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Commentary

Commentary: Cleaners are the unsung heroes of Singapore’s
clean city

A recent survey showed that public satisfaction with cleanliness remains high in Singapore.
Cleaners play a crucial role in this, says writer Richard Hartung.

Photo of a cleaner af a hawker centre. (Photo: Facebook/Ministry of Sustainability and the Environment)
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25 Apr 2023 06:08AM | (Updated: 25 Apr 2023 08:30AM)

SINGAPORE: Singapore is known as a clean city - one of the cleanest in the world.

According to a survey released by Singapore Management University earlier this month,
satisfaction with overall public cleanliness in Singapore remains high at 92 per cent,
although residents feel that coffee shops, hawker centres and toilets are not as clean as they

used to be.
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he launched the campaign in October 1968.

During the COVID-19 pandemic, the importance of public cleanliness became more critical.
Every sector from public transport operators to town councils, hawker centres and private
businesses stepped up efforts to sanitise and clean public spaces, residential areas, and
offices.

Many cleaners worked long hours at the frontline of Singapore’s fight against the pandemic,
facing COVID-19 exposure and increased workload.

Related:

Commentary: Tougher action needed for clean public toilets

@ Commentary: COVID-19 has made cities cleaner, quieter and healthier

A SHRINKING CLEANING WORKFORCE

Despite the increased demand for cleaning services, the issues of low pay and a shrinking
cleaning workforce persist.

Cleaners play a crucial role in maintaining the cleanliness and hygiene of Singapore, but
their remuneration does not always reflect the value of their work.

General and indoor cleaners such as those in an office or hawker centre are currently paid a
basic monthly salary of $$1,312 (US$982) under the progressive wage model (PWM).

Come July, this will rise to S$1,570 for general cleaners in offices and commercial sites as well
as those in F&B establishments, while those involved in conservancy cleaning will get S$1,795.
By 2028, the basic entry-level wage in the cleaning business will reach at least $$2,420.

As the Tripartite Workgroup on Lower-Wage Workers noted in a report in 2021, Singapore
should be a place where workers are able to progress with a sense of dignity regardless of
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PWM requirements started in the cleaning sector in 2014, with security and landscaping
added in 2016, lift and escalator maintenance in 2019, retail in 2022. Food services PWM and
occupational progressive wages for administrators and drivers were rolled out from March
2023, while waste management PWM will be implemented from July 2023.

In explaining PWM in 2014, former deputy prime minister Tharman Shanmugaratnam said
cleaners in the resident workforce then earned about S$850 per month.

“Not only is that low pay, but most cleaners have also not enjoyed the real wage growth seen
among workers nationally,” said Mr Tharman. He also said a defining feature of the PWM
could be a “wage-skill ladder” that could see cleaners trained to use motorised ride-on
equipment like sweepers or steam cleaners, enabling higher productivity.

_*

An elderly cleaner in uniform seen in Singapore's Central Business District. (File Photo: CNA/Calvin Oh) File p

HOW CAN THINGS BE IMPROVED

A fundamental issue with the PWM, University of Michigan professor emeritus Linda Lim said
in an interview with SocialService.sg in 2020, is that it doesn’t deal with the root causes of the
low wages.
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organisation. While it is easy to point out the problems, and requiring training and calling for
technology are good steps, the key is finding solutions for wages and productivity.

Employers can do more. Cleaning companies could benefit by pushing more employees to
take classes sooner. The skills cleaners gain should help improve their productivity, which will
benefit them and the company.

Employers could also leverage technology better to improve productivity. Government
funding in this area would come in useful. For example, if companies in the PWM sectors had
more technology grants for machines and software, this might push them tfo raise

productivity.

On the Job: Food court cleaner

Related:

IN FOCUS: The wage debate — how to lift the salaries of those earning the
least?
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Clients of the cleaners can also push for improvements. Professional cleaners trained in a
variety of washing methods and techniques to keep offices or factory space in good
condition can deliver a clean working environment that can boost mood levels and elevate
productivity.

Clients of cleaning companies can demand better-trained workers who leverage better
technology to provide the environment that boosts their own staff’s productivity.

Setting wages by considering factors including workers’ needs and the productivity they
could achieve if employers provided the technology and training they needed, rather than
basing compensation on current salaries, could lead to a better outcome for workers.

Enabling companies and workers to do more with less can provide tremendous benefits for
cleaning companies, cleaners and anyone who uses the facilities that cleaners keep spotless.

Richard Hartung is a freelance writer who has resided in Singapore since 1992 and covers a
wide range of local and international news.

Related:

Commentary: Having access to earned wages can help lower-wage
workers from financial troubles

Commentary: A minimum wage isn’t the answer to inequality
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