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Foreword

The essential argument of this book
addresses the possibility of employing in Australia Foreign
Domestic Helpers (FDHs) from Asia in order to, primarily, increase
the female labour force participation (FLFP) of Australian women.
The papers herein argue that, just as in HK, Taiwan, Singapore and
some Middle East countries, FDHs facilitate the employment of local
women (mostly) and thereby allow for a more rapid expansion of
local labour utilization and economic growth.

There has been a historical tension between,
on the one hand, the white Anglo-Saxon culture of suspicion of
others and thereby around Australia’s physical and socio-cultural
borders, and, on the other hand, the things that are actually
beneficial to the country. Yet, migrant history shows clearly the
benefits of in-migration: the Chinese in the gold-rush days and
Afghan camel herders, as well as the post-war migrant influx from
Europe, many of whom contributed to infrastructure building (eg.
Snowy Hydro scheme) as well as socio-economic establishments
(pizza, milk bars, Asian food, etc). Indeed, if in-migration was
not overall benign then why would successive Australian governments
have migration policies?

So why is there such resistance to FDHs? The
simple answer is that policy-makers are historically misogynist and
racist: FDHs are primarily women, often younger women, from Asia,
who stereotypically are perceived as opportunists, beguiling,
promiscuous, and/or who can too readily be taken advantage of—the
latter reflecting more the maleficence of Australians rather than
that of the in-migrants.

Despite these particular issues that might
occasionally arise, I think we can do better in terms of attitude,
treatment and safeguards and thus thwart what may have been
occasionally reported in the international media for other
countries employing FDHs. And we have not only a robust political
and enforcement mechanisms to ensure this, but also the historical
basis to show it is so.

 


Forewarning

Statistics and theory, two of the things
most university students hate, if not find terrifying. But, that is
what this short book is about, in addition to public policy. What
more can one ask for?

But fear not. A statistic is merely a
summary number, it summarizes a whole host of other numbers or
data. So, for example, if we have 1,000 cats in the house, apart
from not being able to find a place to sleep because half would
have taken over your King-size bed, then 1,000 just summarizes how
many cats there are. If we wish to know how many are asleep on your
bed, say 450 of them (yes it’s a big bed), then 450 of 1,000 is
simply 45%, which again summarizes what we count or observe. And so
on: we can ask how many of these are ginger, black, white, etc.

So for the two main papers in this book
about Foreign Domestic Helpers (FDHs) or maids, we want to know the
numbers (and %) of how many maids there were in HK or Singapore at
any particular time, say starting in the 1970s, and see if they
increase in number over time.

Then we want to know also the FLFP(R)
(Female Labour Force Participation (Rate)) numbers in the same
years, and if that number (or rate) also increases. Simple
numbers—statistics.

Now for theory: we have the numbers, can we
draw out an explanation for the increases in both, and show a
relationship between the two? So, as FLFPR increases does the
number of FDHs also increase? Or vice-versa? And, of course, why it
may have increased starting in about the 1970s?

So, a theory is quite simply an explanation.
If you are driving down the highway and see a car swerve or
speeding, you might try to think of an explanation (theory) of why
that is so: the driver is drunk, angry, stupid, in a hurry, the car
is not roadworthy, and so on. So, what is the relationship between
the car swerving/speeding and the condition of the driver/car? If
the driver is very drunk it might increase the swerving, yes?

So, back to our FLFPR and FDHs: can we
develop an explanation as to why both increase (or decrease) in
tandem (assuming they do, but then, the numbers do show that)? This
is not to say necessarily that one causes the other, but
there is some kind of relationship between one increasing and the
other also, perhaps subsequently, increasing.

Why? Why do we want to know all this?
Because it has implications for public policy in regard to the
economic and social development of HK and Singapore (and
elsewhere).

It also has implications for arguing that
FDHs are not merely little brown cleaning machines, with no self
respect, skills or intelligence (after all, who would otherwise
make your hotel bed every day?); not only are they first and
foremost human beings, but also the very work they do, which we
commonly see as menial and barely productive, has contributed
significantly to the development of certain economies.

I had long been tangentially interested in
this latter issue, aware of much writing and research on how FDHs
were treated in various host countries, how FDHs were denigrated
and perceived as generally inferior, untrustworthy, of low economic
value, etc. Intuition would tell us, however, that, without FDHs
doing the domestic chores and child/elderly care, then HK and
Singapore women would find it difficult to have a paid job…who
would look after the kids if all the women went to work every day?
And conversely, if they stayed at home to mind the kids, then
productivity in workplaces could be affected by a lack of (skilled)
labour.

But I didn’t see any studies or reports
about this aspect, just the usual push for legislative reform to
improve the working conditions of FDHs. Until, one day, quite a few
years ago, I was passing through HK and picked up a newspaper that
very briefly raised the issue of how FDHs actually contributed to
the HK economy.

At the same time, back in Australia, my wife
and I both worked, and we had a 3 year old child, and it was
difficult for us both to work fulltime and do domestic chores, etc.
So, we arranged for my wife’s sister, and later her brother, to
come to Australia from the Philippines and take on some of those
domestic and childcare responsibilities. Having such help released
us not only for work and hence income, but also from time consuming
domestic chores (doing the laundry alone saved us 2-3 hours a week,
child-minding 10-20 hours a week).

Subsequently, the Australian Productivity
Commission (PC) presented a report on the viability and
conditions of some Australian households having an au pair,
as many households in regional and rural Australia had been
complaining of not being able to do all the housework, the
childcare, and work the farm simultaneously. Essentially the
PC came down on saying that such a scheme would be fraught with
“danger” and not viable. Of course they were thinking in terms of
cost, of Households (HHs) having to pay union-set wages for maids,
whom they envisaged as Caucasians, but of course underlying this
was a moral fear such women might be abused, personally, sexually
and economically.

So, the last part of this book addresses the
fallacious and often moralistic misgivings of the PC report, and
criticizes its failure to think outside the box: bring in Asian or
other FDHs just as HK, Taiwan and Singapore and some Middle East
countries have done, with safeguards, pay them a smaller wage,
provide food, accommodation, experience, even some training, and
after satisfactory completion of their contract allow them to apply
for Australian residency and/or training Courses, all of which
could lead to citizenship. We thereby meet our post-colonial
commitments to help develop the third world, raise the living
standards of individuals and families, increase the population and
skill set in Australia, enable Australian women to work more
productively, and maybe even indirectly allow for more single men
to meet marriageable women.

What more could you want?

 


 



Part 1.

 Singapore

 


ABSTRACT

 


The significant increase in female labour
force participation (FLFP) in Singapore, as one of the emerging
Asian economies of the 1970s-80s, can be attributed to several
factors: (i) the better educational attainment of women, (ii) the
desire for self-fulfillment and economic independence on the part
of women, (iii) the availability of childcare (centres), (iv) the
increase in duel-career families, and (v) domestic help which
contributed to the release of homemakers for participation in the
labour force. Much of the labour and migration literature has
focused on the first four factors, while little has been written
about how the employment of Foreign Domestic Helpers (FDHs)
facilitated the other factors (and vice-versa) and contributed to
the opportunity for women as wives and mothers to participate, or
participate more fully, in the labour force.

This paper therefore addresses this
shortfall by arguing that not only did FDHs provide such
opportunity, but in doing so allowed women (and men) to participate
at a higher level of productivity in the economy. The
consequence of such higher valued-added (VA) participation was that
Singapore was able to develop, and develop faster, than otherwise.
I illustrate this at the macro-economic level with statistical data
(ie. the congruence of FLFP with the arrival and uptake of FDHs),
and at the micro level with selected case studies.

The premise of my argument is that, while
government policy and other factors may generate better educational
attainment for women, foster attitudes of independence and self
fulfillment and hence the desire to enter into the labour force,
such opportunity or encouragement cannot easily be fulfilled if, as
is often the case, there are counter pressures for women to marry,
increase their fertility rates, form families and undertake child
and home care in duel-career households (HHs) unless these counter
pressures are mitigated.

 



Introduction

Lorna’s corner bazaar is located on the
second floor of Worldwide Plaza, a shopping center a block away
from Statue Square in Hong Kong [which has its equivalent in
Singapore and also in Taiwan, etc].[1] It
is almost 100 percent Filipino turf on Sundays. Here, rows and
blocks of shops and stores—carrying anything from cell phones and
call cards, to garlic-coated peanuts and pinipig—are raking
it in throughout the day as thousands of OFW shoppers come and go.
Nevertheless, the shops are Chinese-owned and run by Filipina
sales-ladies.

Meanwhile, money changes hands at an
overseas branch of a Filipino bank, Western Union remittance
centers, and numerous currency exchange shops owned by Chinese.
This is Hong Kong’s Divisoria,[2]
where the retail business is fast-paced and goods move quickly.
Here is a very large group of hardworking overseas Filipino
workers—a virtual nation—helping move another nation’s business
and commerce.

Imagine, however, what would happen to
Singapore’s economy if the locals were unable to leave their homes
for work, simply because there were no Filipina (or other) domestic
helpers to look after their children.[3]

In recent decades there has been much
written about Overseas Contract Workers (OCWs) and especially FDHs
from such countries as the Philippines, Indonesia, Thailand,
Vietnam and India to countries such as Taiwan, Singapore and Hong
Kong, and several countries in the Middle East. As well, there are
studies and reports on contract workers from the southern Americas
to the USA, from Africa to Europe, and within Europe, and so forth.
There also have been studies of contract workers, particularly
domestic helpers, migrating from rural to urban areas within
countries. Much of this literature has focused on the experience of
temporary migration and work conditions (the “rorts, rates, rapes
and rip-offs” that occur), the adverse effects on the migrants’
lives and their families, and the economic benefits such contract
work brings to not only the worker and his/her family, but also to
the country and economy from which he/she hails.

But surprisingly, very little has been said
about how such migrants, in taking up contract work—that usually
arises because there is either a shortage of labour in the
receiving country or there is a demand for labour in jobs that
local citizens will not do—contribute to the economies of receiving
countries, and indeed historically have contributed to the very
development of those economies and societies. Hong Kong and
Singapore are prime examples.

“The economic growth literature has
emphasized the importance of education for economic growth. It is
therefore not surprising that economists have turned their
attention to this and similar structural factors influencing the
supply of highly skilled workers. For instance, the works of
Khananusapkul (2004), Kremer & Watt (2005), Cortes &
Tessada (2011), Furtado & Hock (2010), Freire (2010) and Cortes
& Pan (2013) have shown how low-skilled migrant women decrease
the cost of domestic work and increase the labour force
participation of local high[er]-skilled women, when compared with
the labour force participation of low-skill women. However, most of
these studies look at migration flows to explain the decrease in
the cost of labour force participation. Cortes and Pan (2013) is
the only work to date to have looked at legislative changes in the
early 1980s that allowed foreign domestic workers to work,
particularly in Hong Kong, under special visas.

Another often cited success case is
Singapore, which was the first country to introduce laws to allow
the direct hiring of foreign domestic workers in 1978. This policy
and legislation is often viewed as having been successful in
increasing the labour supply of highly skilled local female workers
(see for instance Hui (1997), Yeoh et al. (1999), Oishi (2005),
Cortes & Tessada (2011), Freire (2010) and Cortes & Pan
(2013))”, but only one paper (Freire, 2013) to date has attempted
to quantify its impact. Even so, these various economic approaches
fail to illustrate the quantifiable and qualitative effects
with micro-economic and personal accounts from
Singaporean[4] (or HK) employers of
FDHs.

Thus, in this paper I explore how FDHs have
contributed, and continue to contribute, to the economic and social
development of Singapore, using primarily Filipina and Indonesian
domestic helpers (commonly referred to as domestic servants, maids,
nannies, yaya) as a primary focus. I go on to explore how
government and economic policies and opportunities translate to the
HH level by presenting several case studies that support the
general thesis that FDHs contribute a hitherto unrecognized added
value.[5] In other words, I argue that it
was (is) not merely the sheer numbers of FDHs that enabled local
(skilled) women to enter the economy; rather, and more importantly,
FDHs not only contributed to general productivity but to
productivity at a higher added value (and continue to do so). Thus,
while local women should be recognized for their LFP and at a
higher level, so too should FDHs who provided that opportunity for
the former to do so, and thereby (indirectly in the least) added
substantial value to the economy. FDHs add value to the receiving
country’s economy in several ways. Simply by being there and being
productive they add value, as well as add value to the economy as
consumers. Equally important is that they add value to their
employer’s economic activities.

I contain this study to Singapore as a
labour receiving country and the Philippines and Indonesia as
labour sending countries for two reasons: they are countries that I
know best, and to include other countries in the construction of a
simple model would at this exploratory stage be overly
complicated.

I also contain this study to domestic
helpers (maids) because, unlike overseas construction workers who
may be deemed to visibly contribute to infrastructure development
in their host countries, maids are seen as fulfilling a service
role that is difficult to quantify—statistically, economically, and
socially, ie. employers and society generally may see such maids as
less productive than a foreign construction worker, or even as
having no productive value at all (as stay-at-home wives/mothers
are similarly devalued).[5a] In other
words, the productivity and value-added of FDHs are largely
invisible and indeed are often considered to be largely
non-existent. Indeed, industries like healthcare and social
assistance commonly are not as valued as other industries, with
many people not seeing the immediate benefits of this type of work
(eg. nursing, child and aged care, and mental health workers). This
is problematic, because it is this type of work that helps foster a
healthy, educated and developed society.

Thus this paper sets out to argue that the
value-added by FDHs is not merely in the work they do in the
domestic realm of their employers, but in the opportunity
(ie. benefit) they create for their employers to be (more)
productive in the work that employers of FDHs do.

Essentially, the paper argues that, without
the employment of Filipina (and other) FDHs, Singapore would not
have developed as it did, or at least as rapidly and as affluently;
from this, one could surmise that this may well have had a real,
profound effect on the type of society that developed, politically
and socially—although that remains speculative.

This is not to say that Singapore would not
have developed, or perhaps would not have developed so quickly,
without FDHs; rather, the argument is that maids facilitated
such development and its hastening. Clearly, but speculatively,
Singapore may have found other ways to develop. But the historical
fact is that FDHs were enlisted in their capacity, and
therefore it remains to explore how they did indeed
contribute to Singapore's development as we know it.

 


The paper proceeds as follows:

1. First, I provide a brief background to
the rise of OCWs/FDHs, followed by a summary of the rise of
Singapore’s economy (eg. LFPR, GDP, education, etc). As part of
this I focus on what measures were taken by the government to
encourage local Singaporean women to enter the work force.

 


2. Subsequently, I move to show that FDHs
released men and most especially women to participate in the
workforce, and at a higher level of productivity/value-added, and
that the employment of large numbers of FDHs coincided with
economic growth.

 


3. I then show that women of higher
education add greater economic value (value-added) than if they did
not work.

 


4. I illustrate the foregoing with several
case studies, ie. the micro-economic level, to show how HHs
experienced these factors.

 


5. Finally, I suggest that without women in
the labour force Singapore would not have developed as it did, or
as fast.

 


Background

Labour export from the Philippines coincided
with the economic rise of Singapore (and Hong Kong) beginning in
the 1970s. High profit service industries such as design, marketing
and finance in Singapore expanded dramatically. To deal with the
resulting labour shortage and increase in labour costs, the female
labour force was mobilized. Asian markets were leading the world in
economic recovery and were successful in creating labor
opportunities for women (Schaerrer, 2011: 191). Simultaneously,
fewer local women were willing to take low‐paying, low‐status work.

As the economy grew, so too did the demand
for domestic workers by the local population, particularly among
working couples who could not find affordable or readily available
and flexible child care (ILO, 2009: 11). Consequently, families
with two incomes sought help to manage their households, generating
demand for domestic workers. Singapore families began hiring
foreign domestic helpers from the Philippines and elsewhere, with
their number steadily increasing through the 1980s and the 1990s,
and beyond.

 


The
effects of Singapore's policy to encourage women to enter the
workforce

In 1978, Singapore was the first country in
Asia to introduce legislation allowing foreign domestic workers to
work in the country with special visas under the Foreign Maid
Scheme, which aimed at encouraging the participation of local women
into the formal, industrializing economy.[6] This scheme provided avenues for Singaporean
households to recruit domestic workers from non-traditional source
countries, such as the Philippines and Indonesia.

This industrialization of Singapore since
independence in 1965, however, not only reorganized labour, but
also restructured family life as more women became part of the
workforce. This economic need and rapid success also

 


“encouraged a rhetoric of gender equality,
whereby both men and women were [ostensibly] valued equally as
individual units of production necessary for national development.
The increasing participation of women in the work force, and the
need for them to participate, since the 1970s resulted in a ‘crisis
for household production’, not only through decreasing marriage and
fertility rates, but also through creating a care deficit in the
domestic sphere. As an intervention, the Singaporean government
created
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