Morning Express | Morning Focus: COVID-19 Worsened Mental Health Conditions of Maids

Video

Over the past two years of the pandemic, limited sources of foreign domestic workers
(FDWs) have resulted in more employers choosing to keep their domestic workers. As we
enter a new normal after the pandemic, interviewed agencies have reflected that they have
seen an increase in the number of cases of FDWs seeking resignation, and employers
requesting for a change of FDWs. Moreover, mental health issues prevalent during the
pandemic has also affected the FDW community and have not seen improvement as the days
go by. In a report released by non-governmental organisation HOME this June, findings show
that an average of 70% of FDWs face language abuse by their employers every year. Some
FDWs have also had suicidal thoughts due to mental illnesses. Let’s find out how problems

caused during the pandemic would play out post pandemic in Morning Focus.

40-Year-old Yanti comes from Indonesia, and has worked in Singapore for over 10 years.

Recalling past experiences, she would still feel fearful.

Yanti recalled in an interview, “2011 (is the) first time I (came) to Singapore, I (was) working
with some (ex) employer. My employer always abuse me like slap me, hitting me, lock me in
the room; I also cannot use phone; I also don’t have off days. After one and half years, | have
(the) chance to call my family. Before I go, I (left) my baby, and then my baby (has) passed

away already.”

After losing her child, Yanti has also lost her motivation to work. Also due to constant abuse

and mistreatment, she eventually approached the Ministry of Manpower (MOM) to seek help,
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and was housed at HOME until her case was closed. She thereafter found a new employer,

and became a volunteer at HOME.

Yanti exclaims, “Every day I see the new domestic worker come with her problem, so | feel
my life is still more better than her, so | feel like next time if my case done, | promise to help

the other people.”

Yanti would come to this office (HOME’s help desk for domestic workers) every week to
provide counselling to fellow FDWs in need. Some FDWs would also contact her via social
media platforms and confide their problems to her. She exclaimed that due to the pandemic,
many employers are stressed out and would vent their emotions on their FDW. Some
employers have also started small businesses and would request for their FDW to help out,
increasing the workload of their FDW. HOME has also observed that the pandemic has
aggravated many existing problems such as language abuse, physical abuse, late or non-
payment of salary, or insufficient rest time. These have all resulted in FDWs facing more
stress and hence a decline in their mental health. COVID-19 measures also restricted the

movement of FDWs - more FDWs are stuck at home and unable to receive adequate rest.

Jaya, Senior Research and Advocacy Manager at HOME shared that, “A lot of domestic
workers face increased surveillance by their employers in that they could not move around
the house freely; they could not use their communication devices freely because their

employers were around all the time.”



Maid agencies have also observed that as the pandemic situation improves, cases of FDWSs
requesting to resign or change employers have gradually increased. This maid agency has

handled more cases of FDW transfers this year as compared to last year.

Mr. Tay, director of Best Home Employment Agency mentioned, “During the pandemic, |
personally feel FDWSs’ and employer’s employment issues have decreased as FDWs are not
encouraged to leave the house on their off days and cannot return to their home country. So, a
lot of problems have been temporarily put off as employers provided extra financial
remunerations while FDWs compromised and temporarily extended their contract, resigning
only after the pandemic. Now, more FDWs are thinking of changing employers and vice

versa, because the compromise during the pandemic has ended.”

Ms. Lee Yi Hui who is currently single but living with her elderly father has had to change to
a new FDW at the start of the year as her previous FDW wanted to return home. However,
the new FDW had only worked for one month when Ms. Lee realised that her work
performance fell below expectations. It was later found that the FDW had been diagnosed

with mood disorders.

Ms. Lee recounted, “She could remember to bring her bag home, but forget that my father is
still outside the door and has not been brought back. Or when she crossed the road, she would
go ahead even if there was only five seconds or nine seconds left before the traffic light
turned red. One night, she suddenly left home, so | went to make a police report. After |
returned home, I saw her lying down in the living room at 3am. It was only the next morning
at around 8am that | knew through my first FDW that she actually went to the 12" storey,

walked up barefooted and wanted to commit suicide but did not succeed.”



According to official procedures, Ms. Lee would still have to bring the FDW to the police
station to record a statement before the case can be closed. The FDW was then sent to the
Institute of Mental Health, after which Ms. Lee did not see that FDW again. At the same

time, Ms. Lee also found her current FDW with the help of an agency.

Ms. Lee mentioned, “At that moment | did not think of it, but looking back there were indeed
signs, for instance she had difficulty falling asleep at night, could not wake up in the
morning, and felt very depressed. But if she was in a good mood, she could eat two to three
bowls of rice. So, | did not think she had depression and that it was so serious, maybe also

because | did not have people around me who suffered from depression.”

Ms. Lee counts herself lucky that her current FDW can do her job well, giving her a peace of
mind. After employing three FDWs, she understood that in order to maintain a healthy
employment relationship, more communication, observation and care for the FDW is

essential.

Up till December last year, there are 246,000 FDWSs working in Singapore. All interviewed
agencies and NGOs believe that in order to protect the rights of FDWs, legal changes must be
made in order to provide fair solutions, thereby improving the support network and mental

health of FDWs.

Having worked in this field for 20 years, Mr. Tay confessed that the biggest limitation faced
by agencies would be that they do not have the resources to step in and provide support to
abused or mentally affected FDWs even if they wished to help from a humanitarian

perspective.



He elaborated that, “For example, if we take in this FDW to lodge at our hostel, do we have
the manpower to take care of her? And will this FDW affect the spirits and emotions of other
FDWs staying here? If yes, then that will increase our burden, and could result in us facing

more problems”.

Typically, FDWs would have to go through interviews before coming to Singapore. Agencies
will assess if FDWs are suitable to work based on their interview performance, but are unable
to gauge their mental health condition. In order to better help FDWs get used to their new
job, Mr. Tay and his agency would provide FDWSs with resources, such as translation
booklets of basic conversations, to ease communication barriers between employers and their
FDWs. They would also organise some promotional activities, including how to identify

scams, preventing FDWs from falling into traps.

Mr. Tay expresses his belief that, “Rather than letting employers and their FDWs work
behind closed doors and get their sources of information via uncredible hearsay, which could
lead to persistent arguments when their requests have not been met, have we reached a point
where we can develop and make a public database for FDWs for both employers and FDWSs
to reference? For example, a FDW only wants to work for an elderly living alone in a small
flat and refuses to work for a family even after a few years. Can she then expect her salary to

be equivalent to another FDW who works in a three-storey terrace house?”

In order to alert employers and FDWs of the importance of mental health issues, the MOM
has also opened classes and produced mental health guides for employers and FDWs to
reference. The guide has included some possible scenarios, which could help employers and

FDWs spot problems early.



The MOM’s Director of Engagement under the Foreign Manpower Management Division,
Tan Shu Xiang mentioned, “Possibly due to the fears of contracting COVID-19, or due to the
need to make drastic arrangements to their daily lives, more people including FDWSs would
feel fearful and stressed. Apart from that, we are also aware that FDWs would inevitably go
through a transition period when they work in Singapore, during which they might for
various reasons be under pressure, such as having to adapt to their workload and having to

communicate with their employers.”

Aside from that, the MOM has also implemented different measures to strengthen support
networks of FDWs in hopes of improving their mental health. These include home visits,
setting up support helplines, keeping in contact with newly hired FDWs and conducting

interview conversations.

Video caption

During the course of the COVID-19 pandemic, the FDW community has also experienced
mental health problems, where around 70% of FDWs in Singapore suffer from abuse every

year.

Article translation

Over the course of the COVID-19 pandemic, the FDW community has also experienced
mental health problems, which has not improved as we enter the new normal. In a report
released by non-governmental organisation HOME this June, findings show that an average
of 70% of FDWs face language abuse by their employers every year. Some FDWSs have also

had suicidal thoughts due to mental illnesses.



40-Year-old Yanti comes from Indonesia, and has worked in Singapore for over 10 years, but
past experiences of being abused still leaves her fearful till date. She later sought help from
the MOM and was housed at HOME. After finding a new employer, she also became a

volunteer at HOME, counselling FDWs in need.

HOME has observed that the pandemic has aggravated employer’s language abuse, physical
abuse, delayed payment of salary, while the pandemic situation has restricted the movement
of FDWs, causing immense psychological stress. Living with her elderly father, Ms. Lee Yi
Hui had a new FDW at the start of the year, who also displayed symptoms of emotional
instability, and was later diagnosed with mood disorders. After hiring three FDWSs, Ms. Lee
understood that good communication, observation and care for the FDW are key to

maintaining a healthy employment relationship.

All interviewed agencies and NGOs agree that legal changes are necessary as a start to better
protect FDWs’ rights. But Mr. Tay who has had 20 years of experience in this field confessed
that agencies lack sufficient resources and ability to care for abused or mentally ill FDWs. In
order to alert employers and FDWs to the importance of mental health issues, the MOM has
also organised classes and produced mental health guides, as well as conducted house visits,
set up helplines and implemented other measures to strengthen support networks of FDWs, in

attempt to improve their mental health.
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2011 first time | coming to Singapore, | working with some (ex) employer, my employer always abuse
me like slap me, hitting me, lock me in the room. | also cannot use phone; | also don’t have off days
after one and half years | have chance to call my family. Before | go | leave my baby, and then my
baby is passed away already.
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Every day | see the new domestic worker come with her problem, so | feel my life is still more better
than her, so | feel like next time if my case done, | promise to help the other people.
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fF:HE: A lot of domestic workers face increased surveillance by their employers in that they could not
move around the house freely, they could not use their communication devices freely because their
employers were around all the time.
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Jaya: these are very long-term changes that I’'m suggesting, where domestic workers are included
under the employment act, perhaps even giving them a live-out option, because a lot of times the
fatigue and exhaustion comes from almost round the clock work, round the clock care. And we all
feel better when we can leave our office to go home and sometimes the same thing just needs to
happen for domestic workers.
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