
I REFER to the measures taken recently by the
Philippine government to prevent labour trafficking
and labour exploitation (“Harder to hire Filipino
maids now”; Aug 18). It is a timely reminder for
Singaporeans on what it means to be a fair and
responsible employer.

The Philippine Overseas Employment Adminis-
tration contract addresses three key issues: A just
wage, a weekly rest day and the overseas Filipino
worker’s right to hold onto her own passport.

While many in Singapore may not agree with a
minimum wage of $540, there is no question that
migrant domestic workers – like all workers –
should be offered decent wages. At $540 a month,
the typical domestic worker doing a 16-hour work
day and a six-day work week earns a meagre $1.40
an hour. Is $1.40 too much to pay for the services
of a woman who is expected to care for the young
and old – besides cooking, washing, ironing,
cleaning and other household duties?

A migrant domestic worker lives in the house-
hold of her employer and her household duties are
often never-ending. Some workers that the Human-
itarian Organisation for Migration Economics
(Home) has encountered work from early morning
through late at night, especially in households with
young active children or sick elderly people. Week-
ly rest days ensure that the worker is well-rested
and productive. No migrant domestic worker
should be denied a worker’s statutory right to a
weekly rest day and the right to Sunday worship.

For too long, the domestic work industry has
traded migrant women in domestic work like com-
modities subject to the vagaries of market demand
and supply. We should never support a market that
condones slavery-like conditions, where the em-
ployer or the agent holds onto the passport of the
foreign national, thus denying her the right to leave
the country even to attend a family emergency.

Although not all may agree with the actions tak-
en by the Philippine government, there is a need to
recognise that these have stemmed from a desire of
the country to ensure decent work, decent condi-
tions, decent wages and better social security
protection for their nationals.

Regardless of where our domestic workers may
come from, let us recognise the contribution of our
guest workers by doing what is right and just – as a
people with a conscience.
Bridget Tan (Ms)
President
Humanitarian Organisation for Migration Economics

I WOULD like to commend Health
Promotion Board chief executive
officer Lam Pin Woon for his letter
(“The writing’s on the wall for
parents, school”; Aug 31). Mr Lam is
correct in his assertion that ignorance
is not a strategy for dealing with
sexually transmitted diseases like
HIV.

While I appreciate that Singapore is
still a conservative society, particular-
ly when it comes to discussing sexuali-
ty issues in the public sphere, we must
not make the mistake of assuming that
ignorance is equivalent to morality.

The number of sexually transmitted
infections (STIs) among those aged 10
to 19 nearly tripling in a seven-year
period is particularly alarming. How is
this possible in a society that places so
much emphasis on teaching moral
values through the education system?

Not enough young people are get-
ting the facts right. Many are taught
about the immorality of actions; so
they keep quiet about serious health
conditions they may be exposed to.

This attitude needs to change and
we need to stop equating ignorance

with morality – and arm our young
with the facts.

Abstinence-only programmes
conducted in other parts of the world
have failed miserably in preventing
sexually transmitted diseases, lower-
ing their rates, or curbing teenage
pregnancies among young adults.

By contrast “abstinence-plus” –
abstinence plus safety measures like
condom use and use of oral birth
control pills – has been far more
successful.
Tang Li

IT WAS reported last week that the
productivity of retail workers here
was only 40 per cent that of the
average national worker in Singapore
(“Training course to give retail a
boost”; Sept 1).

Low productivity in the retail
sector is a longstanding problem com-
pounded by the expansion of retail
space in recent years.

Besides lagging behind in
productivity, the retail sector here is
also behind in service quality, when
benchmarked against that of Hong
Kong and Taiwan.

Service staff who do not care
about customers would give much

less thought to systems or processes
that would help them improve
productivity.

Developing a customer-centric
culture – starting with the managers
– is key to boosting productivity in
the retail sector.

And if the managers, who are
more likely to lead and effect change,
are not up to the task, we do not
stand a chance of getting out of this
chronic malaise in our retail sector.

We must target the managers –
who are pivotal as the catalyst, the
coach and supervisor – to ensure
productivity improvement.
Lim Teck Koon

1 MR JOSHUA KUMAR: Can Suntec
take a massive crowd?

2 MR ALBERT WONG: Make it
easier for genuine upgraders

3 MR GEORGE KOO: Better buses
needed for travel to zoo

4 MR LIM POH CHUANG: Ensure
safety of park users when dog
events are held

5 MADAM WINNIE TEO:
‘Code-switching’ from Singlish to
Standard English

6 MR LIM KIM THIA: Traffic hazards
in Bukit Batok

THE debate on private tuition has cen-
tred largely on the qualitative reasons
why parents feel compelled to spend a
chunk of their income on tutors.

I fear that the problem lies elsewhere.
There seems to be a wide gap between the
information provided in school textbooks
and what is required of children in their
school exams. Narrowing this difference
may eliminate some of the demand for pri-
vate tuition from parents anxious for
their children to do well in exams.

A random scan of any primary school
exam paper will show that pupils are ex-
pected to know far more than what is in

the textbook and presumably what is
taught in class. For example, mathemat-
ics and science textbooks teach only the
basics of every concept – and I do mean
the very basics. Examples and exercises
in the textbooks require only simple appli-
cation of the basic concepts.

In contrast, exam questions on the
same topics require the pupils to know
significantly more content than that
given in textbooks. They then have to
apply the additional content and con-
cepts in far more challenging scenarios.

Even if one assumes that pupils are ex-
pected to do some research and reflection

on their own, a wide gap exists. If I may
use a simplistic example, the content in
the school textbooks provides a frame-
work or skeleton. But to do well in the
exams, the skeleton has to be fleshed out.

For this, parents either take on a very
active role in researching, explaining and
fleshing out concepts to their children –
or they “sub-contract” this job out to
private tutors and enrichment centres.

Way back when I was a child, private
tuition was not the norm because the gap
between the information in textbooks and
that required to do well in exams was not
significant. Hence, regardless of whether

one had educated parents, good teachers
or went to a “good” school, it was still
possible to do well in school with self-
study, supplemented with discussions
with classmates or siblings.

When we swung away from rote learn-
ing, we swung too far, thinning down the
content in textbooks. If textbooks
provide more “meat”, the need for
private tuition can be reduced.

This is an issue that affects the budget,
family time and stress level of many
families, which in turn affect their overall
satisfaction with life in Singapore.
Sylvia Wong (Ms)

FORUM
ONLINE

LETTERS should be sent only to The Straits Times. They should be no
longer than 400 words and must include the writer’s full name,
address and phone numbers. The Forum editor reserves the right to
edit a letter. For women, please indicate Miss, Ms, Mrs or Madam.
Please e-mail your letter to stforum@sph.com.sg

More letters on
www.straitstimes.com

Malays
“The worry should
be more about
quality rather than
numbers.”
MR PAUL PONNAYA: “I refer to last
Thursday’s report (‘Malay leaders
worry about numbers’) regarding the
worry about the community’s shrinking
proportion in Singapore’s resident
population. The worry should be more
about quality rather than numbers –
about producing responsible and
contributing citizens for our nation. I
fully agree with Mr Abdul Halim Kader,
head of voluntary welfare organisation
Taman Bacaan, who said there is
nothing to worry about if Malays focus
on quality.”

CapitaMalls
“We are pleased to
allow guide dogs in
our shopping malls
with immediate
effect.”
MR TAN KEE YONG, head of retail
management (Singapore), CapitaMalls
Asia: “We refer to Monday’s report
(‘Still difficult getting around with his
guide dog’), in which our spokesman
said we were evaluating whether to
make an exception for guide dogs in
our present policy of disallowing
animals in our shopping malls. The
rationale for this policy is the personal
safety of our shoppers. However, as the
largest shopping-mall owner and
manager in Singapore, CapitaMalls Asia
empathises with our visually impaired
shoppers. We note that these guide
dogs are specially trained to aid the
visually impaired, are required to be
leashed, are tamed to be kept under
control, and that its numbers will be
small. Shoppers are also likely to be
empathetic to the circumstances of the
visually impaired. Having completed
our evaluation, we are pleased to allow
guide dogs in our shopping malls in
Singapore with immediate effect.”

Air-con
“It will make for a
more comfortable
experience at
this very busy
interchange.”
MS CHEAH YIN PENG: “I refer to the
letter on Tuesday (‘No need for air-con
bus interchange’). The writer has
overlooked the hot and humid weather
in Singapore. The weather, and the
high commuter traffic at bus
interchanges, are the reasons why new
bus interchanges such as the one in
Ang Mo Kio have been air-conditioned.
As a regular bus commuter, I look
forward to the existing Bedok bus
interchange being similarly upgraded. It
will make for a more comfortable
experience at this very busy
interchange.”
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