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A PRACTICAL LOOK AT
INDUSTRIAL RELATIONS IN SINGAPORE

Mr. Jimmy Goh
Managing Director
Introduction

This article will cover two aspects of industrial relations. First, a definition of the subject
matter will be given with an elucidation of the institutions that have developed over the
years to govern the area. Second, an examination of the laws governing the industrial
relations will lead to an analysis of the legal framework within which industrial matters are
settled.

Let me state here at the outset that, of the one million economically activa persons in
Singapore, about 25 per cent are unionised employees represented today by the National
Trade Union Congress (NTUC) through its affiliated unions. The rest of the economically
active do not strictly come under the industrial relations laws. However, laws relating to
the control of non-unionised workers do apply to these workers and the impact of the
unionised Sector on such key areas as safety at work, working conditions and wages is
significant, perhaps to a greater extent in Singapore than in many other developing coun-
tries.

Industrial relations has been defined as the complex of inter-relations amongst. (i)Managers,
(ii) Workers and (iii) Agencies of Government. Law recognises the subject matter of indus-
trial relations as “industrial matters’’ i. e.

""Matter pertaining to the relationship of employer
and employee which are connected with (i) the
employment or non-employment or (ii) the terms
of employment or (iii) the conditions of work of
any person. (IR ACT 2)

THE INSTITUTION

(i)  Trade Unions
Trade Unions form the prime institution and the driving force of industrial relations.
As in other developing countries, the history of modern trade unionism is rather
recent, dating some 4 decades. The origin of trade unionism can be traced to the
self-help association of immigrants from China and India. However, modern trade
union growth was given an impetus just before the World War I1.
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(ii)

(iii)

The development of this institution can be analysed from 2 distinct period, prior
to 1959 and after 1959 . Prior to 1959 Unions have been used as a political ballast
for anti-colonial and pro-communist activitives : the full development of trade
union movement was hindered by these political goals. Nevertheless the period
saw establishment of unions, beginnings of negotiations, organised settlement of
disputes, and of course the rampant strikes and lockouts characteristic of this period.

The coming into power of the Peoples Action Party, and consequently also the
trade union elites in 1959 set the stage for the development of trade unions on its
own strength. Purged of the communist influence, the unions now began a period of
modernisation. Union activities were now concerned with non-political and tradi-
tional unions. The membership has increased to some 250.000 compared with
112,000 in 1970. The 90-odd individual unions are now being expanded on indus-
try basis. Smaller unions have tended to group together on trade or industry basis.

The priorities of trade union movement are to increase the professionalism of its
leaders, grooming of a younger generation of leaders, increasing vertical integration
of its services to members (i. e. no longer is the union member the target of union’s
service, the family members, the trade, etc. becomes targets of union’s services),
division and specialisation of unions in terms of trade and industry. Inthe 1980s
the management of the Private Sector employers will face greater degree of un-
certainty while there will be a need to match the professionalism of the trade unions
with a planned upgrading of the management’s knowledge to deal with these un-
certainties.

Trade Union of Employers

The law recognises a “Trade union of employers’ in Singapore. Smaller and tradi-
tional organisation had tended to form themselves into trade unions for some time
now: in 1962 there were 56 such trade unions and today there are 51 of them.
However two large such trade unions play key roles as spokesperson and collective

bodies of a mamber of large organisations. The Singapore Employers’ Federation is
one such organisation.

These trade unions of employers act as facilitators on behalf of their members.
In all respect their relations in representative of an employer.

Industrial Arbitration Court (I1AC)

Set up in 1968, the IAC'S objectives are to (i) certify collective agreements. (ii)
concialiation and arbitration in disputes and (iii) a watch-dog or stabilising influence
on wage level commensurate with the level of the economy. As administrator of
the Industrial Relations Act, the IAC is a powertul body in providing and orderly
industrial relations atmosphere.
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(iv)

(v)

The IAC consists of 30 members from Union, Employers, Government Representa-
tive and 1 Chairman, who, with powers equal to a Supreme Court judge, is also the
President of the Court. Non-unionised workers are not represented and the small
employers are also not represented. However, the |AC provides a framework for
conciliation and arbitration to occur without the disruption of strikes and lockout ,
if these can be prevented. Management should understand the alternatives available
within the legal framework and take advantage of the IAC to resolve differences in
collective negotiation situations.

National wages council

The changed economic situation of the 70s called for new solution to the old pro-
blem of wage stabilisation. The high economic growth of the late 60s and the
inflationary pressures of the early 70s threatened to destabilise wage policies.
Better distribution of the economic benefits and a blunting of the impact of in-

flation on wage are seen as necessary goals of wage policies.

This led to the establishment in 1972 of the National wages council comprising of
a chairman and 3 each from Unions, Employers and Government. Although
forming national-level wage policies, non-unionised workers and smaller employ-
ers are not represented. In May / June of each year, the NWC announces a guide-
line for wage increases for the next period 1st June to 30th May of next year on
the basis of the performance of the economy and the prevailing economic con-
ditions.

Management faces demands for wage increases often commensurate with these
guidelines. Past recommendations have been influenced by the real GNP growth and
CPIl : performance of worker is increasingly being taken into the guideline. Re-
cently a Minister recommended that these productive workers should be paid a
higher percent.

Government Agencies

A group of Government agencies deal with industrial relation and employee rela-
tions matters. The more important one is the Ministry of Labour where 3 key
divisions deal with important aspects of labour relations. The Industrial Safety,
the Industrial Relations and the Labour Inspectorate are key areas which quietly
and without publicity do alot of work to make work place safe, get employers &
employees to come to agreement without the resort to strikes and lockouts and
settle individual workers or employers resolve disputes with their employers or
workers.
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(i)

As you may quickly note the work of these division affect a large segment of the
workforce. For example the Labour Inspectorate is the reference body for some
75% of all workforce in the event of dispute between employer and workers.

THE LAWS

The laws governing labour relations in Singapore are: —

The Employment Act

The Industrial Relation Act

The Central Provident Fund Act

The National Servicemen (Employment) Act (Now suspended)
Regulation of Employment Act

Trade Disputes Act

Trade Union Act

Workmen’s Compensation Act

The Industrial Training Board Act

The Criminal Law (Temporary Provisions) Act

While the Employment Act provides the minimum standard of work in Singapore,
thus providing the basis for labour relations, the other laws are aimed at providing a
legal framework for specific issues of the remaining acts. Trade Union Act, providing
for the regulation and control of unions, and the Industrial Relations Act, providing
for the orderly conduct of employer-employee relations, require detailed unders-
tanding for management.

Here, | wish only to outline two aspects, namely how an union is recognised in
law and how the industrial matters are resolved by the IAC.

Recognition of Unions

Singapore’s law recognises the free and unhindered formation of a trade union of
workers to represent themselves collectively to the employer. The management'’s
duty here is to ensure that attempts to form union is free and unhindered. To
regulate this important activity of workers, detailed regulations are formulated in

The Industrial Relations (Recognition of Trade Union of Employees) Regulations.

A trade Union, i. e. a temporary or permanent organisation for workmen or em-
ployers with specified aims not contravening a set of specified objectives in law, can
be formed by application by 7 intending members tto the employer and the Ministry
of labour. If the management wishes to dispute, such notification should be made to
the Ministry of Labour which will conduct a secret ballot to determine the issue.
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If the secret ballot results in an union being formed, then the Union should be regis-
tered under the Trade Union Act. If the result of secret ballot is not conclusive,
there can be no attempt to form an union for 6 months. Usually the NTUC advises
the members on the formation of Unions. Management can seek expert advice form
consultants in this area.

A trade union registered under the law will have priviledge of collective bargaining.

Once the priviledge of collective bargaining is given, the parties ( the workers and
management) will be required under law to negotiate collective agreement, have
these agreement registered and,where a dispute existes, to abide or take advantage
of the provisions of law in the Industrial relations Act. The legal strunture is given
for negotiation as follows: —

Recognised Negotiation Registrations
Union serves within spec by the IAC
a list of T 'ified period —____~ Agreement

claims under

section 24

If the parties have disputes on all or part of the list of claims then such disputes
must be settled as follows: —

Dispute Direct Negot Conciliation Settlement
with — > iation failed.————>-by commission-+———> Agreement
parties ... make appli- er for labour registered
cation under by IAC
section 31 (a)
Fail
Arbitration
by IAC and

Award lending.

The IAC and other institutions involved here will be guided by the principle of free
bargaining. |If the parties do not wish to refer to the IAC, then the recourse is for
management to declare a lockout or/and the union to take a secret "strike-vote”’.
If the industrial dispute is significant or threatens the law and order situation, the
matter will be compulsorily referred to the IAC for settlement and agreement.

The IAC is the final arbitrar and their decisions on industrial matter are final.

Let me now provide a set of indicators of the development of the labour relations
in Singapore over the last 3 decades or So.
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1947 1968 1978

Labour Force 124,000 626,000 913,000
Union members 96,060 125,518 246,000
percent unionised 77% 20% 27%
Employee Unions 126 103 91
Industrial Work Stoppages 46 4 0
Man-days lost 513,660 11,947 0
Conciliation Cases (Not appli- 647 (Not avail-
cable) able)

The table above indicates certain trends that have been quite obvious in the past.
Labour force tended to grow very fast but the rampant politicised union activities
have been replaced by what one writer calls “Business Unionism’ which is not
ashamed of its pro-Government stance as this leads to better and more benefits for
its members. On the other hand, with the realisation that better working standards
can be achieved through orderly change, both the Unions and the Government do
not let disruptive activities of strikes and lockouts to lead to solution for industrial
disputes.
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& A Xt B WA g
(MILLION DOLLARS) X B
1978 29,601.3 22,985.5 5,668.2 2,226.0
1979 38,334.4 30,940.1 6,530.5 2,967.7
1979 I 7,966.2 6,399.6 1,469.6 572.5
1979 I 9,101.8 7,220.8 1,555.6 616.7
1979 1I 10,517.2 8,318.6 1,685.8 873.5
1979 ¥ 10,753.0 8,996.3 1,819.7 904.9
1980 I 11,792.3 9,940.3 1,937.1 847.0
1978 16.0 14.4 26.7 3.6
B4 1 1979 29.5 36.4 15.2 33,3
1979 I -1.6 2.1 0.3 3,7
1979 14.3 12.8 5.9 7.7
B 1979 I 15.6 15.2 8.4 41.6
1979 T 2.2 8.2 7.9 3.6
1980 I 9.7 10.5 6.5 -6.4
1979 I 17.9 23.2 4.4 15.1
1979 T 57,7 29.6 14.0 16.3
B & 1979 I 37.5 39.8 15.6 35.2
7] #A 1979 32.9 43.5 24.2 63.9
1980 T 48.0 55.3 31.8 48.0
.7 K-
Giiny | ® R | g A 1 4 2 B SN S0 4
(THOUSAND) (MILLION DOLLASR)
1978 1,506.0 111.6 101.7 11,473.8
1979 1,997.0 127.7 104.5 12,562.4
1979 T 454.0 116.1 101.6 11,708.3
1979 1 471.0 124.7 102.5 11,926.4
1979 1l 530.0 132.9 105.9 12,093.3
1979 ¥ 542.0 132.0 108.2 12,433.4
1980 I 529.0 149.4 110.8
BI4E K 1978 21.6 1.6 - 9.2
1979 9.1 14.4 = 27.2
1979 T 7.4 2.7 0.1 3.6
1979 1T 3,7 7.4 0.9 1.9
BT 38 1979 I 12.5 6.6 33 1.4
1979 2.3 3.1 2.2 2.8
1980 T <34 9.1 2.4
1979 I 3.0 5.8 0.3 26.2
1979 1 3.5 12.1 1.9 17.5
Bl 4 1979 1l 3.5 18.1 3.5 14.8
5 49 1 1979 ¥ 10.6 21.2 5.2 10.0
1980 I 16.5 28.7 9.1
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M OB |~r-¥754 ® A sy | REM
(M1) £ A
IR % & BERE |(Fu)(%)
(MILLION DOLLARS)
1987 252.6 4,926.0 12,226.4 10,045.7 7.65
1979 191.7 5,706.1 16,007.0 12,178.4 9.48
1979 I -245.0 5,036.6 12,660.7 10,322.6 8.08
1975 T 173.9 5,078.0 13,175.4 10,399.1 8.12
1979 I 304.7 5,168.8 14,149.6 10,746.9 8.92
197 T -131.3 5,486.2 15,468.6 11,681.8 9.48
1980 T - 77.4 5,578.8 16,912.5 12,981.0 11.28
EH | 1978 = 11.7 20.1 11.9 =
" 1979 = 15.8 30.9 21.2 =
1979 T = 5.5 5.4 2.8 -
1979 T - 0.8 4.1 0.7 =
Efk | 197 1 = 1.8 7.4 3.3 -
1979 ¥ - 6.1 9.3 8.7 -
1980 I - 1.7 9.3 11.1 -
1979 T = 12.7 20.8 10.3 .
1979 1 = 12.4 20.9 9.3 -
WoE
1979 I - 12.3 21.3 10.4 <
&) 33 ko
1979 ¥ - 15.0 28.7 16.3 =
1980 I - 10.8 33.6 | 25.8
j |
VER(E LR " .
T¥4FEEK ) T B i 25 M 41 1
1974 = 100
1978 135.4 105.4 204.4 122.4
1979 154.7 108.1 265.1 149.7
1979 1 141.6 106.4 217.5 119.3
197 T 154.6 106.7 249.7 157.3
1979 11 156.9 105.9 294.5 149.8
1979 165.6 113.5 298.8 172.5
1980 I 161.2 106.9 294.3 167.5
1978 16.2 8.1 17.2 15.4
AL | 9w 16.5 2.6 29.7 22.3
1979 T =541 ~7.5 =743 =25
197 I 9.2 0.7 14.8 31.6
B | 1970 1 1.5 0.7 17.9 -4.8
1979 5.5 7.2 1.5 15.2
1980 I -2,7 -5.8 -1.5 -2.9
1979 T 16.4 14.7 31.5 3.8
W om | ¥PL 16.8 4.1 21.3 27.5
Egy | 1901 11.5 -9.0 40.2 16.8
1979 ¥ 11.0 -1.8 27.3 40.9
1980 I 13.8 0.5 35.3 40.4
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MITSUI HARBOUR & URBAN CONSTRUCTION CO., LTD.
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L # W

CHANGE OF ADDRESS

SHIRAKI INTERNATIONAL CONSULTANT PTE. LTD.
1808, 18th Floor,

International Plaza,

Anson Road,

Singapore, 0207.

YAMAHA MANUFACTURING SINGAPORE PTE. LTD.
Teban Garden P. O. Box 601,
Singapore, 9160.

The Sumitomo Marine & Fire Insurance Co., Ltd.
Rm 1201, 12th Floor,

UMBC Building,

22, Malacca Street,

Singapore, 0104.

CHANGE OF NAME OF REPRESENTATIVE

MITSUBISHI SINGAPORE HEAVY INDUSTRIES (PTE) LTD.
Mr. T. Baba

Mitsukoshi Limited.
Mr. M. Tanaka

Singapore—Japan Merchant Bank, Ltd.
Mr. S. Mori

NSK Singapore (Pte) Ltd.
Mr. T. Funazaki

Shibusawa N. T. Y. Transportation Co., (Pte) Ltd.
Mr. M. Uchiyama

CHANGE OF TELEPHONE NO.

Hitachi Metals (S) Pte. Ltd.
Tel: 2617711 (7 Lines)

Nippon Express (S) Pte. Ltd.
Tel: 2781811 (8 Lines)

Yaohan Singapore Pte. Ltd.
Tel: 3374061

The Sumitomo Marine & Fire Insurance Co., Ltd.
Tel: 913422

Yamaha Manufacturing Singapore Pte. Ltd.
Tel: 2682388/7/6

CHANGE OF COMPANY’S NAME

Nissho—Iwai Co., Ltd.
Nissho—Iwai Corporation.
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