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I ?  SMU 

Taclding Singapore's 
laDour cruncn 

Companies and consumers alike have no choice but to adapt to the labom shortfall that wiU be with Singapore for the 
foreseeable future. Jaw h g  and Toh Yong &uan repurt.on the extent of the problem and possiile solutions. 

Environment and Water Besac -  
es Minister Vivian Balakrishnan 
sdd Singaporeans will have to 
return their bags at hawker wn- 
tres and 'Icpm to cope with fewer 
cleaners". He added: "There is 
goingtobeashuchvddchran- 
& shortage of cleaners in the 

SMBs in &me's recent survey 
were thialtlng of relo& to 
nei&mur£ng camtries where 
labour, land and raw material 
costs arc lower. 

Construction matcrkl firm Eng 
Seng Cement Products hus d- 
ready done so. It set up a factory 
in Kotp Thggi in Malaysia lust 
mmth to make wefPb crmcrete 

UIpnntivcs such as lomr for- 
efga worker levies for companks 
that keep weU below foreign wmk- 
er quotas: 
.Allow companies to transfer 
their unused forden worlar quota 

says: "The key long-term ma- 
s w e i s t o p n s s o n w i t h ~  

er, which should reduce labwr 
demand. But mother, m-rnutu- 
d y  exclusive measure is to raise 
labour supply - and foreign work- 
ers are not the only opfhn 
One approach is to get more 

lcclls lnto the workforce. 
Mr Lee of MOM says: 'The 

Government is helping the eco- 
nomically inactive to go back to 
wotk md locals to work longer if 
'hey,wiSlLn 

Fums are tuming to retirees 
aod housewives to till gaps, and 
they are getting help from govern- 
m m t ~ t o d o s o .  

Last month, the Singapore 
Workforce Davelopment Agency 
and police h c h s d  a scheme to 
get retirees and hon&wives to 
work~scnuityguar&,byshart- 
elling thdr worldng hwn. 

Some SME boMcs have pro- 

restructdng and improviug p- 
ducti*y.* 

The Govemm~nt's target Is for 
productivity growth of 2 per cent 
to 3 per cent a year this decade. 
though Acting AhpoweI w- 
ter Tan Chuan-]in said this 
month that remaim a 'stretch tm- 

MANY countries around the 
world create far fewer jobs than 
they have workers for. 

Singapore's problem is dfffer- 
ent - it has more jobs than it can 
find workers for. 

A w o r t  by the A s o c W h  of 
S d  and Medium Enterprises 
~)tbismomthsunlsupthesit- 
uation: '"There ore still many jobs 
available out there for locals but 
many S W  still have difficulty 
recruftlng loePl mpnpower in the 
market and hence ffnd it dff&cult 
to meet the for& labour quota." 

Since the end of 2009. the Sin- 
gapore economy has added 
between 20.000 and 37,000 new 

to dbcr firms in the same &tor, 
so tbat the Lstter can, tnnpapri- - 

future.' Iy, have more foreign workers to 
cPre their shortages. 

"There is no shortage of Me- 
w,'' saps Mr Lnu. 

Yet more jobs w& for ~ o u s i n g - ~ o ~ r d  ants. 
The firm's director Chow Hoo 

Bet". 
Deputy Rime Minister ThPr- 

THE demand for workers is not 
ahout to drv w any time soon. 

Chomy took l & h t  to his .sgwawl- 
ing factory about the 63m of a soc- 
car W d  in KO& Tit@. The typi- 
c a l d a i l y n s g e o f a ~ w o r k *  
er is RM40 (S$16), he s d ,  add- 
~ Y h ~ , a w o t k a f O B t S  
at least three times more, provid- 
edwecmfiadthrmtohln." 

Them&ratIonandphPsiaewt 

mnashnmrmgnrPtnnmhnsindicat- 
ed that results will come onb The long-term view 

lnt GovGneni.s elan *- 
tiom wmt to tens of thousands of 

with tlm, sayhg in April that ecol 
nomic restructuring would take 
"atleastthebttterwofthish- 
ade" to complete. 

A day later, the Momtary 
AuUmity of Shgqme said Singa- 
pore might not reap the fmits of 
the productfvity drive lmtn 'the 
second half of tbFs d d e " .  

To take a positive view, Sfryn- 
p o r e h a s ~ s c o p e t o s t e p  
up productivity. This is especisnp 
so 'in the services sector, where 

THE labour shortfall is here to 

* 'LfmArkB-of thsMm- 
power Ministry (MOM), mys Sin- 
gapore's manpower cmmh is 
L f u n d ~ n t a U y  a long-term 
h e "  csuaed by a shdnbg I d  
tabourforce."Wehavec~m~toa 
point where our loepl work- 
t n e - 0  pDpulatioD * awctd to 
start growing at a slower rate, and 
will eventually start to shrhk 
within the next decade." 

In May, the Institute of Policy 
studies projected that if S i i a -  
m ' s  totol fettility rate stays at 

new Gbs over the medium term m 
sectors such transport, horn- 
lug, health cme and e d u c a h ,  to 
meet the needs of a growlng and 
WebPg popnlatioa 

With the ramp-up of flat build- 
ing by the Housing Board, the 

jobs mry three months. 'lhis is 
not matched by the number of 

of co&s that a14 uuable to 
bcamrs more prodDdiw and bss 
reliant on labour is procay  what 
economists say should -pen as 

locals entering the workforce. 
For decades. the city state has 

t o u  number of construdioo 
workers needed could hit 45,000 

been heavily reliant on foreign 
labour to top up its local l h u r  
supply. But since 2010. the Cov- 
ernment has tightened the taflow. 
as foreign worker numbers had 
a r ~ l w l a r ~ ~ a a t o ~ u t a s t r a I n  

in the next few years, up from 
18.000 lnst p. 
Of similar magnitude are the 

needs of the health-care sector. 

an economy r&truchues, hbt just 
at the level of firnu, but that of 

Of psrt-tlm% W M ~ S .  SO 98 to 
buxt W take-bome pay and en- 
cmuage more to work part-time. 

Thtshsrc ofaomcn andthose 
aged abwe 60 in the workforce 
has risen in the last decade, as has 

?%?A H- Hian Teck of 
the l a k  crunch ia most sevue", 
k(l Thuman said in his W g e t  

With two more public boepitpls 
on the WW, slone with mon com- 

the Singapore MpMgement Uni- 
versity no(= that such rrstruchu- 
ing dates back to the late 19705, 
when labour-intensive W r i e s  
p u c h a s ~ m d e w a y f a c h l g h -  
er value-added ones such as phar- 

spnch this year. 
For instance, Singapon's retail 

prodnctivity is less than hdf of 
that in New Yo*. Paris and h- 
don, and remaha behind Hong 
Kong's, he said. 

An economic simulation by 
National University of Singapore 
labow economist Hul Weng Tat 
estlmatad that if annual Drdu&h- 

on public trkport arid hougink 
The trouble is, locals shun cer- 

m d t p  hospftds and nursing 
homes, the sector wi l l  need 
3S,000 more staff in the next 
eight years. These Include doc- 
ton, Durpcs and attendants. 

Other rectors which will need 
thousmds mare workers art elder- 
we, childcare and lwpitality. 
The 200 nrv childcare oentres 

to be built by 2018. for instcmce, 
win cPn for 1,000 more teachers. 

And with 10.400 more botel 
rooms expected in the uext hut 
years, the sector will need about 
7,000 more workers. 
In a market where labour is 

scarce, wages rise. Workers who 
cm, move to sectors that pay 
better. F h  too may move - in 
search of lower-cost lab-. 
h k e d ,  more t h  60 per cent of 

i.24 and there are rk new citizens 
or permanent residents, tbe l o 4  

the numkr of put-timers. The 
numbers are stin small eompaml 

taIn jobs - namely those that are 
labour-intensive, low-paid nnd tir- 
ias . 

Asme, which represent SMEs 
that employ two in three workers 
here, says: "Many l h  are not 
committed and are unwilling to 
work especially In the low- 
er-tiered jobs, such as drivers, 
wsltresses, and so 00." 

Sectors tbat rely m foreign 
workers to &such lobs have been 
hit by tighter foreign labour poli- 
cy. From July, the share of foreign 
workers which service finns can 
have has been cut from SO per 
cent to 45 per cent. In mnnufnchu- 
ing, it Ls now 60 px cent, down 
fwm 6s per cwt. 
Foreign worker 
Iwies have also 

wo-Motce win shrink from about 
two mllllon in 2010 to 1.8 million 

to the foreign worker pop&tion. 
Economists themselves sly in 

thelightofahbowarncbthatis 
hemtortsy,thequesti~hcing Singapore go beyond econornfc 

theorg. 
The real qwsths coneem the 

kind of sodety Singaporeans 
want. and the pace and q d t y  of 
economic growth t b t  d e w  

by 2030, and below 1.5 mIllioa by -- - - - -- - 
The SfnaPwrr Bualocss P e a -  2045. 

WMls immigration and for* 
msmvmu~tothelPbouruool .  

help firms r eka ta  to lo&-cost 
counttie. while maintdninn tinLs 

the idow has LM tightened be- 
cause of 'social urd infrurtrubur- 
al mnstraints*, notes MI Lee, 
who Is MOM'S divisional dLector 
for rmnpowor planning and poli- 

ity growtb waa 3 per &t rather 
thrn 2 w r  an t .  the demand for 

to ~ingap&e. 
- 

Mr Lau Tai San. a member of 
fomigniabour m 2034 would be 
halved from 2.78 m i h n  - the fig- 
ure it might be, given mucup- 
tionssuchurlowtoWfntility- 
to 1.48 mflliou. 

the ummitke, hlg&ghts several 
ottrsr interim measurea that ffnnr 

- 
earpscts. 

For Professor Basant I(.PIP of 
the National Unnsnlty of Singa- 
DOIC. how maw workers - and 

CY. 
If as- local workforce Is 

not to translate into shrinking 
gm&h, either it win have to be 
topped up with foreign workers, 
or local workers must contribute 
more. 

A&d about sohatiom, Mr Lee 

think wiU help. 
They include: 

.A minimm age, say SO years, 
for tad drhm, so more younger 
and fitter Singaporeans will take 
up job as truck qr lomy drivers, 
where there is a rhortage; 

tore& pends on workas-- the answers are seeded to them &- 

questions. 

"After Morian in feaslble THE productivity drive a i m  at 
mn l r fngbe t t e r~dmrywolk -  growth productivity of the I d  growth labour and force. so 

on, we s h d d  ask: For my 
given level and composi- 
tion flow. of what foreign wfll worker be the re- in- 

gone UP. 
But wen KC- +.,. w,, , 11 . -. - -- - - 

rely on forelgmrs 
are feeling the 

ty KC\OI, which 
hires only locals 
and Mnlavshs.  

- .  . -  
sulthg astimated growth 
of labour copts in Sinea- 

VACANCIES pore, and what will be The 
resulting estimated GDP 
(gross dbmestic product) 
gowth rate?" -- - . . - - -, - - - - , - - 

has a shortage of 
nt lenct 14.000 

That wiU give a better 
sew of the trade-offsbe- -. . - - - - - . , - - - 

guards now. 
Mshwpshels 

made the news 
when restwrmt 
chain S h e  Sushi 
said it could not 
f i n d l o c a l s ~  
to wash dishes 
for 12 horns a day 
- with MS - 
and six days a 
week, for $3,000 
a month. 

And in Parlip- 

tween foreign labour in- 
flows, costs and growth, 
he says. And from this, 
psrhaps Ypolicymakers 
md the public at large as 
part of the Singapore 
Conversation* can ar- 
rive a1 n consensus on 
how best to tackle the 
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