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Headline: Mandatory wage ladder a clean sweep for workers

Moral suasion and accreditation didn’t work but a new scheme with the weight of law willlift cleaners’ pay
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ROM September, anew
wagesystemwill govern
cleaners’ salarie wsill Clean-
ing companieswill come
under anew licensing
scheme under which they have to
abide by some wage guidelines.

These guidelinesoffer workers
akind of wage ladder. Allcleaners
must be paid atleast $1,000 each
month. Thosewithhigher skills
areassured at least 81,400 and su-
pervisors, $1,600.

The Government calls this a
“progressive wage model”, which
assures cleaners of a $1,000 start -
ing pay and provides a “wagelad-
der” where cleaners can get high-
er salaries as they gain better
skills. Something similaris being
considered for the security sector.

This new licensing-cum-wage
laddersystem announcedlast
week is the boldest attempt yet by
the Government toraise persist-
ently low salaries in the cleaning
and security sectors. Industry
players, it appears, have sup-
pressed wages in order to submit
price-competitive bidsto provide
cleaning and security services.

It came after persuasion and
leading by examplefailed. In 2011,
av accreditation scheme
wa mtr ed for cleaning com-

The Government specified
thatonly accredited companies
could bid for government con-
tracts. Butasgovernment con-
tracts covered only 1l per cent of
cleaners, themove failed to lift
wages acrossthesector.

Thelatest move, however, is
different and goes furtherthan
any past measureto lift wages for
cleaners, whose wages have stag-
natedorfallenforyears.

Industry expertsand analysts
think that thistime, the compulso-
1y licensing scheme and the wage
ladder guidelines willresult in rais-
ing cleaners’ wages. They cite
fourreasons.

Forceful, yet practical

FIRST, it has the full bite of the
law, even thougha higher wageis
not directly legislat

Cleaning firms musthave ali-
cencetooperate, anda keyre-

irement of thelicence is that

ey use aprogressive wage mod-
el, or awageladder, to pay their
workers.

The licensing condition itself
will not spell out the salaries on
theladder. Instead, acommittee
of overnment officials, unionists

employers will ne gotlate the
sahries Cleaning firms thatdo
not follow the tiered wages set by
the committee can have theirli-
cences suspended orrevoked.

Four labour economistsinter-
viewed by The Straits Timeswere
unanimous that the newrules will
work toraise cleaners’ wagesbe-
causeit is legally enforceable and
cleaning companies haveno
cholcebut to comply.

Second, the moveisbacked by
the Govamnent, unions andem-
ployers.

Raising salaries of less-skilled
workerswhile helping them be-
comemore productiveis in line
withthis Government's priorities.

Asforthelabour movement, it
has been pushing for measures to
raise low-wage workers' pay for
years. Deputy Prime Minister
Tharman Shanmugaratnam cred-
itsthelabour movement, National
Trades Union Congress, for com-
ingupwiththe ﬂeaofaprogres-
sive wage model, adding thatitis
now a “tripartite approach”.

Employers of cleaners too are
not averse tothemove. Previous-
ly, some bosses had said they
would like to raise wagesof clean-
ers but were unabletodo so
unless other cleaning companies
didlikewise. Otherwise, they
would not be able to put competi-
tive bids for cleaning contracts.

MrMiltonN u&pwsident ofthe
Environmen anagement Assc-
ciation of Singapore, whichrepre-
sents clunmg says oompul-
sory licensin mise standards
inthesector. "It levelstheplay-
ing field and firms cannot under-
cut one another.”

Mr William Peh, operations di-
rectorat Eng Leng Contractors,
whichhas some 1,000 cleaners,
agrees. “ Firms that pay workers
lower salaries candefinitely sub-
mit cheaper quotes togetthejobs
but now that everyonehas to pay
atleast $1,000, itis fairer.”

Third, timing favours this new
movetoraisecleaners’wages. For
thepast few years, thecurbson
foreign workers in the cleaning
sector have started to bite.

Foreign workers can form no
morethan40 percent of a clean-
ing firm's workforce now, down
from 45 percent last yearand 50
per cent two years ago. Firms also
pay higher levies for foreign work-
erssince2010.

This means that firms have
been trying toraise productivity
by g morecleaning ma-
chines inthe past few years, says
Mr Sunny Khoo, sales director of

Is the progressive tiered-wage model a form of ‘minimum wage’?

THE Government callsit a
progressive wage model, ora
“wage-skill ladder”_ But
economists say the way the
new wage scheme for cleaning
companies works, it is a form
of legislated minimum wage —
albeit for aspecific sector.

Nanysng Twhmlogul
University economics and
mduslrml:elatms pmf.m
Chew SoonBeng says: “Itisa
minimum wage inthe cleaning
sector for each category of
jobs.”

From September, cleaning
companies need to be licensed.
To get alicence, they need to
abide by wage guidelines set by
atripartite committee of
officials, unionists and

These guidelines specifya
starting wage of atleast $1,000
amonth for cleaners, with
salaries going up to $1,400 and
more for higher-skilled
cleaners, end from $1,600 for
SUPETVisors.

Labour economist Randolph
Tan, who is an associste
professor at UniSIM, says: “If
it were not a minimum wage,
there would have beenno need
to mandate the wage floor.”

Clean Solutions, which hiressome
2,000 cleaners.

But those familiar with thein-
dustry warnthat the new licens-
ing move will almost certainly
leadtoashake-upin the cleaning
industry.

Companies that had signed
longer-termcontracts to provide

“Instead, it would have been
sufficient to provide for the
rate of progression from, say,
the existing wage levels ”
Associate Professor Hui
‘Weng Tat from the Lee Knan
Yew School of Public Policy,
who is a proponent of
implementing a minimum wage
in Singapore, says the latest
move is a “recognition that
there needs to be intervention
inthe form of minimum wage”.
An aversion to the use of the
term minimmm wage may have
led the Government to do
things differently, ina more
indirect manner, he surmised.
Doesit matterif itiscalleda
minimum wage or something
else? Ina way, yes, becanse
calling it a minitmm wage
creates certain expectations.
First, a minimum wage
ums[lymfustn slaglshbd
minimum wage across the
economy. Singapore’s wage
scale for cleaners applies only
to the cleaning sector.
Second, it is not legislated
directly. It comesintheform
of wage guidelines setby a
tripartite committee. Although
these guidelines are binding in
that companies face penalties

cleaning services for afixed fee
would have to absorb the cost of
higher salaries, or find some way

toreem:pthatutacost
One cleaning firm witha

six-year contract locked in more
than four yearsago, has been “dis-
cussing with the buyertomake
some adjustments”, its boss told

for flouting them, the
arm’s-length relstionship does
shield the Government from
the charge of direct
intervention in setting wages.
Letting a tripartite committee
conduct wage negotistionsis
not new for Singapore: the
National Wages Council has
done this for decades.

re Management
University economics professor
Hoon Hian Teck points out:
“We are trying to take
advantage of the record of
negotiationin some sense to
carry through (the progressive
wage model) "

And third, unlikea
traditional minimum wage,
Singapore’s wage floor is the
first rung of a scale. Wages go
up and do not stay at the
minimum_ Inthe end, perhaps
it doesn’t really matter what it
is ﬂ!]ﬂd. solong as it works.

resolve to do something for the
sectorsthst have stagnant

The Straits Times.

Some companies that cannot
ordonot want tobe subjected to
thelicensing conditions will exit
thetrade, says Mr Woon Chiap
Chan, oountry managing director
of ISS Facility Services, one of Sin-
gapore's largest cleaning firms
withover 6,000 cleaners.
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Thefourthreason why the
wage ladder-cum-licensing
scheme will work: It's apractical
movethatraises salaries forthe
lowest-wage eamers without add-
ing oncosts to businessesasa
whole.

Describing the move as “prag -
matic”, labour economist Ran-
dolph’ Tan, an associate professor
at UniSIM, says: “Ibelieve the
Government views the cleaning
sectoras probably the safest sec-
tor toimplement such apolicy,
that is, in that sector, there
should be more consensus than
forany other sectorthat workers
deserve helptoadvancetheirlot.”

But some economistsare con-
cerned about the Government's
hea_vﬁhandon business through

ting licensing requirements,
whieh havetheeffect of mandat-
ing a sectoral minimum wage.

Thebest way to boost workers’
welfareisstill through creating
jobs and generating economic
growth, said Singapore Manage-
ment University economics profes-
sor Hoon Hian Teck, whois hop-
ing themandatory wageladder
model willnot be extended be-
yondthe cleaning and security in-
dustries. . )

But several questions remain:
Willraising wages of cleaners
raise cleaning costs for compa-
nies? Willbusiness tenantspay
more for cleaning of premises?
Will households in Housing Board
flats and private condominiums
see higher conservancy fees for
cleaning services?

Several cleaning companies
said their profit margins are thin:
atbetween 5 percent and 10 per
cent. Wagesamounttoupto 80
per cent of total cost,s0a spike in
wageswill certainly raise thei
costs. Cleaning contracts aretypl-
cally fortwotothreeyears. Con-
tracts dueforrenewal in the com-
ing months could see costs rising
upto 30 per cent, inline with
wage risesin recent years, clean-
Ing companiessay.

Apart fromthe worry about ris-
ing costs, thebiggest uncertainty
lies in the details of thenewwage
modeland licensing framework.
Arein-house cleaners and compa-
nies that provide cleanersforpri-
vateresidences governed by this
framework? What other penalties
arethere apart fromloss orrevoca-
tion of licences?

Answers will hopefully beforth-
coming on Monday when the Gov-
ernment tables changesto the law
to allow forthis licens-
ing-and-wage-ladder scheme to
beintroduced.

Formost policies, the devilis
inthedetails. This t!me, though,
while details still matter, the
broad outlook is already clear:
Prospectsoflifting cleaners’ wag-
eshaveneverlookedbetter.
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