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Glossary

Bhai - Literally ‘brother’ in Bengali; men commonly attach this tag to the names
of their friends and compatriots, or call one another bhai without the name.

Bigha - A measure of land used in Bangladesh, about one-third of an acre.
Crore - 10,000,000

Gangsters - The term workers use to describe men who work for repatriation
companies because of their gangster-like tactics of detaining without notice and
confining workers in order to prevent them from lodging a complaint and to
ensure their swift repatriation.

In-Principle Approval IPA) - The document issued to migrants by Singapore’s
Ministry of Manpower before their departure from their country. This paper
shows the company name, the basic monthly salary, deductions and allowances,
and indicates that the application to hire the worker has been approved.

Jum’ah - Friday prayer.

Labour Court - A government body in Singapore that deals with employer-
employee disputes that cannot be resolved through mediation.

Labour Exploitation - There is no agreed international definition of this term, but
broadly, it describes a practice of making intensive use of the labour of individu-
als, generally under some form of duress, for minimal recompense and under
harsh conditions.

Labour Trafficking - This is the movement of persons from their normal place of
residence, mto a location where they face labour exploitation, through the use of
deception and/or coercion.

Lakh - 100,000

Main Con - Main Contractor; the company that holds the contract for all or a large
portion of a construction project.

Medical Certificate (MC) - Document issued by doctors to authorize time off
from work while 1l or when injured. If the MC is for three days or less, the



employer 1s not obliged to report the accident causing an injury, which is then not
considered serious and does not count against a company’s safety record. This has
led to some company doctors issuing ‘short MCs’ that give a term of MC nade-
quate for workers’ recovery.

Namaz - Prayer

Points - The degree of permanent incapacity on which work injury compensation
1s based which depends on the doctor’s assessment of the severity of the worker’s
mjury. This is expressed as a percentage, or points. For example the loss of vision
i one eye would result in 50% permanent incapacity. 50% x the average monthly
earnings x a multiplying factor between 116 and 181 depending on age = the com-
pensation amount. A 30-year old man earning SGD 1000 assessed at 509% incapac-
ity would receive SGD 82,000.

Repatriation Company - The company paid by employers to manage the repatri-
ation of their workers, sometimes using forceful and violent means. (See ‘gang-
sters’ above).

Sub Con - Sub Contractors; companiesthat take contracts to work on a particular
project from the main contractor.

Supply Company - A company that supplies labourers on a short-term basis to
another company that cannot meet the labour requirements of a job. Men work-
ing for supply companies are often given longer hours and more difficult jobs
because the company that hires them for temporary work is not responsible for
their long-term maintenance or health. When a supply worker 1s injured, disagree-
ments often result over responsibility for paying for medical treatment and com-
pensation. The term 1s not officially used by Singapore’s Ministry of Manpower,
which classifies them as sub-contractors, but workers readily understand the term.

Temporary Job Scheme (IJS) - The Temporary Job Scheme allows workers who
are awaiting case settlement to work for other employers than those originally
named on their work permits. Injured workers, some workers with salary disputes
and those accused of committing an offence are not eligible to participate.

Trafficking for Commercial Sexual Exploitation - A form of trafficking for the
purposes of exploiting individuals through sexual services that they are obliged to
provide by coercive means. It is a form of labour exploitation.

Prayer Times (used in Bangladesh)

Far (pre-dawn): This prayer 1s performed before sunrise.
Dhuhr (noon): After the day's work has begun.

‘Asr (afternoon): In the late afternoon.

Maghrib (sunset): Just after the sun goes down.

Tsha (evening): Before retiring for the night.

List of Acronyms

BDT - Bangladesh Taka (SGD 1 = BDT 62)

HSC - Higher Secondary Certificate (equivalent of 12 years of formal school-

ing in Bangladesh and India)

INR - Indian Rupee (SGD 1 = INR 48)
IPA - In-Principle Approval

MC - Medical Certificate

MOM - Ministry of Manpower (Singapore)
SGD - Singapore dollar

SSC - Secondary School Certificate (equivalent of 10 years of formal
ing in Bangladesh and India)

TCRP - The Cuff Road Project

TJS - Temporary Job Scheme

TWC2 - Transient Workers Count Too
WICA - Work Injury Compensation Act

school-



Introduction

Sallie Yea & Debbie Fordyce

Men from Bangladesh, India, China and Thailand come en masse to
Singapore (over 900,000 in 2013) with hopes of managing a better future for them-
selves and their families. While financial gain is the simple reason for migration,
social and political factors are also imnvolved. They come to escape the social ills of
long-term unemployment and limited economic opportunities at home, to gain
stature within the community by working abroad, to develop an international
sophistication and fluency in English, and to escape the heartbreak of failed or for-
bidden romances. The family rather than the individual usually makes the deci-
sion, and indeed, the huge expense paid to recruiters for training and job place-
ment involves money borrowed from relatives, gained from the sale of property
and gold jewelry or secured as loans from informal moneylenders. Many families
strive to keep their sons away from the dangers of drugs, violence and religious
extremism at home. They expect that the hard work abroad will toughen and
engage young men until they marry and start a family. For the men we meet in
Singapore, the main motivation for migration is money, but migration results from
a complex set of social and financial circumstances.

Disputes and Claims

The diaries and stories in this book capture the aspirations and shattered
dreams of migrant workmen from Bangladesh and India in Singapore. The men
who wrote these entries are all involved in labour disputes or injury compensation
claims and under Singaporean law, are not permitted to work while imvestigations
or medical treatment continue. Those with salary-related complaints commonly
endure exploitative workplace situations for months before lodging a complaint,
knowing that the complaint will result in the loss of their jobs without the chance
of transferring to new employers. Their complaints to Singapore’s Ministry of
Manpower (MOM) and the reasons they leave their jobs include months of non-
payment of salary, excessive, unpaid or underpaid overtime, arbitrary and illegal
deductions; the threat or use of violence and other forms of intimidation.

Many men are employed under dubious and unfair verbal and written
contracts that favour the interests of employers over workers and generally permit
little recourse to justice. During the course of Labour Court hearings and ivesti-
gation many of these men are excluded from or unwilling to stay at company
accommodation and thus must find and pay for their own housing. Many of them
wind up sleeping on the streets of Singapore’s Little India.

‘Workers with labour disputes or workplace injuries fear repatriation as a
result of the employer attempting to avoid the cost of treatment and compensation.
Repatriation companies perform this service for employers by deploying men
commonly referred to by workers as ‘gangsters’ to abduct and detain men and
arrange their flights home. Injured workers experience more trouble when an
employer denies medical treatment, maintains that the mjury did not arise from a
workplace accident, and refuses to pay medical leave wages. Men who approach
us about their injury problems often reveal underlying salary issues that they had
not raised earlier out of a well-founded fear of losing their jobs. They leave their

company accommodation for many of the same reasons as the men with salary
1issues and then face the perplexing and frightening ordeal of pursuing a compen-
sation claim that may take one to two years while having no income and often no
place to live.

Employers often counter that men abscond from the company accom-
modation, but the distinction between being forced to leave and choosing to leave
the company dormitory 1s a matter of interpretation. Fither way, the employers of
these men are not willing to house workers who have complained about salary
1ssues, engaged legal representation, and whose housing and maintenance incurs
costs. From the workers’ point of view, the dormitories where they are to be
accommodated are inconveniently situated in remote parts of Singapore and there-
fore far from hospitals, MOM, friends, places of worship and various social serv-
ices n Little India and Geylang. Most of the men we interviewed report threats of
repatriation as it means losing a job they paid a great deal (often upwards of SGD
10,000) to obtain. The threat is not an idle one and we assume that many more
disgruntled workers are spirited away to their home countries before they are able
to lodge a complaint.

The Violence of the Special Pass

Singapore’s MOM issues a Special Pass to men with injuries or labour
disputes enabling them to remain in Singapore until their case is resolved. The
Special Pass relieves the employer of paying the foreign worker levy (from SGD
300 to SGD 750 monthly) and provides security against repdtrlanon The long and
uncertain wait, however, has a damaging impact on the man’s economic, emotion-
al and physical health duc to the restriction against working. All the men 1in the sto-
ries and diaries that appear in this volume were on a Special Pass when they wrote
their entries. Migrant workmen can languish in Singapore on this visa for months
that can stretch into years, making them an exemplary case of ‘permanently tem-
porary’ migrants. As one migrant worker in this situation reflected, “Singapore is
like a prison to us”.

Whilst the men often attribute their situations to their bad luck in
encountering errant employers or an industrial accident, we offer a different inter-
pretation. Singapore 1s a deeply neo-liberal state, which has achieved its rapid
development through the policies of a strong government that favours the interests
of business and capital over labour, and especially over foreign labour. When
employers fail to adhere to regulations, ensuring that workers receive justice and
compensation is a difficult and protracted process. It seems that not only do
employers punish workers who stand up for their rights, but that the visa regime
of the Special Pass further penalises them. The MOM often tells men to drop
their complaints or to accept unreasonable compensation outcomes, demonstrat-
ing the convergence of government and business interests. Exploitative labouring,
protracted cases, and poor outcomes are not so much a product of the men’s bad
luck as they are a product of the labour migration system in Singapore.

We feel that many men on Special Passes, including all of the men who
participated in this project, suffer social and emotional damage during their long
and uncertain existence on a Special Pass. Some men become extremely
depressed, lethargic and bitter. Others experience heightened anxiety, stress and
loneliness. All the men we know in these situations withhold information from or
minimise contact with their families back in Bangladesh and India due to shame,
the pressure of unfulfilled expectations and the stress of explaining their situations



to relatives who rely on them as breadwinners. For many men, moving to Little
India provides some comfort. In Little India there is a community of workmen in
similar situations and a larger community of South Asian workers on Sunday.
There, TWC2 runs its free meal programme, The Cuff Road Project (TCRP), for
workmen who have fallen on hard times. The drop-in centre, Dibashram, pro-
vides a place of refuge, advice and support for the men. These types of support
are essential to help redress both the physical and emotional distress men suffer in
Singapore.

The Diaries Project

The Diaries Project has its origins in Sallie Yea’s research with migrant
workmen in Singapore, conducted through her position at the National Institute
of Education, Nanyang Technological University. Sallie wished to provide a forum
for her research participants to document their daily lives whilst on a Special Pass
and to relate their migration experiences in their own words. During discussions
with AKM Mohsin and Debbie Fordyce, we decided to publish selected stories
and diaries as a book. We want to share with others the men’s narratives about
labour exploitation, injury, injustice and their marginal existences on a Special Pass
in Singapore. We find that far too often, migrant workers are asked to answer
questions, provide information and ‘tell their stories’ in ways that reflect the inter-
ests, biases and priorities of those asking the questions. Rarely do we hear their sto-
ries presented in the men’s own terms and in their own words. This book offers a
forum for them to share their thoughts and allows the reader to place the migrants
at the centre rather than at the margins when contemplating their struggles, chal-
lenges and small victories.

‘We have also included in the book an entry from a Bangladeshi woman,
which reveals that it is not only migrant men who suffer abuses and exploitation
during their sojourns in Singapore. South Asian women - from Bangladesh, India
and Sri Lanka - as well as migrant women from Southeast Asian countries come
to Singapore knowing they will work in the country’s multifarious sex and nightlife
entertainment industry or, like the woman whose story appears here, under con-
ditions of deception and force. Neither trafficking for commercial sexual exploita-
tion, nor the oppressive conditions voluntary migrant sex workers in Singapore
face on a daily basis are discussed as 1ssues pertaining to migrant workers, and we
wish to redress this absence. Like the men in this book, the women’s stories are
often filled with accounts of deception, financial loss and emotional and physical
health concerns.

All the individuals whose entries appear in the following pages are
referred to using pseudonyms. Where the participants have agreed, we have used
the real names of companies and persons involved in their exploitation. We have
removed all other identifying information from the entries, as some of the men are
still working in Singapore or wish to migrate to Singapore again in future for work,
having previously failed to meet their financial goals.

A Cautionary Note

Despite the warnings contained in these stories and diaries, men will con-
tinue to migrate to Singapore for lowly paid and degrading work in the construc-
tion, shipyard and landscaping sectors, and women for work in the sex and
nightlife entertainment industry. The Singapore, Bangladeshi and Indian govern-
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ments benefit far too much to allow this migration stream to be interrupted by a
few stories of bad experiences. What we - and those who wrote these painful, inti-
mate and tragic stories - hope to achieve through this book is a greater understand-
ing amongst intending migrants, amongst the communities from which they come,
and amongst the broader public in Singapore of common problems that migrant
men and women encounter in Singapore. We include the original Bengali and
Tamil version of the stories as well as the English for the benefit of future migrants.
Bangladeshi and Indian men and women planning to migrate to Singapore, we
hope, will have a better understanding of the hazards of an inherently abusive and
exploitative system, how they can do their best to try for a safe and profitable
migration, and where to seek assistance. We hope that communities in Bangladesh
and India who receive the broken and injured men and women who return from
Singapore will appreciate that these migrants are not at fault, refrain from passing
judgment or admonishing them, and will welcome them back as valued family and
community members. Ultimately we hope that men and women will not be com-
pelled to work in another country to support and educate their families.



Chapter One

Aziz

Age: 32

Marital Status: Married

Number of Children: None

Country/ District: Bangladesh/ Kustia

Employment status prior to migration: Unemployed
Problem in Singapore: Labour Trafficking

Resolution of Problem: MOM investigation of the employer has not been com-
pleted. Aziz finished his six months TJS contract with a cleaning company but did
not wish to renew with that company because of exploitative practices relating to
MC wages.

Current status: Looking for a new TJS job in Singapore whilst being housed in an
MOM dormitory.

My name is Aziz and I'm 32 years old. When I was young and still living
in my village, I used to play a lot instead of study. My favourite activity was swim-
ming and I was a national swimming champion several years running. There are
11 people in my family: five brothers, three sisters, my parents, and myself. My
father was a government jobholder and my mum looks after the family at home.
All my brothers are married now and busy with their own families.

I’'m the fourth boy and my younger brother has a business in Dhaka but
stays with my mum in Kustia. I used to pass my days according to my whim and
enjoying my success at swimming. One day a guy in a nearby village informed me
about Singapore. At first I laughed when I thought about going there to work.
Then I thought about the opportunity more seriously and I discussed it with my
parents, brothers and sisters. At last it was decided that I would go to Singapore
for work.

But, having made the decision, how could I go to my “Dreaming
Singapore”? Who would provide money to pay the fees and costs? I had not a sin-
gle coin of my own. All the properties of the family had already been sold in hard
times. Now we only have the small family house and a small patch of land beside
it. So I took a bank loan with my family. Going to Dhaka I got myself admitted to
a training centre and eventually passed the qualification and got my IPA. I came
to my dreamland of Singapore to a company named DJ Builders.

I waited in Singapore for one month before the company put me to work,
so I had no salary during that time. The job was excavation, which was a nice way
of saying digging dirt. Fvery day I woke up and ate breakfast at 5 am and then went
to work by lorry, returning home at 10 pm. After working for two months, I told
the company manager that I couldn’t do that job anymore and requested to change
to another job. The manager told me that was impossible, but I insisted that it was
impossible for me to continue. I requested him politely but he never heeded my
request. So I asked him to send me back home and months later I was sent back.
By struggling hard, I came to Singapore but all my hopes and dreams vanished
with the impossible job and de. I was driven away to the sea of frustration.

Darkness and darkness only met my eyes. I couldn’t think what to do
about paying off my debt. After seeing my miserable condition my brothers con-
soled me and advised me to try and go to Singapore again. I asked how could I?
‘Who will give me the money? They replied that they would finance me. I was con-
fused about the source of the money. I became worried that they would sell every-
thing they possessed, but they would not tell me where they got the money. So,
again with hope, I gave my passport to one of my friends for the IPA.

Three months after submitting the passport, I received a phone call from
my friend in Singapore who was arranging things. He informed me about a com-
pany named ALLIANZZE. The owner of the company is an Indian Tamil
Muslim. Next thing I knew I was back in Singapore and the job started in full
swing. From 8 am through the whole day and night I worked very hard to deco-
rate my life. The first month’s work finished, but the boss didn’t pay my salary. 1
thought maybe this company would pay the next month, so with that hope I con-
tinued to work hard. After two months working I still got no salary. When we ques-
tioned our boss he made up so many excuses about why he didn’t pay, but still the
work time passed. After the third month the boss paid all of us one month’s salary.
Later on I came to know that ALLIANZZE never pays properly. Considering my
debt situation, I resigned myself to accepting that I just had bad luck and contin-
ued doing my job hoping things would improve.



Five months went by in that way and I passed my days with many difficul-
ties. Continuous phone calls came from the moneylenders who made me the loan
the first tme I came to Singapore. But I couldn’t make them understand that
ALLIANZZE. doesn’t pay. The moneylenders never cared about this problem
anyhow. All I could do was shed my tears and pray to the Almighty and wonder
when I could get rid of my debt. Six months working for ALLIANZZE passed in
this way. Then suddenly I received a phone call from home. I thought it might be
about the money I owed again, so I didn’t pick up the phone and I didn’t call back.
But they called again and again. When I finally called back my mum informed me
that my father was very sick. That’s all she told me, so I called a neighbour who
informed me that my father had passed away. I couldn’t rest after that and my
health totally suffered. My father loved me very much. He loved me more than
others. In any problem he gave me consolation. After my father’s death I realized
how much I had lost in my life.

One year of sadness and suffering in Singapore passed. I began to think
that I must make my own family now, and this restored some of my hope for the
future. When I was studying in class six I met a girl who I thought was very beau-
tiful. Her name is Pechi. After my S.S.C Examination I gave up studying and so |
had no contact with Pechi for ten years. I was 30 and I thought I should marry, so
I tried to trace her. I heard from one of my friends that she was studying at Kustia
Government College. I thought that she would surely be married so I didn’t try to
contact her, but later on one of my friends told me she is not married and I
became excited. With much difficulty I finally managed to get her handphone
number. I chatted with her and invited her to come to my house when I returned
home for leave. She came and I felt joy for the first time in a long time. She was
more beautiful than ever.

We talked about many things then and after saying good-bye, I again
called her that night and asked her if we could be like that forever. I don’t think
she understood my meaning because she did not clearly say yes. At last I insisted
that if she didn’t marry me I wouldn’t ever marry. A few days later she called me
and willingly agreed. I've passed one and a half years now engaged to her. The
month of Holy Ramadan (the Mushm fasting month) came. On the Eid Day
(Muslim festival at the end of Ramadan) everybody then celebrates at home. My
brothers and sisters had come home. And my fiancée had finished her studies so
everybody in her family wanted to arrange a marriage for her. She told me all this
and said that if I really wanted to marry her I must do something quickly. But what
could I do? T was in Singapore and I couldn’t go home because of my huge debt.
My fiancée then told me to give up my hope of marrying her.

I was in a panic and asked her if we could marry over the phone. She said
she would talk to her family. Everyone agreed and we got married. Now for every
bright light in life there appears a darkness and so yet another problem came upon
me. I couldn’t ask anybody what I should do about my debt and my bad job situ-
ation in Singapore. Constantly thinking of that, my health started breaking down.
Every minute of every day I was consumed with thoughts of when my problems in
Singapore would end. The problems appeared to me as a huge block - so
immense that I couldn’t see any way around them. I requested my company boss
many times for my overdue salary, but always in vain. My visa was just about to
expire and my boss told me that if T want to extend it, I would have to pay him
SGD 2000; otherwise he wouldn’t renew my Work Permit. What could T do?
What should I do? I was confused and stressed. At last I decided to agree to that
deal and so my debt went up again.
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A new year began. Considering my fate, I continued doing my job and
kept hoping. I kept wondering when the Almighty Allah would look at me. Life
stood as still as a heavy stone.

In Singapore, one of the biggest problems in our company is the food.
The condition of the food is so bad. Bangladesh is a poor country, but even so,
nobody takes the kind of food we are forced to eat in Singapore. But we are bound
to take this food to keep on living. On some days, by drinking water only, I pass
lunchtime; another day with empty stomach, I survive. Time passed with or with-
out food but always with hard labor.

According to the constitution of Singapore everything is right and correct,
but in real life this is null and void. It is all for eye wash to give us the illusion they
have created laws and correct procedures for everything. The administration of
this country is clear. Our Government in Bangladesh commits the crime of not
eradicating poverty but the Government of Singapore takes action on things in
dehumanizing ways. The Government of Singapore does do much better for the
foreigners, but only those who have lots of money already. It’s like pouring oil on
those whose heads are oiled already.

Anyway, what cruel trick of fate now reminds me of my father and also
of studying? My father requested me to continue my study at college so many
times but I never listened to him. Now the student life, playing games and the deli-
cious cooking of my mother come to my mind. Remembering that, I’'ve nothing to
do but shed tears. Is there anyone who can give back those old days and happy life
gone past? Can anyone return the swimming in the river, fishing in the river with
a hook, getting together with friends, singing at night? There is no one to do that.
I wish to be back in those days. Is it possible?

The house where my fellow workmates and I are staying now is the only
good thing about Singapore. We are all good friends and it’s great because we are
all from different districts but staying together. The evenings pass with some hap-
piness only because of that circumstance. So, although the company doesn’t pay
the salary for so many months, now I feel less sorrow because of my friends. Out
of them there 1s a guy named Shohel Rana. He 1s from Jamalpur. He looks very
skinny but he has lots of girlfriends. He enjoys his life even with the debt money
hanging over him. There is another guy named Khaleque. His house is in
Rangpur. He is like Shohel but their paths are different. Khaleque has no girl-
friend but every week he goes to a prostitute. He doesn’t think at all. A guy named
Laltu is very good. He is from Kustia and very polite. He respects me a lot. That’s
why I love him very much. I call him my bhai. Next time I go home, I'll visit his
house because he is also from Kustia, just 50 km away from my home.

But if my mind 1s okay, only then will I go. The condition of my mind 1s
so bad that I can’t leave Singapore yet. There were dreams in my life: after going
abroad I’d make my life colourful with my wife and kids and parents. That dream
of mine has now vanished. Now nothing seems to be good to me. Even after that
I'm struggling continuously for survival.

‘When will my golden days come, when I can stand up on my own? It is
useless to think these thoughts, but I can’t help but think them. I’'m reminded of
a poem of Rabindranath Tagore:

“The darkness will come to the path

That’s why I stop!”



Again I think of those who are suffering much more than me. Compared
with them, I have to remind myself that we are in a good condition.

Now, when I write this story, the year is 2013. The days have changed as
well as us men from ALLIANZZEF.. But my luck has not changed at all. After many
days, I met one of my friends. He does his job in a good company. Better than us.
I listened to his story about his life in Singapore. Hearing that, my eyes filled with
tears. He has prospered very well in this country. Then it seems to me what a mis-
erable life has been given to me by the Almighty. What was my fault? Why is my
condition so cruel? Seeing tears in my eyes, my friend asked me what had hap-
pened. I replied to him that nothing was wrong. He persisted, saying that there
must be something wrong.

After a while I asked him if he was really mterested in my story. I told
him my life story, episode by episode. At the end he cried and consoled me. Later
he advised me to be patient in troubled times. The Almighty Allah loves those who
remain patient. What else could be done in any case? Thinking of that, I contin-
ue my job, waiting for the good days. My mother’s health is not good; with the
debts of the bank, altogether I'm still alive but with different feelings about life.

Now five months have passed on my new contract and our company has-
b . . : . b

n’t paid our salaries. Very often, we argue with our boss. The boss said we’d not
get this month’s salary either. So I'm very worried about what will happen if he
never gives us the money. What will I do? How can I get my salary? Thinking like
this fills me with pain and stress. He was supposed to pay last month’s salary but
never paid. We were supposed to be paid on the 5 February, but on the 10
February we were still not paid.

On the night of the 5ths \we worked for the whole day and overnight and
the whole following day. We were sure that we would receive our salary because
he told us we had to work like that and he would give it to us. He ordered us to
go downstairs because we were working on the twentieth storey of Buona Vista
Hospital. When we went downstairs he told us all we’'d get the salary for two
months work only. We said we were owed five months’ salary, so why should we
receive two months’ salary only? The boss replied, “If you wish to take it you can
take it, if you don’t want it, then that’s up to you”. There was no choice but to
agree. First of all, my workmate Rabiul went with the boss and brought back to us
many papers that the boss ordered us to sign. Rabiul doesn’t understand English
and when he came to ALLIANZZE the first time the company forcibly took his
signature on 12 papers for receipt of 12 months’ salary, but he didn’t know what
he was signing. With that same fear, upon seeing these new papers, he came back
to us showing the papers and without receiving his salary because he would not
sign them.

Rabiul thought that because there are eighteen of us guys he would first
see what the rest of us do. So another of our workmates, Liton, who knows some
English, went to the boss next and read the papers carefully, one by one. The
papers were some kind of informal contract. Liton understood from reading them
that for one day’s absence from the job, three days’ salary will be deducted and if
anybody goes back to Bangladesh before their contract expires SGD1000 will be
deducted and two months’ salary will be taken. After Liton told us those condi-
tions, we all agreed not to sign and so we refused the salary also. Our boss burst
mnto a rage. Leaving us behind on the worksite, he went away with the driver. After
working for a further two nights and two days we all felt very sick.

For five months, the company never paid the salary and after that, the
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cruel torture continued. So we took the collective decision to go to MOM.
Otherwise there is no way we could continue in this job.

At the gate, a Bangladeshi guy came and asked about what had happened
to us. We told him that we just came out of the company to complain and we
weren’t sure what to do and that we came to MOM for Government assistance.
We addressed him as bhar and asked what we should do. He advised us to wait
there for a while. After some time, he came back with a Chinese lady and gave us
seats inside. She told us that our boss would come to MOM to meet us. The boss
came with our company supervisor to have mediation. After half an hour speak-
g to the Chinese lady he returned. He told us to work again. We asked the
MOM officer to let us know his opinion. He told us that we wouldn’t work in that
company any more, so we came back to our room. After a while a Government
officer called and told us that our boss had appealed for ten days to come up with
all the salary he owed us. We agreed and according to MOM’s advice, we contin-
ued staying at the company dormitory and taking food provided by the company.

Now the unbearable trouble of waiting began. We sat idly at home. An
older bhai informed us about the organisation Dibashram that helps the migrant
workers. We all went there together, according to his advice. We saw that many
helpless people like us were sitting there. There was a lady from Australia who
helps there. She listened to everything and told us to take the free meal offered
there. After having our meal, we all returned home and she told us that she will go
to our house again and will listen to us in detail.

Five days later, the lady came to our house. Madam Sallie wrote after lis-
tening to us one by one. Anyway, it sounded good listening to Sallie-apu (sister)
and knowing that she would try to help us. After all these troubles, at least there 1is
somebody who listens to us. Two days later, Sallie-apu visited us and gave us some
money also. She told our stories again in full detail to MOM and now we are wait-
ing and waiting for the outcome.

We carry on our lives with that, though it’s hard and a matter of hope

mdeed.

(Translated by Rashedul Haque)



Chapter Two

Shafiqul

Age: 34

Marital Status: Married

Number of Children: Two

Country/ District: Bangladesh/ Satkhira
Employment status prior to migration: Unemployed
Problem in Singapore: Serious Workplace Injury

Resolution of Problem: He pursued a civil suit to obtain compensation for the
mjury and recover money to repay his debts. When the law firm finally settled the
compensation amount in March 2012, they deducted more than half for their fees.
He repaid his loans with the money from the settlement, but didn’t have enough
to purchase the land he’d sold. Returned to Bangladesh in March 2012.

Current status: Employee at a migrant worker support NGO in Dhaka

Shafiqul came to Singapore on 15 May 2009. His agent told him the recruitment
fee would be BT 250,000, but he ended up having to pay a total of BT 481,730,
which required him to borrow at interest. His interest payments eventually equaled
the principal amount. In Singapore he sustained the mjury working in building
demolition.

15 May 2009

I reached the land of my dreams today, but the process was not easy. I
had to face various hurdles before arriving in Singapore. I was born in a remote
village of Satkhira. My education was suspended when I was in class 5, so I could

join my elder brother in agricultural work. My elder sister took me with her the

following year and enrolled me in class 5 at a school near her house where I did
well 1in the exams. From class 6, I took up a job as a lodging helper, and so was
able to finance the rest of my education. For showing me the way and taking me
away from home, my elder sister deserves credit.

After my education, I couldn’t manage a decent job because I lacked
money for bribes. Whatever your qualification, you can only acquire a decent job
if you have an influential uncle and money. That is why I worked as a representa-
tive for a distributor. After two or three years, I had to escort my mother to Kolkata
for her cancer treatment. Upon my return, I remained unemployed for thirteen
long months. Then I managed a job as a security guard in an export-oriented gar-
ment factory. The employers promoted me from guard to Assistant Commercial
Manager on the basis of my qualifications. It was an unprecedented promotion,
but still not enough.

I decided to go to Singapore to find better opportunities. Friends in
Dhaka told me that Singapore was importing manpower through the training cen-
tres. While I continued at the garment factory, my elder brother was admitted to
a training centre and then flew to Singapore.

With the paltry salary at the garment factory, it was hard to maintain my
family, let alone save anything. After the house rent and my kids’ school fees, 1
barely had enough to buy food for them. During the first few years of the job, I
would occasionally give private tuition. As this workload increased, I was able to
earn a bit more.

A teacher from my area was recruiting aspiring students from other areas
for (the Building and Construction Authority) training centres in Dhaka. I contact-
ed the training centre directly and at the same time sought advice from my broth-
er who was already working in Singapore. My brother recommended the Unique
Vocational Training Centre and there I found an elderly representative who I
assumed to be a retired government officer. He told me that the graduates would
get official jobs in Singapore. They would be entitled to a one-month leave every
year and the travel expenses would be borne by the company. I was inspired. He
also said that the centre would supervise everything about our one-year’s work in
Singapore.

Before admission, our verbal contract stipulated BD'T 250,000in fees in
total. Traiing would last three months, food would cost BDT 1,700 per month,
so the total cost would be BDT 260,000 to prepare for Singapore. The centre’s
staff would be fully responsible for us.

My class started three months after I paid the admission fees. I had an
opportunity to take the test four months later, but couldn’t pass. The next test was
in another three months and I failed that too. It took one and a half years to pass
the test, and all that time I remained 1dle. It was 21 months, instead of three
months, and cost BDT 481,730, instead of BDT 250,000. I tried to keep hold of
my dream with all this time and money spent. Even after all that the Unique
Vocational Training Centre failed to provide the IPA.

It is regrettable that an elderly man who had once been a district commis-
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sioner could be so devious. His activities often concerned me. How could he have
served the administration during his working life? May Allah reward him with
some self-reflection. One of my close relatives was admitted with me but he was
diagnosed as having the Hepatitis B virus at the medical test before the class start-
ed. Even though he wasn’t able to go for the training, they spent nine months dilly-
dallying before they started to return the money. He was given a date every month
and they repaid him BDT 700-800 in monthly installments. It took one year and
three months before the money was paid back, but it was short by BDT 5,000. We
survive on dreams and love, but money is also required for sustaining life. Hey!
Money, YOU are the source of all mischief on this earth! How many lives have
been unnecessarily lost on account of you?

With enough cash, one wouldn’t need to go abroad. One could start a
business at home. But the problem lies somewhere else. People search desperate-
ly for money in order

to go abroad. Relatives don’t want to lend money for business. It’s also a
risky business to mortgage land or take a loan.

I got my IPA from another agent after another three months and twenty
days. I had to mortgage our land and borrow money at an exorbitant rate of inter-
est from a relative, leaving my wife’s ornaments in his custody as collateral. The
training centre assured me of a decent job just like a Singapore citizen would get,
since I was a graduate. They told me it wasn’t site work, but a desk job. There is a
saying in our village: If you could build a castle with words, you wouldn’t need
cement and steel. It applies to the traning centres as well. Everything i1s bogus
about them. They forget all the assurances they promise once you’re admitted.
The longer you’re there, the more you suffer.

The training centre informed us that the training certificate is valid for 18
years so we’d be able to stay for 18 years. When I left for Singapore, I had no doc-
uments with me, no receipts for the money I'd paid. I only had an ID card num-
bered 887.

The name of my company was C.G. Construction Main Con, but I never
worked over there. I was engaged in building demolition work. I phoned Mamun,
the Bengali Singaporean who gave me the IPA. He promised the same to four oth-
ers as well, telling us we would keep working there and we’d be shifted to another
place after one or two weeks. After 24 days, we were shifted to Kallang 85. Two
days later, the other four were sent to another company, and I was shifted to 487.
At that time, we understood that we were working as lowly workers. They worked
with the cleaners, while I followed a Chinese welder.

7 November 2009

‘While I was cutting metal, a small, hot piece was hurled into my ankle.
My leg, sock and safety shoe were burned. When I was recovering I requested the
Bengali foreman at Sun Yang Company not to give me any hard jobs, as my foot
was still painful.

Well! Being a Bengali foreman, he needed to show his power. He let the
company know of my request and the boss spared no time in calling me to his
office at once. He inspected my leg and asked me to go with a Tamil companion
to Mr. Law, my direct supervisor. As I entered Mr. Law’s office, he asked me to
hand my work permit over to him. Taking the permit, he told me that I would be
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repatriated the following day and that my ticket was ready. The Tamil accomplice
asked me to apologize to the boss. I said to my boss, “Boss, I am sorry, I can work,
please give me the permit”. The boss wanted to make sure that I could work hard,
and told me to sign a paper if I agreed. He made me consent to do hard work, and
I couldn’t refuse. But he didn’t return the permit to me and jotted down my
mobile phone number.

In the evening of the following day, the driver of the company phoned
me and told me to pack my things because I had to shift to another place. With
my loan not yet repaid, I was in a fix. I was doomed if I returned to the room. Yet,
I didn’t lose heart. Some verses surfaced in my mind,

“Crying follows the laughter, despair after happiness, after the dark
night... come the rays of light.”

Due to the accident, I couldn’t work for 46 days. I couldn’t wear the safe-
ty shoes and couldn’t walk. As I submitted medical leave claims, I found it was 16
days of medical leave and the rest was light duty. The appointment card was also
with the company, so my treatment was left to them to arrange.

On 19 December 2009, I was given a saline drip, but it was removed even
before one third of it was used. The nurse explained that my company would take
me to another hospital for treatment. They toy with the injured labourers like that,
in order to save money for the company.

Many doctors do not even ask the patients anything; instead they consult
the company representatives. Even the insurance agents visit the doctors, and doc-
tors treat the patients according to their suggestions.

Treatment facilities in Singapore are of a very high standard, but the sce-
nario for Bengali workers and Singaporeans is different. The disgraceful alliance
between the companies and the doctors results in our being deprived of good treat-
ment and equal entitlements.

9 January 2010

At the time of the accident I was working every day. The biggest accident
of my life happened at approximately a quarter to ten. I was working around the
excavator. At that moment the operator, the company boss, asked me to collect
the plastic, metal and cables in front of the excavator. Though I was working care-
fully and safely, my operator kept shouting at me. I didn’t understand his behav-
1our. He had never behaved like that before and I had worked for him for nearly
a month. There was another Bangladeshi brother named Manir who had been
working there only 18-20 days. He was told to go to the side and I was asked to
stand in front of the excavator to collect metals. Suddenly the bucket of the exca-
vator banged me hard on my head. After that I remember nothing.

I don’t think that would have happened if the operator hadn’t done it
deliberately. Many men before me had been sent here for work as punishment by
the company and as a result met with accidents or were sent back home.

I left the company’s container (which was used as a dormitory) after only
five days. It was so hard to endure that place because the mosquitoes and bugs
made my life unbearable. After a day’s hard work, men barely notice the bugs
when they sleep, but because of the accident, everything was hard for me. I was
passing my miserable migrant life like this.
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I was worried about what to do after leaving the company. I managed to
find a place to live in Perak Road where the monthly rent was SGD 180, not
including meals and other expenses. My elder brother and friends helped me.
Sometimes I ate only once a day. After one or two weeks, my roommate, Mintu-
bhal, took me to Sutha’s Restaurant at Cuft Road. An organisation named TWC2
arranges {ree meals for needy foreign workers there. From that day I was able to
eat twice a day at Isthana and Sutha’s Restaurant.

My family is very poor and I can’t even think of a way to deal with this
now. How long can someone survive borrowing from friends? Should I look after
myself or deal with the costs of my wife and children? This dilemma is crushing
me.

3 March 2010

Though I was less worried for myself my family’s situation remained the
same. That organisation, TWC2, often gives things away for free, for example,
phone cards, tooth brush and tooth paste, shampoo, clothing and medl(,me. They
refer men to doctors and offer other medical help. For this I am very grateful to
the donors of the organisation. I sincerely wish them progress in their work.

This 1s the first migrant experience for me, and probably the last. As the
son of a poor family like mine, it’s completely impossible to risk this a second
time. Coming here destitute, I only increased rather than reduced my impoverish-
ment. My preoccupation with the credit problem, together with my head injury, is
slowly killing me. There are many members of neglected families in this world, but
nobody wants to know about them or give them the chance to tell their story.

I thought I could do any difficult job, but after the accident I can only see
with my left eye. I can’t even say that I can actually see. My head aches all the time.
I have to take four to six Benadryl Extra tablets each day. In this country most doc-
tors 1n clinics and hospitals give a patient’s medical certificates and medical reports
to the companies. They keep injured patients on light duty for months but patients
don’t even know whether they are given MC or light duty. The company tells them
that they don’t need to work because of the MC, but when they go to claim the
msurance after finishing the paper work, it turns out that they had only a few days

of MC and a long period of light duty. This is how the company made a fool of

me!

Many companies send migrants back home after cheating them like this.
That’s why men look to lawyers to get some help. Settling a case through MOM 1s
good because going through common law leaves you no choice but to have faith
in your lawyer. You can lose your money because of the many dishonest Bengalis
working for the lawyers who talk and act sweetly but act in totally opposite ways.
One should move very carefully around them. Signing a paper without knowing
what it says 1s not an option. And after signing a paper you should be given photo-
copies. But when you want these papers, the lawyer’s assistant does not give them
so easily. This helps me understand their motives.

In the meantime, my lawyer appealed for my special pass. With a special
pass I was able to remain in Singapore, but I faced various problems. The main
thing was that I wasn’t able to work. Secondly, I wasn’t able to buy a mobile SIM
card because with a special pass you cannot buy a SIM card.

My immediate problem was housing. My roommate, Mamun and I both
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had special passes. At midnight, after hearing of our situation, the caretaker of the
house said that no one with a special pass could live there and we had to move out.
We told him that we would leave the house the next morning after finding anoth-
er place to stay. We only wanted to remain there for the night. The next day we
started looking for a new house and at every house we were asked about our sta-
tus and had to mention our special passes. Most of the houses were full and no
one wanted to rent to anyone holding a special pass.

The next day the caretaker got angry that we were still there. He lectured
us for a long time. Listening to him made me feel that those of us with special pass-
es were of no value. The next day he started to behave roughly with us. This time
I got angry. When he wanted to forcibly throw us out, I asked if having a special
pass made us illegal. “If you misbehave with us we’ll have to call the police. Then
you’ll have to prove that we’ve done something wrong”. He calmed down a little
and allowed us to stay for another five days before moving out. We left the house
in Perak Road and looked for a house in Serangoon Road.

Nobody wants to rent a space to a person holding a special pass because
they’re likely to fail to pay the rent in time. They don’t even have permission to
work and for this reason they are treated badly. A healthy worker may stay on a
special pass but he does not have permission to work. Why? Who will take care
of him and his family? Nobody thinks about this. Many members of his family
back home are dependent on him. Should his children’s education and school
fees and other costs stop because a person is on a special pass? Is this what you’d
expect of a civilized nation?

None of my family or friends knows that I'm staying here with a special
pass. If T told them about the special pass after the training I went through, their
anxiety would only increase.

Nothing is everlasting in this decaying world. Time brings changes to
everything through the never-ending ebb and flow of its waves. Everybody dreams
of a new life. I thought if T get some insurance money I could find happiness. Even
that now seems uncertain.

Often my youngest son Badsha tells his mother, “If father set up a shop
in the market, he wouldn’t have to go abroad.” Young children beg for love so he
makes up new excuses for me to come home. I lost my parents too. A wail of sor-
row always flows up inside me.

After receiving the special pass and not being permitted to work, I was
able to travel to many places in Singapore. Had I been busy with work I might not
have had the chance. After leaving the house I spend my time roaming around var-
1ous mosques, parks and markets etc.

1 May 2011

On this day in 1886 a demonstration was held at Haymarket in Chicago
in the United States in order to fulfill workers’ demands. On that day many work-
ers were injured because they protested to rightfully demand payment for their
overtime or part-time work in addition to their eight hours. A conference was held
in Paris on 1 May 1889. On 1 May 1890 International Workers Day was declared.
I woke up at dawn as usual and went to say my prayers in the mosque. There was
no one on the roads. Only a few taxis were running. Just then I saw an old lady
over 60 years old feeding and giving water to some cats. I was so surprised. These
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cats were not her pets but she had such pity for them. In fact the amount of money
people spend looking after these animals each year in Singapore could support
several families for a year in Bangladesh.

I met an uncle who had come here from Dhaka for a tumor operation
after my prayers. He spent a quiet time with me. I told him the names of many
hospitals. He agreed to admit himself to Mount Elizabeth. Since today 1s a govern-
ment holiday he’ll go tomorrow. I met many friends because of the conjunction of
two holidays. Almost everybody knows about me so they give me food or ask
about me. Still, an emptiness that I cannot describe remains inside me and will
never be filled. My father died when I was three. Even though I cannot recall any-
thing but his face, I still miss him.

2 May 2011

I sat in the mosque after saying my prayers thinking how I would pass the
day. I walked slowly towards Isthana restaurant. After finishing my breakfast I start-
ed for Kallang where I used to live and where I still have many friends. Sometimes
I saw people catching fish with a rod in the pond beside the Kallang MRT (Mass
Rapid Transport - Singapore’s train system). On holidays I used to go there with
one of my friends from Tangail to catch fish. We’d just put something on the hook
and we’d catch many fish within a short time. Brother Saidur used to cook those
fish when we brought them back to the room and we enjoyed eating them very
much. I saidd my Dhuhr prayer in Geylang Khadija Mosque.

After eating chicken biryani from Isthana, I returned to the house to call
home. If I call at night my elder son speaks first, then his mother and at last the
younger son will speak. It is a regular thing. My elder son is good in his studies and
does not talk much. The younger one talks a lot and every time he says the same

1”

thing: “Bring me a car when you come home, and don’t forget!

4 May 2011

On most days I go out from my room at Fajr (pre-dawn) and come back
to the house after ‘Isha (before retiring) at 10 or 11 pm. I spend almost all my time
in mosques where I can find many Bengalis. Most of them come here for medical
purposes, but I like spending time with them very much.

At early dawn some of us were crossing by Mostafa’s café where 1 saw
three men sitting. They gave us a salaam (greeting). One wore a suit and tie and
introduced himself as a lawyer of the High Court. He had come to Singapore
before but was unable to find his hotel. After settling him in the hotel beside
Radjani restaurant, I came to Isthana restaurant for the free breakfast and talked
with Auntie Debbie Fordyce. I told her about my meeting that day at MOM.
Auntie asked me to inform her about the outcome of the meeting.

I also wondered what was going to happen in the meeting. After spend-
ing ten months on medical leave after the accident, I received zero percent inca-
pacity. Later the doctors gave me three per cent. Now if the company objects...
Being hopeful isn’t likely to do me any good.

Luck favored me a little. In the meeting, they accepted the three per cent,
but something was wrong with my salary. The company showed my salary as SGD
600, but my average salary was actually SGD 730. They approved it after I showed
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them some papers. At least I can have a little hope.

I came to the Blue Lobby after the meeting and saw so many injured
Bengalis like me in there. Everybody came to get the chop to validate their special
passes. They gave me a chop until 25 May. The MOM officer only asked me 1f 1
wanted to go back home and I answered yes. I roamed around in the Chinatown
market for two to three hours and at 5 pm I returned to Angulia Mosque. In the
evening [ went again to Isthana for dinner.

5 May 2011

I feel a slight recovery because of the grace of Almighty Allah. During my
time on special pass, I have made many friends. Hasan called very early in the
morning asking for a meeting. I told him to come to Mustafa’s Café. Hasan is
much younger than me and broke both his legs almost as soon as he arrived. He
cannot walk or sit properly, having severely injured both legs in four places. But
the doctors gave him only 14 per cent permanent incapacity for compensation. He
broke into tears when he told me about his flight, returning home on 7 May.

His biggest sorrow is that he still hasn’t recovered properly. They had
promised to arrange an operation on his right leg but they didn’t, so the metal still
remains in his leg. He 1s going home after two years. He has younger siblings and
parents at home but no money to buy them anything.

I talked to him about many things. I told him about my condition, about
the ten months on MC and no compensation. Allah snatched me out of death’s
hand, but do I still deserve 0% compensation? I’'ve known Hasan for six or seven
months. He 1s very simple natured. His lawyer told him to put his case under com-
mon law and that’s what he did.

Tourists come to this country from all over the world. Many come for
shopping, but most come for medical treatment because of the excellent medical
service here. Even rich and renowned people from our country come here. As far
as cleanliness and law and justice are concerned, this country ranks first in the
world. But foreign workers, Bangladeshis in particular, don’t get proper medical
help here after their accidents. Companies don’t treat us properly. They send
many men home in bad conditions after only giving basic treatment. There are
many companies that don’t pay the salaries or return the deposits properly. Some
companies cut medical costs from the salary.

We tolerate everything in silence because what we spent in order to come
to blngdpore takes at least two years to earn back. The cost of everyday things
increases in every country but workers’ wages don’t increase anywhere.

7 May 2011

I haven’t been feeling well for the last three or four days. I have a bit of
a fever and continuous headache. Does time pass when I'm lying on the bed? I
cannot lie for long because of my back pain. After the accident, whenever I eat or
write I feel tremendous pain inside my head. My eye 1s getting worse too. I get
headaches and my eyes fill with water if I try to read or write. My awful physical
condition 1s pushing me towards mental illness. I came to this country hoping for
happiness. Maybe I'll go home soon because I can’t stay after putting my case
under common law. I only challenged the amount in order to complete my treat-
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ment, but that’s soon coming to an end.

11 May 2011 - 28 May 2011

Because of my long recuperation, I got involved here with Isthana
Restaurant, Sutha’s Restaurant, The Cuff Road Project and the editor of ‘Banglar
Kantha’, brother AKM Mohsin.

After the accident I was introduced to brother Sariful from Daudkandi,
Comilla. He has been living on a special pass for more than a year. His company
was so determined to send him back home after allowing him only basic medical
care after his accident that they tried to shove him through immigration at the air-
port wearing a lungi (sarong) and walking with a stick. The immigration officers
called the police. The friend with him also called the police. Soon afterwards an
ambulance took him to a hospital and arranged for his treatment to start again. He
returned home after 14 or 15 months of treatment and got ample insurance
money as well.

29 May 2011

I now spend my days busy rushing around because of all the arrange-
ments for my return. They gave me my ticket and passport. I got SGD 8,000 as
compensation for my second accident and the first case is continuing under com-
mon law. I have to wait and see what the result will be. I'm sorry that I won’t be
able to meet many of my friends after I return because of my health.

I request all my migrant brothers and sisters: please never do anything to
harm the reputation of our country. Out of love, our parents, brothers and sisters
and children sent us to this country. We must show respect to them by avoiding
love traps of foreign women. Don’t waste your hard-earned money in Singapore.
Don’t distance yourself from your loved ones by getting involved in illegal busi-
ness.

I request the Singapore Government to please consider the families of
those workers with special passes and let them work if they are able to work. Take
action against those doctors who play games with injured workers’ lives by abiding
by the dictates of their companies.

My flight home 1s on 30 May. I may not have the chance to make my way
back to this country. Because of my physical condition it’s hard for me to do heavy

jobs. The living and working conditions in Singapore are hard. Because of the irre-
sponsible actions of some companies, we migrants face myriad problems.

Even after around ten months of medical rest, I haven’t completely
healed and have severe pain in my spine. They say nothing illegal happens in
Singapore, but my experience tells me otherwise.

(Translated by Nurun Naher Papry and Ehteshan Adnan)
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Chapter Three

Ashraful

Age: 44

Marital Status: Married

Number of Children: Three

Country/ District: Bangladesh/ Saheb Nagar
Employment status prior to migration: Unemployed
Problem in Singapore: Serious Workplace Injury
Resolution of Problem: Received compensation

Current status: Unemployed i Bangladesh

‘While working, Ashraful sustained an injury to his right elbow. It was broken and
he was placed on a Special Pass on 27 May 2010. Imitially his family did not know
he was on a Special Pass but eventually they found out because Ashraful failed to
send money regularly, forcing him to disclose his circumstances to them. Like
many other men, he harboured anxiety about who would look after his family back
in Bangladesh. He told his family to borrow some money from others and hoped
eventually to start a business back home with the injury compensation money he
expected to eventually receive in Singapore.



29 April 2011

I have no money with me. I'm passing my days in hardship. In the morn-
ing and at night I take free food from the organisation that helps men like me, and
buy lunch from the guesthouse where I stay. When I talk to my family I say I'm
good, otherwise they will be anxious. But my emotion and feelings are of frustra-
tion and of life in trouble. My physical feeling is of sickness and my time seems to
stand still. It feels very bad.

30 April 2011

I bought breakfast and dinner from the hotel. I took my lunch free. At
night I slept in my room, but in the daytime my time seems not to pass. Always I
think about how I can go back home and when my case will finish.

1 May 2011

Breakfast and dinner I bought from the guesthouse and lunch I take free.
For the room where I sleep at night, I have to pay SG 180 per month. It 1s very
hard to manage to get this money. Every day I live in frustration and my life goes
on in hardship.

2 May 2011

Breakfast and dinner I took free but the lunch I took from the guest-
house. I slept in my room but when I lie on the bed, sleep never comes. There
are a lot of things going around in my mind. When will I return to my home? How
are my sons and daughter? I think of them again, as I do every day.

3 May 2011

Breakfast and dinner I took free. I bought my lunch from the guesthouse.
I went to the Mosque to perform Dhuhr. After that when I finished my prayers 1
sat down there for a while. Then coming back to my room, I called my family and
talked to my children. How are they? And I passed the time in this way.

4 May 2011

Breakfast and dinner are free again. I myself bought lunch from the
hotel. When I was trying to buy my lunch, there were a lot of good items on the
menu that I wanted to buy, but lacking money I could not order them. After that
I had to call my home for fear they will worry about me, so after talking I'm think-
ing about how I can look after my children in this situation. Today I got one pair
of shoes for free. I'm very glad to get these and it was the highlight of my day.

5 May 2011

Dinner and breakfast I got free. At midday I bought bread. I did the
Dhuhr prayer and after that I went to hospital to see a doctor. After visiting the
doctor, I came back to my room. Today I cannot call my country because I don’t
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have any money with me. I feel very sad today.

6 May 2011

Breakfast and dinner are free. Lunch I bought from the guesthouse.
Then I called my family. It’s not good to sit in my room every day. A lot of
thoughts go through my mind. Always I feel sad; nothing seems to be good to me.
I cannot sleep well. My hand 1s not okay as I still have constant pain. That’s why I
don’t feel good.

7 May 2011

Tonight I bought food from the guesthouse because it was not served at
the free meal program. At midday I took free food instead and I never took any
breakfast for lack of money. At night I slept in my room and in the daytime I went
to the mosque and prayed five times. This way I passed the day.

8 May 2011

Today I bought my breakfast from the hotel and I took my free lunch
and also I bought my dinner from the hotel. After finishing my food I had no
money with me and I thought a lot; how could I survive now? Afterwards, I called
one of my friends. I told him I don’t have any money with me. Then he gave me
SGD 50. I chatted with my friend about my sorrow and sufferings and passed my
day with his help.

9 May 2011

Today I took free food morning and night and bought food from the
hotel for lunch. The whole day I felt my hand pain and nothing feels good to me.
I passed the day with difficulties. I called my family at one point and slept in my
room at night. The whole day and night I just have to sit without doing anything;
nothing feels good.

10 May 2011

Today the breakfast and dinner I took free and bought lunch from the
hotel. I slept in my room at night. The whole day I walked here and there. I have
no money with me. Life becomes very tough and time itself never passes quickly.
At night I cannot sleep also.

11 May 2011

Breakfast and dinner I took free and lunch I bought from the hotel.
Today I called my family and talked to them a lot. I feel very happy. But because
of lack of money I cannot talk to them every day so I just call them now and then.



12 May 2011

I took breakfast and dinner free and bought some bread for lunch. I slept
in my room at night and in the daytime I went to the mosque and I prayed five
times. After finishing my prayer, I prayed to Allah. In my munazat (supplication
for repentance of sins) I called Allah to cure me as fast as he can so I can go back
home soon. In this way I passed my day.

13 May 2011

I got free breakfast and dinner today and I bought my food for lunch
from the hotel. I slept in my room. Also I phoned and talked to my family. When
I call my family I feel very good; that’s why I call.

14 May 2011

Today I bought breakfast and dinner from the hotel and I got free food
for lunch. And with that lunch they gave me two bananas and one packet of
chanachur, which 1s very special and good. In the daytime, I went to the mosque
and prayed five times. After that I walk around for a while with no direction.
Today I don’t feel better; nothing feels good.

15 May 2011

Today I bought breakfast and dinner from the guesthouse and I got
lunch for free. This afternoon I met some of my friends because it is Sunday and
their day off, and I was with them and it feels very good. After that I called my fam-
ily and they tell me the news of how they are and what 1s going on at home. In this
way I pass the day.

16 May 2011

Today, breakfast and dinner I took free and I bought my lunch. T slept
in my room but the whole night I felt pain from my neck and my elbow. I could
not sleep well for a single moment. After that I went to the mosque and said my
prayers. If I say my prayers my mind becomes very good.

17 May 2011

Today I woke up at 10 am; from then I am reminded of my house in
Bangladesh. T feel very sad and then I call my home and talk to everybody.
Afterwards my mind feels good.

18 May 2011

Our (he and his roommates) condition today 1s not good and we have to
pass the day doing nothing. Nothing feels good. In addition I lack money.
Thinking of money makes me feel so bad. I cannot send money from Singapore
to my home. My family is also in trouble. I spend most of the time thinking of
them today.
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19 May 2011

Today I called my home twice because I keep thinking about it. When 1
think of my family I don’t feel good and that’s why my time never passes easily.
Today, I slept in my room, but I cannot sleep well because of the bedbugs.
Tonight the bedbugs make a lot of problems.

20 May 2011

Today I went to hospital and I've just returned from seeing the doctor.

Just now I took my shower and then I went to the mosque for Jum’ah prayers. At

the end of Jum’ah prayers, I came back and took my lunch and then slept for a
while. After that I woke up and again went to the mosque for prayer and in this
way I pass the time.

21 May 2011

Today I went out for a while with my twenty friends who are also on
Special Passes. We went to Sentosa and Marina Bay; today feels great. We passed
the day with joy. We were brought there by TWC2 and we never spent any
money. They provided a transport service and we are feeling good.

22 May 2011

Today is Sunday and I pass this day with joy. Two of my friends visit me;
they are also working in Singapore. On Sunday they don’t have any job - that’s
why they came to see me. Sitting and gossiping with them I pass the time. I'm feel-
ing very good today.

93 May 2011

Today, the whole day, I was in my room. Nothing 1s feeling better and
that’s why I stayed inside the room and only at the time of prayer did I go out. I
went to the mosque and prayed to Allah; I asked if he could cure my hand pain as
soon as possible.

24 May 2011

Today I woke up at 8.30 in the morning. I had my breakfast and then
went to MOM. I took my chop and came back and took a shower. After a while
I took a rest and then went to the Mosque for Dhuhr prayer. After that I took my
lunch.

25 May 2011

Today I took my friend to the hospital and after he’d seen the doctor, 1
came back to my room. My friend was very happy because I was with him. I called
my family once and talked to everybody. In this way I passed the day.
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96 May 2011

Today I went to hospital and after seeing the doctor I returned to my
room. Coming back home, I took my food and then I went to the mosque. After
finishing the prayer, I came back to my room and lay down and thought about how
the days will go because I don’t have money.

27 May 2011

Today, after waking up, I took my breakfast and then walked for a while.
When it was time for Jum’ah prayers, I went to the mosque. After finishing my
prayers, I called my home and talked to everybody and the rest of the time I just
sat In my room and passed the time.

28 May 2011

Today after I woke up, I took my breakfast and returned to my room.
Back in my room, I just sit. How long will it be like this without me doing any-
thing? I don’t feel good and time also never passes quickly. My physical condition
is not good and that’s why my mind is also very bad. I'm very sad.

29 May 2011

Today 1s Sunday and this day I pass in happiness because I stay at
Serangoon. My friends come here on Sunday and meet me. I sit with them and
chat; I feel very good.

30 May 2011

Today, I called my home but because of lack of money, I can’t call every
day. Every two or three days only I’'m able to call them. Every day, I take free food
two times. In this way I am able to survive in Singapore. Otherwise, because of lack
of money, I cannot buy my rice.

(Translated by Rashedul Haque).
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Chapter Four

Mohammed

Age: 30

Marital Status: Single

Number of Children: None

Country/ District: Bangladesh/ Bhola

Employment status prior to migration: Helping with family business
Problem in Singapore: Serious Workplace Injury

Resolution of Problem: Still awaiting compensation in 2014
Current status: Unemployed i Bangladesh

If somebody reads this diary, I have no complaint, but I’'m not an expert
writer, so in my diary, there may be some spelling mistakes and some incorrect
things. That’s why I beg your pardon.

The birth of a human baby 1s very complicated and mysterious. Every
time when a male person produces the semen it’s one or two millimetres thick and
there is sperm. So every time there are 20-40 crore sperm (200-400 million).
‘When this one goes into the ovary it needs to mix with the lady’s ovum and this 1s
called a zygote. This is the first state of the human being, but only one sperm needs
to fight with the crore of other sperm and the final state 1s me.

In that sense every human being 1s a soldier and has the equipment to
fight life’s struggle. And I also have the equipment to survive the construction sites
of Singapore. My life struggle has stopped because of this one paralysis. That is
called in English, “injury”. While I was working at night on 4 April 2011, I heard
a thudding sound. Looking behind me, I saw a steel plate fall on a worker’s leg. 1
approached to help him. Beside him there was metal leaning vertically and I saw
it was about to fall on me. To save myself, I pushed the metal behind me, but I
failed and the metal fell on my leg. Then my fellow workers rescued me and took
me to the hospital. After two hours I was brought to the X-ray room and the X-ray
report showed fractures in my left tibia and fibula.

The doctor said the next day that I must have an operation and he took
me to the patient’s room. That was the first time in my life I stayed as a patient in
a hospital. Then my leg pain was severe and I was tossing and turning. Seeing this
condition of mine, a nurse came and gave me two injections and saline, and the
pain was reduced. In that condition, I was reminded very much of my parents. I
asked my relatives who are also working in Singapore not to inform my father and
mother. After a while, I tried to sleep but couldn’t. The pain got worse and after a
few minutes a nurse came and gave me a pillow under my leg and also a control
and said that if I need something then I should press the button to call the nurse.

Through the grace of Almighty Allah, I've had no severe illness before. I
only got a fever a few times and my mum sat beside me the whole night and cared
for me. With that care, the next day I got better. That care surpasses the care of
Mother Theresa. Mother Theresa was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize two times.
If I were the inventor of dynamite (Nobel), then I would give all the prizes to my
mother. To ease my mind I called her, and my mother said her mind is not good.
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She asked me if T am sick or not and I replied that I am okay and not to worry. I
told her just to sleep. After a while the nurse brought a mobile phone and
imformed me that a police officer wanted to talk to me. The policeman asked me
where the accident happened. I gave him the address and he said okay, and hung

up.

I informed the nurse my pain was getting worse and, after checking my
blood pressure, she gave me one more injection and went away. There is a patient
next to me who wheezes and shouts. In that state, I passed the night and the next
morning I felt a very big pressure to urinate, but I felt shy to talk to anybody. At
last, the pressure was unbearable, so I pressed the button and called the nurse. But
I couldn’t speak because of shame and I said, “I want to u-u-urinate”. The nurse
smiled at me and, pulling over the curtain, she gave me a plastic pot. After finish-
ing, I called the nurse and she came and took the pot and I tried to pray to
Almighty Allah. After a while the doctor came and told me that at 2 pm I will have
my operation. I tried to sit up in my bed. I have become fully dependent on oth-
ers. My workmates and relatives came to see me and made me happy with their
consolations. In the afternoon two nurses came, took me to the operating room
and put on an oxygen mask. After that, I can hardly remember what happened.

I got my senses back that evening at 7 pm. The nurse came with a wet
cloth, towelled my body, gave me one more saline and went away. At midnight,
another nurse came and checked my blood pressure. Next morning, the nurse
gave me water for gargling and brought my breakfast. I was reluctant to take break-
fast because I wanted to avoid going to the toilet. But the nurse fed me like a sis-
ter would and also gave me my medicine. At 10 am, the nurse told me that I have
to take a shower and complete my motions. I asked how I could do this. The
nurse replied that she would assist me. She brought two wheelchairs and called two
more nurses. They helped me to the toilet. Once I was there, they went away.
After I'd finished, I called them and they made me bathe and brought me back to
my bed.

In this way, four days passed and then the doctor informed me that I have
to leave. I said that standing for me is still very difficult and I cannot even sit. The
doctor said that I needed to talk to my boss. I called my foreman and he talked to
my boss, and the boss talked to the doctors. I don’t know the content of their con-
versation. The next day, two nurses came and informed me that at 3 pm I have to
leave. They showed me how to use the crutches to walk and they tried to pull me
up to stand, but I felt so much pain in my leg. Even after that they stood on each
side of me, trying to teach me how to walk. While they were helping, I could walk
but when they left me I couldn’t walk even one step. I told them to ask the doctor
if T could stay another two days in the hospital, but they replied they couldn’t. 1
realised that they are just doing their job for money.

At 3 pm, the lorry driver came and took me to my room. Four days later
at 6 am, I woke and my workmates were getting ready for work. I also used to do
that, but today as a paralysed patient, I'm totally dependent. If I need to go to the
toilet, I cannot go without the help of others. I have to move with the support of
crutches. At 6.30 am I say my Fajr prayer and make my Munazat.

At 7 am, I tried to sleep but it was no use. In the big whole room of the
dormitory, I was alone. At 9 am I took my breakfast. Every month, I had to pay
SGD 120-130 for my food. The food was supplied in the morning: two pieces of
bread and a small piece of vegetable; for lunch, it’s rice, fish and curry/dhal; and
at night vegetable, rice, meat and dhal. But about the nutrition of the food, well,
I'll tell you about it another day.
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At 10 am, I watched TV and then, at midday, I called one of the work-
ers and with his help I took a shower. At 1 pm, I took my lunch. After having my
lunch, I took some old books and the newspaper and at 5 pm I ate some muri and
chanachur.

‘When I was at home, I had fried rice, fried dhal and wheat. If I remem-
ber those foods, then this snack is like water in my mouth. Every single moment
it reminds me of my mother, village and the nut garden, the pond - these are still
in my mind. In the afternoon with my computer, I practice Microsoft, but nothing
feels good. At 7 pm, my roommates who work outside had already returned from
the workplace and it seems my room became very fresh again. In every way, they
talk to each other and watch TV, and I feel as though from the deepest part of the
forest I have come back to the community. At 9 pm, I took my dinner and I pre-
pared myself to sleep at 10. In this way my homesick days and my routine go on.

The next day, at 6.30 am, I wake up and I make uzu (wash the face and
certain parts of the body before prayers). On the chair, I say my prayer. Before my
mjury, I would go to the mosque and sometimes see some people sitting on chairs
and I would think, “How did they do that? And why?” Now I’ve got the answer.

Subconsciously I pray for myself. I remember the story of the man who
asked his sister what she asks from the Almighty Allah in her prayers. The sister
replied that she never asks anything for herself: She asks for a nice brother-in-law
for her brother and a nice son-in-law for her father.

May the Almighty Allah keep my mother and father in prosperity. If they
are at peace, they will pray for me.

After that, I opened the window and I felt the fresh air on my body. After
I finished my breakfast, I watched a Bangla drama and I decided to take a shower
by myself that day. With much difficulty, I could manage. I felt that I was happy
that day because, without the help of others, I could take a shower.

After that, I had my food and I saw in the supplied canteen food the dhal
and the paper were mixed together and spoilt. I passed the day with only having
the curry to eat.

One day a guy called his mother back in Bangladesh. His mother asked,
“My son, when you were in Bangladesh you never took any food without your own
plate. How do you manage in Singapore?” The boy replied, “Mother, here in
Singapore, every time we need to change our plate, we take a new plate”. His mum
praised him, “May Allah feed you for your whole life this way”. If only our moth-
ers knew how we were doing in Singapore, then no mother would allow her son
to come.

After eating only half, I took an old newspaper and read the article by
Abdul Gaffar Chawdhory regarding history past and present. His aim 1s to enhance
our culture. Again at 7 pm, the workers started returning home. Their coming and
going disturbs my sleep. It seems like I’'m a bird stuck inside a cage and they are
like the birds flying outside it.

At 6 am, after finishing my prayer, I slept for one hour and, at 8 am our
foreman came and locked the dormitory door. I asked him why he did that and
he said actually, MOM does not permit any workers to sleep in this place. Any day
someone from MOM can come and check. The order of the boss is that at 8am,
the door will be locked and at 7 pm it will be unlocked. Alas, although I felt free
because I am not working, today I feel like a criminal who 1s waiting to be hanged.
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I took my breakfast and after finishing, I called home and my mother
cried. I could not talk to her in that state. She doesn’t know about the accident and
my leg. She only knew I’d got a bit of an injury. If she knew what happened, only
Allah knows what she’d do. After that I talked to my sister-in-law. While I talked
to her, she gave me a puzzle; she asked me what animal of this world walks with
four feet at first, then using two feet and after that, with three feet. But I failed to
answer what kind of animal this 1s. She gave the answer that the animal is the best
of all creatures, the human being. When a baby is born he cannot walk using two
legs; that’s why he uses two hands as well, which makes four legs; when he grows
older, he uses two legs and at the end of his working life when he grows old, the
person doesn’t have the energy to walk with two legs, so he needs an additional leg,
which 1s a stick. When telling me this, she started to cry and she said to me, “I
already know.... Now with how many legs do you walk? I pray for you so that you
can walk again with your two legs”.

I take my food. Sitting inactive in this way, nothing feels good. My mind
says I need to do something: I've got problems with my legs but I can do some-
thing with my hands. I practice on my computer using Word, Excel and
PowerPoint and I pass the time playing games. Then my room is unlocked. After
that the workers come. I take my dinner and after saying my ‘Isha prayer, I go to
bed.

In the morning, I woke up and finished my prayers. Using the crutch, I
went out for a walk. At 8 am, the foreman came and locked the door again. I took
my breakfast, which means two pieces of flat bread. The bread is the size of a CD
with a thickness of two millimeters. Some days it’s absolutely raw and some days
half fried and I have to take that. The words of a poet come to my mind, “In the
world of hunger, the moon looks like burning bread”. If I complain to the person
who delivers the food, it’s no use, because for every ten packets of food, he gets
one packet commission. Two pieces of breads are not enough; they need to add a
biscuit and coffee.

After having my breakfast I read the novel Devdas, written by Sarat
Chandra Chatterjee. In that novel, the tradition of Hindu society, its dogmatic
thinking and the sincerity of the farmer and his relations with the mohajan (debt
collector) and the zamindar (landlord) are depicted very nicely.

After taking a shower, I sat to have my lunch: rice, vegetable, dhal. The
quantity of rice is okay and enough for me but not sufficient for somebody who is
working. I'm not talking about the quantity; I'm talking about the nutritional value.
It 1s very low quality rice; some days 1t’s still hard and some all watery. Sometimes
small particles of dirt can be seen 1n it. And the curry - one-fourth of the packet
is curry with two pieces of potato and one piece of fish, but the fish is sometimes
missing. What 1s in there cannot be clearly seen; it is so small. And the dhal - it is
so thin that if T look at one side of the packet I can see the other side. Still, I have
to take it because, if I don’t, I will starve. My mum 1s not here to cook for me if
my rice 1s not boiled. Who can add more salt if I need it? Who will console me
with something else to eat? She is not here. But I'm lucky to have had the training
I received at the training centre in Bangladesh where the food system and quality
1s the same. I asked one of the trainers, “How can I receive training eating this kind
of food?” And he answered, “This too 1s a kind of training for you”. Today I see
that it’s true. After my meal I had a nap and when I woke up I saw it was already
evening. In this way my life goes on.

After finishing my morning prayer I read the story in the Banglar Kantha
newspaper about two guys who smoked ganja. After reading the sad story, I saw a
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guy sleeping in the next bed. I went there and saw he was a Tamil guy, my fellow
worker. I sat beside him and realized that he was very sick. He had a cold and a
bad headache and that’s why he didn’t go to the worksite. After a long time, I had
found a companion in my exiled life. With him, I ate biscuits, chips, and bread.
After a while, he turned on the DVD player and we began watching a Tamul
movie. After a few minutes, I didn’t feel interest because I cannot understand the
language, though I know a little bit of Chinese. The Tamil language I don’t know
at all. I told one of my friends I want to learn Tamil and he replied, “In your whole
life you can’t do this”.

After that he told me a baseless story. After creating the different races,
God gave them all different languages - such as Urdu for Pakistanis, Bengali for
Bangladeshis and Chinese for Chinese. In this way, God presented all the lan-
guages to the nations but the Tamils were left over and there was nothing in stock
to give them. That’s why their God advised whatever comes to their mouth that 1s
their language. And now also whatever they like to say, that is their language.

After finishing the movie I took food and we had a long conversation. 1
asked about his father, mother, sister, brother, etc. and the story of his wedding.
At one point I asked him why Tamils marry their own nieces, and he replied that
this is not the custom of their religion, but an old tradition. Nowadays, the sensi-
ble families never do this. I asked another question: Why are you Tamils addict-
ed to beer and wine? He replied that different nations have different addictions.
Just as you Bangladeshis are fond of women, we like drinking beer or wine. In
India, beer and wine are available everywhere.

In that way we gossiped together to pass the time and eventually he fell
asleep. I also fell asleep reading a book. When I awoke, it was almost evening and
again the workers started to come back.

Another day comes. After finishing my Fajr prayer, I lay down for a
while. What will I do today? Yesterday I felt happy in that Tamil guy’s company,
and I started to imagine that I'm flying into the world of dreams like Nelson
Mandela, who dreamed. Mandela was confined for 29 years in the jail of the white
skinned people. No sun could reach him there and after 29 years, he was asked
what he did inside the jail, and he answered, “I dreamed that South Africa is ruled
by the black skin and I am leading that nation”. At the negotiation table, he defeat-
ed the white skin and he was the first black-skinned president of South Africa and
for the past 70 years this 1s the discussion of this country.

Mahathir Mohamad, the Prime Minister of Malaysia, dreamed that the
world’s highest building would be raised where no building stood for 50 years.
Twenty years later in 1995, the highest building was built in Malaysia. The mainly
agricultural country has built itself up as an industrial export country. My dream
was nothing like that. My dream is only to walk, work, and move here and there
at my leisure, and do something for the handicapped.

Now I came back to reality. I took my breakfast. In Surjodoy (The Rising
Sun) the weekly magazine I took to read, I found an article about a Vondobaba
(false pious person). It said, “The Winning Lottery Number is given for migrant
workers to play the Lottery.” There was a picture of a lady who has won the 4D.
In my curiosity, I called the Vondobaba’s monastery. I told him about my condi-
tion. He told me to send BDT 25,000 to his bank account. Only after that would
he give me the number. I insisted that he give me the number first. I also added
that if I were to win the lottery I would give him the biggest half. He did not agree.
Then I told him to give me BDT 10,000 and I promised I would then give him
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the number. After that he was very angry with me and cut short the call. There are
so many frauds like him hiding in Singapore to cheat migrant workers. So, we our-
selves have to be careful of their deception. After the call, I started reading the
remainder of the newspaper.

After finishing my prayer, I slept. At 8 am, I woke up and had my break-
fast. At 9 am, the foreman came and said that I've to stay outside for three hours.
Inside the workshop and the room, a man will use spray to drive away the mosqui-
toes. That 1s why I went outside and sat beside the road with the help of one of my
friends. There are other people from different workshops. Most of them comfort-
ed me, and felt sad for me, but a few rebuked me for not following the safety pro-
cedures and said that now I can experience the consequences

After Fajr prayer I walked with the help of the crutches. Looking at my
mobile phone, I saw there were two missed calls from one of my nephews from
my country. But I couldn’t call back as I didn’t have any balance left. My relatives
i Singapore helped me a lot by giving money and with other assistance. So I called
one of them to ask him to send me a callback card. After that I took my breakfast.
Once I had the pin code numbers by SMS, I called my country. Nephew Murad
received the call. He 1s in class 10. He wanted to know from me the outline histo-
ry of Singapore. I had read that a long time ago, so I could hardly remember. 1
told him in brief that Singapore was named after Temasek Island, which means
Sea-town. In the 18t lcentury, the Prince of Sumatra anchored his ship near
Temasek Island. He then faced some horrible beasts and conquered Rajdi and
named it Singapore, which means “The Lion City” in Sanskrit, in honour of the
animal he saw.

I prayed Fajr Salah, and slept again. Now it has become my habit to sleep
n the morning. I took breakfast after waking up. I was reminded of the time of my
accident. Due to the endless blessings of Allah my leg was only broken and my life
was not taken. But if that day, before I helped that man, I had first held the metal,
then my leg would not be broken and that man also would not be wounded;
although his leg was not broken, it was still badly cut. I had learnt a good lesson
about what I should do first when an accident happens.

(Translated my Rashedul Haque)
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Chapter Five

Ziaur

Age: 28

Marital Status: Married

Number of Children: One

Country/ District: Bangladesh/ Jessore
Employment status prior to migration: Unemployed
Problem in Singapore: Labour Trafficking

Resolution of Problem: Still in Singapore in 2014.

Ziaur migrated to Singapore for work three times, the first ime in 2006. During
this third migration, his company deceived him about his salary and other working
conditions. He and his seventeen workmates lodged a salary claim with MOM in
February 2013 after receiving no salary for several months.

Sallie highlighted this as a possible labour trafficking case to MOM. The compa-
ny was investigated and Ziaur eventually received around 90% of his owed salary.
He was allowed to work on the TJS for six months while the investigation contin-
ued, but the TJS company went bankrupt after only two months. He is now work-
ing at another TJS company while the mvestigation continues.



My family consists of the following people: my father, about 48-50 years
old, who is a village doctor, my mother, 42, who stays home and takes care of the
house, my twin brother, employed in a company in Bangladesh, my younger sis-
ter, 21, doing her Master of Arts in Islamic History, my wife, 24, a candidate for
the H.S.C. exam, and me, Ziaur.

After sitting the H.S.C exam in 2001, it was impossible for me and my
brother to make enough money to support the family. I wasn’t able to find a
decent job in Bangladesh, so I helped my father run his pharmacy in the market
near our village. One day all the medicines were stolen from the pharmacy, so my
father had to sell the business and work there as the manager rather than as the
owner.

In 2003, a guy in my village named Faroque offered me news about a job
for BDT 50,000. I paid him expecting him to arrange the job for me, but all he
gave me was the information that jobs were available at ZIA International Airport.
I was a fool to have paid him so much just for that information.

My father had to sell 100 bigha of land for me to pay for that. At that time
the land was worth BDT 50,000 and it has risen to BDT 6 lakh (600,000), which
means that we may never get it back. Faroque did find a job for me, but it was with
a private company and not a government job as I'd expected. The starting salary
was BDT 1,500, which would increase to BDT 2,000 or 2,200 with overtime. 1
worked at that job for two years while my younger brother and sister were study-
ing and gave them money every month for their expenses. I came back home from
Dhaka when that job ended, and remained jobless for one year. Finally I enrolled
myself in a training centre, passed the exam and came in Singapore in 2006.

First job in Singapore: Ensure Engineering

My first company in Singapore was Ensure Engineering Pte. Ltd. It was
a lousy company because I was paid only a basic salary of SGD18 a day. We
worked five days a week with no overtime and no work on Saturdays and Sundays.
I had no way of earning any extra money. SGD 50 was deducted for the house
rent. With that salary I couldn’t even afford a handphone. I always worried about
how I would pay back the agent money. All my family’s land was sold. Everyone
in my family depended on my earnings, my parents for their expenses, my broth-
er and sister for their education, and all of the household needs. The debt hung
constantly over my head.

The salary we received at Ensure was nothing compared to the hard
labour we performed. How much could anyone save working only five days a week
for SGD 18 per day? With all my expenses in Singapore and at home it was very
hard to lead any kind of decent life. Whenever I was alone, the first thought that
came to my head was the SGD 6,000 that I owed to the agent in Bangladesh. 1
should have been thinking about the welfare of my family, but the debt constantly
played on my mind. All the families in Bangladesh assume that salaries in
Singapore are high. That’s why when I failed to send money home. My relatives,
friends, neighbours and even my parents and siblings rebuked me.

Food was a problem in Singapore as well. The company knew that I was
a Bangladeshi, but they gave me Tamil food because the chef was Tamil. The
company didn’t allow cooking in the dormitory and we weren’t allowed to bring in
outside food. The cost of the meals was deducted at the end of the month even if
we never ate the food they delivered.
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Suppose I deposit my money in my bank account. Would that stop the
neighbours and my family from gossiping? No! Some people even said that I had
girlfriends in Singapore and I'm spending all my money on them. That’s how they
explain my not sending money regularly. But that wasn’t true! The village people
talk a lot without knowing anything. They have no idea how troublesome
Singapore 1s. Only the workers know how hard life in Singapore is.

One year passed and I wanted to try to change my company. But I could-
n’t without first earning back the agent money. My company was no good but there
was no way to escape from its grip. I would need a huge amount of money if 1
wanted to go home and come again to Singapore under a different company.

The situation was so hard for me. I had to stay because I had the loan to
pay off. With this in mind, I passed two difficult years. Before leaving Singapore 1
asked one of my friends to {ind a good company for me. His silky words “no prob-
lem” cost me SGD 3,000. He was a very close friend and I trusted him, so I gave
him the money. When I went back home I had enough to pay off the loan but I
didn’t have nearly enough to buy back the land that my family had sold.

Empty Promises

One month passed and I didn’t hear anything from my good friend so 1
called and asked him about my IPA. He said it would be ready the following week.
I waited a few more weeks and nothing. Weeks turned into months. I returned to
Bangladesh in June 2008 and I thought that I'd already waited a long time, so what
difference would another two or three more weeks make? More than three
months passed, then four months when my friend said I needed to pay another
SGD 2,000. I managed to scrape together SGD 1,000, which I felt bound to give
because I had already invested SGD 3,000. Again he kept me waiting.

I had waited five months when my friend told me that the company was
no good and the IPA had been cancelled. That caused the people in my village to
laugh at me behind my back. They asked me whether my home leave was for one
month or one year. I had no way to make the villagers understand. When they
learned that the IPA was cancelled, my family members were worried because all
the money was exhausted and we had no more land to sell. If my friend had
betrayed me then I had no other way.

I stayed home with no job and no money, just the hope of going again to
Singapore. My friend kept the IPA carrot dangling in front of me. Sometimes I
blamed my bad luck. My father got sick and needed expensive treatment and my
younger brother and younger sister were studying so the job became more and
more urgent. I had to go deeper into debt. To pay these family expenses I started
cultivating the tiny parcel of land we had left. Farming costs were BDT 15,000 and
the paddy brought in only BDT 15,000-18,000 per bigha - almost no profit at all.

My friend stopped contacting me. He never answered the phone when I
called, and he never called me back. I went to his parents’ house out of frustration
and requested his father to tell him to give back my money because I couldn’t wait
any longer. I asked his father to have him get in touch with me even if he couldn’t
manage the IPA. T just wanted my money back. My friend’s father must have con-
tacted him because he gave me first SGD 200, then SGD 500, finally a total of
SGD 2500. He never paid the rest and never contacted me again.

Another neighbour working in Singapore called me unexpectedly to tell
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me about a good company. I agreed to the total fee of SGD 4,000. He asked me
to send photocopies of my passport. I was hopeful that I could recover the money
I’d lost by working at this company, but I needed SGD 4,000 and had only SGD
2,500. I was hoping the man in Singapore would secure the IPA without me pay-
ing the full amount. Again I was entangled in money problems. In the end there
was no other way and I had to sell that last piece of my father’s land.

Second Job in Singapore: 833 Engineering

I counted the days until the IPA for 883 Engineering Pte. Ltd. was
approved. I was on my way to Singapore on 25 April 2009, one week after the IPA
came. The company lorry didn’t pick us up so I hired a taxi. Before I left I was
told that my basic salary would be SGD 22 a day. My boss agreed that but my fore-
man didn’t. The foreman, Saiful, was no good: he gave the workers from his area,
Bhola District, a higher salary than the rest of us. A new worker from Bhola dis-
trict earned a basic salary of at least SGD 22 a day but this foreman told the boss
to pay me SGD 18 a day. When I told my boss about this discrimination, he said
that from the following month he would give me SGD 20, considering my job
scope and experience. I told him I was supposed to get SGD 22 with an increase
after three months. The foreman was annoyed about this, but I asked him how
much he took of the SGD 4,000 that I gave. After all these arguments and discus-
sions, my salary was increased to SGD 21 while the workers from Bhola District
still recetved SGD 22-23. Nevertheless, I could finally send money home at the
end of every month and that felt good.

The company made a rule that the renewal of a one-year work permit
cost SGD 1,500, to be deducted from each man’s salary. We all complained to the
boss about that, and he told us to take it up with Saiful, the foreman. Saiful said
that was the company rule, but the rule didn’t apply to the people of Bhola district:
not one dollar was deducted for their work permit renewal. When I told my boss
that I didn’t want to renew, the boss promised me SGD 23 a day to stay on because
the company needed workers. I thought of my family and my huge debt and real-
ized I had no choice. I agreed to the SGD 1,500 deduction for my permit renew-
al.

From then on SGD 150 a month was cut for the permit renewal. I then
discovered that after deducting the SGD 150 dollars and paying for food costs, my
mobile phone bill and my pocket money, there was hardly anything left. After six
months of diligent work, my boss increased my salary to SGD 25 a day. Two years
passed like that. My younger brother needed BT 6,000-7,000 for his M.B.A. and
my younger sister also needed money for her studies in Jessore Women’s College.
Whatever troubles I faced, I had to give money to my brother and sister.

No Quota: Back to Bangladesh

When my permit was ending, my boss asked me to stay longer because
he liked me so much. He tried hard to manage another work permit for me, but
his company had no quota so I had to go back to Bangladesh.

Before I left Singapore, a guy named Raza, from Tangail District,
informed me that he had found a good company and asked if T wished to join him.
He told me I would need to pay SGD 2,800 and I would only need to wait two

38

weeks. He asked for SGD 500 in advance as a kind of insurance in case I changed
my mind once my IPA was approved. I asked my friend in Bangladesh whose
house was close to Raza’s house i Tangail District to give all my documents to
Raza. Two weeks turned into two months and I grew suspicious of Raza. Four
months had passed when I was told that the company never received the money
from Raza and I would not be able to come to Singapore.

Sister’s Wedding

About that time, we were arranging my younger sister’s marriage ceremo-
ny. The bridegroom was quite nice. My father and relatives all agreed that my only
sister’s marriage ceremony had to be special. I was very busy with that, but could-
n’t help wondering how I could get the money to cover the costs, which T calculat-
ed to be about 4 lakhs (BDT 400,000). I had no other option but to defer my trip
to Singapore. I called Raza and informed him that I would not go back to
Singapore because of this family issue. He asked for some time to pay the fee
back. After getting his salary, he promised to return the SGD 500, but he only
returned SGD 200 of that money, and the following month another SGD 200. He
paid another SGD 50 but never paid the remaining SGD 50, saying that he’d spent
it. What could T say?

In the end I didn’t have enough for the wedding and had to take a loan.
As hard as it was for me, the marriage ceremony was conducted with much joy for
my sister and our family. I had fulfilled my role as a dutiful brother. I couldn’t be
sure that my sister’s future would be filled with happiness: both happiness and sor-
row are in Allah’s hands.

My father’s condition worsened and he had to take medicine each day,
costing about BDT 2,000 every month. My thoughts turned to Singapore once
again. I asked another friend from Jhenaidah District about arranging a company.
He had recently returned from Singapore so I went to his house to discuss my
plans. He told me his IPA was confirmed and that the cost would be SGD 2,800.
We agreed on the arrangements.

Soon after that he went to Singapore and called me to let me know he
had submitted my passport and that the IPA was ready. I asked him about how
and where I'd pay the rest of the money. He sent me an account number by SMS
and I sent him BDT 50,000 by telegraphic transfer. He confirmed that he’d
received the money but after that he stopped communicating with me.

He finally answered his phone after I'd called him more than one hun-
dred times and then only to give me false hopes. “Yes, your flight will be next
week”, he would say. The following week he would say, “Next week for sure”. He
never asked me for the balance of the fee and never arranged my flight. Finally he
called me and told me that the IPA had been cancelled, giving the excuse that he
wouldn’t accept a one-year permit but insisted on a two-year permit.

I asked him what might be the best thing to do but he stopped answering
my calls leaving me again in debt and with worries. He never answered my phone
calls and never called me again. It seemed to me that problems were my constant
companion. Sometimes I thought I'd never go to Singapore again, but at other
times, I couldn’t help thinking that this was the only answer for my family.
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My Marriage

About this time, my parents started talking about my marriage. I replied that I had
no time to marry. If I’'d wanted to marry I would have already done so. It was near-
ly eleven months since I had come home, so I could have married if I'd intended
to. But I had to think of my sister first, and a huge amount had already been spent
on her wedding. I couldn’t afford another ceremony, even if I'd wanted to. In any
case, the gold I brought back from Singapore had all been given to my sister at her
marriage ceremony leaving me totally empty handed.

My mother and father had already chosen the bride and I'd never even
seen her. I told my parents that I would work two more years in Singapore and
then get married, but none of my family members agreed, suggesting that I at least
get engaged first. But the bride’s father said that wouldn’t do: he wanted us to
marry straight away as his family had already discussed the arrangement and they
had agreed to give us their daughter. Engagement was not good enough for them.

My parents also wanted me to marry that woman because they liked her
very much because of her piety and modesty. What could I do? I couldn’t think
of any other objections. My father was taken with her attitude and character and
was trying to rush the marriage. But the money I had collected to return to
Singapore would be gone if I'd married then. I didn’t know how I would arrange
that amount again.

I knew there would be more problems if I didn’t concede to my parents’
wishes. In my life I had a dream that my wife would be a modest, honest namajee
(someone who prays five times regularly in a day). I knew this woman was a good
match for me, and that’s why I didn’t disagree. Our marriage date was fixed for 26
March 2012, a nice day and also the Independence Day of Bangladesh.

Second Trip to Singapore

Our hope of the Almighty was a happy conjugal life. My IPA for the
ALLIANZZE company in Singapore arrived on 25 March, the day before my
marriage. I didn’t bring my wife to my home as she had examinations at that time.
I came back to my house after the marriage ceremony was over and then went to
Dhaka with the IPA. I paid all the money, but the flight date was not given. One
week, two weeks and then a month went by with me again in a state of anxiety. My
agent told me my starting salary would be a basic SGD 25 a day with an increase
after three months if I performed my work well.

It turned out that I was given SGD 23 a day. My boss liked me very
much, but the salary didn’t increase. When I found that the boss was an Indian
Tamil and that the company was not a good one, I was very sad. The time dragged
slowly, but I had to stay and work because I had spent SGD 3,000 to come. I had
to stay tll my contract finished. One week seemed like a month and one month
seemed like a year.

I had been in Singapore for four years before this company but there was
no hardship as great as those with ALLIANZZE. This company deducts money
for cooking and the salary is not paid properly. I had to ask for loans because of
the low salary. At first they refused, but they later agreed.
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Government Jobs

After six weeks working, the boss gave me only SGD 50. Is it possible to
survive with SGD 50? How much 1s left after buying a mobile card? At this com-
pany I had to endure terrible food. I never thought that in Singapore, after doing
such a very hard job, that I would have to starve. We didn’t intend to take loans
from the boss: we just asked him to give us our salary. We Bangladeshis need to
think of our families, not just of ourselves. My parents, brother, sister and my wife
all depended on me. I kept thinking of my father’s medicine treatment, and the
fact that my younger brother couldn’t get any job after finishing college. These days
in Bangladesh, you need a recommendation from an important person and money
to get a company job. A government job is impossible. These jobs are for the sons
and daughters of politicians, not for the common people like us. In fact, it’s not
enough to support a political party: one must have an uncle in a good political posi-
tion, a connection to the leader and lots of money as well. A ten to fifteen lakh
(BDT 1,000,000-1,500,000) bribe 1s enough to get a government job. In
Bangladesh the qualification 1s never the main consideration in getting a good job.

Wife

After two months, I got one month’s salary from my company. After pay-
ing for two months of food and paying back what I'd borrowed from friends I had
no money left. I spent a bit more for calls because besides my family, I also had a
new wife. I couldn’t spend time with her after our marriage because I had to come
back to Singapore and my wife was busy with her exams.

I called my wife regularly so she did not get any ideas about me doing
wrong things in Singapore. My house was about 90 miles away from my father-in-
law’s house so she could not drop by easily to inquire about me. My wife was quite
young and she would be sad to leave her parents, brothers and sister and stay far
away In my parent’s house. If T was at her side, it wouldn’t matter, but I wasn’t
there.

I didn’t get my salary regularly and I was passing my days with the little
money my friend had returned to me. The boss was not happy if I complained
about my salary. All was fine if I never asked about my salary, very terrible if I did
ask about it. It was very hard to do the job in that way. Three months’ salary was
now overdue. Any of us who asked for the salary, whether foreman or general
worker, got in big trouble with the boss. There were no good relations if anyone
questioned him about the salary.

But without money how can a man survive? We demanded our salary.
‘We wouldn’t need to borrow money if the salary was given properly. If we focused
on an advance or loan we would get only SGD 50 from the boss. That would only
be enough for a mobile card. Without our salary, we felt reluctant to work hard or
do overtime. The boss kept pushing us to finish his project first and then he would
give all the overdue salary. If Singaporean workers had to put up with those con-
ditions, could they survive?

We foreign workers have to think about our families even more than
Singaporeans because we are away from home and we are poor. So again, after
three months, I got one month’s salary. Two months’ salary was still owed by the
company. We knew that if one month’s salary was not paid, then we should inform
MOM before the end of the following month. We knew that Singapore law is sup-
posed to be equal for all.
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‘We didn’t want any trouble with the police or MOM and the company
kept us hanging on with the promise that the salary would come soon. The fore-
man didn’t talk about his salary, because he knew that if he spoke up, he would
lose his position. We are general workers, so we should be able to speak up to the
foreman who can talk to the boss on our behalf, but in our case 1t was no use.

SGH Project

How long that could we survive like that? At that time we were working
on the new buildings at SGH (Singapore General Hospital). Our company job was
on the first and the seventh floors. There were only 26 of us on those two floors
and we were told to complete the job by ourselves even though the job required
around 60 men. The salary would be paid, our boss said, after the job was done.
‘We pressured the boss for our salaries when we were owed four months’ salary.
Again he told us he would not give 1t until the job was completed. We had to work
every day and even on Sundays without a day off to rest.

Our catered food would also stop if we stopped working because of the
salary problem. The company made a profit from our food as well. They took
SGD 130 dollars from our money for food that cost only SGD 100. Even a dog in
Bangladesh wouldn’t eat the food that we were expected to eat.

When we were owed four months’ salary we stopped working. We
informed the manager before we stopped work. Only the foremen went to work
that day. All our permits were taken from us because of that. We heard that we
would be sent back to Bangladesh because we asked for our salary. Whether that
was the rule of ALLLANZZE or not, we didn’t know.

The water supply in our room was cut off because we didn’t go to work.
We all just sat in our rooms instead of going to work until we were taken to the
office in the company lorry. We all sat there and our boss afterwards selected nine
of us to be sent back to Bangladesh immediately.

Some money was given, but not the full amount. The boss gave many
false reasons for sending us back to Bangladesh. He said he would blacklist these
nine men so they could never come back to Singapore again. Actually the only
problem with the nine men was that they had demanded their salaries. We came
to Singapore for money! We came to Singapore to work hard and earn money to
send to Bangladesh for our families so they could be happy. If we could save some
money and go back home to start our own business, we could make a future for
ourselves.

Better to be stuck in Bangladesh

If I worked my whole life in a company like that, I would never get any-
where. Better just to go back to Bangladesh and be stuck there. Nine of us were
sent back with just one month’s salary when we were owed four month’s salary.
But what would we do with that? Every day we worked until 10pm, but we were
never provided with meals. If we only worked for 20 days, and stayed at work until
10pm, then we needed SGD 60 to SGD 70 for food. SGD 40 dollars for air con-
ditioning was also cut from our salary, but there was no air conditioning in our
room. We were still paying SGD 130 for the catered food that tasted so bad that
we had to buy something else which cost SGD 50 more. Then the mobile bill was
about SGD 100/month.
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This all added up: $50+$40+$130+$100= $320 dollars. The highest
salary we got was SGD 800 to 900. How could we save anything that way? If that
money were all sent to the family then nothing would be left for me. That’s the way
my job was for two or three months

‘Working 24 hours Straight, 36 Hours Straight

We asked for our salary again. We were told that it would come the fol-
lowing week. Then the boss again said it would be next week. When the next week
came he said we had to finish the job first. He brought fewer people than the job
demanded. How could we finish the project? We worked very fast but he forced
us to work for 36 hours straight. The boss stayed at the worksite until we complet-
ed the work. We were not even given a meal break and had to work straight
through the night.

If the boss saw somebody take a short rest, that man wouldn’t have his
time card signed that day. The boss also told us that if we didn’t work 36 hours
straight, we wouldn’t get our salary. One day, he told us that the coming Saturday
he would give us all our salary. I hoped that might be true but when that Saturday
came, no salary was given. Then he said it would come on Tuesday or Wednesday
but again it wasn’t given. And still we continued to work. Again on 4 February 2013
he said we should continue working and he’d bring money to the job site. We did

but he didn’t.

Later he called us and said we had to work overnight again. We couldn’t
do it and came back to our room at 10pm. On Tuesday, 5 February, I came to the
Job site again because the boss said he would bring the salary if we went there. We
all thought that this time it might happen. Again he demanded that we work all
through the night. He told us that he would give the salary after that night’s work
so we worked another 36 hours straight. The boss came to the site at 2 am. We
had not even taken our dinner by that late hour. The dinner was delivered to us
at 2 am, but the food was so rotten that we couldn’t eat it. We had no rest and we
started working again. The boss didn’t produce the salary even though we worked
until 7 am. The boss was present at the worksite but went away without giving us
our salary. We all told our company manager that if we didn’t receive our salary,
we wouldn’t continue working. When we left the worksite, we saw the boss there
in his car. He told to us that he would give us money but we had to work more. I
agreed even though we had just worked for so long without rest. In ALLIANZZE.
company there was only work but no reward.

‘Condition’ Paper

The boss started to give salaries that day, one man at a time. As I was
about to take my salary, I found that there was a paper that the boss wanted each
man to sign upon receiving his salary. The boss said that if we didn’t sign the paper
he wouldn’t give the salary. The paper had a lot of bad conditions listed, but the
boss said it would be very easy and no problem for us. I told him I wouldn’t sign
that paper or any other condition paper he gave us. I told the others not to sign,
explaining that it was a trick. When we didn’t get our salary, we sat inside the lorry
refusing to work and waiting to return to our room. But we were not brought to
the room and were made to sit at the job site. We decided it was better not to
return to our room because we feared the boss would send us back to Bangladesh
and blacklist us, like he had already done with the nine other workers. We decid-
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ed to go directly to MOM and inform them of our problems.

That day was Wednesday 6 February 2013. We told them everything
about the salary and our fear of being sent back. We told the MOM officer that
we didn’t believe our boss because he lied to us so many times. Our boss 1s a
Muslim but follows every religion. He didn’t know his own religion, so how could
his word be trusted? The MOM officer told us to sit and wait for our boss who
would come at 4pm. The MOM officer asked us what we wanted to do n front of
our boss. We explained clearly that if we got the salary then we would go back to
Bangladesh. We were brought back to wait in the room.

We didn’t know what would happen. The boss told the MOM officer
that he would have our salaries ready by 21 February. We stayed on our beds all
day waiting for the time to pass. There was no turning back now. We could only
wait to see what the outcome would be.

Hopes and Dreams

‘What would I do in the future? If I went back to Bangladesh I thought I
wouldn’t be able to come back to Singapore. What could I do for my younger
brother? I had come to Singapore only one month after my marriage. I had to
spend time with my wife too. Singapore didn’t seem to give me anything because
I had come here three times and never found a good company. My parents didn’t
want me to come to Singapore again either. Going back to Bangladesh I wouldn’t
be able start any business. I would settle my younger brother’s job first.

I still had a dream that I would make my parents and my family happy. I
didn’t know how I could manage this if T failed in Singapore. I wished that I could
manage to save enough money to start a small business.

After so many days in Singapore, I couldn’t gather any money. If only
Allah would bring me back to Bangladesh and allow me to fulfill my promises to
my family. I managed my younger sister’s marriage, but I hadn’t even paid back
the loan from my first migration to Singapore and I'm deeper in debt for my sis-
ter’s wedding. Whatever I do 1n life, I have to pay the debts first. I never intend to
betray others the way some of my friends betrayed me. I have a wish to leave the
village, go to the town, buy land and set up a house for my mom and dad and my
own family. As I lay on my bed waiting for the salary, that dream seems as far away
as ever.

(Translated by Rashedul Haque)
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Chapter Six

Saddam

Age: 25

Marital Status: Single

Number of Children: None

Country/ District: Bangladesh/Comilla
Employment status prior to migration: unemployed
Problem in Singapore: Serious Workplace Injury

Resolution of Problem: Because the employer hadn’t bought insurance, so he
received only one third of his injury compensation before he returned to
Bangladesh, with the rest paid later in mstallments.

Current Status: Actively seeking employment

Saddam came to Singapore, incurring a debt of BDT 520,000 (SGD 8,300). He
borrowed BDT 100,000 (SGD 1,600) of that from his relatives, and the rest from
other sources. Although he was promised a job with the main contractor of a con-
struction project, earning SGD 20-22 a day, he found himself working for a sup-
ply company for SGD 18 a day. After a workplace accident, he was issued a
Special Pass to allow him to remain in Singapore for medical treatment and work
mjury compensation. He plans to run a small business in Bangladesh with his com-
pensation money.



Human beings have lots of aspirations and vivid dreams. How many of
them are translated into reality? I had dreams like anybody else. I hoped to sup-
port my family by working in Singapore. Now, I am dependent on others at an age
when I am supposed to be extending a helping hand to others.

20 December 2010

One accident washed all my dreams away. At 9.45 am, I suddenly slipped
from a 1.5-metre high wall into a drain. The safety supervisor, Yusun, called for
an ambulance to pick me up and rush me to Khoo Teck Phuat Hospital. Later on
I found out that the two bones below the left knee, the tibia and the fibula were
fractured.

Tears flowed from my eyes. No, it was not because of physical pain, nei-
ther was it due to separation from relatives. I have a handsome debt back at home,
and I fell prey to an accident before managing to repay those debts. That cry arose
from a sense of helplessness. After one week, I moved back into my tattered dor-
mitory. The toilet was so filthy that it could hardly be used. Due to the pain in my
legs, the squat toilet was difficult for me to use and there was no high commode.
Yet I stayed there for a month despite all the adversity.

My work permit was still valid for one more month. During that time, 1
found out that my employer had decided to send me back home without my insur-
ance money or medical leave wages and had engaged a team of gangsters for the
job. T left that place and passed a few days in a mess on the second floor of the
Isthana Restaurant near Serangoon Road. Rent was fixed at SGD 200/month.
Meals were left for me to arrange. It was difficult for me to bear these expenses.

One friend of mine told me about a lady named Debbie. I went to Auntie
Debbie and related everything to her. She allowed me to stay at her place till I
recovered. On 1 February, she sent a man to escort me to her place. I got some
new friends over there: Siraj-bhai, Bikash-bhai, Firoz-bhai and Jitu-bhai. Firoz-bhai
was 1n a better physical condition, so he helped me a lot.

17 May 2011

I was resting after the midday meal in the afternoon when someone beck-
oned me, saying that Mohsin-bhai had come. He was the only Bangladeshi who
used to communicate with me often (aside from the other men in the house). He
presented a beautiful diary to everybody to jot down something. I felt pretty lone-
ly earlier. I had nothing to do but eat and sleep. Now I could start writing in the
diary whenever I had time.

I baked flat bread from flour. It was not that good but he ate it all. When
he left, it was the time for Maghrib prayer. I said my prayer and started scribbling
on the pages of the diary. I didn’t notice the time pass and soon it was 9.00 pm.
One of my friends asked me whether I would like to eat. I replied, “You take your
meal; I will eat later after saying the prayer”. By the time I took my meal, it was
10.50 pm. I felt slightly out of sorts and I went to sleep.

18 May 2011

I got up from sleep and said my prayer after ablutions. I went to the gym
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at around 7 am to do some exercises. All the house members used the gym.

Following my move to this place, I suggested to Auntie that we were get-
ting lazy, both physically and mentally, due to eating and resting. She then asked
the security guard to hand us the key to the gym. I was very keen on the exercise
and started spending an hour every day in the gym. Returning from the gym, I rest-
ed for a while and took breakfast thereafter. We have regulations here; we act as
doctor, cook, cleaner and guardian, everything. We have to start cooking the mid-
day meal from 10 am. All of us take the noon meal after saying the Dhuhr prayer,
so cooking has to be finished by 12noon.

Cooking was over by 12.15 pm. After that I had to wash. There are only
two bathrooms, and we are eight in number, so we have to queue up for the bath.
However, all of us are accustomed to take a bath after 12:00 noon.

We all sat for the banquet at around 1.45 pm, after saying the prayer.
While taking the meal, I started thinking of Auntie. When she 1s with us, we take
our meal together. It is a source of pleasure as well. She is now in the USA.

I woke up from midday sleep at 5.45 pm and said my prayer after
refreshing. Then we sat and chatted once again. All of us are unwell: some have
mjuries to the arms or hands, some to the legs. As I have problems in my leg, I
could not go out in spite of my wishes, so I spent the evening talking and gossip-
ng.

The gossip ends at the Maghrib time. We had to arrange the night meal
following the prayer. After cleaning the dishes, we watch TV if we wish. There is
a channel titled ‘Channel I’ from Bangladesh. We watch popular drama series and
the news aired on this channel. I go to sleep at 11 pm.

19 May 2011

I listened to the news after breakfast. It saddened me because the entire
programme was full of stories of violence and bloodshed.

I sometimes dream of going home when I’'m better. But where will T go?
There is no security over there. I had to visit the lawyer’s office today. I started for
the office 10 or 15 minutes early as I have problems walking. Before, I used to
travel by taxi. Sometimes Auntic would drop me. Due to financial constraints, I've
recently been taking the bus, but I get a taxi if the fare 1s reasonable.

Previously, Auntie would give me money to pay the taxi fare. But I did-
n’t receive much money for the last few days, so I went to the lawyer’s place in the
hope of getting my MC money.

The lawyer was not in his office when I went there. I waited a while for
him. The law firm 1s called Yeo Perumal Mohideen Law Corporation. Despite my
reluctance, I waited there a long time. The assistant of the lawyer is a Bangladeshi.
He acts like he’s busy working while I am there, but he doesn’t spend any time on
my case once I leave the office. As I entered his room, he greeted me and told
me that he’d discussed my matter with the lawyer. The lawyer came a little later,
and they told me that my issue would be settled the following week.

I returned home disappointed. The accident took place five months ago,
yet they weren’t able to arrange my MC money. How would I sustain myself now?
Some of my friends assisted me, but how long could I ask them to help me?
Everyone came here to alleviate their poverty, but some selfish friends do not even
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take my phone calls, knowing about my miserable condition and thinking I might
ask them for money. My employer did not even take time to pay me a visit. Instead
he tried to deport me back to my country. On the other hand, Auntie is helping
me selflessly. Feeling pain in the leg due to the outing, I went to sleep after saying
the ‘Isha prayer.

20 May 2011

I couldn’t wake up. It was pretty cold and I felt like sleeping a little longer,
but it would make me miss saying the prayer. So I forced myself to wake up. I
found that it was drizzling outside. The window was open, so a shivering cold wind
was biting me. For a moment I went down memory lane to my childhood days.
How sweet those days were! Drenched in rain with my mates, diving into the pond
to bathe, and following mother’s strict rules back at home. Whenever it rained
during school time, between 8 and 9 am, our joy knew no bounds.

One memory still haunts me. When it rained we used to go to school
using the big kachu leaves as an umbrella. When floodwaters inundated the
region, we used to make small boats out of the trunks of banana trees and use
these vessels to collect lilies. One time my cousins came from town to our place.
They wanted to ride in one of those small boats. I agreed even though they didn’t
know how to swim. We went to a place a little way from my home. The water was-
n’t very deep - only up to a grown man’s waist. When I paddled to propel the boat,
my girl cousin slipped into the water. Her brother dived in to try to save her, but
he couldn’t swim either. I could only swim well enough to save myself from drown-
ing, not well enough to save others. I screamed at the top of my lungs but nobody
was around to save us. With no other option I dived into the water, and they clung
to me frantically.

Noticing the commotion in the water, a fisherman came to our rescue.
‘While I returned home, I worried about the scolding we’d all get. But seeing our
condition, nobody said a harsh word. My mother cried as she hugged me and I
cried too.

Today I am in great pain, but I won’t tell my mother about this. My moth-
er knows everything about me and she can even understand what I’'m experienc-
Ing now.

21 May 2011

Got news today that some buildings have collapsed in Dhaka. Some
other establishments adjacent to them have also been damaged as a result. We, the
workers living abroad, construct 100 storey buildings, but due to lack of skilled
labourers, such incidents take place in Dhaka.

One of my friends was scheduled to fly home today. His departure date
was 18th, but he mistakenly took it as 21 May. He told me that, relying on his
employer, he did not feel like checking the date of his departure. Perhaps, he was
overjoyed with the prospect of meeting his relatives and that is why; he might have
taken 21:00, the time, as the date. He was pretty frustrated. But the plane ticket
was In his custody. I consoled him saying that Auntie is not here, so you can relate
the matter to Mohsin-bhai. Go to MOM, and let them know about the situation.
But his second boss threatened to call the police, so he was not willing to go out-
side. Later, I tried to console him. Firoz-bhai also accompanied him. Listening to
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his complaint, the MOM officer said that he would call a meeting to settle the
Issue.

22 May 2011

When poverty comes in at the door, love flies out of the window. I felt it
through my life. When I had my job, I had many friends. On Sunday, many of
them used to phone me to find out whether I would go to Serangoon or not. They
would join me over there, had I been there. Now, at my time of utter distress,
nobody is with me. They are all aware of my condition. Maybe, they think that I
would ask them for money. I am really helpless, I cannot ask for aid from every-
body. If anyone comes to my aid willingly, I do not even have the ability to repay
them. Because I have no work.

23 May 2011

Following the morning prayer, I was breathing the dawn air in the veran-
da. My mother used to term it ‘divine’. It reminds of me of my mother.

I was not used to saying the morning prayer. For that, my mother scold-
ed me heavily. Yet, I skipped it on many pretexts, including having a headache.
My mother even arranged medicine for me, thinking that I might have a fever.

Suddenly, a friend beckoned me to watch the news programme on TV.
I went with him to the TV room. It was the budget session in Bangladesh. I heard
of subsidies in different sectors. But there was nothing for the development of the
expatriates, a matter of regret. We send remittances home that help in the devel-
opment of the country. But when we go to the High Commission office, what do
we get from them? They turn deaf ears to our pleadings. Had they been a little
more sympathetic, our miseries would have been removed....

At around 11 pm, I was watching a sports programme on an Indian TV
channel. I fell asleep there. I woke up at around 11.45 pm, and went to bed after
switching off the TV.

24 May 2011

My mind was pretty free today. In the morning, I found some missed
calls in the cell phone. The numbers were from Bangladesh; they must be from
home. The calls must have come when I was asleep. I could not call my home dur-
ing the last week due to lack of money.

I called home from my friend’s phone. My mother sobbed at the other
end. She said, “Are you in trouble, my boy.” I said, “No, I am okay”. Mother said,
“Why do not you call then?” I said, “There is no balance in my phone account.”
Thereafter, she broke off the call and rang back from our country. I did not talk
for long, because the charge for calling from Bangladesh is pretty high. However,
the physical condition of my mother seemed pretty good. She was suffering from
diabetes and high blood pressure for a long time. In the past, I used to bear the
expenses of her treatment. But now, I myself am dependent on another person.
Mother urged me to say my prayers regularly, and ended the call. Completing the
cooking for the midday meal, I busied myself on cleaning the furniture and tidy-
ing the room. Auntie does not like the rooms at sixes and sevens. Following the

49



housework, I started writing the diary presented to me by Mohsin-bhai. At that
time, Mohsin-bhai came, I stopped writing, said my prayer and we took the mid-
day meal together. He went to rest upstairs.

25 May 2011

Following the Fajr prayer, I went to the gym. I saw Auntie’s shoes on the
stairs. As I returned from the gym, I saw that Auntie was chatting. I talked to her
and enquired about her family.

Everyone has gone on an outing today, so I have to do the cooking alone.

Bikash will leave us today. His ancestral home 1s in Madaripur. I felt bad.
I used to share my bed with him and we chatted a lot. His flight is scheduled for
9 am. He would leave at 6 am, so he started his packing. Bidding him adieu, I said
the Maghrib prayer, and cooked rice for the night. Three of my friends went to the
airport to bid Bikash good-bye. I did not, because an Indian citizen was scheduled
to visit our place. As Auntie returned from the airport, we took our meal togeth-
er.

26 May 2011

As we were 1dly passing our time after the midday meal, five unknown
persons came into our place. Later on, we discovered that they came from the
immigration office to enquire about Din Islam. They talked to him till the evening,
asked many questions.

27 May 2011

I am scheduled to consult my doctor today, so I finished the regular
things hastily. It was Khoo Teck Puat Hospital.

I went to the hospital at around 12 noon. Screening my MRI and X-ray
reports, they opined that I was convalescing pretty well. I got to rest for a few more
days. They said that I might have some problems in the waist and with urination.
So, they got me an appointment with an urologist.

As I returned from the hospital, it was almost 6 pm. I said the Maghrib
prayer at home and went to bed after ‘Isha prayer and dinner.

98 May 2011

After waking up, I stood at the western window of the house. It overlooks
a deserted street.

Our residence 1s a nine-storey building. Auntie has purchased its top
three floors. She stays on the top floor, we in the middle, where there are two big
rooms Including a kitchen. The drawing room is also in the middle. Auntie came
downstairs and said, “Saddam I am going to Istana at around 11 am; will any of
you accompany me?” Due to leg pain, Jitu-bhai, Siraj-bhai and 1 usually do not go
outside. So, we usually miss such opportunities.

All of us took a meal at the Isthana restaurant. We returned home at 2.30
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pm after completing all of our tasks. I rested for a while. When I awoke, it was
already 5.25 pm. I said my prayers and sat on the veranda after that.

29 May 2011

Today 1s Sunday, a holiday. Around 10 am, everyone was busy with
cooking and cleaning the house. Then, I saw a young foreigner in our place, 5’10”
in height. He was Roku, son of Auntie. We were introduced to each other. His
behavior was also as gentle as Auntie’s. He talked to us for a long time, we had our
meal together and, in the post-meal gossip, he said that tomorrow would be his
birthday. He came here last night to spend this special day with his mother.

Before he went upstairs to sleep, and we wished him happy birthday.

Well! Five months have passed in the meantime; there was no sign of me
overcoming my illness. My lawyer was also not doing anything in my favour: how
would I collect my MC money? So, I thought of what could be done. Auntie came
a little later. I related my concern to her. She told me that almost all the legal assis-
tants are the same, but there are some who think of their clients.

I asked her whether I should my change my lawyer in that situation. I am
familiar with three other clients of my lawyer. The lawyer had conflicts with all of
them. One of them 1s my friend Bikash. I decided to change my lawyer.

31 May 2011

During my time at home, I thought highly of the parliament where gov-
ernment and opposition sit together for the development of the country. But this
is wrong, they do not think of the people -they think only of themselves.

1 June 2011

It was raining heavily in the morning, so I could not go to the gym. So, I
recited from the holy Quran after prayer.

Had my breakfast at 9.30 am. While browsing the backdated newspa-
pers, my eyes got fixed on a news item. Some female labourers would be brought
to Singapore from my country. I wish I could remind them of the dishonest agents.

Started preparing for the midday meal at around 10.45 am. Took my
meal at around 1.45 pm after prayer. Auntie and Roku ate with us. Rested for a
while and started writing the diary. It became dark while writing.

Following the Maghrib and ‘Isha, we had our dinner together. I thought
of sleep at around 11.30 pm, but could not sleep. The thought of past, present and
future haunted me. Actually, I am more concerned about my family than myself.

3 June 2011

Today is Sunday. Everyone became busy in making the room tidy.
Auntie is also busy doing different household chores. She spends most of Sunday
with us.



4 June 2011

Alfter a week, I called home. Firstly, my elder brother answered the phone. I
am not able to phone everyday. Everything is expensive over here. An expensive card
costs 28 dollars, term 50 days only.

I wished I could talk to my mother everyday. Mother loves me very much.
However, mother asked me so many things and I answered with a mixture of truth and
falsehood. Some news delighted me. I sowed the seed of a jackfruit tree five years ago;
it has borne fruit now. Everybody missed me while eating the fruit of that tree.

5 June 2011

Woke up after a nightmare. I dreamt that an unknown person gave me some
food. I did not eat it alone as I decided to share it with my family members. On my
way home, several people sought a share of the food. One of them, the last one, almost
snatched 1t away from me. He was a gigantic man, so I could not wrestle with him. I
understood the meaning; they were none other than my lenders. I do not believe in
dreams. I felt like that dream is the outlet of my unconscious thoughts.

Actually, I am concerned about my family: what will happen to them?

6 June 2011

Had to go to the lawyer’s office today, they are yet to do anything about the
MC money. Everybody says my employer has a bad soul. That 1s why I was going to
the lawyer. I left home at around 11 am, and reached the office at Suntech city in half
an hour. But the Bangladeshi employee of the office went to the MOM office; T wait-
ed for him until 12 pm. By the time he came in, the lawyer had gone for his lunch. The
clerk, Mobarak-bhai, told me that necessary papers have been sent to my office after
calculation of my dues. He asked for more time. I said, “How much more time do you
want? If you cannot tell me, then deport me home. How can I sustain myself in an
expensive city like Singapore without money?” He said that 1t was not possible, then
added that T should let my treatment be completed.

Returned home at around 4:30 pm, and said my prayers that became due.
After saying the ‘Isha prayer, I went to bed after dinner.

7 June 2011

Alfter waking up, I went to the veranda as usual. Had not called home for a
few days. It is very expensive, that is why. I called home after five or six days.

I called home after lunch; my father’s paternal aunt had died. I felt sad
because she loved me so much.

Alas, Singapore, the dream. How many things had I to lose for coming to
Singapore: lost parents, relatives, maternal and paternal grandmothers had died in the
meantime. I would not see them despite all my wishes. The greatest thing that I lost 1s
my dream.
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8 June 2011

I have to renew my Special Pass today. So, I left for MOM at 9 am. Before
that, I my lawyer told me that my employer would come at 10 am. So, I reached there
by 9.30 am. He finally arrived at 12.45 pm.

I felt anger, but could not give vent to it. My renewal was done; I came back
home and had my lunch at after saying the Dhuhr prayer. I was feeling a little weak
after the trip to MOM so I rested for a while. Woke up at 5:20. I said the ‘Asr prayer,
after ablutions. Then, I gossiped with my friends. I took my dinner after ‘Isha and
Maghrib prayers.

I was listening to the news on TV at 11 pm when a friend called me from
South Africa. I talked to him until midnight. It had been a long time since I'd spoken
to him. I felt really well. If any friend of mine 1s in a good condition, it gives me a feel-
g of joy.
9 June 2011

Some lines of Bengali poet Jibananda Das surface in my mind:

“Indeed, I will come back to the banks of Dhansiri, either in the form of a
crow or eagle, if not a human.”

As a Muslim, I do not believe 1n reincarnation Nonetheless, were 1 born
again, I would wish to be born as the father of Debbie Fordyce. Only then, could 1
repay any portion of my debt. I am getting indebted to her heavily.

Mothers rear their children in infancy. But, when a lady stands beside a
grown-up man, she is not less than a mother. People used to ask me about my rela-
tionship with her. I replied that she 1s my mother. There is no greater identity of a
female than a mother. I showed gestures of respect to her, but due to cultural differ-
ence she could not grasp their significance. She is a Westerner, yet in magnanimity, she
1s above everyone.

10 June 2011

While resting after lunch, T got a phone call from Bangladesh. At first, 1
could not recognize the caller’s voice. When he identified himself as Rabil, I could rec-
ognize him. He was also mjured in the work place, like me. But his voice seemed dis-
tant. He had been with me for two months; he was not that lethargic at that time. Not
even after the accident. He said how I was. I replied that I was well and asked about
him. Suddenly, disappointment flowed into his voice. He said that there was no way
that he could remain well. He said that his beloved did not want him anymore, but he
went back to her without settlement money for her. I asked him to explain. He said
that he had a romantic relationship with a girl in his village. Their marriage was almost
fixed before he came to Singapore. But her parents cancelled the imminent marriage
due to his physical condition. He asked the girl personally, she said that she would not
go against the decision of her parents. But he could not concentrate without her.
Nonetheless, she 1s refusing him for a physical defect. I consoled him for a long time.
I was hoping of returning home at the earliest, but such incidents dissolve my interest.

The future is dark, present is bleak, and had the past been well, I would not
have to come to Singapore. Sometimes, my eyes close in contemplation. Life cannot
go on this way for long.

(Translated by Nurun Naher Papry)
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Chapter Seven

Raja

Age: 28

Marital Status: Single

Number of Children: None
Country/ District: India/ Tamil Nadu

Employment status prior to migration: Working part-time as a salesman for a com-
puter company; also had apart-time business selling/fixing landlines. He earned
INR 15,000 per month in total from both jobs.

Problem in Singapore: Labour Exploitation

Resolution of Problem: Returned to India with no compensation after having wait-
ed on a Special Pass for eleven months while his company was being investigated.
He remains unemployed in Tamil Nadu to this day.

Raja came to Singapore on his first labour migration in May 2012. He was not
given work for two months and had to pay for his food and accommodations dur-
ing this time. When the work finally commenced, the hours were longer and his
salary was lower than what was agreed in India. In October 2012, he discovered
that six weeks earlier his company had cancelled his work permit without his
knowledge. He was then owed salary of SGD 5500. MOM scolded him for over-
staying his work permit, but when the MOM officer understood that others from
the same company had similar complaints they placed him on a Special Pass in
order to investigate the company. He remained on a Special Pass for eleven
months, working illegally at times to support himself.

19 June 2013

I woke up this morning and as usual took a shower and drank coffee.
Then I walked around to see if I could find out about any work for the day from
my friends. There was no work, so I ate lunch and slept all afternoon. I called my
mother in the evening and then went to collect my dinner from the free food pro-
gramme in Little India. T ate and slept again.

20 June 2013

As usual I woke up in the morning, took a shower, drank coffee, went to
a shop, asked about a job for the day, read the newspaper and came back as there
was no job. I got a phone call from home. It was my sister calling me. She said,
“You must find a bride, you must get married”. I didn’t say anything. Finally I
replied, “I will do later”, and then I put the phone down. The stress already had
increased because of that phone call. I hadn’t yet paid back my debt for coming to
Singapore to work, so where was I going to find the money for my wedding? I ate
lunch, went to a friend’s room, chatted and came back to my room.

21 June 2013

Today, I found some work for the day. I don’t get much respect at the
workplace now because I have no permit and I'm only holding a Special Pass, so
the boss can treat me however he likes. This 1s my fate, I thought.

22 June 2013

I got a call from home today. My family spoke to me about my marriage
again. I said, “No, I cannot marry at this time”. I felt heavy-hearted afterwards. I
wanted to tell my mother not to be sad. I thought of telling her the truth about my
situation in Singapore and about being in love with a girl I cannot marry. But I
couldn’t. I passed the day feeling sad. Since the day I arrived in Singapore, I've had
no peace in my life.

23 June 2013

Today I forgot everything about my problems and was happy because it’s
Sunday. My friends have their day off work and visit me on Sundays. I spoke to
all of them. Other days are not like today.

1 July 2018

I woke up early and went to MOM today. On the way there, I prayed
because I wanted an answer about my case. But there was still no resolution, so I
came home, slept and then went to church. I got a call from home, asking why I
haven’t called. I spoke to them without emotion and then slept.

2 July 2013

There are no days without hardship and difficulties in my life. God has
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created me this way, I guess. I have been in love with a girl and we have been dat-
ing for 10 years. Spoke to her father about the possibility of marrying me, but he
said “No” because of my status in Singapore. He pointed out to her that I have
no money and am in debt, so that makes me a bad choice for a husband. She told
me sadly that she couldn’t go against her family’s wishes. But I am happy that I
have loved a good girl in my life. There are no days in my life without disappoint-
ments. Thoughts of dying and death come to my mind. However, there is God,
and I thought then that everything happens for a reason.

3 July 2013

I felt heavy-hearted today. I speak to my girlfriend every day, but I can’t
today. I endured all the hardship in Singapore because of my girlfriend. And
because of the same Singapore, the girl has left me. If it weren’t for my girlfriend,
I would have died for lack of hope. Singapore has changed my fate.

15 July 2013

I went to MOM again today to have my Special Pass chopped. If my case
is finished, I want to go home as soon as I can. But it 1sn’t finished. I went straight
to the church and then called home. They informed me that my uncle has passed
away. If I was home, I would have visited him and seen him. But I can’t because
I am stuck here.

16 July 2013

After a long time of not communicating, I called my college friend today.
Felt happy talking to this friend. I told him that I am in Singapore and I am fine.
Only I know my pain and how I'm covering up. My friend told me that my girl-
friend’s family married her off immediately after her father told me he would not
accept me as a husband.

18 July 2013

Today I got a call from MOM. They have asked me to go there tomor-
row and I agreed. But I also felt scared about what they will tell me about my case.
If T stay on like this in Singapore for little while more, I think I might get mental-
ly 1ll.

19 July 2013

Today I went to MOM. They told me that my case 1s finished. I felt so
happy. I told them that I have not received the salary owed to me. I asked them
where it is and when I will receive it. They took my passport immediately and took
me to another officer and left me without saying a word. I was so scared. Will it
be like before where my case goes on and I know nothing? I started feeling
depressed again. I called my trusted friend in Singapore and then I felt a little
calmer. I came back to my room after the MOM officer asked me to go to labour
court on 2 August.
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20 July 2013

I telephoned all my friends today and explained my situation to them.
They told me that it’s okay to go to the court.

21 July 2013

The boys came on Sunday to meet me and take me to Marina Bay. I was
a little happy today.

25 July 2013

My family called me from home today. They asked me why I didn’t call
and scolded me. I said that I am coming home soon. “It’s okay if the money is
gone, you come home safely”, my sister said. I didn’t know what to say. My broth-
er-in-law must have told her about me. “Let’s see”, I replied.

2 August 2013

Today I went to MOM and they asked me to go inside the court at 2 pm
exactly. I was sitting outside the court at 1.30 pm. A lady came by and asked me if
I was this person, and she mentioned my name. I said I was. She asked me if 1
knew her, but I didn’t. “Then”, she asked, “why did you file a case against me?” I
said, “If there 1s anything to discuss, please let us do it with the judge”. The case
was discussed mn court and I told the judge I wanted to go home. They said that’s
okay. I went to renew my Special Pass after that, and they asked me where my air
ticket was. I didn’t understand why they were asking that. I said, “My case just fin-
1shed, and the judge asked me to get 30 days’ Special Pass”. They said, “No, you
have to leave in seven days for India, so where is your ticket? Show us?” I thought
once again of dying, because they made it so difficult. Finally I finished everything
at MOM and came back to my room. I have decided not to come back to
Singapore. There is no peace here. And I'm honestly not sure if there is any
humanity here.

(Translated by Balambigai Balakrishnan)



Chapter Eight

Fahrina

Age: 28

Marital Status: Separated

Number of Children: Two

Country/ District: Bangladesh/ Tangail

Employment status prior to migration: Self-employed doing embroidery work in
Nushindi

Problem in Singapore: Tratficked for Commercial Sexual Exploitation

Resolution of Problem: Returned to Bangladesh in 2012 without official detection
or compensation as a vicim of trafficking

Current status: Unemployed and unable to recover her former business

My mother sent me to school to study but I only finished Grade Five. She
wanted me to continue to High School but I didn’t want to go. Because I didn’t
continue at school, my parents asked me to marry when I was 12. I wanted to like
my husband but he didn’t look very good to me. I stayed with him for three years
and I had two babies.

After that my husband had a road accident. Someone took him to the
hospital and, nine days after that, he left the hospital but did not return to me. He
found another woman. Then my mother asked me what I was going to do, because
I had two babies to care for. I wasn’t sure what to do, so my mother asked her fam-
ily for BDT 20,000 to give me to start an embroidery business. I learnt how to do
this work, bought two sewing machines and opened up the business. After a while,
my mother bought another three machines because at that time my business was
very successful. I would use the money to take care of my two children. My moth-
er stayed with me and helped me look after them. I have two brothers and two sis-
ters, but my mother always stayed with me because of my children.

At that time, I had a friend living in the suburb of Nushindi in Dhaka.
She has a sari-making business. I wanted to make the embroidery for her saris, so
we developed a business partnership that lasted for six years. This friend is mar-
ried and one day her husband approached me and asked if I wanted to go to
Singapore. He said that if I went to Singapore I could work at a hospital as a clean-
er and every month I could get BDT 60,000-70,000. I had a good business in
Bangladesh and good income, but this job promised even more money. So after
thinking about the offer and about my children, I decided to go. I thought that if
I got that money every month, it would be better for me because I'd been doing
the embroidery work for a long time already. I was a little bored with the work and
always feeling down when I did it those days. But most importantly, my eyes start-
ed to have problems. I guess that is no surprise because I started the embroidery
work nine years ago.

So I organised my passport by paying BT 8,000 and my friend’s husband
kept it for me. He only showed me my passport one time but he did not give it to
me. When I asked him to give me my passport, for some reason he refused to give
it to me. When the day came to leave for Singapore I went to Dhaka airport with
him and the immigration officials asked him who I was and he said I was his wife.
I never said anything. Then, he told me that when I arrive at the airport in
Singapore, a Bangladeshi guy would come to the airport and receive me. His name
1s Kosha Delong.

When I arrived in Singapore, Kosha Delong met me and he took me to
a hotel for four or five days. He took my passport and kept it in his pocket when-
ever he went outside, but he would not let me go outside anywhere. I called him
on my phone one of those days and asked where he was and why he left me in that
place. He said he was at his friend’s house and told me not to worry. He reassured
me that he would find a good job for me. After those five days, he came back to
the hotel and he said that he would take me to a place called Geylang. So I went
to Geylang with him and we stayed at another hotel, this time owned by a
Bangladeshi guy from Tangail. I asked the hotel owner, “Geylangki?” (What 1s
Geylang?). He explained to me that Geylang is a very bad place. He explained
there are murders and gangsters in Geylang and so after that I was very scared.
After that the hotel owner did something very bad to me: he touched my body and
he raped me. I was crying very much while it was happening and afterwards. He
kept trying to do that bad thing to me again later but he couldn’t do anything
because I couldn’t stop crying. That guy knows Kosha Delong 1s a very dangerous
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man.

After that incident, Kosha Delong sent me to the street outside to get cus-
tomers to have sex with me in the hotel. While we were outside, Kosha Delong
tried to call his family in Bangladesh and he talked to his family on the phone. He
asked me to stand in front of Mustafa Centre and wait for customers while he
talked to his family. So I saw the opportunity to run away from him. Near Mustafa,
there 1s a canteen serving Bangladeshi food. I went and sat there and just cried
because I didn’t know what to do next. There were two Bangladeshi men in there
and they asked me, “What happened, Sister?” I explained my problem to them.
I told them that my friend’s husband asked me to come to Singapore for the hos-
pital job and I had to pay BDT 140,000 as a fee. So I sold my five sewing machines
and borrowed another BDT 50,000. Then I came to Singapore and I was empty
and broken. I told the men that I was very scared.

Actually, as well as that fee, I had to pay BDT 8,000 interest every month
on the BDT 50,000 that I borrowed and I have no assets because I sold my five
sewing machines already. After all that, I still never got a good job here, plus some-
thing very bad happened to me which feels like a kind of torture. I was very scared
because I never experienced any problem like this before. My life was in very seri-
ous trouble because of this problem in Singapore. After I discussed my problem
with the two guys they told me to just calm down and that I need to settle this prob-
lem. They said they would try to help me. They called another guy whose name 1s
Habu to come and take me away from the street. Habu took me to a boarding
house in Little India and I was alone in a room 1n that house with nobody to help
me. There 1s an uncle from Calcutta staying in that house. I met the uncle and he
took me to see Mohsin-bhai at Dibashram.

Mohsin helped me with all the things I needed to do. I told Mohsin that
Kosha Delong is planning to go back to Bangladesh. We went back to the hotel
and asked for my passport and the air ticket from Kosha Delong. But he did not
give them to Mohsin because he always kept my passport. Kosha Delong then
promised to give me an air ticket, but he never gave me one and I was also pres-
sured for time because I was on a social visit pass (valid for two more weeks) and
I had run away already. So it 1s the NGO, TWCZ2, which bought me the ticket and
gave me some money.

Kosha Delong was preparing to go back to Bangladesh before me and he
called my family and talked to my mother. He said he would take me with him
from Singapore if my mother gives him four lakhs. I already paid BDT 140,000
taka. I cannot give any more money. Then he asked me to give four lakhs includ-
ing for the air ticket. He also called one of my relatives in Bangladesh and asked
them to pay the four lakhs. If they won’t pay this money, Kosha Delong said he
would make big problems for me. So my mother went to the police to make a
complaint. I called my mother from Singapore and discussed the situation with my
family and I told them what happened to me. My family said that there 1s no need
to worry because they told the police and they contacted the newspapers in
Bangladesh to make public what Kosha Delong and the other guy did to me.

‘What am I doing with my life? I have this problem, I cry and now I am
going back empty. Mohsin restores my happiness and I think if T had not found
him, I would have died already. I really understand the consequences of trying to
improve my life. Because I had some money from my business, I was willing to
throw it away like this, just to come to Singapore. Before in Bangladesh, actually T
had a good position. I worked in my embroidery shop and it was very good, but
because Kosha Delong told me the salary 1s more in Singapore, I just foolishly
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came here. If T think back now, had I not come to Singapore it would have been
much better for my family and me. Because I came here, I have many problems
now. What can I do? There is nothing I can do now. If I go back to Bangladesh,
how can I take care of my family? I will do the job of a street beggar because there
1s nothing else left. No man can help me also because it was a man who told me
that if I work in Singapore, then I could eat. Because I had my own money that
man targeted me and now the money is gone already, as if I just threw it all away.
So I will take care when I go back to Bangladesh and I will keep praying to the
Almighty Allah.

(Translated by Shoriful Islam)

61



Advice for Migrant Workers

Number 1. Ask for receipts for all money paid out in Bangladesh and in
Singapore. Keep the original and make copies for safekeeping.

Number 2. Get the full name, mobile number, FIN or WP number and
signature of any person who accepts money from you or who makes agreements
with you in Singapore. This does not indicate a lack of trust in that person.

Number 3. Read and understand before you sign your name on any docu-
ment, including blank papers. If you are bullied into signing something you don’t
understand or aren’t allowed to read, it usually means there is a problem.

Number 4. Beware of savings schemes and investment schemes. If it
sounds too good to be true, it probably is. Be cautious about accepting jobs or
opportunities that you are told will make you rich quickly.

Number 5. Be aware that you may not be able to claim back any money
from your company 1f it was deducted, withheld or unpaid more than one year
previously, even if your employer tells you he is saving some of your salary for
you. This includes part of your salary that your employer may say he is banking
for you as savings for when you leave Singapore.

Number 6. Speak up to MOM when you spot unsafe or unfair practices at
the workplace. You may do this in confidence without anyone revealing your
name to your employer if you're afraid of losing your job.

Number 7. Take photographs of accident sites, witnesses, protective gear,
machinery and equipment as soon as possible after an accident. This could be
useful in case the employer challenges the validity of the workplace injury and
witnesses are afraid to speak up.

Number 8. Make sure to get a discharge summary, medical certificates
and other papers if you're hospitalized. You have a right to speak to the doctor
without others being present if you wish.

Number 9. If you have legal representation, everything in your legal file
belongs to you. Your lawyer or legal assistant must give you access to your file,
keep you informed about the case and give an itemized statement of accounts
and a receipt for all monies paid.

Number 10. Call the police immediately if you or someone else has been
beaten, abused, confined or has been threatened with violence. This 1s important
whether or not you make a complaint to MOM.

Number 11. Keep all records documenting your working hours, including
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salary slips and time cards. Keep a copy of any other documents you sign related
to your working conditions, such as contracts or other agreements. You should
not be forced to sign any document that stipulates worse conditions or lower
salary to what you agreed in Bangladesh.

Number 12. If your company attempts to deport you from Singapore with-
out your agreement, approach the Immigration officers at Changi Airport and
tell them what has happened. They will bring you back to MOM to discuss your
problem. Speak up about injustices inflicted on yourself or others.
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Notes on Editors

Sallie Yea is currently Assistant Professor in Human Geography at the National
Institute of Education, Nanyang Technological University in Singapore. Her
research has focused primarily on gender and migration, particularly vulnerable
and failed migration, including trafficking. She has conducted ethnographic
research with migrant entertainers in South Korea, and with men and women traf-
ficked to Singapore. She recently edited a volume titled Human Trafficking in
Asia: Forcing Issues, with Routledge. Her first monograph, Moving on from
Tratticking, was published with Routledge in 2014. She also volunteers for TWC2
providing assistance to men attempting to lodge labour-related complaints to

MOM.

AKM Mohsin single-handedly publishes the monthly Bengali newspaper Banglar
Kantha (The Voice of Bengal). This monthly newspaper provides Bangladeshi
low-wage workers news of home, information about Singapore, sports, entertain-
ment, and also gives voice to the workers themselves in their submissions of poet-
ry, prose and opinions. AKM Mohsin has spent almost all his time since 2005
working on the paper, but also finds time to cultivate the cultural and musical tal-
ents of the workers as manager of Dibashram.

Debbie Fordyce 1s an executive committee member of Transient Workers Count
Too, and the coordinator of The Cuff Road Project. She works with the
Bangladeshi and Indian men who participate with the daily food programme and
are unable to work while undergoing medical treatment or managing salary claims.
Together with AKM Mohsin, she also manages the drop-in centre, Dibashram,
where migrants are mvited to relax, engage in musical, dramatic and literary pur-
suits, and find solace from demanding jobs and lengthy disputes with employers.
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Support Our Migrant Worker Activities

The Cuff Road Project, TCRP, started in 2008, offers free meals to men who are
unable to work while awaiting medical treatment for a workplace injury or the res-
olution of a salary dispute. A few men have remained with the program for more
than three years. Most injured men stay between one and two years while men with
salary dispute stay a shorter ime. At the time of printing the TCRP serves close to
2,000 meals each week to about 600 individuals. Meals are offered every day
except Sunday.

The Diaries Project begins with this first volume of diaries. In cooperation with
migrant workers we hope to compile and publish a second volume in 2015 to
make this an ongoing project. Funding for this project provides story and diaries
writers with a gratuity and covers translation and publication costs.

Dibashram, a room on the second floor of a shophouse in Little India, is open to
migrant workers from 10 am to 10 pm for rest, social and cultural activities and
free faciliies. AKM Mohsin and Debbie Fordyce manage the space and organise
cultural events, theatrical performances, talks and workshops. The space 1s also
made available to groups for meetings and seminars concerning migrant workers.
It 1s funded privately.

The Suitcase Project is a fund started by several volunteers who felt a need for
money to be given to men who are repatriated empty-handed. Whether injured
early in the work and deemed ineligible for compensation, cheated of salary pay-
ments because of forged or forced signatures on salary slips, or terminated early
by the employer, these men would be returning home before repaying the recruit-
ment fees. So great is the sense of loss and shame that many of these men say they
would rather die than return home. We feel that giving an amount of SGD 500 -
1,000, from this fund helps ensure that the man does return home, and discour-
ages thoughts of suicide.
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Tamil men take a break from roadwork along Syed Alwi Road, Little India Plastic bags are used to protect clothing and bedding from migrating bedbugs where bunks are
crammed side-by-side, end-to-end
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Without room to stretch out or roll over, this narrow space becomes home to Bangladeshi workers Workers realize that the salary noted on their IPA doesn’t match what they were promised
at night

The operation to insert metal implants in the ankle is not assured because the injury resulted from a Long lines of Bangladeshi workers bring presents home from Singapore, often having to discard
traffic accident rather than a workplace accident. items when the airline's weight limit is exceeded
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This worker was locked in a room under constant surveillance after being discharged from hospital The Angulia Mosque on Serangoon Road is too small for the large number of Bangladeshi wor-
as the employer planned to send him home before he could lodge a compensation claim. shipers on Muslim holidays

Fhid

i L 1

The outing to East Coast Park, sponsored by TWC2 for non-working men on Special Pass, provides The Dibashram Cultural Group performs traditional music with the tabla and harmonium
opportunities for enjoyment
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Newly returned migrant tells family and neighbours about his experiences abroad, without mention-
ing that his injury resulted from a severe beating by the employer.

ol . =

Several prospective brides turned down this worker’s offer of marriage when they found out about
his injury. He can’t work but expects to provide for his family with the money he receives in compen-
sation.
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