Temporary migration of Bangladeshi Workers in Singapore: desirability and reality
1. Introduction 
International migration of labour has been a salient feature of a labour surplus poor country like Bangladesh. For labour abundant countries migration may play a vital role in their development by reducing the pressure on the unemployment situation the domestic economy and by contributing the development of the human resource base through training and industrial experience of migrant workers in foreign countries.

Importing foreign workers is a lucrative business for some of the recruiting agencies in Singapore. Even, when there is no clear need for such labour, they import workers to make profit. The recruiting agencies and corporation are unable to provide jobs to their foreign workers due to oversupply, some of these workers end up being abandoned.
Some employment agencies have charged foreign workers thousands of dollars each to come to S'pore to work [The New Paper on 22 March 2010]. During interviews with workers, it was revealed that the recruiting agents charge each migrant exorbitant fees – on average, range from $8,000 to $10,000 per worker equivalent to almost 15 months of their wages. 

Singapore is a major receiving country for Bangladeshi male migrants coming to Southeast Asia. This paper intends to illustrate major factors that contribute to the viability of temporary labor migration from Bangladesh to Singapore and their fate at the end. 

Every-month migrant workers particularly had to come back home from prematurely after being victimised in fraud cases. Upon return, they found themselves in deep debt. Aware of such tales, families in remote areas of Bangladesh are still prepared to put down credit for similar deals. Correspondingly, many are cheated. Everything is gambled for what is perceived as a golden opportunity, but which rarely proves to be the case. 

About one-third of the labour force in Bangladesh is unemployed. It is quite common that workers try to find work abroad. Bangladeshi migrants target two regions in Asia: the Middle East, and East and Southeast Asia. Coincidentally, Singapore and Malaysia opened up its borders at a time when it became more difficult to enter the Middle East, an important destination of Bangladeshi migrants. Presently, there are about 48,000 migrant workers are working in mainly construction and marine sectors in Singapore. There have been around 50,000 Bangladeshi migrants in Singapore in any given year since the late 1990s. 
The paper is based on interview survey of 61 Bangladeshi workers in Singapore having unstructured questions, supplemented by in-depth case studies and interview of journalists, recruiting agents and NGOs. Though the residences of migrants are scattered all over Singapore and they are very temporary in nature, I attempted to make the findings as reliable as possible. Detailed interviews with intermediaries, money traders and Bangladeshi shop owners in Singapore were also collected in order to understand the involvement of various agents in the migration process.

2. Desirability for migration to Singapore 

People desperately sought overseas employment because they believed in foreign country experience as the means to social transformation. Rural Bangladesh is usually characterized by absolute poverty and inadequate markets in labor. However, sheer poverty or inadequate markets alone cannot adequately account for the patterns of out-migration. Some times it is a result from the interplay of various socio-cultural factors.

Families who have migrant members in Singapore are highly regarded in terms of social status. It is found in a number of researches that a significant amount of earned in Singapore was spent for prestigious goods such as gold, cosmetics and electrical appliances that upgrade the social status of the family members of the workers. Singapore’s reputation as a source of good quality products is well known in Bangladesh.

Most of the Bangladeshi migrants in Singapore come from a few districts in Bangladesh (Rahman, 2000). The Singapore dream in these districts has become a form of escapism for those who have never been outside Bangladesh. Migration has transformed the lives of the people of these districts in Bangladesh. Seeking employment in Singapore has become the norm among young men in these districts, who do not consider themselves manly without having attempted to stay some time in Singapore.

Singapore has remained as one of the most preferred destination to temporary low-level immigrant workers due to higher rate of salary compare to the other countries in this region. They in Singapore can earn, most probably, more than any countries in Asian. The average salary of a worker is around S$600 per month. 

The availability of work is satisfactory. Workers generally have work all the year round. But some times they wait for work. It is the case for workers who are not employed by the companies directly but rather supplied by labor suppliers or agents. About 62 percent of workers are under direct companies while 38 per cent of workers are under indirect companies or suppliers. 76 per cent of workers have regular work while 23 per cent of workers have work in an irregular basis and only 1 per cent of worker clams that he had work in very irregular basis (Rahman). In Bangladesh with its high unemployment rates, sending somebody abroad is considered as a good investment.
The skill-promotion test is a positive initiative taken by the Government of

Singapore to offer better earning opportunities for foreign workers. Migrants do not need to return home for the test, although recently such tests have also been conducted in Bangladesh. According to a findings that 91 per cent of the migrants remained unskilled when they first came to Singapore. Within very short span of time, a significant number of migrants upgraded their skills over time. As the majority of the migrants worked on a daily-wage basis, the basic wage per day was immensely important for each migrant. This is one of the major desirability to come to Singapore.

Despite the heavy cost of migration from Bangladesh, Singapore is a much sought-after destination for these migrants because the risk and uncertainty of such an undertaking is minimal. 

3. Main problem 

Some employment agencies have charged foreign workers thousands of dollars each to come to S'pore to work [The New Paper on 22 March 2010]. During interviews with workers, it was revealed that the recruiting agents charge each migrant exorbitant fees – on average, range from $8,000 to $10,000 per worker equivalent to almost 15 months of wages. 

Bangladeshi workers are being recruited by agencies in Bangladesh which work closely together with Singaporean agencies. During interviews with workers, it was revealed that there are unscrupulous agents on both sides are involved. It is common for them to be told lies about the condition they will face, work abroad is made to sound appealing and the truth about the real pay level, cost and conditions only comes out when it is too late to turn back.

Importing workers from Bangladesh is a lucrative business for some of the recruiting agencies. Even, when there is no clear need for such labour, they import workers to make profit. Some corporation, instead of directly hiring foreign workers themselves, use middlemen, and receive kickbacks in return for doing so, despite the authorities making kickbacks illegal since July 2008. One result of this illegal practice is oversupply as employers, seduced by the kickbacks, take on excess workers. For an example, in December of that year, 179 foreign workers from Bangladesh who were supposed to be employed by Tipper Corporation were abandoned as the corporation was unable to provide them the job due to oversupply. That time, the Tipper Corporation claimed that two subcontractors were responsible for the workers and that they were the ones who abandoned them. 

Another cause of foreign worker abuse in Singapore is a worker is recruited for a particular company, it is strictly forbidden to leave this company and opt for another job elsewhere. Most of the cases a contract always are on a two years basis. Employers can prolong a contract otherwise they will have to leave Singapore. 

Almost all the unskilled workers have been promised good wages before coming to Singapore; they often end up earning wages as low as $420- $540 a month. 

There is a little-known existing fee under the Employment Agencies Act. But foreign workers end up paying much more to try to find employment in Singapore.

The workers had to pay the recruiting agencies about S$7,000— S$10,000 to a job. Under the Act, those who charge or receive more than the prescribed fee can be fined up to S$2,000 for the first offence. For subsequent offences, they can be fined up to S$5,000, jailed up to six months, or both. Also, EAs that breach licensing regulations are liable to have their licences revoked and their security deposit of S$20,000 forfeited.

The Ministry of Manpower is mostly only concerned about salary disputes – and turns a blind eye to other forms of abuses, especially by heavy charge by the recruiting agencies. 
Officials of the Ministry of Manpower (MOM) said that if the foreign workers had paid high agency fees in their own countries, this is beyond the jurisdiction of the Singapore government. Three out of the two recruiting agencies interviewed last month said that all the payment settle in the home country of the workers. Rafiq (not real name), managing director of the recruiting agency at Bangladesh working in Singapore said that they had to pay about S$5,000- S$6,000 for each workers to the recruiting agency in Singapore. The workers were not given any receipts for giving money, which makes it difficult for the workers to make a claim. 

Compare with Malaysia 

	Malaysia 
	Singapore 

	Cost: The workers had to pay the recruiting agencies about S$3,000— S$4,000. 


	Cost of temporary migration to Singapore is heavy. Each workers paid about about S$7,000— S$10,000. 

	Upon arrival in Malaysia, many Bangladeshi workers found in which recruitment agencies provided workers with work permits to work in companies that do not exist at all, and therefore were deported from airport, or sent to detention centres. 


	Similar situation are not happened. But some cases the workers found a difference between what they were promised, and what they actually get in Singapore. They had to sign a new agreement where salaries were lower than the promised ones.

	Overtime: many workers are not paid for the extra hour they work. Some employers did not allow their workers to enjoy the public holidays. Moreover, some companies do not pay them their due salaries on time and no payment-slip is given to the workers.
	Usually they were allowed to enjoy holiday or paid for the extra hours they work. 

	 Harassment by Police and Local Thugs: The fear of police and local thugs is very common among Bangladeshi workers. Despite having legal documents, some Bangladeshi workers complained, they face harassment from police. Sometimes they are sent to detention camp without contacting the employers. In many instances, police catch these legal workers and fine them RM 50, RM 30, or even RM 10 without providing any receipt. There is a saying among the Bangladeshi workers that the thugs are coming for a "Slap, Threat and RM 10"; (So, give them RM 10 before getting the slap and threat). There are many incidents in which number Bangladeshi workers were punched, beaten up, robbed and even killed. 

	Bangladeshi workers were found happy with the actions of police. There is no fear of police or local thugs.   

	Payment for Work Permit, Levy, and EPF: For work-permit and levy, each Bangladeshi worker has to pay between RM 2,300 to 3,000 a year. On the top of these, each has to pay 11 percent of their salaries to Employment Provident Fund. Paying all these as well other living costs in Malaysia leave them with a very little or no saving. Workers can claim their EPF money after their work tenure; however, as they reported, harsh rules, bureaucratic complexity and long procedures make it almost uncertain for them to get money.
	Usually the employers paid the levy and other charges 

	Compensation and Treatment: Some Bangladeshi workers lost valuable parts of their bodies while working, but no compensation was given to them. Many employers ignored this provision of insurance and there was gross negligence of safety precaution at workplace. 


	The situation in Singapore is same. But there is an effective system so that the workers can claim their insurance. Most of the employers were aware about the safety precaution at work place.

  

	When the Bangladeshi workers were asked if they would have come to Malaysia if they had known beforehand about the actual payments and conditions, most of the workers gave a clearly negative response (Anja Rudnick)
	The skill-promotion test is a positive initiative taken by the Government of

Singapore to offer better earning opportunities for foreign workers. The findings reveal that 91 per cent of the migrants were unskilled when they first came to Singapore. However, only 52 per cent of migrants were unskilled at the time of the interview, indicating that a significant number of migrants had upgraded their skills over time. (72 Asia-Pacific Population Journal, Vol. 20, No. 1).  Asked if they would have come again to Singapore, they replied positive as they are now skilled workers. 




5. Debts or savings 

Migration to Singapore carries risks as well. Many of the migrants end in a worse position than when they started. A good number of unskilled migrant workers are deported before they begin to earn enough to make it all worthwhile due to expiry of their contact. It is very difficult - and in some cases even impossible - to earn back the original fee of $8,000- $9,000 during the two year contract, let alone save some money to support their families back home.

In some cases employers abandoned them prematurely so they can bring more fresh workers and earn huge money as commission for providing job.

These unsuccessful migrants return home in debt, for the initial cash for migration is usually taken on loan. Since temporary migration to Singapore in some cases emanates from social status issues, migrant workers use remittance mostly in consumption goods rather than in investment goods to claim higher social status in their respective social structure settings, according to a study of Rahman.

A recent survey undertaken by Ain O Salish Kendra (ASK) identified the socio-economic conditions of migrant workers and their families. Generally, would-be migrants raise money by selling their land and taking loans on high interest, sometimes as high as 10% per month. Their main expenditure is incurred on repayment of loans and for arranging important social events like weddings, etc. So migration makes a marginal differences to their living standards.

‘I am here for last 18 month and my contact will expires within next 6 month. If my contact is not extended then it would not be possible to earn same amount of money which I spent for coming in Singapore,’ said a workers west coast.

6. Conclusion 

This study found that, despite the heavy cost of migration from Bangladesh, Singapore is a much sought-after destination for these migrants. Both Bangladesh and Singapore should come forward to reduce the inflated cost of migration by reigning in the excesses of recruiting agencies; this would greatly assist migrant workers and their families. There is a widespread allegation against the High Commission of Bangladesh in Singapore that it is less responsive in addressing the problems of Bangladeshi workers. Bangladesh’s diplomatic missions abroad should be provided with adequate resources for dealing with the problems of Bangladeshi workers on foreign soil. Both Bangladesh and Singapore should come forward, with mutual recognition and respect, to addressing the issues of concerns in order to consolidate a solid friendship and mutual cooperation.
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