnes) by the United Nations. Today, although it is stili
known as the Group of 77, there are 126 such countries. The deveboped countries for a variety of
reasons have drawn up certain arrangements amongst themselves to grant special trade concessions to
this Group of 77. However, with an increase in the number of countries clamouring for more con
cessions and faced with pressure from their own unions and unempboyed citizens, the developed coun
tries have become increasingly selective in granting such concessions. They wiil not need much prompt
ing to want to identify those in this Group of 77 which should not be granted any assistance or special
trade privileges because of these countries’ relatively weil developed economies.

In other words, the developed countries want to graduate some of these 77 countries — and Singa
pore is one of them. They want to graduate us. They say, “Look, you are now fully grown and able to
subsist without any pnvileges. You are no longer an LDC. I now graduate you to a developed country.”
They have even coined a new naine for such countries. They cail them a Newly Industrialised Country,
or NIC. So we are to be classified a MC. We don’t want to be a MC not because we do not want to
graduate, but because we are flot ready for graduation. The criterion useci is probabiy the country’s
per capita gross domestic product. On tEls basis Singapore’s ranking appears impressive, but our wealth
and prosperity can be misleading. We do flot have any natural resources to fail back on. Ail oui pro
sperity can vanish just ovemight. In fact quite a lot of the output we generate is profits repatriated.
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Our position is quite simple. While statistics may point Singapore out as having made the grade,
structurally our economy is stil immature, not sufficiently strong or technologically advanced and
capable of re-generating our own productive capacity. Give us 7 or 10 years, then we wil be only too
happy to receive our diploma, but not now. In short we are an LDC at least for the next 7 to 10 years
but it is beconiing increasingly difficuit to convince the developed countries of the peculiar situation
we are in.

We may succeed in convincing the developed countries of our true situation and so obtain some
time. We need to make good use of this time to prepare ourselves for graduation. The only way is to
restructure our economy, prepare our workers and reorganise ail our economic activities. But such
restructuring cannot be done in a short time, yet time is short. Graduation day draws near. Restruc
turing in fact began some 7 to 10 years ago when we stepped up our efforts to attract the technologi
caily advanced and capital intensive industries. We have been successful to some extent, but progress
is too slow. We must speed up or we will be in trouble. There are other reasons too for speeding up,
reasons which I shah elaborate now.

Prospects for Further Prosperity

Our GDP has grown, relatively steadily, over the past 10 years at an annual rate of 6 to 8%. As a
result, our people’s standard of living has gone up,job opportunities have increased, workers’ incomes
have improved and our population’s welfare has been enhanced. In order that we can continue to pro
gress and prosper, we will need to ensure that we create more wealth. In economic ternis, this means
ensuring that our GDP or output will continue to grow at a healthy rate.

There are two main ways of increasing our economic output. The first is to increase our labour
force — in other words our population. With more people engaged in productive work, more will be
produced and total output will increase. There is however a limit to this approach of increasing total
output. Firstly, our population is limited and hence our labour force is also limited. In fact the physi
cal limitation of our island state precludes the use of an increase in population, or an increase in labour
force through guest workers to raise total output. Moreover, even if physical size is flot a limitation,
this way of increasing output, ie by increasing our population, is flot desirable unless there is a net
increase in productivity. In other words, if every worker produces the same amount as before, increas
ing the workforce does flot result in any increase in output per worker. More workers producing a
proportionately higher output means the output per worker remains the same. This means that our
workers wihl either receive the same amount of wages, etc. commensurate with their output or, worse
stiil, with a greater population demanding the limited social services and other requisities for daily
living, there is bound to be an increase in prices caused by demand outstripping supply.

This clearly points to the other me ans of increasing total output, and that is through an increase in
productivity and by engaging in higher-value added activities. Given the same number of workers, but
with each worker producing more or higher value-added products, say 10%, then total output will
increase by 10%. In addition, ail things being equal, i.e. if there is no increase in population or in other
cost factors, workers will be able to increase their wages by 10% without affecting the marketabiity
of our products. Looked at from the workers’ point of view as well as from the national interest, higher
productivity and producing higher value added goods the only answer to ensuring GDP growth and
more for each member of our society.

The pertinent question which we workers ought to ask therefore is how do we increase productivity
and total output. The answer is through the use of a more efficient production system, whether it is in
an assenly line, or on the shopfloor, or in a bank or hotel — in other words better management and
administration, better organisation and improved skills ail round, ofboth the managers and the managed.
This will generally cali for mechanisation, automated systems and a streamuined production process.
This means, for workers, better skills and job enlargement. This is really the cmx ofthe Second Indus-
trial Revolution. For, unless this whole process is followed through, we will not only fail in ourattempt
to improve our workers’ lot, but we may also end up worse than before.

The Timing of Implementation
So the decision was made. We accelerate our economic restructuring this year. You may ask “Why

this year? You have a fuel crisis, inflation in the advanced countries, unemployment in the advanced
countries. Isn’t this a bad time to do this?” The answer is both yes and no. Yes, in the sense that it is
not the ideal time to embark on an economic restructuring. So should we wait for a more conducive
tin-e to eni,ark on our plan? If we did, it may turn out that we wffl have a terribly long wait. Worse
stii, the situation may flot improve in the developed countries — it could get worse. Meanwhile the day
of graduation draws near. The poorer the situation in the developed countries is, the more anxious they
will be to graduate us.

So, it is not a question ofwhether this is the best time, but it is really a question ofwhether there
wffl be a better time, and the sooner we restructure successfully, the better placed we will be to
weather the hard times. At present, our workforce is relatively young. Therefore, they are in a better
position to adapt. The longer you wait the older the workforce becomes and, when that happens, it
becomes that much more difficuit to change. So, in that respect, the quicker we change, the less pain-
fui it will be for some. The longer we wait, the more we wilL be affected adversely.

Our labour shortage position for the past l to 2 years has also made it imperative for us to acce
lerate the restructuring process. This labour shortage situation, if it is allowed to continue, will dis-
courage new investors. You cannot operate a factory without workers. New investors will therefore be
reluctant to corne in. Without a continuous flow ofnew investrnents, our future entrants to the labour
market will find that job opportunities will be lirnited. Moreover, the range of jobs available wihl be
restrictive, limited to the traditional low value-added types. Obviously such a situation will not augur
well for our future.

What is more critical is that as our wage rates increase without any change in production rnethods,
it wffl flot be long before our goodsbecome uncompetitive. When that happens, oui- factories, having
no markets, will close and production will stop. This will result in prolonged and massive unemploy
ment, if oui- economy is not restructured in readiness for this eventuality, and newer investments do
flot continue to flow in.

Apart from the probable social repercussions if we let in more guest workers which I mentioned
earlier, there is another aspect which is relevant. If labour is cheap, there is no incentive for employers
to raise productivity and output through mechanisation and automation. Employers wiil be reluctant
to ernploy more workers with higher skills. This in turn means that future wage increases are limited.
Altematively, if we keep on pushing wages up, there will corne a time when oui- factories becorne non
competitive and the inevitable I described earlier will take place. And when the crunch comes, we wiIl
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be caught stranded with old production methods, inefficient machinery, antiquated management
systems and out-o f-date organisations.

It is therefore clear that it is flot in the workers’ interests to protect inefficient firms by deliberate
underpricing of labour and by encouraging the inefficient use of our limited labour resources. For if we

did this it will be only a matter of time before these establishments become non-viable, a situation
which will be followed by retrenchment and unemployment.

We have to give advance notice of our intentions to investors. Our message to them has to be loud

and clear. Those establishments which are going to manufacture underwear or low.grade shoes —

“don’t bother to come”. They will have a better chance of viabiity if they set up their factories in

countries which require such establishments. But those who will be engaged in the relatively high

technology type of industries, such as petro-chemicals, pharmaceuticals, precision engineering, they

will have to be told in no uncertain terms that Singapore is now embarking on a new strategy. We are
going to put more emphasis on the skills of workers and higher productivity. In tum we expect to be
paid our market rates. They will then pay attention to us, instead of just looking at South Korea or

Taiwan. Unless they do this and invest in Singapore, before long Taiwan and South Korea will be way

ahead of us. We will then have to do a lot of catching up. So, the longer we wait, the more difficuit it

will be for us to catch up. This is another reason why we must make the move now.

The Pitfalls To Look Out For

Obviously, the strategy is not without its dangers. These are minimised by not asking too much
too soon. It is for this reason that the impact of the strategy is spread over 3 to 4 years. This will give
employers anci employees time to adjust. There will be factories and workers who will not be able to
make it despite being given tKis time. This cannot be helped. However our pre sent tight labour situa
tion will to some extent ease the adverse effects of possible retrenchments. This in fact is another
reason why we ought to embark on this strategy now.

The question that has often been asked is what happens if the globai economic recession worsens
to the extent that foreign investors whom we are trying to attract are flot forthcoming? What do we do
then,? Well, the NWC recornmendation for 1979 has catered for this eventuality. Gross wages or take
home pay will increase on the average by 14%. But wage-cost increase to the employer will go up by

20%. The 6% margin is intended to absorb the unexpected so that wage-costs can be cut back by up to

6% without affecting workers’ wages. This will enable our industries to ride any short-term shortcomings.
How about inflation? Will our strategy push inflation and affect our cost of living adversely? The

answer is that it will to a slight extent, but workers will, by and large, enjoy real wage increases. What

has confused the picture, really, is the increase in the cost of living caused by oil price increases which
are beyond our control and have nothing to do with our strategy. These increases would have taken
place even if we had deferred the implementation of this strategy. At the same time, being an open
market economy, free competition will to some extent minimise the effects of inflation.

Effects on our Industries

What are the possible outcomes on our industries of this second industrial revolution? I shail
describe briefly the possible scenarios.

Now, the net effect depends on the type of industry. I cari classify industries into 3 categories.
Firstly, we have an industiy or a company which has potential for growth. For this category ofindustiy
what the employer is likely to do is to stop recruitment of new staff for the time being. He wiil keep
his present workforce, say, of 1,000 workers. He knows that his products wffl be able to seil overthe next 5 years. Therefore, he wiil want to expand his plant. In his expansion plans he will put in
more nx)dern machineiy and revise his production processes so that the present pool of workforce
cari be re-deployed to mn his bigger plant. When that happens, the existing 1,000 workers wiil have to
be retrained and given wider job functions. Workers’ wages wifl consequently continue to go up.

So, for this type of industry or for workers in this category of company, the strategy of upgrading
is both logical and correct. It is the best approach to a higher standard of living. But unfortunately, flot
ail companies are in this category. If ail companies are like this, we wouid not have any problems.

Now, die second category of industries wiil be those which have limited room for expansion.
j They can survive this present increase of wages through some adjustments in their production processes

so that die productivity goes up and unit cost either goes down or remains constant. Hence they wi]1
be able to absorb the increase in wage cost without affecting the marketabffity of their products. So
what they are likely to do is to ensure that their workers get the additional skifl to ruri the improved
production processes. Those who cannot do so wiJl have to be retrenched, so that the workforce that
remains in that industry wiil be skilled, and able and wiiling to be further trained if necessary, in order
to be absorbed into die new type of production processes. Workers retrenched from such industries
will not be too many and are lilcely to be absorbed by other existing industries which do not require
highly-skilied workers.

Now there is a third type of industry. This wifl be die industries that have no plan, nor capability
to expand. What is worse, they have no capacity to absorb wage increases, either because they are
aire ady operating at die highest possible productive level, or because the nature of their goods is such
that the production requires quite a lot of labour and, as a remit, they cannot absorb such costs. For
such industries, die only logical solution is for them to close down.

Now when such an industry closes down, workers wiil be retrenched. Some ofthese workers will
change jobs, but there wiil be others who cannot fmd alternative employment in die new industries.
They will be caught out on a limb. And these are die workers who, I think, unions should be on die
lookout for.

What can we do about these workers? Perhaps in the present tight labour situation they can find
alternative employment in existing industries. They cari, as far as possible, tzy to acquire new or
additional skiils. In this regard, the NTUC, employers and the government will have an important role
to play. Here, die Skills Development Fund will be drawn upon to assist them. It is in dis area that the
NTUC, with its affiliates, are working closely with VITB to organise suitable union inhouse training
courses, if institutional training is either unsuitable or not available.

Pre-requisites For Success
What are the pre-requisites for success in this strategy of restructuring our economy? Very simply

put, it requires two basic ingredients. Firstly, we need enlightened employers who understand die pur-
pose of dis strategy, and die role dey can play and die contributions dey can make. On die oder
hand, workers are expected to respond with enlightened self interest and flot to take wage increases
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for granted. The danger lies in thinking that since future wage increases have been assured, we need flot

do anything further. If you think in this manner, you have flot fully understood the implications of

this strategy.
The common misconception amongst some employees and employers is that economic restructuring

wil con about merely by increasing wages. They cannot be more wrong — wage-increase isjust one

part of an overali plan to encourage the efficient use of labour, thereby ensuring the supply of labour

for the new investments we want to attract, and the upgrading of skills for our workers, and of tech

nology in our production unes. It is also a clear signal to the potential investorS in capital-intensive

industries of our change in industrial strategy.
If we are blind to the real facts, it will be a tragedy, flot only for us workers, but for Singapore

as a whole. For we are in this instance playing for the highest possible stakes — our national survival

and continued prosperity. When we play for such stakes, everyone is required to put in his share, em

ployee, employer and govemment alike, for failure knows no bounds and affects everyone with equal

adversity.

Summing Up 0f Seminar

Mr. Lim Chee Onn
Secretary-General
NTUC

1. The Seminar over the past 3 days has given labour leaders and worlcers representatives the op
portunity to cast their eyes over the horizon. This preview into the future has enabled them to un
dertand and appreciate the social, political and economic environment in which workers wil find
themselves over the next 10 years.

2. A forecast of what the future has in store for us is always a risky business. Our comrades from
the banking and insurance sectors who are experts in money and interest rate matters wffl be able
to confirm this. Uncertainty and surprises abound; for example, in October 1973 the four fold
increase in oU price was unexpected and uprecedented. It put our industrialisation programme
back by a few years. This points clearly to the fact that unless we are prepared for unforeseen cir
cumstances, we wil be caught on a wrong footing.

3. Despite the state of uncertainty prevailing, we have no option but to take a bold step forward and
restructure our economy. To wait with the hope for an ideal time to undertake this restructuring
can prove to be futile. At the same time, the longer we wait to take this crucial step, the more
painful the changes will be for our workers. I have already explained why this is so in my address
on the reasons for our economic restructuring.

4. There are no guarantees for success. It will be foolish for anyone to believe that success is as
sured. What we can have confidence in is the sound judgement of experienced hands in the busi
ness of economic planning and national development. While we may lack industrial resources, we
have in our possession pragmatic and far-sighted leaders to guide us in our task. We can therefore
be reasonably confident that we will be able to at least identify the pre-requisites for uplifting
our workers’ living standards and well-being to a higher level. Having identified them, the ques
tion we will have to ask ourselves is how are we going to meet these pre-conditions.

5. Our goal is clear but the way to it is flot strewn with roses. It will be an uphifi struggie espe
cially during the initial tages. No one has promised that it will be easy to make the quantum jump
from a labour-intensive, low-wage economy to a high-technology, high-skilled one. Worthwhile tar
gets are seldom within easy reach. But one thing is certain — the end resait when we get there will
be full ofopportunities.
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6. There wiil be many obstacles in our path, ranging from obstinate employers, old fashioned

concepts, out-dated processes and unmarketable products, to bad management and short.sighted

workers. These difficulties can be overcome through perseverance, wisdom and patience.

7. Some will need help along the way and this wiil be the role for NTUC and our affiliates. We

should therefore close ranks and work together to ensure that everybody can make die grade

although to different levels.

8. We must be quick-footed to capitalise on opportunities and favourable situations if we wish

to secure for ourselves the prospects we seek. The slow and the complacent wiil flot make h. The

unwilling and the indifferent will loose out in the long run. The prospects are there. It is up to us

to make the effort.

9. During the past 2½ days, the seminar workshops have deait with the full range of issues which

can affect our future. Arising from the discussions and debate, the 3 workshops have drawn up a

set of recommendations. These recommendations can be summarised into 3 main areas:

(i) Unions, employers and the government should direct their efforts in ensuring that we

succeed in the restructuring of our economy which must continue to grow at 6 to 8% if

our workers are to enjoy brigher promotion prospects, better job opportunities and en
hanced living standards in the future.

(ii) NTUC and its affiliates should review the organisation, structure and staffmg of unions
and cooperatives so that the labour movement is better placed to serve our workers and
deal with complex industries and sophisticated managements, and give special emphasis
to the training and development of union officials, industrial relations officers and
branch leaders.

12. I must stress that the importance of this crucial seminar has flot been detracted in any way by
the petty and irrelevant issues which were raised by some participants but which ought to have
been raised in some other forum. But since courtesy requires a response to be given, I shah first
put them out of the way.

13. Shortcomings and Deficiencies of Past NTUC Programmes

13.1 We wihl be amongst the first to recognise that not ail programmes we implemented during
die past 3 years, since the last Triennial Delegates Conference, were perfect. As workers’
expectations increase, we will need to strive for higher standards in ail our activities, whe
ther they are educational courses, recreational activities or welfare schemes. In fact we
are particularly concemed that our programmes should meet the needs and aspirations
of our members.

13.2 It was for this reason that in January this year, we wrote to ail General Secretaries and
Presidents of our 53 affiliates requesting them to give us their views on the shortcomings
and strong points of NTUC programmes and their recommendations on how we can lin
prove these programmes to cater to the needs of our rank and file.

13.3 Subsequently, meetings were held with our affiliates, first in groups and later individually
when specific issues were discussed. Many exceilent points were raised and the majority
have been incorporated in die NTUC Plan of Action. While on this point, I would like to
take this opportunity to thank those who have given us their frank and constructive criti
cisms. The NTUC Secretariat is able to respond to our members’ needs that much better
because of your contributions as responsible and mature union leaders.
However, there were a few delegates who raised some of these points during die work
shop discussions. Perhaps they did flot get die message from their respective General Se
cretaries about die NTUC request for feedback. Anyway, for those who missed die chan
ce to give us their feedback, there wiil be another opportunity for them during die De
legates Conference. The respective NTUC Secretaries wiil be on hand in die workshops
to clarify their doubts.

13.4

(iii) The Govemment, employers, and employees should work together to develop a skiiled,

disciplined and productive workforce which can compete with die best in the world in

terms of skill and professionalism; this is to be achieved through die iinprovement of die

industrial relations framework, upgrading die skills of workers and retraining them for

higher-grade jobs, promotion of occupational health and safety requirements, creation in

our workers an excellent work ethos and pride in their work, introduction of modem

machinery md equipments by employers, and revision of the wage system md other

terms md conditions of employment.

10. I shah elaborate on some of these points md recommendations. First let me re-state this se

minar’s objectives which 1 have outlined to you during die orientation session.

14. NTUC Cooperatives

14.1

11. We set out to help our workers to understand die reasons for our industrial development strategy

and the problems md opportunities which accompany it. In addition we want to establish die con

tributions which our workers and trade unions cm make, in cooperation with die Govemment

and employers, to ensure that we succeed in restructuring our economy, creating a responsible,

skilled, productive and professional work force, md raising die quality of life for our workers and

their famiies.

15.

I am sure that ail those who voiced their concern about die operations of NTUC coopera
tives, whether h is about WELCOME Supermarkets’ pricing policies or INCOME insuran
ce policies, are shareholders themselves or at least they represent unions which are share
holders of these Cooperatives. May I suggest that you attend die next AGM of these Co
operatives and exercise your rights and privileges as shareholders. The Managements of
diese Cooperatives wiil, I diink, only be too glad to explain their policies to shareholders.
Alternatively, they should attend Workshop C at our Delegates Conference.

15.1

Review of Union Administration and Organisation

It was generally agreed that NTUC’s affiliates should review their organisational structures
md administrative procedures so that they become better placed to respond to die chan
ging demands of die labour movement in die ‘80s. The advantages of die various types of
union organisations will be die subject of a deeper study in order to establish die types
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most suited to serve our members effectively over the next decade.
15.2 It must be stressed that an organisational review of our unions should flot in any way be

construed as their inabiity to meet the needs of our members, either in the past or at pre
sent. The objective of the review is to establish what changes need to be made to the pre
sent structure in order that our unions can be more effective and efficient in meeting our
objectives in the next decade. NTUC will set up a Committee to carry out this review.

16. Training and Career Development of Unionists

16.1 Union leaders, branch officiais and industrial relations officers will be given every oppor
tunity to irnprove their skills through advanced and professional courses so that they can
effectively deal with the issues of the ‘80s. Proper career development will be introduced
for union leaders, so that they in turn are in a better position to develop a higily skilled
and professional workforce. For the longer term, NTUC will consider the establishment
of a Labour Educational Centre to provide proper structured courses on a wider range of
subjects for our members who will be helped to realise the importance of a high level of
perfection in their work.

17. Skills Development Fund

17.1 We will endeavour to provide our workers with the skills necessary for them to participate
fully in our restructured economy so that they can realise the full benefits of a high
technology, high-skilled and high-wage industry. In the process of training our workers
for this purpose, we will attempt to inculcate in them a strong spirit of cooperation amo
ngst themselves, a sense of pride and achievement in their work, and a drive to achieve
perfection in their tasks. For those who require retraining, they will be assisted in getting
a new lease of work-life. In order to achieve these objectives, we wiil make full use of the
Skills Development Fund. We cali upon the Government and employers to supplement
our efforts so that there will be no shortage of skilled and dedicated workers to put a
brake to our econoniic growth.

18. Employers’ Responsibiities

18.1 We cali upon employers to meet their responsibilities towards their employees. We detest
those who through their intransigence or indifference hamper the restructuring of our
economy. Through a variety of untenable attitudes and actions, some employers have en
couraged workers to job-hop and behave in other unsavoury manner, but at the saine time
they clam that our workers are disloyal, irresponsible and money-minded. Employers
should wake up, and by working with the unions such as through Productivity Councils,
help to increase our workers’ skills and productivity. Perhaps the employers should also
hold a seminar to educate themselves on the finer points of cooperation 50 that our re
lationship with them can become more fruitful.

19. Union Membership
19.1 Unions will strive to organise the 70% or so of unorganised workers in our workforce in

order that more of our fellow workers are able to enjoy the services we provide. In the
meantime, those workers and their familles who are flot eligible to join any unions wiIl

be encouraged to join the Singapore Labour Foundation to enjoy the social and recrea
tional services provided by il. This will enable the Foundation’s projects to reach out to
more workers.

20. Political-Union Symbiotic Relationship

20.1 There are 2 ways of looking at this relationship. The objective way is to view the 2 mem
bers in this relationship as sharing a common interest and wanting to work together
to attain a common goal. In this case, our common goal is to secure for our workers md
fellow citizens the best that the future can promise. Support by one member for the ot
her through mutual cooperation will resuit in the realisation of this objective that much
quicker and with greater certainty. There is consequently every reason for us to streng
then such a relationship.

20.2 The cynics and churlish types will choose to view this relationship as one of foregoing
the union’s rights. They fail to realise that there are responsibiities that go with these
nghts. And in this case, our main responsibility is to our workers who are also co-owners
of our nation. Are we giving anything up if we seek to provide our workers with a brigh
ter future9 There is no escape from the fact that political stability is intertwinecl with a
better livelihood for ail. A better social order does not flow from conflict and strife. This
is the basic mie that governs this relationship.

21. Let me close by restating our objectives for the ‘80s. We want to develop the Singaporean workers
into an effective contributor to our industrial development. We will endeavour to give him his self
esteem and a sense of professionalism in his trade; and to incuicate in hum the desire to excel and
achieve perfection in his work. In order to achieve this objective, the Singapore worker will have to
strive increasingly to perfect his skiils, raise his productivity and adopt a work ethic that will be
the envy of others.

22. This Seminar on “Progress into the ‘80s” has examined the best ways to go about achieving this
goal. Some parts of this goal will take longer to achieve because of their complexity md the milieu
in which we operate. Changes will have to be made to our present mode of operations, percep
tions, md priorities if we want to succeed. We shail have to respond positively, for if we fail to
succeed, it will be the beginning of the end.

23. This Seminar has flot been an exercise in futiity nor has it been just an academic exercise to satis
fy the craving of the intellect. The recommendations and conclusions illustrate the seriousness
with which the participants have viewed the seminar, md its usefulness has been augmented by
the frank md sincere discussions during the workshops. This success would flot have been possible
had our friends md well-wishers not generously sacrificed their time and effort. In particular, the
three eminent persons who delivered the 3 keynote addresses, the authors of the background pa
pers, the Workshop Chairmen, resource persons, rapporteurs, and many others slogging away in the
background have ail laboured mightily. Most important of ail, our delegates have contributed signi
ficantly md they should be proud of heir efforts md willingness to help shape the future for our
selves md our children. To ail of them, the NTUC expresses its deep gratitude.

s
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PREAMBLE

Seminar Conclusions & Recommendations

Ten years ago, in this same hall, over 400 union leaders met for 4 days to chart a new course and
to define the new roles and functions for the labour movement in the face 0f rampant unemployment
problems of the 60’s, the unsettling prospects of the British withdrawal and the problems of disunity
and ineffectiveness ofunions steeped with the habits of militancy and narrow interests.

That gathering marked one important phase in the history of the Singapore labour movement.
From it emerged policies and programmes that made the Singapore trade unions the dynamic and pro
gressive movement it is today.

Era of Construction

The last 10 years was an era of construction. Much has been done to strengthen trade unions and
to make them effective in fulfilling the task of protecting the welfare and interests of workers, and,
at the same time, ensuring the successful creation of employment for our workers and growth of our
living standards.

Era of Consolidation

The next 10 years must be a period of our consolidation and refmement as the next decade will
be a period of greater challenge and complex problems. As the Prime Minister has put it: “The pro
bleuis ahead will be entirely different, qualitatively, from what they were”

We understand what this means and we are resolved to ensure that trade unions will continue to
be capable of responding effectively and responsibly through the maximum use of the best of our
resources for the economic and social well-being of our workers and our country.

Lessons of the Past

We know the present achievements and triumphs are evidence of what we have done, and how we
have faired in solving past problerns. We also acknowledge the importance of working closely with the
political leadership so that our mutual interests will be promoted and realised for the benefit of ail
Singaporeans who desire to see a progressive and dynamic nation.

We also acknowledge the important contribution that healthy tripartism has made which will con
tinue to provide the economic and social progress of Singapore and we reiterate our commitment to
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il RECOMMENDATIONS

ECONOMIC AND POLITICAL SCENARIO

SUPPORT FOR ECONOMIC RESTRUCTURING

ECONOMIC RESTRUCTURING

SKILLS DEVELOPMENT

continue pursuing a responsible approach in the management of industrial relations, collective bargain
ing and union organisations so that inclustrial harmony will prevail in Singapore in the interest of our
economy.

Our experience in the past decade and a deep understanding of the future will help us to prepare
for the future. We must realise the limitation of our economy, and the deficiencies of our social mores.
We realise our dependence on foreign investment, and the stresses of the geo-political and economic
forces prevaffing in the international economy and the South East Asian region.

Our Strength

Our strength is our wiffingness to squarely face the problems of the future and to examine objecti
vely both our success and failures, our strengths and weaknesses.

It is for this reason that we, 600 trade union leaders representing over 230,000 of our members,
have gathered here since 7 November 1979 in this Seminar on “Progress into the 80’s”. As our senior
colleagues had done 10 years ago, we have considered the future problems and prospects and have
charted out the plan of action for the labour movement in the next decade.

Recognising the critical conditions for determining the successful upgrading of the Singapore eco
nomy and the creation of greater social and economic growth of the workers, we now make the fol.
lowing recommendations:

SEMINAR DELIBERATIONS & CONCLUSIONS

(1) While we emphasise that the success of the economic restructuring will depend upon the joint
efforts of ail

— Management, Govemment and Iabour — the NTUC and its afftliated unions
should take the lead and motivate their members to work coilectively to ensure that our eco
nomic restructuring wiil succeecl.

(2) In this effort the NTUC and its affiliates should give top priority to 3 areas: —

i) the upgrading of skills;
ii) the inculcation in our workers of sound work ethics and the commitment to the pursuit

of perfection and professionalism in work; and
iii) the further development of union’s programmes to meet the demands of oui workers in

the 80’s.
(3) The policy of encouraging a more efficient use of oui labour resources through the NWC

recommendations should continue to apply to ail sectors of the economy.

We accept that geo-political and economic forces are over-riding factors in determining the scope
of our success and the gravity of oui problems. Our reliance on oil makes us vulnerable to the
continued rising of oil prices wbich will affect our competitive position.

On the political front, the outcome of the Sino-Soviet Conflict, the Middle East Conflict as well as
the political upheavals in Indo-China will affect the security and stabiity of the ASEAN region, and,
therefore, Singapore.

(4)

The rapid growth of oui economic competitors — Hongkong, South Korea, Taiwan — and the
emerging economies of China, Brazil and some African countries with large populations will pose grea
ter challenges to oui economy.

The NTUC and its affihiated unions should monitor the training needs of members and identi
fy those who need to acquire new skills and whose skiils have or are likely to become redun.

We appreciate that there is a limit to oui economic growth unless we restructure and upgrade from
a labour-intensive tu a capital-intensive economy manufacturing higher value..added products which re
quire workers with higher skiils and positive work ethics. This change should be govemed by an equit
able system of higher wages linked to higher productivity.

Having considerecl the rationale for the restructuring of our economy as has been presented in the
Seminar papers and addresses, we accept the national policy of economic restructuring. We endorse the
Prime Minister’s eau to the workers of Singapore to strive for perfection and professionalism in their
work.

(8)

dant.
(5) Trade union members should continue to respond positively to skill development, job en-

largement and changes in work organisation to equip the workforce for the wider and more
complex range of economic activities where high wages will accompany higher productivity
and higher technology in production.

(6) Workers in the restructured economy should be urged and motivated to be flexible, adaptable,
hardworking, to acquire higher skiils and to cultivate n stronger sense of work ethics as a basis
for achieving higher productivity and higher remuneration.

(7) The NTUC and its affiliates should support and promote the prudent use of the Skills Deve
lopment Fund and should endeavour jointly with the employers and the government to ope-rate schemes for the upgrading of existing skills and the acquisition of new ones.
The Economic Development Board, Ministry of Trade and Industry, Ministry of I.abour, the
VITB, employers and other appropriate institutions should co-operate with the unions in providing appropriate training programmes for workers. Industries should be asked to inform theEDB of their skill requirements and the number of redundant workers from upgrading and
restructuring.

(9) The SDF should also be used for:—
(a) the upgrading of trainers and instructors; and
(b) the recruitment of experts from abroad where necessary to improve our training program

mes.
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(1O)The SDF should also be used for the development of training institutions on an industry basis.

(1 1)No undue weight should be given to academic and paper qualifications wen determining

the eligibility for admission to training courses.

(1 2)Training Schemes should be appropriately scheduled and designed in modular form, if neces

sary, for shift workers.
(I 3)Employers should grant paid leave to employees to attend skill development courses which

are relevant to their work.
(14)Employers and unions should jointly develop a system of wages and other terms and con

ditions of employment to encourage skill development, job enlargement and company

loyalty.
(1 5)Employers in consultation with the union should make every effort to re-deploy or retrain

redundant employees and resort to retrenchment only if there are no other alternatives.

(16)Management should flot, under the guise of restructuring, retrench older workers on higher

salary points and replace them with younger ones at lower wage levels as this wiil flot promote

company loyalty.

WORK ATTITUDE

(1 7)Workers are urged to take greater pride in their work and strive for perfection and profes

sionalism.
(1 8)The NTUC and its affiliates should impress on ail union members that they wiil flot con-.

done any acts on their part which are detrimental to good work ethics and the overail per

fonnance, productivity and discipline of the workforce.

(1 9)Management and their supervisory staff should, through their exemplaiy conduct, motiva-

te workers to cultivate good work ethics.

PRODUCTWITY

(20)Employers are urged to be more committed to promote the establishment of Joint Con

sultative Productivity Coundils to encourage greater cooperation and the exchange of ideas

and suggestions.
(21 )Management should pay more attention to the design and application of staff appraisal sche

mes to ensure greater objectivity and fairness in the assessment of workers’ productivity.

INDUSTRIAL LEGISLATION

(22)The NTUC, its affiliates and the govemment should review the industriai legislation to acco

mmodate the changes resulting from the new economic restructuring policies and to conso

lidate the harmonious industrial relations environment.

OCCUPATIONAL HEALTH AND SAFETY

(23)Amendments should be made to existing legislations to:—

(a) improve occupational health and safety standards;

(b) increase the quantum of Workmen’s Compensation;

(c) remove the income criterion for non-manual workers on the eligibifty for workmen’s
compensation;

(d) include statutoay medical examinations for those exposed to dangerous occupations and
ma te riais

(e) seek representation of trade unions in safety committees of work establishments; and
(f) allow the use of CPF contributions for insurance purposes, if possible on a voiuntary

basis.
(24)The Govemment, being the single largest employer, should set the lead to provide its em

ployees with a safe and healthy working environment.
(25)The Govemment should give more serious attention to the need to increase the number of

factory inspectors and the efficiency of the Inspectorate to ensure effective supervision and
implementation of occupational safety and health iaws.

(26)Public recognition should be given to establishments which have successfully undertaken
training programmes in occupational health and safety.

CONTRIBUTIONS 0F PR0FESSIONA

(27)The NTUC and its affiiated unions should approach professional bodies to urge their respec
tive members to be more involved in the task of attaining and developing better standards and
practices of occupational health and safety.

REVIEW 0F UNIONS’ ORGANISATIONS

(28)Trade Unions should review their organisations so that they will be better placed to respond
to the changing demands of the 80’s.

(29)The NTUC should establish a top level committee with representatives from the relevant affili.
ates to study in greater detail how existing trade union organisations could be made more ef
fective and efficient.

MANAGEMENT SERVICES UNIT

(30)The NTUC should set up a Management Services Unit to inject greater professionalism and ex
pertise into the management and administration of unions and cooperatives.

COOPERATIVES

(3l)The NTUC and its affihiates should consolidate and modernise their cooperatives. Where pos
sible, union cooperatives should amalgamate to take advantage of economies of scale. NTUC
and its affiliates should promote greater cooperation and co-ordination amongst their coopera
tives.

(32)NTUC and its affiliated unions should ensure that surplus funds generated by their cooperati
ves are prudently invested.

214 215



LEADERSHIP TRAINING

(33)The existing education md training programmes for union leaders md IROs shouid be im
proved md the following matters should be taken into consideration:
(a) training of union leaders, branch officiais md IROs should be stepped up md shouid co

ver a more speciaiized and a wider range of topics so that they cm better serve the mem
bers and deal with the more complex problems of the 80s;

(b) systematic follow-up actions should be instituted after each training course; md
(c) development of a Workers Training Centre which will serve as a hub for more compre

hensive trade union and workers education and training programmes.

SINGAPORE LABOUR FOUNDATION

(34)Persons who cannot be unionised should aiso be given the opportunity to enjoy the social md
recreational amenities provided by the Foundation.

(35)Non-unionised workers who enjoy the benefits of collective agreement shouid be asked to
make contributions equivalent to the union members’ subscriptions to the SLF.

r

r

j
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