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1.1 Statement of Issue 
This issue of inequity in Singapore’s public spaces came to light following the Little India 

Riot of December 2013, which was widely covered by international media. The riot, a “mob 

reaction” (Ministry of Home Affairs Singapore, 2014) to a fatal bus accident involving a Tamil 

worker, was exacerbated by consumption of alcohol by some members of the crowd. The 

riot involving hundreds of South Asian migrant workers has since resulted in a rising anti-

foreigner sentiment amongst local residents, and perceived discrimination in public spaces. 

While migrant labor flows to global cities has become a dominant trend, the impacts on 

public spaces in those cities has not been widely studied. Particularly in the context of Asia, 

the experiences of migrant workers in public spaces have only been studied in Hong Kong 

(Hou, 2010; Law, 2002). An analysis of the use of public spaces by migrant domestic 

workers in Singapore’s unique autocratic governance structure will present an entirely new 

perspective on this area of study. The Urban Redevelopment Authority of Singapore, a 

statutory board or an autonomous agency of the government, that oversees the planning of 

public spaces in the city, will greatly benefit from an in-depth observational study of the way 

that migrant workers are using public spaces and impacting the life of public spaces. This 

paper will better inform future planning and design processes of public spaces in Singapore 

that will result in a more democratic public realm for the ever-growing population of migrant 

workers. 

 
The following paper seeks to study the state of democracy in public spaces of Singapore, 

particularly in relation to low-skilled migrant workers, and how the existing condition affects 

the social life of public spaces in the city. 

 
 
1.2 Goals and Objectives 
 
The study aims to: 
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1. Understand public space democracy in the context of Singapore and how it affects 

migrant workers and locals, respectively; 

2. Record and analyze the ways in which migrant workers use public spaces and have 

adapted to the current state of spatial justice in the city; and 

3. Identify planning tools and policies that will enhance public spaces for use by locals 

and migrant workers 

 

In doing so, the study will highlight the importance of public spaces in integrating and 

facilitating the social lives of locals and migrant workers. To that end, the study points to 

specific planning and design initiatives that can enhance public spaces for use by all. The 

study hopes to inform future planning and design processes for public spaces in Singapore 

that will result in a more democratic public realm for both local residents and migrant 

workers. 

 
1.3 Methodology 
 
The paper utilizes a mixed methods research approach, focusing on collecting and 

analyzing both quantitative and qualitative data. The quantitative data used in this research 

include close-ended information from observational surveys, census data and statistics. The 

open-ended data, or qualitative data, are instead derived from focus group discussions, 

video time lapses and interviews with experts in the field of migrant human rights 

development, ethnography, and urban design and planning in Singapore. 

 
1.3.1 Literature Review 
 
The literature review uncovers the definitions around the terms ‘public’ and ‘public spaces’. 

The most critical works include that of political philosophers Jürgen Habermas, Henri 

Lefebvre, John Rawls, David Harvey, and their contemporaries David Mitchell, Jeffrey Hou 

and Setha Low. 
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The literature review then delves into public space typologies in Singapore, from colonial to 

post- Post Colonial era and most of this literature was extracted from local Singaporean 

literature from the National Library Board of Singapore. Finally, this section also covers legal 

literature around laws and regulations affecting the use of public spaces in Singapore, in 

particular the ‘Public Order Act – Chapter 257A’. Heavily supported by online statues and 

local periodicals, the section sets up the need for a study of social life in public spaces in 

Singapore. 

 
 
1.3.2 Interviews 
 
The following interviews were conducted over the course of the research in order to elicit 

expertise before conducting observational surveys and interviews with migrant workers in 

Singapore. Interviews with professional planners from the Urban Redevelopment Authority 

of Singapore also expanded my knowledge base around the history and policy surrounding 

planning public spaces in the nation state. 

 

a) Planners at the Urban Redevelopment Authority, Singapore  

Objective of interview: Current efforts of public space design, development, and 

management in Singapore 

b) Laavanya Kathiravelu, Associate Professor of the Nanyang Technological 

University, Singapore  

Objective of interview: Best practice methods for conducting interviews and focus 

group discussions with migrant workers 

c) Debbie Fordyce, Member of the Executive Committee of Transient Workers Count 

Too (TWC 2) 

Objective of interview: Insight on lives of migrant workers and issues faced. Methods 

for conducting interviews and focus group discussions with migrant workers 
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d) Jeffrey Hou, Professor and Chair, Landscape Architecture – University of 

Washington, and Author of Transcultural Cities: Border-Crossing and 

Placemaking (2013) 

Objective of interview: Insight on Hong Kong case study 

 
1.3.3 Observational survey + Intercept Survey + Time Lapse videos 
 
Direct observational studies of users in select public spaces were conducted over the period 

of three months (December 2015- February 2016). This entailed taking a detached 

perspective and being an unobtrusive observer in order to prevent biased and random 

observations. Observations of public space users’ actions and movements were noted in 

diagrams, sketches, and most importantly, quantified via a matrix adapted from the Project 

for Public Spaces Social Observational Survey (Whyte, 1980). The matrix categorizes public 

space users by size of group, gender, perceived age, type of activity engaged in, and 

physical position within each setting. In addition, video time lapses were utilized to track 

actions and movements taking place in the crowded settings in order to increase accuracy 

of observations. These videos were recorded on handheld devices for a span of 24 hours 

each session, and optimized to 60-second clips. The wide range of media used, in addition 

to the matrix, enabled the investigation of complex public spaces to be conducted as 

efficiently and accurately as possible. These observations offered insight into the ways that 

migrant workers and locals interact within public spaces and hopefully illustrate the social 

life within public spaces as a result of these interactions. 

 

The intercept surveys that make up a subset of the observation sample were conducted in 

English, Hindi, and Bahasa on site to gather information from public space users about 

demographics, perception, and reactions to the value of equity in the given space. These 

surveys, based upon Gehl Studio’s Public Life and Urban Justice in NYC’s Plazas intercept 
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survey (2015), were not quantifiably extensive but do provide great insight into the factors 

that led to the ways in which the selected public spaces were used and how they might be 

considered democratic. The data was analyzed using SPSS to test for statistical 

significance. For a sample of the intercept surveys and social observation matrix, refer to 

Appendix A and B.  

 
 
1.3.4 Informal Group Discussions 
 
Language-specific group discussions in languages such as Bahasa, Hindi, and Tamil were 

used to retrieve more accurate narratives on the ways that migrant workers are using public 

spaces and whether they perceive these spaces to be democratic and just. Discussions in 

groups of not more than five have been reported to be easier to organize compared to 

individual surveys, according to ethnographer and sociologist, Laavanya Kathiravelu (Assoc 

Prof) in a personal e-mail interview (Laavanya, L., personal interview, October 9, 2015). As 

such, select groups of survey participants were informally organized to partake in a 

conversation with survey administrators in order to extract more detailed explanations 

behind survey responses. 

 

A Kevin Lynch- mental mapping exercise was also conducted with these groups, in which 

participants were given identical pieces of paper to draw / map out what they perceived to 

be interesting points and problems they encountered in the selected observation study 

locations. This exercise contributed to the understanding of place legibility (Lynch, 1960) of 

each of the public spaces studied. 

 
1.3.5 Case Study 
 
In recent years, the contestation of public spaces in Hong Kong by Filipino domestic workers 

who gather in the Central district on weekends has appeared in urban planning literature. 
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Current literature suggests that this type of gathering and all the political rallies associated 

with them disrupt normative understandings of public space by introducing a transnational 

element. By studying the ways in which Filipino domestic workers in Hong Kong have been 

transforming public spaces in the city and the ways in which the city authorities has been 

managing this activity, lessons may be learned and applied to the context of Singapore and 

its migrant workers. These findings will be reviewed as part of the recommendations chapter 

of this thesis. 

 

1.3.6 Census and Government Statistics 

The following information will be supplementary to understanding the trends and patterns of 

public space use in Singapore by migrant workers. Given the lack of publicly available data 

in Singapore, an attempt will be made to retrieve data via the Ministry of Manpower, 

Singapore Government, and from other international migrant statistic databases on: 

a) Total no. of migrant workers – by work permit type; 
 
b) Migrant worker employment type and employment locations in Singapore; and 
 
c) Countries of origin of migrant workers 
 
 
1.4 Literature Review 
 
In the following literature review, the terms ‘public’ and ‘public spaces’ are discussed and 

defined for the purposes of the study. The concept of democracy is also explored in relation 

to the public life, leading to the formulation of a checklist of traits that make public spaces 

democratic.  

 
1.4.1 The ‘Public’ 
 
The first records of public spaces were found in the earliest urban settlements of ancient 

Greece and were referred to as ‘agoras’. The agoras served as both a forum for political and 

intellectual debate and a marketplace (Carr et al., 1993). Since then, the functions of public 
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spaces as well as the physical materiality and form have expanded and transformed over 

time and space making the definitions of public space and ‘the public’ less universal and 

less enduring. In more recent decades, the advancement of technology and proliferation of 

capitalism has led to a shift of political debates and other functions of public spaces to more 

complex, non-spatial dimensions, reopening the debate around the definition of public 

spaces, and ‘the public’. In order to answer the question, “what makes a public space?”, this 

literature review considers a wide range of work by political philosophers, sociologists, and 

urbanists who provide a dichotomous understanding of public spaces over various time 

periods. While political philosophers place emphasis on the democracy of public spheres 

that is abstract with no spatial dimensions, geographers and urbanists offer a conception of 

public space that is more greatly rooted in place and culture. The following literature review 

aims to articulate the importance of understanding the public space from both the abstract 

realm and the physical space. 

 
 
The Physical Public Space 
 
Geographers and urbanists define public space as social locations (Low and Smith, 2006). 

These perceived spaces (Purcell, 2002) are physical spaces that are non- homogenous and 

highly differentiate from one instance to another. Given this broad description of public 

spaces, the physical form that it takes also varies widely. In the broadest sense, public 

spaces refer to all open and publicly accessible places that people go to for group or 

individual activities (Parkinson, 2012). In Westernized cities, in particular, common public 

spaces include parks, plazas, squares, malls, playgrounds and streets (Longo, Doberneck, 

& Lyndhurst Foundation, 1996). Although rural spaces occupy a portion of literature on 

public spaces, the scope for this literature review is narrowed to include that of public 

spaces only in the urban landscape. Furthermore, since the last rise of capitalism in the 

1970s, public spaces have become even more narrowly defined as spaces that differentiate 
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from private spaces. Therefore, in order to understand public spaces, there must be a 

deeper understanding of the political, economic and cultural processes and relations that 

create these physical landscapes. 

 
 
The Changing Public Sphere 
 
In order for public spaces to be truly open and publicly accessible to all, unmediated 

interaction must be allowed to take place within the sphere, with an absence of coercion by 

powerful institutions (Mitchell, 1995). Prior to the 18th century, this type of public sphere was 

largely considered non- existent or simply declared a representative public (Habermas, 

1989). The public and private realms were not separated because the King or ruling 

authority at the time was often the only public and therefore represented all of its 

constituents. This feudal power did not allow any discussion or collective action amongst the 

people to take place, aside from the “commons” (Shiffman, 2012). Fortunately, in the 18th 

century, the representative public was broken by the development of capitalist economies, 

which separated the public and private spheres. 

 

Following this period, the public sphere came to be understood as a specific domain that 

was open to all, while still remaining related to the state (Habermas, 1989). In other words, 

the public sphere became a place where the power of the state could be held at bay 

(Mitchell, 2003). Although originating in the 18th century, this conception of the public 

sphere continues to be relevant today. The direct impacts that the state has on its people in 

the public sphere creates a basis for critical debate, which in turn leads people to use their 

reason publicly and critically. The underlying assumption here is that all citizens engaged in 

public dialogue are rational beings who can find consensus by converging positions (Rawls, 

1971; Bret, 2009). The reality, however, is that all citizens are affected differently by their 

private realms and this necessarily means that the public sphere is still so dependent on 
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individual citizens’ socio- economic conditions. To assume that all citizens are rational 

beings, able to reason without biases of cultural differences, would be problematic. 

 

More recently, urbanists concerned with the political economy of public space have instead 

offered the idea that citizens of different social structures and cultures do not converge 

positions, but rather, come together in a supportive context of mutual enjoyment through 

repeated shared experiences (Amin, 2008). Public spaces offer the opportunity for social 

communion and increase citizens’ disposition towards each other, essentially becoming 

‘vessels [that] carry positive communal meanings’ (Carr et al., 1993). This line of thought 

claims that as citizens mix in public, forbearance towards each other is cultivated and this 

civic achievement is far more significant than the supposedly rational convergence of 

citizens. If this were truly what makes a public space, then it would seem that societies are 

met with even greater difficulty today as citizens focus more and more on themselves and 

on increasingly narcissistic forms of intimacy and self- absorption. Sennett (2000) skeptically 

argues that the public citizen, in the age of capitalism and secularization of society, can no 

longer fully develop personalities, and with that has been left with no certain idea of his role 

in society. 

 

Unfortunately, in a world where the forces of globalization have disenfranchised democratic 

citizens, it has become even more difficult for everyone to claim representation within the 

public. Unlike the liberal thoughts that emerged in the early 19th century around excluded 

groups being able to argue for their rights as part of an active public, in the modern city, the 

neoliberal global restructuring has resulted in a transfer of control from citizens back to 

state, and farther still, to unelected transnational corporations and organizations. Powerful 

institutions have since deemed democratic deliberation in public as inefficient and 

inappropriate for the development of economies. 
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In turn, capitalism and the privatization of political systems have since resulted in the 

privatization of public space and the decline of democracy in the public spaces of cities. 

 
 
The Fight for Democracy 
 
In response to this privatization in the 1970s, sociologists recognized the acute need for 

greater democracy in cities. Many concerned themselves with reengaging and remobilizing 

the public to change the system and began writing extensively and advocating for a 

movement known popularly as reclaiming the Right to the City (Purcell, 2014). This new 

vision of democracy in public spaces advocates for a reorientation of decision-making away 

from the state and back to the public, and a restructuring of power relations that underlie the 

production of public space. 

 

In order for such a radical restructuring of social, political and economic relations in the city 

to occur, Le Febvre and his successors like Harvey (2012) proposed a right to appropriation 

in which citizens physically access, occupy and use public spaces. By doing so, citizens 

rework control over physical urban space while posing a direct challenge to critical political-

economic relationships. Today, this is better referred to in literature as insurgent public 

spaces. These spaces are transformed by individuals or groups into sites of actions, 

meanings and possibilities (Hou, 2010) and indicates the ‘possibility and capacity of human 

agency’ (Hou, 2012) to modify public spaces. The public here refers to an active body of 

citizens, or a broad set of actors, that, unlike Habermas’ public, engage a wide variety of 

cultural practices. This is especially important in today’s world of multiplicity (Amin, 2008). 

Insurgent public spaces and the movement of the right to the city aims to build citizens who 

are not only responsive but also reflect their own particular and partial perspective. 

However, the problem of narcissism and the fall of the public man presented by Sennett 
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(1978), again destroys the possibility of a range of citizens learning from each other, 

reflecting on and considering their own positions with regards to others’ needs. Although the 

idea of such transformative politics of difference (Cameron and Grant- Smith, 2005) is 

claiming to become prevalent, in reality, it still seems an idealistic venture. 

 
Public Space of the 21st Century 
 
As the world moves towards digital platforms of debate, the political economy of public 

space, compared with its spatial and physical materiality, is far more central to the question 

of “What makes public space?” The disappearance of the public space has begun to 

dominate the literature as urbanists argue that technology has resulted in an ever more 

plural and distributed formation of sites for civic and political debate. The complex flows of 

information, ideas and people are shaping a public that is no longer reducible to a perceived 

and concrete space (Amin, 2008). 

 

The development of the press in the 1930s rapidly went from providing information to the 

masses to encouraging critical debate through letters and print publications. Today the 

Internet has become the dominant mode of cultural and political participation, threatening 

the perceived public space (Le Febvre, 1974) and supposedly weakening public life 

(Tonkiss, 2006). However, if we return to the aspatial and normative public sphere that 

surrounded Habermas’ writings, we will find that the public sphere that we so fear of 

decaying, continues to live as an intangible suite of ideas organized and represented by 

citizens in a placeless medium. Public debate and the opinions and needs of civil society 

continue to be represented before the public authority in placeless social realms. As long as 

the conversation and discourse continues to check the power of the state and other powerful 

institutions (Habermas, 1989), the public sphere is still very much alive. 
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However, this is not to say that the concrete and perceived space, as described by Lefebvre 

(Purcell, 2002), is no longer relevant. Producing lived public spaces necessarily involves 

reproducing social and political relations so a complex combination of the perceived space 

and mental constructions and representations of space must be accepted. Struggles over 

public space are struggles over opposing ideologies (Mitchell, 1995), over the ways in which 

members of society conceptualize public space and it is this process that architects, 

geographers and urbanists claim to make public spaces. The social, political, economic and 

cultural processes and relations in turn reaffirm, contradict, or alter their constituencies. 

 

Although the definitions of public space and the public are not universal or enduring, a 

commonly accepted notion of public space is that it is produced “through constant struggles 

in the past and in the present… for it is by struggling over and within space that the natures 

of ‘the public’ and of democracy are defined” (Mitchell, 1995). 

 

Research Gap 
 
The literature has demonstrated the importance of both the abstract and spatial conceptions 

of public in order for a comprehensive study of built public spaces to be possible. It would be 

misguided to invigorate public spaces and public realms based simply on a study of its 

physical parameters because just as the city is greater than its built form, public spaces 

must be also seen in its totality –within its political, social and cultural meanings. It would 

appear then that public spaces are essential to the establishment of democratic politics in 

cities. 

 

At the same time, the review also reveals a gap between the readings of political philosophy 

and urban public spaces that needs to be reconciled through future research. Although a 

combined reading of the two will require a vast range of knowledge in political thought and 
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urban planning, it will undoubtedly enable better assessments of today’s public spaces, in 

terms of civic and political achievements. 

 
1.4.2 A Comparison of the Evolution of Public Spaces – West v Singapore 
 
In order to advance research into public spaces in Singapore, a thorough reading of 

literature surrounding the history of planning in the nation-state is critical to understanding 

the political, social and cultural layers underlying these concrete and perceived spaces. 

Although incredibly young with a short history dating back 190 years (Kiang & Liang, 2009), 

Singapore has managed to accumulate several layers of meanings, functions, and forms 

within its built environment. Much of the recent literature surrounding urban planning in 

Singapore identify three key eras that have shaped both the private and public built forms of 

the city – colonial, post-colonial, and post- post colonial (Teo, 1992;, 2011; Ooi, 2004). In 

each of these, the State has managed to retain considerable control over the planning and 

design of the city, with little to no room for citizens to engage in the process. This has often 

been attributed to the strong roots in British colonialism that continues to reverberate in the 

planning of the city, as well as its government. However, with changing priorities, the private 

sector and the general public have slowly gained footing within the realm of planning – 

closely mirroring the evolution in the Western world. 

 

The evolution of public space planning in America makes for a good body of literature to 

parallel against that of Singapore’s – creating a West versus East narrative. While the more 

common public spaces in the US include plazas, squares, malls, playgrounds and streets 

(Longo, Doberneck, & Lyndhurst Foundation, 1996), Singapore has its own unique 

typologies. This includes five footways of shophouses developed in the colonial era in ethnic 

enclaves and the void decks on the ground floors of high-rise public housing blocks 

developed in the urban renewal post-colonial era. Like the US, Singapore also identifies 
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plazas, parks, playgrounds and streets as public spaces but as with other modern cities 

around the world, it has also recently included transit stations to that list. 

  

In Kiang and Liang’s (2009) detailed breakdown of the three eras, a thorough stratification of 

six distinct layers of Singapore public spaces is outlined, describing in more detail the 

uniquely Singaporean typology of public spaces mentioned above. The six layers they 

describe overlap with the colonial, post-colonial, post post- colonial eras but also highlight 

much more recent agendas and priorities that have arisen within the authoritative governing 

body for city planning – Urban Redevelopment Authority of Singapore. This includes 

privatization and conservation efforts throughout the 1970s and 1980s. Thereafter, public 

transportation network expansions led to the creation of new nodes of public spaces 

downtown as well as in peripheral residential towns. The various additions over time have 

accumulated to create our understanding today of public space typologies in Singapore and 

as more people enter the country to live and work, these spaces must be transformed 

continuously to accommodate new users and new priorities. 

 

Unfortunately, much of the literature surrounding public space planning in Singapore and for 

that matter, Southeast Asia, has not explored the impacts of the ‘newest users’ in the region. 

With rapid rates of in-migration and heavy reliance on foreign labor in the last decade, global 

cities like Singapore need to consider another layer of meaning, form and function of public 

spaces as constructed by migrant workers. 

 

It is therefore critical that the following research paper fills this gap in knowledge in order to 

update the understanding of public space in an era influenced heavily by migration flows 

and diversity. 
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1.4.3 The Checklist 
 
From the preceding understanding of public space and the concept of democracy that 

permeate such spaces, a select number of palpable criteria have been extracted that 

collectively shape democracy in public spaces. Although not all of the criteria recommended 

in the literature were developed for physical realms, as was the case with Habermas who 

wrote primarily about democracy in abstract realms, they can easily be adapted to the 

tangible public spaces described in the preceding section. The following criteria will jointly 

be referred to as the ‘Making Space for Democracy Checklist’, or the checklist. Inspired by 

the ladder of citizen participation by Sherry Arnstein (1969), the checklist has also been 

categorized by various tiers of democracy. Each tier progressively advances to higher 

orders of democratic pursuit, beginning with simple and rational criterions that encourage 

convergence of individuals to criterions that can increase an individual’s disposition towards 

others. As part of the research methodology, each studied public space, Dunlop Street and 

Tanjong Katong Complex, will be analyzed against the checklist in Chapter 3. The more 

criterions met by each public space, the more pronounced democracy can be denoted to 

exist.  

 

Making Space for Democracy Checklist 

Tier One: Encourages convergence 

(CRITERION A) Allows for unmediated interaction 

Indicator: Comfort and safety level, group size, mix of activities 

(CRITERION B) Lacks coercion 

Indicator: Presence of police, comfort and safety level 

(CRITERION C) Allows for discourse to check powers 

Indicator: Presence of police, surveillance cameras, statutory laws 

around congregation and public meetings 
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Tier Two: Cultivates tolerance 

(CRITERION D) Engages a wide variety of cultural practices 

Indicator: country of origin, ethnicity, culture-specific activity 

(CRITERION E) Creates opportunities for social communion and shared 

experiences 

Indicator: countries of origin, ethnicities, activity: talking, eating, 

length of stay in Singapore 

(CRITERION F) Cultivates tolerance  

Indicator: country of origin, education level, gender, age 

Tier Three: Increase disposition 

(CRITERION G) Allows for insurgence 

Indicator: outlier activities, ownership 

(CRITERION H) Allows for critical debate to seek consensus or mutual 

enjoyment 

Indicator: Activity: talking, group size <1, education level, ownership



 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Setting the Context: Singapore 
 

Chapter 2 
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2.1 The Migrant Working Population of Singapore  
 

2.1.1 Work Permit Holders 

Given the small population of Singapore, last estimated at 5.4 million (Singapore 

Department of Statistics, 2015), the nation-state has had to be dependent on an influx of 

foreign labor for a variety of industries. According to Jolovan Wham, the executive director of 

the Humanitarian Organization for Migrant Economics, male migrant workers, along with 

“female migrant workers [working in domestic capacities] … already make up nearly one-fifth 

of the total population” (Kirk, 2015), the claim supported by The Population Brief 2015 by the 

National Population and Talent Division of the Prime Minister’s Office.  

 

Those entering the country for the purposes of work vary by levels of education and skill, 

and are also granted immigration benefits according to work permits received. Higher-skilled 

migrants or foreign professionals working in managerial, executive and specialized jobs in 

sectors such as finance, insurance, and real estate sectors hold fixed monthly salaries of at 

least $3,300 ("Work passes and permits", 2016). These candidates are eligible for 

employment passes in Singapore, the most elite work permit available in the system. With 

the employment pass, foreign professionals are also easily able to bring over family 

members once they start earning more than $5,000 per month ("Passes for family of 

Employment Pass holders", 2016). Given that the higher skilled migrants are better paid and 

awarded a wider range of benefits, they are able to afford to live very similar l ifestyles to 

most local Singaporeans.  As such, the following research will narrow its focus on semi-

skilled work permit holders who come from approved source countries to work in certain 

sectors like construction, marine, manufacturing, and domestic work ("Sector-specific rules 

for Work Permit", 2016). The term ‘migrant workers’ will henceforth refer to these work 



 

 23 

permit holders whose actions and lifestyles are highly restricted in terms of living conditions, 

wage levels and most importantly, their use of public spaces.   

 

Male migrant workers, or work permit holders, come from approved source countries 

including Bangladesh, India, Malaysia and China ("Construction sector: Work Permit 

requirements", 2016). They are primarily employed in construction, manufacturing, marine, 

process, and service sectors and are subject to very strict immigrant regulations. The 

minimum age of this specific group of migrant workers is 18 and maximum, 58. Although 

they are allowed to be employed in Singapore for anywhere between 10 and 22 years, they 

are not permitted to bring family members over with them ("Work Permit conditions", 2016) 

 

Female migrant workers, on the other hand, come from approved source countries including 

Indonesia, Philippines, Bangladesh, India, Sri Lanka, Myanmar, and Malaysia ("Foreign 

domestic worker eligibility", 2016). They are only employed in domestic work and are 

similarly subject to strict immigrant regulations. Unlike male migrant workers, however, 

women are not prescribed a limit on the number of years in which they are allowed to work 

in Singapore but this does not affect their ability to bring over family members during the 

course of their work. By requirement, female migrant workers live at their employer’s 

residential address ("Rest days and well-being for foreign domestic worker", 2016) and this 

may range from public housing flats to large single-family homes in middle- income to high-

income neighborhoods. Given that they live within the homes of their employers, their 

private living spaces are of marginally better quality than that of their male counterparts who, 

as we will discover, are subject to poor living conditions.  

 

2.1.2 Private Spaces for Migrant Workers 



 

 24 

Following the Little India riots of 2013, migrant workers in Singapore have increasingly been 

under close watch in the public spaces around the island and even more so in their private 

living spaces. A vast number of reports have recently been published by local human rights 

activists and non-profit organizations that record and analyze the state of living quarters of 

male migrant workers in Singapore. These studies point to a distressing image of 

overcrowded, dark, and poorly ventilated living spaces, akin to that of tenements in New 

York and London in the beginning of the 19th century. In 2015 alone, the Ministry of 

Manpower said it performed more than 2,600 housing inspections and took enforcement 

action against more than 2,100 employers who were warned, offered a legal agreement for 

immediate payment, or charged in court ("Migrant workers' dormitory under investigation 

after distress call", 2016).  

 

Given that employers are 

required to provide workers 

with ‘acceptable housing’ that 

is structurally safe, fire and 

safety-proof, and that meet 

environmental health and 

sanitary standards set by 

government agencies, many 

circumvent the regulations by 

offering employees the lowest 

cost housing options – purpose-built dormitories and temporary housing quarters on 

construction sites. Purpose-built dormitories are used strictly to house foreign workers and 

are usually managed and leased out by the Building and Construction Authority (BCA) and 

Figure 1 Example of migrant workers housed in purpose-built 
dormitories in Singapore(Source: Straits Times Singapore) 
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Jurong Town Council (JTC). These are characteristically located far from the city center, on 

the periphery of residential neighborhoods, where land is cheapest (Fordyce, D., personal 

interview, December 21, 2015). Employers pay no more than $200 per month per employee 

for such dormitories. This is more than half the cost of housing employees in Housing 

Development Board apartments (Fordyce, D., personal interview, December 21, 2015) – the 

most common type of housing for local Singaporeans ("Public Housing – A Singapore Icon | 

HDB InfoWEB", 2016). Often, 12 men are housed in dormitory rooms measuring no more 

than 25 square meters (Glennie, 2015), below the internationally- recognized floor area per 

person minimum standards for developed countries of 20< square meters per person 

(United Nations Population Division, n.d.) and the intuitive standard of one person per room 

(Econometrica, Inc., 2007). These dormitories, often adapted and reused from previous 

school buildings and military compounds, are only equipped with the most basic amenities 

such as communal bathrooms, kitchens, and open fields or concrete courts for outdoor 

sports.  

 

In other instances, migrant workers in the construction industry are not housed in 

dormitories but rather temporary housing quarters on their work sites that are made from 

large shipping containers (Fordyce, D., personal interview, December 21, 2015). Like the 

dormitories, container rooms are often overcrowded and have very limited amenities made 

available to the workers (Video of Container Housing for Migrant Workers, 2013). This is 

reportedly a result of employers trying to minimize transportation costs produced by shuttling 

employees daily between worksite and far-away dormitory locations, or to other areas on the 

weekend for their weekly unpaid off hours (Fordyce, D., personal interview, December 21, 

2015). On the weekends, shuttle buses hired by employers often provide migrant workers 

transportation to areas like Little India, Orchard Road or Marina Bay, and therefore have a 
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strong impact on the types of public spaces frequently accessed by migrant workers 

(Fordyce, D., personal interview, December 21, 2015).  

 

The overall narrative of literature surrounding the housing conditions of male migrant 

workers in Singapore is bleak. Furthermore, it has recently been brought to light that the 

privacy of these men is ‘surrendered’ in these purpose-built dormitories ("Migrant workers' 

dormitory under investigation after distress call", 2016). They are required to sign in and out 

of their ‘private’ living spaces through finger-printing identification systems for employers’ 

records, and a number of CCTV surveillance cameras have been installed to monitor and 

police activities taking place within these spaces – even within their designated public 

spaces on and adjacent to dormitory sites.  

 

2.1.3 Migrant Workers in Public Spaces 

By permit requirements, female work permit holders are strictly engaged in domestic work 

whilst men are strictly hired in industries that require manual labor. The gender 

classifications necessarily result in limited interaction between work permit holders of 

opposing genders during their time in Singapore. Their interactions have therefore 

involuntarily been limited to their designated recreation hours. As such, the work permit 

conditions directly affect the way in which public spaces host unmediated interaction 

(CRITERION A) 1  and create opportunities for social communion and mutual enjoyment 

(CRITERION E)2 given that many migrant workers will not share common recreation times 

nor equal opportunity to access certain public spaces given financial limitations or limited 

time for travel. These recreation hours are agreed upon by each employer and employee, as 

mandated under work permit conditions set out by the Ministry of Manpower (“Rest days and 

                                                      
1 CRITERION A: Allows for unmediated interaction 
2 CRITERION E: Creates opportunities for social communion and shared experiences 
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well-being for foreign domestic worker”, 2016). Work permit holders in Singapore have very 

limited time in their weekly schedules for leisure or recreation. The mandatory unpaid leisure 

time provided by employers has been listed as one rest day for every 7-day period, including 

Sundays and Public Holidays.    

 

2.2 Life and Regulations in Singapore Public Spaces 
 
2.2.1 Overall structure of governance in Singapore 

In addition to the leisure time restrictions, other laws and regulations also govern the ways in 

which public spaces can be used by the migrant worker population, or any other member of 

public. Although many of the nation’s laws were inherited from British laws during the time of 

the colonial rule, the dominant political party in the nation, People’s Action Party, has 

reportedly been rejecting liberal democratic values (Mutalib, H., 2000) as described in the 

forthcoming section. These values are often considered unsuitable in the context of 

Singapore.  Laws restricting the freedom of speech and expression in public spaces are 

justified by claims that they are intended to prohibit speech that may cause disharmony 

within Singapore's multiracial and multi-religious society (Singapore Constitution Part IV 

Article 14). This has resulted in the international perception that some aspects of 

Singapore’s political process, civil liberties, and political and human rights are lacking.  

The Democracy Index, an index compiled by the Economist Intelligence Unit that measures 

the state of democracy in countries using indicators measuring pluralism, civil liberties, and 

political culture, ranks Singapore as 74th out of 167 (The Economist Intelligence Unit, 2016), 

earning the nation the title of “flawed democracy”. 

 

2.2.2 Public Order Act 

A major regulation affecting the use of public spaces is the Public Order Act, or the Act, 

enacted in 2009. More specifically, it is an act to “regulate assemblies and processions in 
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public places, to provide powers necessary for preserving public order and the safety of 

individuals at special event areas, to supplement other laws relating to the preservation and 

maintenance of public order in public places” (Singapore Statutes Online, 2012). The Act, 

enforced by the Singapore Police Force, is a punishable offence and can only be 

circumvented through a strict permitting process with the police prior to holding an 

assembly. Regardless of the number of people involved in any assembly, police have the 

right to convict organizers and participants of assemblies to a fine not exceeding $5,000, 

and in specific circumstances the fines could go up to $20,000 with up to 12 months 

imprisonment. Assemblies are defined in the Act as gatherings or meetings of persons the 

purpose (or one of the purposes) of which is —  

(a) to demonstrate support for or opposition to the views or actions of any person, group of 

persons or any government; 

(b) to publicize a cause or campaign; or 

(c) to mark or commemorate any event 

— whether or not comprising any lecture, talk, address, debate or discussion. The public 

places in which these occur are defined loosely as “any place to which members of the 

public have access as of right or by virtue of express or implied permission, whether or not 

on payment of a fee, whether or not access to the place may be restricted at particular times 

or for particular purposes” or “a part of a place that the occupier of the place allows 

members of the public to enter, but only while the place is ordinarily open to members of the 

public.” 

(Singapore Statutes Online, 2012) 

 

The imprecise language in the Act necessarily excludes a vast range of activities that 

normally occur in public spaces in Western cities and gives authorities the administrative 

discretion required to minimize civic participation, political activity or dissent. Political rallies, 
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social demonstrations and other gatherings that allow critical debate and opportunities for 

social communion that have become synonymous with public spaces in the US and Europe 

are instead punishable under the Act. For example, should a group of migrant workers from 

the same country wish to celebrate their independence day in a public space in Singapore, 

they would have to go through a permitting process with the police in order to avoid 

committing an offence under the Public Order Act – even if the gathering was organized for 

a small number of four to five people. Other commonly- held activities in public spaces that 

require a permit in Singapore include religious assemblies, festival and religious 

processions, and public talks. Since its enactment in 2009, the Act has resulted in twenty 

move-on orders issued by the police. These move-on orders were claimed by the Second 

Home Affairs Minister to be useful means for the police to “pre-emptively de- escalate 

potential public order situations” and stop “potential illegal actions” (Lee, 2015).  

 

It is also immediately clear that the Act directly conflicts with CRITERIA C, E, F, G and H3 of 

the checklist. In order to engage in discourse to check powers or to critically debate to seek 

consensus or communicated and share experiences, (as stated in CRITERIA C, E, H), 

migrant workers and other public space users should be able to congregate in groups of 

more than one and hold talks and meetings without potential of committing offences. Under 

the Public Order Act, these types of gatherings could easily be interpreted as “supporting or 

opposing the views or actions of any person, group of persons or any government”.  

 

2.2.3 Liquor Control Bill 

                                                      
3 CRITERION C: Allows for discourse to check powers 

CRITERION E: Creates opportunities for social communion and shared experiences 
CRITERION F: Cultivates Forbearance 
CRITERION G: Allows for insurgence 
CRITERION H: Allows for critical debate to seek consensus or mutual enjoyment 
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In January 2015, a Liquor Control Bill was passed to introduce measures to control the 

supply of take-away liquor and more importantly, the consumption of liquor in public places. 

Under the law, drinking is banned in all public places from the hours of 10:30pm to 7:00am 

(Singapore Statutes Online, 2015). Retail shops are also not allowed to sell take-away liquor 

during the same hours. Similar to the Public Order Act, to circumvent committing offences 

under the Liquor Control Bill, valid permits must be retrieved from the police in order to drink 

beyond restricted hours. Permit applications can be done online or at an AXS station (Lim, 

2015), an electronic self-service terminal that provides bill and fine payment services and 

government services conveniently located at most gas stations, public transit hubs, and 

shopping malls.  

 

While the restriction will apply to all public places to avoid displacement of problems from 

one area to another, ‘liquor control zones’ have already been designated in Little India and 

Geylang, resulting in even stricter policing and surveillance practices in public spaces in 

these zones. Such zones were claimed to be areas where significant risk of public disorder 

associated with excessive drinking is anticipated (Lim, 2015), a racially- loaded claim when 

analyzed against the ethnicity and country of origin of users in both locations. Intercept 

surveys conducted in December 2015 and January 2016 at Dunlop Street, an alley in Little 

India, revealed that the area was occupied mostly by Indians (64.3%) and Bangladeshis 

(21.4 percent), with only a small percentage of Singaporeans (14.3 percent). Meanwhile, 

intercept surveys at Tanjong Katong Complex, located in Geylang, revealed that the area 

was used mostly by Indonesians (74.3 percent), and some Singaporeans and Bengalis 

(combined 25.7 percent).  

 

Furthermore, public drinking is banned from 7:00am on Saturday to 7:00am on Monday, and 

from 7pm on the eve of a public holiday to 7am after the holiday in Liquor Control Zones 
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(Singapore Statutes Online, 2015) – a suspiciously close relation to the leisure hours that 

migrant workers are afforded weekly under the work permit conditions.  

 

2.2.4 Other outdoor entertainment and leisure laws 

In addition, authorities have repeatedly used the Public Entertainment and Meetings Act 

(Chapter 257) as well as the Miscellaneous Offences (Public Order and Nuisance) Act 

(Chapter 184) Section 5 — Assemblies and Processions to prosecute activists and 

politicians who have participated in activities or campaigns of a political nature in public 

places (Singapore Statutes Online, 1997). The former act regulates all public entertainments 

and meetings so that these may only occur in approved places and in accordance with a 

license issued by a Licensing Officer. While the Public Order and Nuisance Act has merits in 

that it regulates offences such as littering, vagrancy and touting in public places, excessive 

noise is a vaguely-worded offence in the Act that can easily exclude buskers – a common 

user of public spaces in the Western world. This is because the Act defines excessive noise 

offenders as “Any person who makes any noise by any instrument … in such a manner as 

to cause or be likely to cause annoyance or inconvenience to the occupier of any premises 

in the vicinity or to any person lawfully using any public road or in any public place…” and 

who therefore shall be liable on conviction to a fine not exceeding $1,000. The harshness of 

punishments for committing offences against the Act goes as far as any police officer being 

able to arrest without warrant any person offending against any of the provisions of the Act.  

 

Given that the Public Order Act and Liquor Control Bill will have most impact on the use of 

public spaces in Geylang and Little India, two sites within these zones were selected to 

conduct observation studies and administer intercept surveys in order to record and analyze 

the ways in which migrant workers use public spaces and have adapted to the current state 

of spatial justice in the city.
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Chapter 3 The use of public spaces by migrant workers in Singapore 

In order to analyze the level of democracy in public spaces in Singapore, each criteria 

established in the checklist must be evaluated in the chosen case study public spaces. One 

or more social observation, intercept survey, or statutory research finding may indicate the 

occurrence of any single criterion. For example, if a studied public space were to meet 

CRITERION A4, social observation and intercept survey findings would have to point to large 

group sizes, a mix of activities, and a high level of perceived comfort and safety in the space 

– characteristics that indicate the space allows for unmediated interaction. A large 

proportion of group sizes greater than one, measured by mean group size, with a high level 

of reported comfort and safety in the public space, measured by mode answer ‘Yes I feel 

comfortable and safe in this public space’ in question 9 of intercept survey (Appendix A), 

indicate that groups are able to interact through a variety of activities without the fear of 

being mediated by powerful constructs. This chapter will describe and explain the findings 

from the research conducted in two selected public spaces in Singapore, Dunlop Street and 

Tanjong Katong Complex, between December 2015 and February 2016.  

 

3.1. Existing trends and patterns of public 

space use by migrant workers in Little 

India, Dunlop Street 

Closely situated to the city center, Dunlop Street is a 

one-way road connecting Jalan Besar to Serangoon 

Road. It is now a pedestrianized alley parallel to the 

site of the December 2013 riots of Little India (Figure 

3).  The alley is lined on both sides by two-storey 

                                                      
4 CRITERION A: Allows for unmediated interaction 

Figure 2 Dunlop Street in Singapore (Photo 
by Nur Atiqa Asri) 
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shophouses, selling anything from textiles to food, drinks and calling cards. Indian migrant 

workers continue to frequent the street for necessary goods and services such as news and 

publications from India, international calling cards, and cheap fruits and produce. Just south 

of the study site, still along Dunlop Street, locals and tourists are instead the dominant users 

of the alley. This is a result of burgeoning restaurants and watering holes that cater to 

wealthier Singaporeans (Chen, 2013).  

 

Figure 3 Map of Dunlop Street Study Area and 2013 Riot Site 

On the afternoons of Sunday December 20, 2015 and Sunday January 17, 2016, 30-minute 

social observations were taken at Dunlop Street and 70 intercept surveys were conducted 

per session. Combined, both methodologies provided data pointing to types of users of the 

public space including age, nationality, gender and activities engaged in, as well as their 

perceptions of safety, comfort, and ownership, over the spaces.   
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The results of the observation and intercept surveys revealed that the main users of Dunlop 

Street were male – 90 percent of intercept survey responses, who typically visited and used 

the space with at least one other person. An average group size of 2.02, supported by 

modal group size of 2, strongly points to users sharing their experience of the space with 

someone else (CRITERION E)5. The average age of users of Dunlop Street is 29 years, and 

many were seen walking and cycling through the space. The modal activities in the space 

were therefore necessary, or functional, activities (Gehl, 2011). These refer to activities that 

are more or less compulsory (Carmona, 2003) and errand-like, such as travelling to places 

or shopping for basic goods and necessities. Other popular reported activities that users 

were engaged in at Dunlop Street fell into the categories of optional and social.  Optional 

activities are those participated in “if there is a wish to do so and if time and place make it 

possible” (Carmona, 2003), for example, people-watching. Meanwhile, social activities 

depend on the presence of others in the public space, such as conversing, discussing or 

any other types of communal activities. These observations were further supported by 

intercept survey findings that showed ‘shopping for groceries’ as the mode activity, often 

accompanied by ‘meeting friends’ and ‘eating’. 

 

At Dunlop street for example, men were observed standing and people-watching, or 

standing and talking with friends or fellow groups of migrant workers, with shopping bags in 

their hands. This is highly likely due to the abundance of supermarkets on Dunlop Street 

and neighboring alleys selling groceries and condiments from India, Sri Lanka and 

Bangladesh (Figure 4). Given that the users of the space were largely from India (64.3 

percent) and Bangladesh (21.4 percent), this would appear to be the main attraction of the 

area. Both these examples point to optional and social activities in the study area. There is 

                                                      
5 CRITERION E: Creates opportunities for social communion and shared experiences 
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therefore a wide mix of activities engaged in by users of Dunlop Street in an unmediated 

environment (CRITERION A)6.  

 

Figure 4 Names of stores on Dunlop Street trading goods catering to foreign workers 

Given the context of the Little India riots, which took place in 2013 in an adjacent alley, it is 

not surprising that two surveillance cameras at either end of the alley were noted by 

observers (Appendix C). Despite this, users of the space reported high levels of comfort and 

safety, with many claiming that in general, “Singapore is safe”. 100 percent of respondents 

to the intercept surveys reported feeling safe and comfortable, and 50 percent of visitors 

were recurrent visitors, coming to Dunlop Street at least “every few months” (Appendix D). 

This recurrence further supports the level of comfort and familiarity felt by users of the public 

space. However 90 percent of respondents of the survey were male and this may have 

strongly biased the responses. While feelings of comfort and safety may indicate an 

absence of coercion (CRITERION B) 7  in Dunlop Street, the presence of surveillance 

                                                      
6 CRITERION A: Allows for unmediated interaction 
7 CRITERION B: Lacks coercion 
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cameras does inhibit, to a great extent, the free discourse to check powers and to partake in 

insurgent activities as given by CRITERIA C and G8.  These cameras are accompanied by 

Singapore Police signage explicitly reminding public space users that the area is under 

camera surveillance. These signs, like other municipal signage, are translated in the mother 

tongue languages spoken by local Singaporeans – Mandarin, Malay, and Tamil (Appendix 

C) – but not in Bengali or Hindi, the national languages of Indians and Bangladeshis.  

 

The intercept survey as well as additional 

remarks noted by observers during survey 

sessions point to a small percentage of local 

Singaporeans using the Dunlop Street as a 

public space. Only 14.3 percent of intercept 

survey respondents were Singaporeans, with 

only two other nationalities reported in the 

survey responses – Indian and Bangladeshi. 

Given this data, there appears to be a small 

mix of cultural backgrounds between users of 

the space, which point to a low likelihood of 

engagement of a wide variety of cultural 

practices in Dunlop Street (CRITERION D)9. 

This trait combined with a predominantly male demographic group aged around 29 with only 

secondary school education, creates a group of public space users who are less than 

diverse. Without a larger mix of users, forbearance against different users cannot be 

                                                      
8 CRITERION C: Allows for discourse to check powers 

CRITERION G: Allows for insurgence 
9 CRITERION D: Engages a wide variety of cultural practices 

Figure 5 Migrant workers walk, cycle, and buy 
groceries on Dunlop Street (Photo by Nur Atiqa 
Asri) 
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cultivated in the space (CRITERION F) 10 . The similar users are instead more likely to 

discuss shared experiences in the communal setting rather than critically debate current 

issues that would require multiple viewpoints and opinions.  

 

In fact, the homogeneity of users of the public space seems to point to an increased 

isolation of Dunlop Street users from the rest of the population of Singapore. The most 

important finding from the intercept surveys showed that while over 82 percent reported 

feeling like they owned the space, the rest of the respondents felt uncertain or that they did 

“not really” own the space. Of these, a significant 80 percent were Singaporeans. Given that 

the retail mix in Dunlop Street is strongly targeted at South Asian migrants, Singaporeans 

may not feel like they belong in the space given the shortage of amenities relevant to their 

lifestyles. Furthermore, Bangladeshi and Indian migrants largely occupy Dunlop Street, the 

lack of diversity in occupants may make Singaporeans passing through feel unwelcomed. It 

seems the lack of mix between local Singaporeans and migrant workers using the public 

space might greatly affect the democracy of Dunlop Street as a public space. Critical 

debates (CRITERION H)11 would be impossible to engage in given the lack of cultural and 

educational backgrounds (more than 50 percent of the users of Dunlop Street hold only 

secondary school education, as expected from the types of employment engaged by Indian 

and Bangladeshi migrants in Singapore). Unfortunately, income levels were not collected 

from the surveys and this may have proven useful as a proxy for the above-mentioned 

CRITERIA D12, F, and H. Regardless, the same trend was observed in Tanjong Katong 

Complex and will be highlighted in the following section.  

 

                                                      
10 CRITERION F: Cultivates forbearance 
11 CRITERION H: Allows for critical debate to seek consensus or mutual enjoyment 
12 CRITERION D: Engages a wide variety of cultural practices 
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3.2. Existing trends and patterns of public space use by migrant workers in 

Geylang, Tanjong Katong Complex 

Situated in the southeastern neighborhood known as Geylang, Tanjong Katong Complex is 

a shopping mall that features stores and services that appeal mostly to domestic foreign 

workers from Indonesia. For the purposes of this study, however, Tanjong Katong Complex 

will refer specifically to the public space, or open field and plaza, on the southern and 

eastern borders of the shopping mall (Figure 6). On the afternoons of Sunday, December 

20, 2015 and Sunday, January 17, 2016, 30-minute social observations were taken at 

Tanjong Katong Complex and 70 intercept surveys were conducted per session. Combined, 

both methodologies provided data pointing to types of users of the public space including 

age, nationality, gender and activities engaged in, as well as their perceptions of safety, 

comfort, and ownership, over the spaces.   

 

Figure 6 Study Area Tanjong Katong Complex in Geylang 
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The results of the observation and intercept surveys revealed that the main users of Tanjong 

Katong Complex were female – 100 percent of intercept survey responses despite random 

selection. They typically 

visited and used the 

public space outside 

the shopping complex 

with at least one other 

person as indicated by 

a modal group size of 

2. This points to the 

ability of users to 

engage in unmediated 

interaction with someone else within the space (CRITERIA A and E)13. In fact, group sizes 

in Tanjong Katong Complex were reported as big as groups of 12, further supporting the 

availability of opportunities to freely interact. The average age of users of Dunlop Street is 

31 years, and many were seen standing and sitting in the shade under canopy of trees on 

the field. Unlike Dunlop Street, Tanjong Katong Complex users were more engaged in 

optional and social activities, rather than necessary activities. Users were largely static in 

terms of movement; some were even lying down on picnic mats under the trees.  

 

Meeting friends was the primary purpose of visits to Tanjong Katong Complex, according to 

the intercept survey. More than 75 percent of respondents reported visiting strictly to “Meet 

Friends”. This aligns with the modal activity observed, “Talking”, in large groups, which might 

                                                      
13 CRITERIONA: Allows for unmediated interaction 

CRITERION E: Creates opportunities for social communion and shared experiences 

Figure 7 Indonesian domestic workers gather in large groups at Tanjong 
Katong Complex (Photo by Nur Atiqa Asri) 
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also indicate possible opportunities for critical debate to check powers (CRITERION H)14. 

The modal social activity of talking with friends is followed by other optional activities such 

as eating and using mobile devices. The modal activities of users of the public space 

indicate high levels of social communion, shared experiences, and some exchange of 

culture through food. The women, mostly from Indonesia (74.3 percent), were observed 

passing around containers of food between groups. Furthermore, two women who fell under 

the age range of 20 and 34 appeared to be selling traditional Indonesian food at extremely 

affordable prices that is otherwise difficult to procure in Singapore. 

 

The illegal activity is clearly an outlier action given the strict regulations around touting in 

public spaces in Singapore, indicating some level of insurgence (CRITERION G) 15  at 

Tanjong Katong Complex. Other outlier and illegal activities that were observed included an 

older woman standing under the shade of a tree selling calling cards illegally to the 

Indonesian migrants and an older man begging and soliciting money from migrants – also 

an offence under the Public Order and Nuisance Act. In order to be formal and legal, these 

activities would have required submitting applications for a wide range of permits and 

licenses from various agencies such as the National Environment Agency or the Agri-Food 

and Veterinary Authority of Singapore and even then, work permit holders would not have 

even been eligible to apply for the required permits given their migrant status. Having to 

engage in activities that are deemed illegal might explain the high percentage of users who 

felt like they did not own the public space. Of the 58.6 percent who did not claim to own the 

public space, 80.5 percent are Indonesians.  

 

                                                      
14 CRITERION H: Allows for critical debate to seek consensus or mutual enjoyment 
15 CRITERION G: Allows for insurgence 
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Without the presence of police patrolling and 

under the comfort of shade, it is clear that 

users of Tanjong Katong Complex were in a 

favorable environment devoid of outright 

coercion by authorities (CRITERION B) 16 . 

There were, however, two surveillance 

cameras within the study area despite being 

located just outside the liquor control zone 

designated by the Liquor Control Bill (Figure 8 

and Figure 9). Like Dunlop Street, these 

surveillance cameras, accompanied by large Singapore Police signs, diminish the ability of 

public space users to check powers through discourse (CRITERION C)17 for fear of being 

monitored and recorded.   

 

Figure 9 Map of Study Area Tanjong Katong Complex in relation to Geylang Liquor Control Zone 

                                                      
16 CRITERION B: Lacks coercion 
17 CRITERION C: Allows for discourse to check powers 

Figure 8 Singapore Police surveillance cameras 
at Tanjong Katong Complex (Photo by Nur Atiqa 
Asri) 
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Regardless, intercept surveys showed that Tanjong Katong Complex users admitted feeling 

safe and comfortable (84.3 percent) like those in Dunlop Street. Both study areas converge 

to point at an overall high level of safety of public spaces in Singapore. This may be 

attributed to the numerous laws and regulations that prevent disorder and nuisance uses of 

public spaces that may cause lack of safety such as littering and vagrancy.  

 

Unfortunately, there is again only a small mix of nationalities and cultures amongst users of 

the space (CRITERION D)18. Intercept surveys revealed a large majority being Indonesian 

(74.3 percent), with only a combined 25.7 percent of Singaporeans and Bengals making up 

the rest of the users. The lack of mix of cultural backgrounds of users therefore results in the 

inability of the space to cultivate tolerance amongst different users of the space 

(CRITERION F)19 since there are barely any divergent practices amongst the Indonesian 

domestic workers. Instead they are more likely to share experiences in such a social 

communion setting (CRITERION E)20 – stories about the families they work for and the 

children they are looking after are common conversation topics brought to light in the 

informal discussions with survey respondents.  

 

Finally, convenience appears to be a key factor for recurrent visits to the public space in 

Geylang. Anecdotally, many of the Indonesian domestic workers, in conversation, 

mentioned the convenience of several mosques in the area as being a factor for their choice 

of using Tanjong Katong Complex every other weekend. The Muslim women spend 

weekend mornings and afternoons in the public space and therefore need to carry out their 

prayers over the course of the day. In addition, given the proximity of Tanjong Katong 

Complex to Paya Lebar MRT Station and Eunos Bus Interchange, which offer several train 

                                                      
18 CRITERION D: Engages a wide variety of cultural practices 
19 CRITERION F: Cultivates forbearance 
20 CRITERION E: Creates opportunities for social communion and shared experiences 
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and bus lines servicing all parts of the island, it is not surprising that everyone using the 

public space conveniently arrived by public transit. The users of the space spend an 

average of 31-60 minutes to travel to Tanjong Katong Complex. They live in neighborhoods 

all over Singapore ranging from high-income neighborhoods such as Bukit Timah 

(dominated by large single family homes), to primarily public housing neighborhoods such 

as Sengkang.  

 

Without available census statistics, only anecdotal information provided through informal 

discussions with survey respondents suggested the various levels of income of the 

employers of these migrant workers. Their verbal description of housing type, street names, 

and occupation of employers were key in highlighting the wide range of housing and work 

experiences that the Indonesian domestic migrants were experiencing in Singapore. The 

different work experiences enhance the sharing of experiences (CRITERION E)21 amongst 

users of Tanjong Katong Complex.  

 

3.3. Overall Findings 

Dunlop Street and Tanjong Katong Complex, public spaces predominantly used by migrants 

from India, Bangladesh, Indonesia, and Bengal, fall short of meeting the democratic 

checklist and if they are any indication of other public spaces in Singapore, then there is still 

much that needs to be done in achieving democracy in public spaces of Singapore. Both 

sites with the good mix of activities, high levels of safety and comfort, and big group sizes, 

showed that there is a level of unmediated interaction (CRITERION A)22 and an absence of 

coercion (CRITERION B)23, however, the ability to engage in a discourse to check powers 

within the public spaces is still very difficult given the placement of prominent surveillance 

                                                      
21 CRITERION E: Creates opportunities for social communion and shared experiences 
22 CRITERION A: Allows for unmediated interaction 
23 CRITERION B: Lacks coercion 



 

 45 

cameras by the police. This, combined with strict regulations under the Public Order Act that 

regulate any procession or demonstration that supports or opposes the views or actions of 

any person, group of persons or government, necessarily exclude any activity that checks 

power.  

 

Unfortunately, given the isolation of nationalities within each public space, there is an 

evident lack of diversity in users that prevents any engagement of a wide variety of cultural 

practices (CRITERION D)24. This clear clustering of migrants from similar home countries 

resembles the ethnic succession theory (White, 1984), which claims that ethnic and racial 

groups entering a new country or city tend to live together. However, in the case of 

Singapore, migrants congregate in public spaces together given that their housing is 

restricted under work permit conditions, whereby employers are required to provide both 

domestic and construction workers with housing. The clear scarcity of local Singaporeans 

using either of the observation sites highlight a key issue facing the state of democracy in 

public spaces – segregation. Although the issue of segregation has increasingly become 

prominent in research around the housing of migrant workers in Singapore, no one has yet 

raised the issue in the context of public spaces. The research findings therefore call for 

policies and plans that will reduce segregation of migrant workers in the public realm in 

order to be able to cultivate forbearance (CRITERION F)25, create opportunities for critical 

debate (CRITERION H)26 amongst a wide variety of community members – both local and 

foreign (CRITERION D) – and that will check powers of the state and its authorities 

(CRITERION C) 27 .

                                                      
24 CRITERION D: Engages a wide variety of cultural practices 
25 CRITERION F: Cultivates forbearance 
26 CRITERION H: Allows for critical debate to seek consensus or mutual enjoyment 
27 CRITERION C: Allows for discourse to check powers 
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Chapter 4 Creating democratic public spaces in Singapore 

The Urban Redevelopment Authority (URA) is the national land use planning and 

conservation authority of Singapore, and a statutory board under the Ministry of National 

Development of the Singapore Government. As a statutory board, it is an autonomous 

agency of the Government that was established by an Act of Parliament and is overseen by 

a government ministry. Unlike ministries and government departments that are subdivisions 

of ministries, statutory boards are not staffed by civil servants and have greater 

independence and flexibility in their operations. This would suggest that given its political 

autonomy, URA has the ability to take on some of the following recommendations presented 

in this chapter.  

 

URA’s mission as the land use planning and conservation authority is to ensure land 

efficiency through strict land use planning and development control, as well as creating a 

vibrant and sustainable city in partnership with communities (“Mission”, 2016). It was only 

very recently that the authority decided to explore partnerships with communities through 

community planning. For a long time, URA was always a top-down power that regulated the 

type and intensity of development by specifying land-use division through zoning (Khublall, 

N., & Yuen, B., 1991). Born out of the need to solve overcrowding and the deterioration of 

public amenities in the first half of the 20th century (Dale, O. J., 1999), the authority works 

very closely with other government bodies such as the Housing Development Board, Land 

Transport Authority, and JTC Corporation, the national developer of industrial infrastructure 

(“History of URA”, 2015; Chew, 2009). It was therefore always a highly centralized 

government operation until recently when members of the community began showing 

interest in issues relating to conservation and development (Ooi, G. L., 2004; Wong & Yap, 

2004; Yuen, 1998).  
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In 2005, the Old National Library was demolished to make way for the construction of the 

Fort Canning Tunnel (FCT) to ease road traffic into the city. The project was part of URA’s 

larger plan for the Museum Planning Area which was ironically, meant to form a “civic 

institution hub” (“Museum”, 2015). However, as soon as plans were publicized in 1999, 

public dissent in the media grew. Many expressed concern over disappearing heritage 

landmarks and the library, a national icon of Singapore that had survived the turbulent 

disaster of World War 2, was feared to be the first of many more to come. Many members of 

the public wrote to national newspapers and online forums to express outcry with URA’s 

plans. Notably, the dissent was never expressed in a public place given that it would have 

been interpreted as an opposition to the views or actions of the government and publicity of 

a cause leading to punishable offences. Lauded local architect Tay Kheng Soon had even 

held a press conference to unveil an unofficial masterplan re-routing the tunnel in order to 

save the old National Library (Xu, 2015) and later wrote to the Prime Minister’s Office 

regarding his proposal. Like the rest of the public, his ideas were not received by the 

Ministry of National Development and the authority’s plans moved forward as the old 

National Library made way for the Fort Canning Tunnel.  

 

Fortunately, since the old National Library saga, there has been a considerable shift in the 

tone of the authority in terms of its willingness to accept public comments and engaging the 

community in planning and conservation efforts. The redevelopment of Bukit Brown, a 

cemetery site, and Rail Corridor, a former rail site, are two examples of progress made by 

URA in terms of community planning – particularly in planning public spaces. In both cases, 

public engagement with the affected communities was established early on in order to 

gather feedback on the needs and concerns surrounding the new developments (“Rail 

Corridor - REQUEST FOR PROPOSALS”, 2016; “The Rail Corridor Roving Exhibition”, 

2016). In the former, housing and arterial roads had been planned to cut through the public 
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cemetery and in the latter, the abandoned rail tracks were slated to be transformed into a 

continuous green public space much like Queensway in New York that proposes to convert 

the former LIRR Rockaway Beach Branch into a new public park (“About – Queensway”, 

2016). Comments from the public made either at public meetings, or online through 

feedback portals and in the media were distilled into design briefs for the Concept Master 

Plan. Various interests from religious, environmental, and youth groups were represented 

throughout the process and continue to refine the designs made by the selected design 

teams. The negligible shift in tone and approach however has not been sufficient. This is 

despite the creation of Singapore 21 (1999), a report produced by Members of Parliament 

and over 6,000 different Singaporeans that “envisaged a three-way partnership between the 

people, the public sector and the private sector to build greater social cohesion, sense of 

community and national belonging”. Smaller planning decisions continue to be prescribed by 

the authority with negligible community engagement and many demographic groups 

continue to be excluded from these decisions – the migrant population being one despite 

their growth in numbers and their direct contributions to the building of the city.   

 

4.1. The Case of Hong Kong: A Neutral Position 

Like Singapore, Hong Kong is a former British colony that has continued to evolve into a 

dense city heavily reliant on a large migrant population for its construction and domestic 

work industries.  It has therefore dealt with very similar planning challenges, especially with 

regards to controlling and maintaining the private living spaces and public spaces 

frequented by migrant workers. The living spaces of Filipino domestic workers in Hong Kong 

has been heavily documented and very much resemble the plight conditions endured by 

migrant workers in Singapore today. Given the scarcity of space in Hong Kong, these 

domestic workers are often housed in “large closets” measuring not more than 59 square 

feet (Tillu, 2011) in some of the most luxurious apartments owned by employers. The 
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argument previously raised that migrant workers face a serious lack of personal space 

arises here in Hong Kong, and is seen as a threat to their privacy, overall wellbeing and 

quality of life. These migrant workers who live at the residences of their employers often lack 

a separation between their home and work lives and are socially and emotionally isolated 

from peers (Tillu, 2011) given that they are restricted to the physical households in which 

they live. The limited space they live and work in therefore leads to a strong desire for their 

own personalized and personally- programmed spaces (Law, 2002) and spaces that allow 

for social interaction.  

 

As a result, many Filipino domestic workers have appropriated public spaces in the city 

center on their days off – typically Sundays and in the Central District. They are often seen 

occupying parks, squares, sidewalks, and pedestrian overpasses – a common public space 

typology in the city (Figure 10). 

 

Figure 10 Filipino domestic workers occupying space under an overpass in Central District, Hong Kong 
(Photo by Mizah Rahman) 
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 Many preceding studies of Hong Kong’s public spaces have focused on the infamous 

privately- owned public plaza of the Hong Kong Shanghai Bank Corporation (HSBC) 

building which Filipino domestic workers completely transform with noise, food, and 

festivities weekly (Appendix E). The plaza and the spillover from increasing numbers of 

migrant workers onto adjacent footpaths and sidewalks have collectively been referred to as 

“Little Manila” (Hou, J., E-mail Interview. February 15, 2016). They engage in the same 

types of recreational activities as migrant workers in Singapore’s public spaces, mostly 

talking with friends and eating and drinking in groups. In some instances, however, migrant 

workers in Hong Kong have also been involved in trading and demonstrations against the 

state and economic policies. Aside from these, the Hong Kong migrant workers’ motivation 

for living life in the public space and the ways in which they use the spaces are seemingly 

analogous to that of migrant workers in Singapore – making the city a relevant case study 

for consideration. 

 

Locals in Hong Kong have not taken well to this appropriation of public space. Although 

Jeffrey Hou, Professor and Chair of Landscape Architecture at University of Washington 

claims that some locals are sympathetic to migrant workers, most in fact perceive these 

occupied spaces as a form of colonization (Tillu, 2011) and have openly expressed 

contempt toward the appropriation of public spaces by migrant workers in Central district. 

Local citizens were mostly concerned about implications on the aesthetic and hygiene of the 

city center. The large amount of trash generated every Sunday by migrant workers mostly 

consists of food wrappings, plastic bags and cardboards that are used as mats for sitting 

and building cubicles. Local retailers and hoteliers have also raised issues over the loitering 

that looks similar to illegal squatters and has deterred business on Sundays.  
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Hong Kong’s government has since gone through various phases of responding to the 

phenomena. While it reacted with ignorance in the beginning, the strong voices of local 

businesses and residents led to it taking action against the migrant worker population. In 

1992, a petition was organized by Hong Kong Land, the city’s leading property investment, 

management and development group, to reopen the pedestrianized Chater Road (Tyrell, 

1992), which was popular with Filipino domestic workers on Sundays. Meanwhile, 

suggestions were also rising from the public to relocate the migrant workers from Central 

district to nearby vacant parking lots. The government then tried its best to appease the 

various demands by relocating the migrant workers to a former school-house, Bayanihan 

Center, that has begun hosting a range of social services for migrant workers including 

church services and skills-building classes. It also erected temporary barriers to reduce 

accessibility into the area on Sundays and stationed security guards (Law, 2002) as 

surveillance measures. These strategies exhibited explicit resistance but still failed to 

completely uproot the migrant workers on weekends as intended.  

 

By the late 1990s, the Hong Kong government ceased efforts to displace the community, 

instead focusing efforts around increasing security and sanitation. This neutral position aims 

to neither encourage nor dismiss the migrant workers from public spaces in Central district. 

For example, sanitation bins in the plaza were increased by numbers, sanitation workers 

were hired to clean up before and after each weekend, and government-issued signs in 

parks and plazas in the area remind users to clean up litter in three languages including 

English, Chinese, and Tagalog the national language of Philippines. This acknowledges the 

presence of Filipino domestic workers as users of the space while still exerting the 

government’s control over maintenance and ownership. Today Hong Kong as a nation 

tacitly accepts, “tolerates” (Hou, J., E-mail Interview. February 15, 2016), and, in some way, 

has institutionalized the public spaces as dedicated places for migrant workers. Filipino 
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domestic workers using the HSBC plaza have since also cited feeling a strong sense of 

ownership of the space regardless of the signs and security patrols. They appreciate being 

able to modify and creatively claim the space weekly and have therefore achieved a certain 

level of comfort in the space.   

 

Unfortunately, similar to Singapore, public spaces in Hong Kong have increasingly been 

threatened by police brutality, especially during protests. In addition, the spaces also do not 

encourage the engagement of a wide variety of cultural groups in any one place, and 

therefore does not facilitate much interaction between migrant worker population and locals 

(i.e. CRITERION D)28. Integration, as Jeffrey Hou suggests, would require other forms of 

action and policy interventions now beyond the reach of the Hong Kong government’s 

current neutral position. He goes further to suggest that in order to increase the level of 

democracy in public spaces, public participation in the political and planning processes must 

be increased and “migrant communities should be a part of this” (Hou, J., E-mail Interview. 

February 15, 2016).  

 

Although public spaces in Hong Kong fall short of meeting a number of criteria in the 

checklist, it supersedes Singapore in CRITERIA G and H29, those in the highest tier of the 

checklist. This is because Hong Kong’s public spaces allow for insurgence as demonstrated 

by migrant workers who set up temporary cardboard cubicles weekly and have loosely 

designated areas for specific activities such as trading and performances. The public space 

landscapes in Hong Kong have also matured and evolved over time, adapting to current 

events and trends. According to Jeffrey Hou, “the fact that migrant workers are able to 

                                                      
28 CRITERION D: Engages a wide variety of cultural practices 
29 CRITERION G: Allows for insurgence 

CRITERION H: Allows for critical debate to seek consensus or mutual enjoyment 
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occupy the public spaces and self-express is an important aspect of democracy” (Hou, J., E-

mail Interview. February 15, 2016).  

 

Regardless of heightened security patrols, critical debates to seek consensus around 

political ideas have frequently occurred in public spaces in Hong Kong. One of the most 

highly publicized events was Occupy Hong Kong in 2012 when protesters took over the 

HSBC plaza and refused to leave in response to income inequality and unemployment 

amongst Hong Kong’s youth (“Public Space”, 2016). This outright display of criticism of the 

government observed in several parts of the city, at different times, and by different groups 

indicates that public spaces do allow for critical debates. In order to create more of these 

opportunities in public spaces, Hou suggests that Hong Kong, and other like cities, needs to 

democratize all levels of the government — “creating more robust forms of participation and 

accountability” (Hou, J., E-mail Interview. February 15, 2016). 

 

It seems Hong Kong is in fact moving closer towards this ideal. More recently, a new set of 

actors other than the government has come forward to further improve the condition of 

public spaces commonly occupied by migrant workers. Grassroots cultural organizations, 

whether religiously- affiliated or not, have committed support to domestic workers by 

defending their rights, promoting education and culture, building networks, and advancing 

solidarity. In collaboration with cultural researchers and artists, these migrant organizations 

have begun to raise awareness around the human rights and housing issues facing migrant 

workers through various mediums of art exhibited in public places.  

 

The most recent example from June 2015 involves collaboration between grassroots Filipino 

migrant organizations in Hong Kong and Para Site, a local contemporary art center. The two 

cultural organizations worked with the migrant community to realize a series of public 
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programs relating to the various issues impacting the migrant community, as well as docent 

programs geared towards domestic workers. One of the public programs, A Room of Their 

Own, was a reading group dedicated to literature on gender-specific migration accompanied 

by roving mobile libraries ("Hong Kong's Migrant Domestic Workers Project - A Room of 

Their Own - Para Site", 2015). The program was carried out at three locations: Victoria Park, 

a public space commonly occupied by Indonesian migrant workers in Hong Kong, in a 

center for domestic workers and finally, in private housing. Through the act of reading and 

writing prose, the group has raised awareness amongst fellow migrant workers and local 

Hong Kong residents regarding the various aspects of migrant domestic workers’ daily lives.  

 

Although the government continues to take a neutral position, other grassroots actors are 

paving the way to create democratic public spaces in the city that encourage both locals and 

migrant workers to participate in public life. In order to advance in a similar direction 

authorities in Singapore would have to take action and make policy interventions beyond the 

neutral position and increase public participation in the political and planning processes, in 

which “migrant communities should play a part” (Hou, J., E-mail Interview. February 15, 

2016). 

 

4.2. Recommendations 

The following recommendations collectively aim to democratize more levels of the 

government and planning process in order to create more robust forms of participation and 

accountability for the migrant population. They range from wide-scale plans and policies that 

create avenues of communication and information sharing of city plans and design 

proposals, between authorities and migrant populations, to smaller- scale programs that 

raise awareness around migrant workers’ housing and employment issues in public spaces. 

Local migrant organizations will play a key role in supporting all of the following 
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recommendations given their established research and communications capacities, 

relationships with each other, the Ministry of Manpower and the respective home embassies 

of migrant workers. Figure 11 provides some examples of organizations and the range of 

services that they currently provide for the migrant worker population in Singapore.  

Name of Organization Services and programs offered 
Transient Workers Count 2 Advocacy campaigns 

Research 
Social worker assistance – counseling and 
employment advice 
The Cuff Road Project – Food program 
Medical and dental subsidies 
Transportation subsidies 
Rent subsidies 

Humanitarian Organization for 
Migration Economics 

Advocacy campaigns 
Research 
Public Education 
Legal aid 
Shelter 
Skills training 
Medical and dental services 

Dibashram (Sister Organization MISAF 
Bangladesh) 

Venue for free programs such as 
celebrations, drama performances, 
workshops, seminars, clinics and classes 

Banglar Kantha Bengali newspaper 
Soup Kitchen Project Food program 
St Anthony’s Church Food program 
Indonesian Family Network Public discussions 

Social worker assistance – counseling and 
employment advice 

Filipino Family Network Social worker assistance – counseling and 
employment advice 

Figure 11 Table of existing grassroots migrant organizations in Singapore 

 

Recommendation: Create a citywide plan for social and intercultural coexistence in 

public spaces 

The plan, overseen by URA, would consist of mechanisms and actions that allow for the 

integration of migrant workers in public spaces in Singapore and would be carried out 

through inter-agency cooperation. Modeled after The Madrid Plan (Dirección General de 

Inmigración y Cooperación al Desarrollo and Área de Gobierno de Familia y Servicios 
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Sociales, n.d.), the social and intercultural coexistence plan would promote intercultural 

knowledge between migrant worker populations and Singaporeans by allowing them to use 

public spaces such as Tanjong Katong Complex plaza and Dunlop Street to celebrate 

traditional cultural events together and to host intercultural public meetings. This would 

require extensive cooperation with grassroots migrant organizations, Ministry of Manpower, 

and local leaders from community development councils ("About Community Development 

Council", 2016). The Madrid Plan has developed a variety of mechanisms and organizations 

needed “to build a society conducive for all residents in Madrid” (The Centre for Migration 

and Intercultural Coexistence for the City of Madrid, n.d.), including the Centre for Migration 

and Intercultural Coexistence. As part of the plan, the Centre aims to increase 

understanding of migration phenomena and multicultural coexistence through research and 

policy evaluation. It also seeks to increase dialogue and interaction between all persons in 

the city through organized forums and district discussions such as the Madrid Forum and 

Board of Dialogue and Intercultural Coexistence. The following are therefore key 

mechanisms to include in the citywide plan for Singapore, mirroring efforts in Madrid: 

 

a) Outreach program in public spaces that offers activities, actions and programs 

aimed at promoting neighborly coexistence. 

The Madrid Plan enabled public spaces in over 21 districts across the city to be activated by 

programs designed to stimulate immigrant and local population engagement. Today, over 50 

city outreach organizers are active in the city’s parks and squares, promoting activities 

“aimed at promoting neighborly co-existence” ("From Public Space to Common Ground | 

Cities of Migration", 2011). These public spaces have become meeting points where 

members of the community, regardless of their origins, can get to know each other and 

participate and converse on matters affecting them (Dirección General de Inmigración y 

Cooperación al Desarrollo Área de Gobierno de Familia y Servicios Sociales, 2016). The 
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outreach team is therefore multidisciplinary, multicultural and trained to work with 

communities of many origins. In Singapore, the Ministry of Manpower would be best 

positioned to collaborate closely with grassroots cultural organizations such as the 

Indonesian Family Network to organize and implement similar outreach programs. While the 

grassroots organizations would have an already well-established and well-respected 

relationship with migrant worker populations, the Ministry would have the resources, 

funding, and capacity to organize large-scale events. These outreach programs conducted 

in public spaces and in a wide range of neighborhoods must also be carried out in close 

cooperation with local residents. Locals are a key resource in carrying out the active 

integration and intercultural coexistence on which the Plan is based. In order to do so, the 

Community Development Councils under which each public space falls would have to be 

engaged in the process. Outreach programs can range from art and photography exhibitions 

highlighting the lives of migrant workers, to sports leagues, skills workshops, visioning 

sessions, and celebrations of particular ethnic or religious festivals. In particular, outward 

celebrations and open showcase of culture in a public space can be powerful in promoting 

acceptance and understanding. In Madrid alone, for example, hundreds of activities already 

take place annually inviting thousands of participants from both immigrant and local 

populations to become familiar with each other, and to familiarize themselves with foreign 

etiquette and culture.  

 

Public Art Programs 

Given that public art programs such as those jointly produced by grassroots Filipino migrant 

organizations in Hong Kong and Para Site have been successful in raising awareness 

around the human rights and housing issues facing migrant workers, as well as imparting 

arts and cultural skills to migrant workers, it appears that Singapore would similarly gain 

from such programs. URA would have to also work closely with the National Arts Council 
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(NAC), a government-linked organization overseeing the promotion of art appreciation 

in Singapore, in order to successfully manage and promote such a public art program. The 

Arts For All program at NAC, which aims to “reach different places and segments of society 

through the arts” (“Arts for All”, 2016), already organizes a range of arts-based activities in 

collaboration with local artists and community partners annually. Grassroots migrant 

organizations, with the help of URA’s Place Management Department, would be able to 

better tap into the resources of the program at NAC, bringing outreach art programs that 

promote neighborly coexistence in public spaces.  

 

The Place Management Department (PMD) at URA was very recently formed to make 

places “more vibrant and attractive to users, and to work closely with stakeholders to shape 

the individual precincts into distinctive destinations” (“Making our Public Spaces a Fun Place 

to Live, Work and Play”, 2016). An e-mail interview with Jason Chen, Director of Place 

Management at URA, revealed that the department currently only oversees the place 

management efforts in the Marina Bay and Singapore River precincts, involving managing 

public events and maintaining public spaces. Unfortunately, PMD is not currently expansive 

enough in its efforts to activate public spaces beyond the above-mentioned 

precincts. However, Chen claims, “Where stakeholders show their passion and commitment, 

[the department is] prepared to partner with them to achieve the desired outcomes”. This is 

an encouraging response given by the director at URA and would be key to the successful 

implementation of a citywide plan for social and intercultural coexistence in public spaces. 

Given that the department already “actively engages with communities and stakeholders 

through workshops, seminars, and focus group meetings” (Chen, J., E-mail Interview. 

December 3, 2014), it only needs to expand efforts specifically to the migrant worker 

population and to other precincts most frequented by migrant workers such as Geylang and 

Little India.  
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A brief exploration into previous arts programs relating to migrant workers revealed a 

photography project in 2009 and 2011 by Migrant Voices, a community-based arts 

organization, and Objectifs, a local photography retail and workshop center entitled Inside 

Out. Unfortunately such efforts have ceased speculatively due to lack of publicity and 

support from public authorities. Therefore, by recommending a citywide plan for social and 

intercultural coexistence in public spaces supported by inter-agency cooperation, outreach 

programs will be able to run sustainably and therefore organically create meeting points in 

which local Singaporeans and migrant workers can interact and participate and converse on 

matters that affect both groups.  

 

Integration Workshops 

In Kerpen, Germany, as part of public outreach to develop integration strategies with 

migrants, integration workshops were launched and carried out by community-level 

policymakers in decision-making positions ("Integration Workshops for Inclusive Cities | 

Cities of Migration", 2009). In the case of Singapore this would refer to Members of 

Parliament or ministers of state, and members of migrant organizations. These integration 

workshops would be unlike the one-day course, Knowing Singapore Program, which was 

jointly conducted by the Migrant Workers Centre (MWC) and Singapore’s National Trade 

Union Council Learning Hub in 2010. The Knowing Singapore Program involved mostly 

workers in the construction and hospitality industries and was a one-sided course that aimed 

at “empowering foreign workers with the knowledge to better integrate with Singaporeans” 

(Ng, 2010) through activities such as discussions, field trips, and the sampling of local 

culinary treats.  
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The integration workshop, as part of the citywide plan for social and intercultural coexistence 

in public spaces, would instead engage both local Singaporeans and migrant workers to 

participate in activities that evaluate the city’s existing conditions – particularly its plans and 

forthcoming developments – and assess prevailing attitudes towards public spaces.  Some 

questions to prompt these inclusive discussions might include “What is the untapped 

potential that migrants have to offer?” and “What might on-the-ground community project 

management and networking efforts look like?” The workshops in Kerpen, Germany proved 

to offer great insight and awareness of the situation in the city, informed by various opinions 

of migrants from across the world, as well as local Germans. It has also been reported to 

help break down barriers between the two demographic groups and has brought both 

people and institutions closer together (Bertelsmann Stiftung, 2011). 

 

b) Multi-lingual public planning meetings, design charrette, integration workshops 

In order to increase participation and the effectiveness of integration workshops, and all 

other participatory programs and events that fall under the citywide plan for social and 

intercultural coexistence in public spaces, communication and publicity should be translated 

into the native languages of migrant workers. This might include Hindi – the language of 

India, Bahasa – the language of Indonesia, and Bengali – the language of Bangladesh. Pre-

existing efforts by the Urban Redevelopment Authority to engage the community in planning 

and design decisions can be better democratized by also appealing and engaging the 

migrant worker population. Public exhibitions of design proposals and plans, for example, 

can feature translated text in the above-mentioned languages, especially if it applies to 

developments and plans in areas frequented by migrant workers.  

 

These meetings, workshops, and exhibitions must also be sited in locations accessible to 

migrant workers in order to effectively integrate their opinions into city plans and decisions. 
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Dunlop Street and Tanjong Katong Complex are two obvious sites of intervention that will 

reach great numbers of migrant workers given that the majority of users are from India and 

Indonesia, respectively. While the Urban Redevelopment Authority of Singapore has 

organized a number of similar sessions out in public spaces to engage communities in local 

plans and designs (“The Rail Corridor Roving Exhibition”, 2016), it has not yet successfully 

targeted its engagement work at migrant workers. One-on-one public engagement 

opportunities between planners and migrant worker populations in public spaces would be a 

simple yet effective way of democratizing public spaces in Singapore. The format should 

enable the public to discuss issues that affect the City and specific concerns that they may 

have about development and policy in the city with planning experts and decision makers 

themselves, in a comfortable setting – of which Dunlop Street and Tanjong Katong Complex 

have already been clearly established to be.  

 
4.3 Conclusion 
 

The first major riot in Singapore in over four decades exposed the state of inequality facing 

migrant workers in both private- and public spaces. While concerted efforts are being made 

to resolve the poor living conditions of these low-skilled workers, much remains to be done 

to resolve the lack of democracy in public spaces that they frequently use and enjoy. As 

established by the literature review and the checklist, public space democracy demands a 

range of attributes. These range from encouraging diverse groups to converge and interact 

freely to cultivating tolerance between groups in order to create opportunities for social 

communion and, allowing critical debate to check powers and seek mutual enjoyment.  

Collectively, these attributes create democratic public spaces that enable all stakeholders to 

deliberate, whether over opposing ideologies or cultures, and come to a consensus.  
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The study has demonstrated that two public spaces in Singapore, Dunlop Street and 

Tanjong Katong Complex, have yet to reach the ideals of the checklist and therefore reveal 

a lack of democracy in public spaces in Singapore.  Although these spaces demonstrated 

some level of democracy by accommodating unmediated interaction amongst migrant 

workers without coercive forces from government authorities or the police, public space 

users’ ability to interact in culturally diverse groups and engage in critical discourse to seek 

consensus and mutual enjoyment was still difficult. Furthermore, given the strict regulations 

and enforcement of the Public Order Act and Miscellaneous Offences Act, users of public 

space are unable to take ownership of a space and engage in self- expression through 

insurgent activities or protests like Filipino domestic workers and Hong Kong locals in “Little 

Manila”, Hong Kong. 

 

At present, public spaces in Singapore are only successful in encouraging convergence of 

certain groups of the population, allowing them to interact in an unmediated environment 

(CRITERION A)30 without any coercive forces (CRITERION B) 31. The recommendations 

presented in the study therefore address other criteria in the checklist that were not met. For 

example, in order to allow critical debate to seek consensus (CRITERION H), multi-lingual 

public planning meetings should be held in public spaces that migrant workers normally 

frequent in order to increase accessibility for migrant workers and increase effectiveness of 

gathering and understanding their input.  Such meetings will also create opportunities for a 

wide variety of cultures (CRITERION D) 32  to engage and interact peacefully and 

constructively.  

 

                                                      
30 CRITERION A: Allows for unmediated interaction 
31 CRITERION B: Lacks coercion 
32 CRITERION D: Engages a wide variety of cultural practices 
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In order to attain the higher tiers of public space democracy and overcome the existing 

limitations, Singapore will not only need to democratize its planning process but also 

acknowledge migrant workers as a part of the public that it serves and plans with. The 

existing efforts of URA to engage in community planning needs to further expand to include 

migrant workers in the planning process, and collaborating with grassroots migrant 

organizations is an easy and quick way to achieve this.   

 

The successful implementation of the above recommendations will depend heavily on the 

willingness of the Singapore government and statutory boards to empower migrant workers 

in the planning process and to create more robust forms of participation and accountability 

for the migrant population. The degree to which the state controls and regulates public 

spaces necessarily requires that it lead the efforts in democratizing the public space 

planning process. The migrant workers who will continue to care for and build Singapore’s 

landscape are owed the right to democratic public spaces that they can occupy and enjoy.  
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Appendix 
 

A. Intercept Survey  
B. Observation Survey 
C. Images of surveillance cameras in Dunlop Street  
D. Graph of survey respondents’ frequency of visits to Dunlop Street 
E. Images of HSBC Plaza/ “Little Manila” 
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Appendix B 

 
 
The following are dates and times of observational survey and intercept survey sessions 
conducted: 
  
Session 1: 20 December 2015 
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Sunday 
Location: Dunlop Street, pedestrianized alley in Little India (Downtown) 
 
Session 1: 20 December 2015 
Sunday 
Location: Tanjong Katong Complex field, near Geylang (Periphery) 
  
Session 2: 17 January 2016 
Sunday 
Location: Dunlop Street, pedestrianized alley in Little India (Downtown) 
 
Session 2: 17 January 2016 
Sunday 
Location: Tanjong Katong Complex field, near Geylang (Periphery) 
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Appendix C

 
Image Source: Nur Atiqa Binte Asri 
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Appendix C 

 
Image Source: Nur Atiqa Binte Asri 
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Appendix D 

 
Source: Intercept survey (n= 70) 
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Appendix E 
 

 
Image Source: Mizah Rahman via Asian Urban Epicenters 

Image Source: Mizah Rahman via Asian Urban Epicenters 
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Image Source: Mizah Rahman via Asian Urban Epicenters 


