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THE salary levels for foreign professionals to
qualify for an Employment Pass (EP) are to
be raised again, in a move by the Govern-
ment to allay job concerns that continue to
persist among white-collar Singaporeans.

The announcement of the impending
change by Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong
yesterday comes less than two months after
the qualifying salary levels for the pass were
raised on July 1.

In addition, the educational qualifications
for professionals seeking the EP will be tight-
ened, Mr Lee said, to make sure “they come
with real skills valuable to us”.

The stiffer criteria to be introduced is a
move by the Government to help boost em-
ployment prospects among white-collar Sin-
gaporeans.

Details of the changes will be announced
soon by the Ministry of Manpower, Mr Lee
said in his National Day Rally speech.

The ministry will also work together with
tripartite partners to develop fair and respon-
sible recruitment and employment practices
of foreign professionals, he added.

Last month, the Government raised the
salary levels for three types of EP: Q, P2 and
P1. The new levels are: $2,800 for Q (from
$2,500); $4,000 for P2 ($3,500); and $8,000
for P1 ($7,000).

Explaining the need for another round of
tightening, Mr Lee said he noted a prevailing
worry among local professionals, managers,
and executives (PMEs) about job competi-
tion from foreign PMEs.

He said: “I understand the feelings. But
we need some non-Singaporeans at all levels
to complement Singaporeans and make up
our shortfalls.

“At the same time, we also realise that it
is important Singaporeans remain the core
of the workforce. We cannot become like the
Gulf states, where 80 per cent of the work-
force are foreigners.”

The changes further reinforce the Govern-

ment’s “Singaporeans First” policy that
aims to assure locals they come first in three
areas: housing, education and jobs.

But the move is not without pain to em-
ployers, especially small and medium-sized
enterprises (SMEs) that are reliant on for-
eign workers, noted Mr Lee.

He pledged that the Government would
“do its utmost” to help SMEs adjust,
through measures such as grants and tax de-
ductions to boost productivity.

His announcement on the EP last night
comes in the wake of recent calls by the Na-
tional Trades Union Congress (NTUC) for
more to be done for local professionals, in
the light of rising foreign PME numbers.

The number of EP holders rose more than
20 per cent from 115,000 in 2009, to
142,000 last year.

Unionists say it is urgent to help local
PMEs, whose numbers are set to climb fur-
ther with higher educational levels. About
650,000 of the two-million resident work-
force are PMEs.

Labour chief Lim Swee Say last week
urged multinational corporations to be more
pro-active in grooming local PMEs for high
positions, saying it could make them more
accepting of foreign PMEs working here.

NTUC director Patrick Tay had also pro-
posed laws that would require employers to
show they have tried all means but failed to
hire locals before they can turn to foreigners
to fill a vacancy.

Mr Lee yesterday also cautioned that
“just because we’re tightening on foreign
workers doesn’t mean automatically that
Singaporeans will get better jobs or higher
pay, because the competition isn’t just the
foreign worker here”.

He listed potential trade-offs, like slower
economic growth if companies are deterred
from investing here or choose to relocate.

The president of the Association of Small
and Medium Enterprises, Mr Lawrence
Leow, said companies would need sufficient
time to adjust to the EP changes.

“Also, hopefully the Government will
take into account the on-the-job perform-
ances of foreign professionals already here
when deciding whether to renew their em-
ployment passes under the new qualifica-
tions.”

He also expressed the hope that the stiff-
er EP criteria would not apply to foreign
PMEs already working here, as it would
mean raising their salary levels and that
would, in turn, increase business costs.

NTUC’s Mr Tay welcomed Mr Lee’s an-
nouncement, saying “it was one step for-
ward towards putting Singaporean PMEs
first”.

But he added the NTUC is aware of the
need to find the right balance in moderating
the foreign worker supply, to ensure Singa-
pore continues to attract investments.
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NATIONAL DAY RALLY

China produces seven million university graduates yearly and the competition they
generate will affect the world for the next 20 years, said PM Lee. PHOTO: REUTERS

Why it is important to
avoid being a welfare state

“As we keep up our effort to help the
poor and make sure that nobody is left
behind, we have to be very careful we
don't become a welfare state.

Take the example of Greece. You
know it is in trouble. But why is it in
trouble? It is a small country,
population is about twice ours. The
GDP is about twice ours. And its
former prime minister (Andreas)
Papandreou, a generation ago, he built
a generous welfare system protecting
the Greeks from competition, giving
them jobs in the government, welfare
benefits, pension benefits, but it was
not affordable.

And so the country has gone broke
and has been set back for many

decades. Now, Papandreou Jr (George,
the son) is trying to wind back these
benefits and put the country right
again. It is very painful, it is going to
be very, very difficult, and even then,
they can't do it by themselves.

They are being bailed out by the
EU, so far twice, and the problem is
not settled.

In Greece, if you run into trouble,
the EU is there to look after you. In
Singapore, if we run into trouble, who
is going to be standing there helping
us to get out of the hole? So, I think
the best thing is don't get into a hole
and maintain a sense of self-reliance
and personal responsibility because
that is the best way for us to succeed.”

Appeals to get into
local universities

“We receive many appeals from
parents and students. I got one myself
whom I met in my Meet the People
Session, she came to see me. I said,
‘Good evening.’ She said, ‘Good
morning.’ Why? Because she had
waited for me, and it was about 12.30
at night by the time she saw me. But
it was that important to her, she made
the effort. I get many e-mails, so do
the ministers. I would like to quote
from one written by a mother of a
student trying to get into university.
And she wrote, long e-mail, but I will
just quote one section. She said: ‘I am
very saddened by all the statements
made in the GE about Singaporeans
First. I am not asking for financial help
nor housing nor complaining about
GST or cost of living. What I am
asking for is a place for my child to
further his education. Why don't you
give him a chance?’

It was a heartfelt plea which I think
many parents will empathise with and
which we feel too because we read all
these appeals, and we understand how
the parents passionately want the best
for their kids.

Even so, unfortunately, not all the
appeals succeeded, although this one
did. The son was interviewed by NTU
and eventually admitted, but I should
explain on his own merits, and not
because of special intervention by me.

But for those who didn't get in, my
advice is: Don't give up. There are
many different pathways now. We are
providing a good education for all our
students, whether or not you go to
university or you go to poly or you go
to the ITE or you go to work and later
on, you advance into the university.
There are many opportunities to keep
upgrading yourselves, not just once
off, but all your lives, and whichever
way you go, do your best to do well
because that way, you open up more
opportunities, and that way, I think
you make it easier for us to help you.”

BY ANDREA ONG

FIVE people from three countries with
shared university experiences came to-
gether, pooled ideas, and created a new
product.

The success story of the local start-up
behind the world’s first translucent den-
tal braces shows why it is important to
have a good mix of local and foreign stu-
dents in universities here, said Prime Min-
ister Lee Hsien Loong yesterday.

Singapore students gain from having
foreign classmates because it prepares
them for the global workplace, exposes
them to competition and spurs them on
to work harder, he said.

“And quite often, the local and foreign
students will even partner and make new
start-ups,” he added.

He highlighted medical device firm
BioMers, started by Singaporean Mervyn
Fathianathan, 35, and Canadian-Greek
George Aliphtiras, 37, in 2005. They met
while pursuing a post-doctoral pro-
gramme in technology commercialisation
at the London Business School.

Two of Dr Fathianathan’s friends from
his undergraduate days at the National
University of Singapore (NUS) were then
roped in as co-founders. The idea for
BioMers’ signature product came from re-
search that Dr Renuga Gopal, 32, and Ms
Karen Teo, 34, were already working on.

The four hired their first employee
after sending out a job offer via the NUS
engineering faculty. He was Indian nation-
al Bindu Saran, 26, now a product devel-
opment manager at BioMers.

Together, they created the world’s

only completely clear orthodontic braces
system, made of a polymer resin
reinforced by glass fibre.

Launched last year, the translucent
arch-wires, brackets and retainers are
ideal for people who want to realign their
teeth without wearing unsightly metal
brackets and wires.

Dr Fathianathan told The Straits
Times that it is essential for companies
like BioMers, which deal with technology
and mass-appeal products, to “think
global”.

“We need to get Singaporeans to think
outside of Singapore, and the best way to
do that is by interacting with people of
other nationalities in university,” he said.

While BioMers places a lot of impor-
tance on hiring Singaporeans, he said not
all local students have the global perspec-
tive necessary for product development –

for example, when it comes to marketing
products in Europe or the United States.

Over half of BioMers’ 26 staff are Sin-
gaporean. The firm scored a coup in June
when it landed Mr David Edwards,
former president of eye-care giant
Bausch and Lomb’s Asia-Pacific division,
as its chief executive.

Dr Fathianathan welcomed PM Lee’s
announcement that places for Singapore-
ans in local universities would increase.
Universities here could then have more
tie-ups with overseas institutions to
allow students of all nationalities to work
on projects together, he suggested.

BioMers has benefited from such inter-
actions, he said. “Singaporeans can be
less vocal in voicing their opinions. But
when we have people from overseas who
are more vocal, that tends to be passed
on. That’s the only way to get better.”

THE CHINESE TIDAL WAVE
“In China, every year seven million graduates graduate
from university – double the number of Singaporeans
there are. And of these, 1.5 million are engineering and
science types.

“They are hungry, they are competitive, and they are
competing furiously with one another in China. And I think
the impact will be felt around the world for the next 20
years, and including us.

“So it’s really a tidal wave, a tsunami coming in our
direction. And the only way to get out of the trouble is to
rise above the tsunami by training ourselves, developing
expertise and doing things which they can’t do yet in China
but we can do now in Singapore and making a living for
ourselves in order that we can improve our lives.”

Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong, on why tightening the foreign worker supply
does not automatically mean better jobs and wages for Singaporeans and what
Singapore must do to stay competitive globally

Local biomedical engineering start-up BioMers’ (from left) Ms Karen Teo, Dr Mervyn Fathianathan and Dr Renuga Gopal at the firm’s laboratory and manufacturing plant in Boon Lay last year. The
success story behind the world’s first translucent dental braces involves five people from three countries with shared university experiences, notes Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong. ST FILE PHOTO

Move to ensure they have
‘real skills valuable to us’,
boost S’poreans’ prospects

Bracing success story with local, foreign student mix

Stricter criteria for
foreign professionals

Mr Andreas Papandreou (top) created a
welfare system which his son George
(above) now has to dismantle. PHOTOS:
ASSOCIATED PRESS, AGENCE FRANCE-PRESSE

“I think PM is setting the stage for five to 10 years, even 50 years ahead...
it helps when he talks about engaging the younger generation... There are
many who want to make a difference, but do not know how to do it.”
Mr Ken Ong, 35, technical training manager, Keat Hong Citizens Consultative Committee member
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