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Seamless assistance

ByCHARISSA YONG

COMBINESingapore’svarious
assistance schemesintoa
single, more streamlined
system - thatisone
suggestionurgedbvthe
handbook’sauthors.

Andthese schemesshould
be “opt out” - meaningthat
Singaporeanswhoqualifvfor
themshould automatically
receivepavouts, ratherthan
havingtogothrough
tediousapplications and
assessments.

Proponentsargue
thatthecurrent
system, whichisheavy
on paperwork, takesup
time,effortandmoney.

Moreover, thefinancial
concernsofthepoorare
alreadyadistraction, sapping
themotf theircapacitvtomake
rationaldecisions, say experts
likeeconomists Yeoh Lam
KeongandDonald Low.

Thisdrawsfromthe
“bandwidth” argumentbv
Harvardeconomist Sendhil
MullainathanandPrinceton
psvchologist Eldar Shatir.

Intheirbook Scarcity: Why
Having TooLittle Means So
Much, thevusetheterm
“bandwidthtax” todescribe
thecognitive burdenof
poverty.

The professorsfoundthat
the poorare significantlymore
stressed by payinglarge
amounts of money whileina
positionof scarcity, resultingin
havingless “bandwidth”,that
is, the capacity toprocess

informationand make decisions.

Assistance schemesshould
aimtohelpthe poorout of
thismorass, not contribute to
thisburden, theyvargue.

MrYeohaddsthat

automatic schemesreducethe
chancesofindividualsfalling
throughthe cracksbecause
thevdonotknow what help
thevcanget,orrefuseto
applyoutofasenseofpride.
Butakeymove couldbeto
linknon-automatic schemes
tothe Workfare Income
Supplement scheme, which
automaticallv covers
low -wage workersearning
lessthan $1,900 amonth, sav
MrLowandresearcher
AlishaGill.
Bothsuggestthatan
individualwhogets

Workfare pavoutscould

automaticallyqualifyfor

andreceiveafullerrange
ofassistance,suchas
additionalhousing, childcare,
education, healthcareand
eldercare subsidies, that
someoneinasimilarfinancial
situationwouldbe eligiblefor.

However, the Government
prefersworkingthroughthe
socialservicesapparatus,such
asthenetworkof Social
Service Officesit launchedin
2013.

Insteadoflinkingthe
schemestogether, theoffices
reduce thelevelof
bureaucracvbvmakingit
easier for those who need help
togetit,apointthatthe
handbook’sauthors
acknowledge.

Expertsarealsohopeful
abouta Ministryof Socialand
Family Development move
lastyeartoassignasocial
workertoeachvulnerable
family.

Thesesocial workers will
helptheir assigned families
workthroughtheirproblems,
andcoordinatethehelpfrom
various schemesandagencies.

~ charyong®@sph.com.sg

Raising wages

ByRACHELCHANG

DESPITEtheGovernment's
standthat aminimumwage
wouldcreateunemplovment
among thelow-income
earners, callstoestablishone
havecontinuedunabated.

Most notably, theformer
chairmanoftheNational
Wages Council,economics
professor Lim ChongYah,
proposedin 2012 a minimum
monthly wageof $1,000 -
unlessratesofinflationrender
thattoolow.

EconomistslikeLinda
Limand Hui WengTat
arguethat ahigher
wagewouldlessenthe
stigmaassociated with
low-endjobslike
cleaningandboost
low-wageworkers'
productivitv,savthe
handbookauthors.

“Itcouldprovidethe
necessaryimpetus forthe
start of apositive, ongoing
cycle of skillsupgrading and
wageincreases, enabling
workers toreachtheir full
potential,” savs Professor Hui.

Inthepoliticalarena, all
the oppositionpartiesin
Singapore supportthe
establishment of some formof
minimum wage.

Amongtheruling People’s
ActionParty (PAP),anumber
ofbackbench MPshavealso
consistentlvcalledfor sucha
move.

Inthisvear'sBudget
debate, veteranPAPMP
Inderjit Singh (Ang MoKio
GRC)repeatedalongstanding
callforthe Government to
implementafive - vear
timeline towards aminimum
wage of $1,50 Oper month.

Inhisparliamentary speech
earlier this month, heargued
thatanacross-the-board
minimum wage was still
necessarv sothatthose with
thelowest salariesdonot
needtorelyoncontinualstate
aid.

“ASingaporeanearning
very low wages - whohasa
family tosupport - cannot
copewithunrealisticallylow
salaries, " hesaid. “We should
formalise a nationalminimum
wage sothat Singaporeansare
moreself-sufficientanddon’t
havetorelvon regular
governmentinterventionsto
helpthemcope.”

The Governmenthas
eschewedaminimum-wage
policyinfavour of two
initiativestoboost the wages
ofthelow-income:the
Workfare Income Supplement
(W1S),wherecashhandouts

aretiedtostavingin
emplovment,and the
Progressive Wage Model, in
whichlabourunionswork
withemploversinthree
low-wagesectorstogradually
ease wagesupaccordingtoa
“ladder”linked to
productivitv gains.

It believesthat thesetwo
schemescan boost wages
withoutthecorresponding
dangerof causing
unemploymentamong
low-wageworkers, whichit
sayshasbeenoneofthe
outcomesseeninother
countrieswitha

minimumwage.
Atpresent,workers
whoearnupto$1,900
areeligiblefor Workfare,
which givesthemabout $100
to$300permonthinamixof
cashand Central Provident
Fundtop-ups.

PoliticianslikePAP’sMr
Zainal Sapari(Pasir
Ris-Punggol GRC)have
consistently called forthe
payoutstobeboostedanda
bigger proportiontobe
handedoutincash.

Atthelaunchofthe
handbook, notedeconomist
YeohLamKeongarguedthat
Workfareshouldbeincreased
sothatlow-wageworkers
take home,incash,at least
$1,500monthly. Thatis. WIS
pavoutsshouldbeincreasedto
$500t08600,largelyinthe
formof cash, hesaid.

“Peoplelivingat this
marginneedtopay thebills
andkeeptheirheadsabove
water," hesaid.

AsfortheProgressive
WageModel, it hasborne fruit
intheformofaverage-wage
increasesinthecleaningand
security sectors.

Thelandscaping sectoris
nextinline forthe
implementation of mandatory
wageladderslinkedto
productivitvgains.

MPslike Nominated MP
andunionist K. Karthikeyan
andWorkers' Party
Non-Constituency MPGerald
Giamhave called forthe
extension ofthemodelto
other sectors.

But Senior Parliamentary
Secretarvfor Manpower
HawaziDaipisaidin
Parliamentlast week that the
Government doesnot want to
enforcewageladdersbeyond
theinitialthreesectors.

“Weshouldallowthe
markettodetermineasuitable
trajectory of wagesbasedon
productivity improvements
overtime.”

“ rchang@sph.com.sg

ATFIRSTglance,agleamingcity-state
like Singapore mayv not looklike it has
many people whoare starving, without
aroofovertheir heads - thatis, those
inabject poverty.

Afterall, helpforlow-incomehouse-
holdshasbeenthe overwhelmingfocus
ofrecentpolicieslike the Workfare
schemesupplementing low - wage
workers'incomes, and Silver Support
payvoutsforthe poorestelderly.

Butdespitethese schemes, theissue
of povertvandinequalitvis stillaprob -
lem - just hidden, say someacademics
and experts.

Ahandbookonpovertyissuesre-
leasedthis week bythe Lien Centre for
SocialInnovationhasgatheredsugges-

lethe problem.

taxes andwages.

definition of poor.

HELPING TE

FRESH
FIXES

A report released this week highlights the continuing problem of
poverty in Singapore and suggests some ways to deal
with it. Insight takes a closer look at the recommendations.

Inthebook, titled AHandbook On
Inequality, Povertv And Unmet Social
NeedsIn Singapore, thevcollate calls
forpolicvchangesinthe Central Provi-
dent Fundsavingsscheme,education,

Thedebateoverthe exactleveland
landscapeofpoverty herehasbeena
long -running one, asSingapore - un-
likeHong Kong, forinstance - does not
haveadefinedpovertyline.

PrimeMinister Lee Hsien Loonghas
saidthat arigid povertyline might be
polarising, andleave some outside the

Instead, Singapore needsseverallay-
ersofassistance, asitsgroupsof needy

i, NEEDY:

But social welfare groupsargue that
thetrueface of povertyis,ironically,
hiddenbyv some of Singapore’ssuccess-
es, suchaswidespread publichousing.

The formerchiefeconomist of the
GIC sovereignwealthfund, Mr Yeoh
LamKeong, estimatesthatthereare
about110,000t0140,000 Singaporeans
whofallintothe categoriesofworking
poor,elderly poorand unemployed poor.

Regardlessoftheir positionsinthe
debate,allrecognisetherearethe
needyandvulnerable whoneedhelp.

Whether Singapore canaffordsuch
policymovesto boostassist -
ance - scheme payoutsis adebatethat so-
cietymusthave, saythe experts.

Insightlooksat fiveleft-of-field

workers'incomes, thei

tionsfromthese expertsonhowtotack-

f poverty

lityis still aprobl

Taxing the wealthy

ONEwavtotackleinequalityin
Singaporeistotargetthetruly
wealthvintaxation.

Thelatest Budgettookastep
inthisdirectionbyraisingtaxes
onthetopearners.

TaxratesforthetopSper
centofincomeearners-—
thosepullinginatleast
$160,000ayear - will
goupby2percentage
pointsto 22percentof
incomein2017.

However,someexperts
arguethat thisdoesnotgofar
enoughtotaxthetruly wealthy.

FormerNominated Member
of Parliamentand political
watcher Calvin Chengarguedin
acommentaryinThe Straits
Times that the wealthy make
their money not fromearned
income, but through
investments, including capital
gainsordividends. “Many of

these individualspaving higher
incometaxesarenotthe truly
wealthy,” hewrote.

Heand others propose
wealthtaxes - foronething,
introducingataxonthesaleof
assetssuchasproperty.Such

capitalgainsarecurrently

nottaxablein Singapore.
Anothersuggestionisto
reintroducetaxes collected
onwealthleftbehindafter
anindividual'sdeath - that
is,anestateorinheritance
tax. The opposition Singapore
Democratic Party has made this
callandwantsit toapplyto
those withassetsworthmore
than $20 million.

Singaporehad anestateduty
butitwasscrappedin2008.
Then, the Governmentsaid that
moremiddleandupper-middle
incomeearnerswere caughtby
it but, unlikethe super-rich, did

areshifting andmulti-faceted, hesaid.

measures proposedinthe newbook.

~justhidden, say someacademics and expeits.

nothavetheresourcestosetup
trustsand otherlegal
arrangementsthatletthem
sidestepdeathduty.

Revenue fromthesetaxes
can fundsocial schemes,and
thisredistributiveeffectcan
mitigateinequality, the
argument goes.

Butthereinlies areasonwhy
suchtaxes maynot takeoft,
savsseniorresearchfellow
GillianKoh at the Instituteot
Policy Studies: Peoplemavnot
bewillingtopavmoreout of
their ownpocket to supportthe
needy.

“The Governmentis notan
entitvuntoitself,” she argues.
“Itisresponsive,butalsoheld
back bythe willingness of
peopletostumpupfor taxes to
benefit thelower-income.”

It maybe arealpolitical
challenge toconvincethe
generalpublictoagree tothis,
shesays.

The Economist Intelligence
Unit's(EIU) Asiaeconomist
NarvnitaSarmasaysthat
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Adisabledelderly man sorting out cardboard tosell to recycling firms. Despite help schemes for households ikethe Workfare scheme supplementinglow-wage
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Singapore'staxesare currently
lowenoughtoraisethem
marginally.

Butinthelongrun, raising
them substantially higherthan
those of nearby citieslike Hong
Kongwill hurt the Republic’s
competitivenessasabusiness
destination.

“One ofthemainlures of
Singaporeisthat taxes are
low,” she notes. Singaporeis
currentlyjudged the world's
best place to dobusinessby the
ElUinitsannualranking.

Asonlythetopthird of
income-earnersin Singapore pay
incometax,shesaysthataway
toraiseadditionalrevenue
without hurting Singapore’s
competitivenesswouldbeto
broadenthetaxbaseandhavea
largerproportionofthe
populationpavsomeincometax.

Or, the Goodsand Services
Ta couldbeincreased,shesays.

“But eitherwouldbea
politically difficult move, " she
notes.
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Using CPF as cushion

VULNERABLE groupslikethe
unemployed,and homemakers,
shouldbebetterprotected
bvthe CentralProvident
Fund(CPF)system,say
experts.
Thiswasoneareaof
policy recommendation
covered by the Handbook @n
Poverty,Inequality And Unmet

SocialNeedsIn Singapore.
National Universitvof
Singapore (NUS) labour
economistHuiWengTat
hascalledfor
unemploymentand wage
insurance tobeprovided
byvCPFintheeventof
suddenretrenchment.
Heproposesthatindividuals

Scrapping the PSLE

THAT Singapore’seducation
systemdoesnotdoenoughto
promoteinter-generational
socialmobilityisalongstanding
criticismofexpertsand
observers.

TheHandbook On
Poverty,Inequalityand
UnmetSocialNeedsIn
Singaporenotes that
academicslike National
Universityof Singapore
socialworkexpertIreneNg
reservespecialire for the system
of streaming - specificallv,the
Primary School Leaving
Examination(PSLE).

ThePSLE, whichsplits
studentsintosecondary schools
basedontheirscoresinthe
nationwideexamatagel2,is
“thesingle most harmfulearly
streaming practicethat
increasesunnecessarystresson
studentsand potentiallvreduces
socialmobility”, says DrNg.

Indeed,inrecent vears, PAP
MPDenise Phua
(Moulmein-KallangGRC),
Workers' Party
Non-ConstituencyMPYeeenn
Jong and former NominatedMP
LaurenceLienhaveall
advocatedinParliamentforthe
creationofintegrated schools
wherestudentscanmove
through seamlesslyfromages
seventol6, without havingto
sitthe PSLE.

MsPhua,whostarted
special -needs school Pathlight,
wantsthe MinistrvotEducation
(MOE)togreen-lightapilotofa

10-yearschool, which shesays
she will head herself.

AdvocateslikeMsPhuasay
thatstreamingatatenderage
disadvantages childrenfrom

poorerbackgrounds, who
havelesscareandattention
athomeandlessaccessto
pre-schooland
enrichment classes.

Asthose whodowellin
thePSLEgoontothetop
secondarvschools withbetter
resources, theiradvantageis
compoundedandthe gap
betweenthemandchildrenfrom
disadvantaged families widens.
A10-yearschoolwould allow
childrentoflowerwithoutthe
pressureofstandardised sorting
beforetheirformativevears,
theyargue.

ButEducationMinister Heng
SweeKeathasmadeclearthat
thePSLEisheretostay.

The MOE, hehas said, will
move tosignificantly dilutethe
PSLE’sfocusonscores. Since
late2012,ithasbeen workingon
areview with theaimot
replacingthe PSLE“T-score”
withwider grade bands similar
tothe AltoF9gradesforthe O
levels.

TheT-scoresvstemhasoften
beencriticised for fuelling
competitionby sortingchildren
tootinelvbasedonhowwella
childdoesrelativetohispeers.

Theeducationauthorities
herebelievethatsome
streamingisstillnecessaryto
maintainthe system’shigh

beallowed towithdraw sO per
centof their salaries fromtheir
CPF accountsforthree
months,orlongerinthecase
ofarecession,totidethem
over aperiodof
unemployment.
Thiscanberepaid whenthey
havefoundnewjobs.
Also,toencouragepeopleto
take new jobsevenif the pay is
lower thanthat of their previous
positions, Professor Hui
suggests “wageinsurance” that
would pay someone 50 percent

ofthe wage differential forupto
12months.

Hissuggestions wouldsoften
theimpactofbeingretrenched
without “incentivising
unemployment”, thetraditional
fearofentrenching welfare
payments, savthehhandbook
authors.

Wageinsurancewouldalso
“increaselabour mobilityand
helpreducethepubliccostof
providingassistancetothe more
vulnerableincome groups”.

Atthepanel discussion

duringthe handbook'slaunchon
Tuesdayv, formergovernment
economist Yeoh LamKeong
notedthat the mainschemeto
helptheunemplovedpoorright
nowisComecare,adhoccash
assistancegiventofamiliesin
difficultybytheir MPs.
“Butvouhavetoapplyforit
andjumpthroughallkinds of
hoops,"” he noted. Supporting
thetvpeof CPF-backed
unemplovment and wage
insuranceschemes that Prof Hui
hasadvocated, hesaid: “What

weneed isanational
unemployment protection
systemthatis antomatic.”

Alsoincludedinthe
handbookisNUSeconomist
ChiaNgeeChoon’scallfor
tweakstobetter protect
homemakersand caregiverswho
havebeenunabletobuildup
theirownCPF.

Theyshould be given
automaticaccesstotheir
husband’s CPF savings,she
says.

RACHELCHANG

Pupils awaiting their PSLE results. The PSLE, which splits students into secondary schools based on their scoresinthe nationwide examatage 12 is “thesingle
mostharmful early streamingpractice thatincreasesunnecessary stress...and potentiallyreduces social mobility", says social work expert Irene Ng.

academic standards,butthat
suchtweaks willdilutethe
unhealthycompetitivenessthat
hasbuiltup.

Andinanycase, the
Governmentisaddressingthe
socialmobilitvissueby pouring
resourcesintopre-schooland
earlyeducationforchildren
fromdisadvantagedfamilies,so
thattheydonotfalltoo far
behind theirmoreprivileged
peersbeforethe start of formal
schooling.

Besidescreatingls
government -run pre - schools by
nextyear, the MOEaimstohave
student-carecentresinalmost
allprimaryschools.

Pupilsat thesecentres
receive meals, homework
supervisionandattentionfrom
counsellors.

Government ministers have
alsobrandished statisticsto
show that social mobilityis still
healthvinSingapore’s education
svstemandinsocietvat large.

In2011,thenEducation
Minister NgEngHensaidthat
abouthalfthe pupilsinthe
bottomth rdofthe
socioeconomicbracket scoredin
the toptwo-thirdsoftheir
cohortinthe PSLE.

Earlierthis monthduringthe
Budget debate, DeputyPrime
MinisterandFinanceMinister
Tharman Shanmugaratnamsaid
thatamong voung adultsintheir
mid-20stoearly30snow, 14
percent ofthose fromfamilies
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inthepoorest one -fifth have
movedintothetopone-fifthof
incomeearners.

Thiscompares with 7.5 per
centinthe United Statesand 9
per centinBritain. Eveninthe
Scandinavian countries,known
fortheircomprehensivesocial
welfareprogrammes,onlyabout
10 per centtol2percentof
thoseinthe lowestincome
quintileendupamongthe
richestone-fifth,hesaid.
RACHELCHANG



