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Decades  on,  still  much  ado  over  foreign  labour,  public  transport  and  
export  development .  BY NISHA RAMCHANDANI

INGAPORE found itself 
trying to tackle some 
issues in 1982 which 
still remain pertinent 
today − foreign labour 

dependence and transport.
The government announced 

a new levy scheme in late 
March with the aim of reducing 
the dependence on foreign 
workers and building a wholly 
Singaporean workforce over 
the following decade.  The 30 
per cent levy – capped at S$150 
per worker – sought to ensure 
that the cost of employing a 
Singaporean wouldn’t be high-
er than hiring a foreign worker. 
In particular, the scheme was 
aimed at discouraging the 
employment of low skilled 
foreign workers.

The Ministry of Labour at the 
time also did away with Central 
Provident Fund contributions 
for foreign workers, pointing 
out that they would not 
become a permanent part of 
the workforce. However, skilled 
foreign workers with good 
work ethics could be absorbed 
into Singapore’s workforce.

1982 was also the year that 
Singapore decided it would 
build a Mass Rapid Transit 
system. A traffic study con-
ducted by external consul-
tants weighed the benefits of 
the MRT against an all-bus 
transport system and found 
that an MRT would be more 
beneficial and efficient for 
commuters. The report sug-
gested that the bus system at 
the time would need to 
undergo heavy restructuring 
to cope with future trans-
port needs, but would still 
mean inconveniences for the 
public. 

Meanwhile, a plan to set up a 
Trade Development Board was 
met with approval from the 
business community as the 
government sought to use it as 
a platform to boost exports 
during the recession. In partic-
ular, small and medium enter-
prises were seen as the main 
beneficiaries as they lacked the 
scale and contacts that bigger 
firms had. 

IN A MOVE to build up a wholly 
Singaporean workforce, the Govern-
ment has introduced a new Levy 
Scheme under which employers will 
be required to pay a monthly levy of 
30 per cent of the wages of their 
foreign workers subject to a mini-
mum of S$150 per worker.

However, the burden on employ-
ers will be partially offset as they no 
longer need to contribute to their 
workers’ Central Provident Fund. 
The Ministry of Labour said yester-
day that as these workers will be 
phased out by 1992, they too will be 
exempted from contributing to the 
Central Provident Fund.

The minimum levy is to deter the 
employment of low-skilled foreign 
workers. However, the minimum 
levy will not apply to domestic help 
to avoid raising the cost of such 
workers which would then discour-
age married women from working.

The Levy Scheme will be imple-
mented in phases.

Currently, all foreign workers on 
work permit are under the CPF 

scheme except construction workers 
from non-traditional sources whose 
employers pay a straight levy of 
$230 per month for each worker.

“The Government’s plan over the 
next 10 years is to cease reliance on 
foreign workers and to build up a 
wholly Singaporean workforce by 
1992,” the labour ministry said.

“Foreign workers who are skilled 
and have imbibed good work ethics 
could be absorbed as part of our 
permanent workforce. These foreign 
workers will be given permanent 
residence with a view to citizenship.

“Low-skilled workers who have  
been allowed in as a temporary 
measure to relieve our industries of 
the acute labour shortage will be 
gradually phased out.

Since foreign workers will not 
become part of our permanent work-
force, there is no need for them to 
contribute to the CPF, the ministry said.

However, the levy will ensure that 
the cost of employing foreign work-
ers will not be less than that of 
employing Singaporeans.
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A new levy scheme was put in place in 1982 to push for an all-Singaporean 
workforce by 1992 and to discourage the hiring of low-skilled foreign workers 


