
Rare Disturbance Erupts in Singapore 

"Singapore now has an underclass of more than 1 million, these foreign workers will use different 
methods to protest and seek redress against any perceived injustice." 

By Xu Jing Jing, translated by Tay Ek Kiat 

On the evening of 8 December, 

a 33-year-old, male, Indian 

national was killed in a bus 

accident in the Little India 

district of Singapore. The 

incident sparked off a riot 

involving more than 400 people, 

causing injury to 10 policemen, 

4 civil defence staff, as well as 

the bus driver and conductor. 

This was the most serious civil 

disturbance in Singapore since 

its independence in 1965. 

"On Sundays, approximately 

20,000 foreign workers will take 

chartered buses to Little India, 

and others will make their own 

way there. The crowded 

conditions, combined with 

traffic jams, could easily cause 

an accident to escalate 

tensions," SMU Associate 

Professor Eugene Tan told this 

paper. "Singapore now has 

approximately 300,000 workers 

from South Asia. It must be said 

that the vast majority are law-

abiding, and in reality, the crime 

rates among foreign workers 

are lower than those of 

Singapore citizens." 

"Singaporeans may blame the 

South Asian workers on social 

media for not following local 

laws and being fond of using 

violence to solve problems, but 

the workers have good reason 

to be unhappy with their 

current situation, and this 

perhaps may be one 

explanation for the riot," SMU 

Assistant Professor Nicholas 

Harrigan said. Professor 

Harrigan has just completed a 

survey on migrant workers in 

Little India. "Foreign labourers 

earn approximately $1000 per 

month, with some earning as 

little as $600. Many of them 

also need to pay a $10,000 

deposit. They work 70 hours per 

week; the laws governing local 

and foreign labour are 

completely different. These 

workers live in dormitories 

where up to 16 people share a 

room, and the government 

forbids them from bringing their 

families along. There has also 

been growing animosity 

between the workers and local 

law enforcement due to the 

continuous handing out of fines 

for smoking and drinking. These 

fines range between S$200 to 

S$500, which is essentially half 

their monthly pay." 

December 9, firefighters clean up debris from an ambulance burned in the riot 



The problems that workers in 

Little India face are not 

exceptional. "The majority of 

high-income countries must 

choose a trade-off between 

openness and workers' rights. 

Put another way, the more 

open a country is, the more 

likely it is to heavily restrict 

workers' rights," Martin Ruhs, 

Oxford economist and author of 

'The Price of Rights: Regulating 

International Labour Migration' 

says. "Singapore and the Gulf 

States take a 'big number, small 

rights' approach. In Singapore, 

highly-skilled workers can 

receive Permanent Resident 

Status, and are encouraged to 

become citizens; on the other 

hand, low-skilled workers 

cannot gain either and may not 

marry Singaporeans, with 

female workers being subject to 

pregnancy examinations every 6 

months. These workers are 

highly visible, but are excluded 

from Singapore society. The 'big 

number, small rights' approach 

has shown signs of being 

unsustainable in both Singapore 

and the Gulf States: as with 

what happened in Little India, 

one accident can very easily 

cause a large disturbance." 

Currently, Singapore has 

approximately 1.3 million 

foreign workers, making up 

one-fifth of the total 

population, and one-third of the 

workforce. At the beginning of 

2013, the Singapore 

government tightened its policy 

on foreign labour. Eugene Tan 

says, "The government 

understands that the economy 

must reduce its strong 

dependence on foreign labour, 

but this cannot happen 

overnight. Singapore will 

continue to require foreign 

labour, and as long as the 

economy continues to perform 

well, there will be significant 

numbers of foreign workers in 

the workforce." "The 

government could possibly 

lower the rate of increase of the 

foreign workers, but it is 

extremely difficult to lower the 

number within the workforce," 

says Martin Ruhs. Some experts 

estimate that Singapore would 

have over 3 million foreign 

workers before 2030, 

representing half the labour 

market. 

In the past two years, the 

effects and problems of foreign 

workers on society have been 

gradually appearing. Last year, a 

bus drivers' strike was 

organised and carried out by 

foreign workers, and was the 

first strike in nearly 30 years. In 

Nicholas Harrigan's view, such 

problems are unavoidable. 

"Singapore now has an 

underclass of more than 1 

million, these foreign workers 

will use different methods to 

protest and seek redress against 

any perceived injustice." 

"Singapore has two choices: 

force foreign workers to live 

together, or encourage them to 

integrate into Singapore," 

Nicholas Harrigan says. 

"Singapore Management 

University chairman Ho Kwon 

Ping had said of Dubai, 'Dubai 

reacted by building a police 

state to pressure foreign 

workers and let them live in a 

completely separate district.' 

Currently, Singapore's plan 

appears to be similar in the 

short run: the government has 

banned the sale of alcohol in 

Little India and increased the 

police presence, encouraging 

foreign workers to stay away. 

But the other option is also 

possible - the government has 

convened a Committee of 

Inquiry to investigate the 

incident; it could find deeper 

problems." "Most importantly, 

this incident has brought out a 

vital question," says Eugene 

Tan. "Is the economic growth of 

Singapore, built on the back of 

cheap foreign labour, 

sustainable in the long run?" 


