
ONLINE and social media channels have unleashed
a tide of public feedback from Singaporeans.

According to figures from government feedback
agency Reach, last year’s online feedback alone add-
ed up to nearly 50 per cent more than all the feed-
back sent to the Government, through online and
non-online channels, in the year before.

Of the nearly 48,000 online feedback inputs sent
to Reach last year, more than half were made on
Reach’s discussion forum, where electronics pur-
chaser Eddy Yap, 48, has established the status of
an opinion leader with more than 1,000 posts in
three years.

Admitting that he is not much of a talker, Mr
Yap said that he found a voice through the online
medium, where he could take his time to form his
views thoughtfully.

He typically spends 45 minutes out of each day’s
lunch hour initiating discussion threads or respond-
ing to other threads on Reach’s discussion forum,
most often on elderly and ageing issues.

He and two others, clin-
ic assistant Siti Nor’aini Ab-
dul Samat, 42, and under-
graduate Murugiah Koma-
la, 24, will be honoured to-
morrow at the annual
Reach contributors’ forum
for being active and regular
contributors.

For Madam Siti, a turn-
ing point in her decision to
contribute came when
Reach set up a Facebook ac-
count in 2009. That was
when she felt drawn to
leave her comments, re-
sponding to any topic that
caught her attention, with
a special interest in the dis-
abled.

Over a fifth of all the
feedback inputs to Reach
are made through Face-
book.

Madam Siti enjoys the
direct feedback she gets to
her posts, as people add
comments to accept or re-
but her views. She is such a
regular name on Reach’s Facebook page that her
19-year-old daughter makes fun of her.

But it is not all fun on Facebook for Madam Siti,
who said that she has learnt that there are many
people with differing views, and who can take a
hurtful tone online.

Despite that, she intends to keep sending in her
views.

“To me, it is better to be heard,” she said.
But for Ms Komala, a student at the Singapore In-

stitute of Management, online channels are no re-
placement for face-to-face interactions.

She eschews the online channel in favour of live
forums.

Working with Reach, she has been active in or-
ganising forums at her school for students to dis-
cuss policy issues and to meet government leaders,
which her peers have told her they enjoy.

“A lot of young people are usually keen to meet
ministers to find out what it is that they actually
do, and to find out how they are thinking,” she
said.

She, Madam Siti and Mr Yap will receive the out-
standing contributor awards in recognition of their
active and constructive feedback.
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SINGAPOREANS are sending five
times more feedback to the Govern-
ment than they did in 2006, with the
amount of feedback input including
e-mail messages and online forum post-
ings making its biggest-ever surge last
year, in the wake of watershed elec-
tions.

That momentum has also carried on
to the first three months of this year,
with transport and immigration issues
dominating the concerns of those talk-
ing to Reach, the government agency in
charge of gathering feedback.

Last year, feedback input it received
soared to 52,000, up 62 per cent from
32,000 the previous year and an even
more massive jump from 9,400 in
2006, when the previous general elec-
tion was held.

This increase, Reach chairman Amy
Khor told The Straits Times, was “a
clear indication that more people want
to have a say in decision-making in
matters that affect their lives”.

She attributes the growth to height-
ened public interest and awareness in
policy issues, part of which resulted
from the general and presidential elec-
tions last year. Notably, the average

monthly input rose from just under
4,000 before the general election in
May, to more than 4,500 in the months
after.

The trend seen in public feedback al-
so supports observations that Singapo-
reans are becoming more vocal, espe-
cially after last year’s general election.

Dr Brian Lee, head of UniSIM’s com-
munication programme, believes that
Singaporeans are now more open and
vocal with their views on social and po-
litical issues.

“Once they know that there is an on-
line feedback channel like Reach, they
will not hesitate to post their feedback
without any fear,” he said. “They also
know that their constructive views will
be heard and be factored into policy-
making.”

Indeed, Reach officials notice that
contributors have been increasingly
frank, not only in online channels but
also at face-to-face dialogue sessions.
At a recent post-Budget forum, for in-
stance, many participants voiced their
criticisms of the Government’s plan to
spend $1.1 billion on new public buses.

According to Dr Khor, feedback con-
tributors are also more willing to en-
gage in robust dialogue, not just with
the Government, but also with each

other. “The conversation has changed
in that it is no longer two-way,” she
said.

“It’s now multiple conversations go-
ing on at the same time.”

That, she added, was a good thing,
as it shows there are multiple views on
a single issue, and can help Singapore-
ans better appreciate the challenges of
policymaking.

Dr Khor also credited the steady
growth in public feedback to
stepped-up efforts by Reach to engage
the public, as well as the growth of on-
line social media.

Last year, more than 90 per cent of
feedback came through online channels
like e-mail and Reach’s discussion fo-
rums and Facebook page.

What has also changed are the top-
ics that are seizing the attention of feed-
back contributors.

Many used to be unhappy about

housing, for in-
stance. But after a
record number of
build-to-order
flats were
launched and the
income ceiling
was revised,
Reach officials no-
ticed a positive
turn in the feed-
back on housing.

Similarly, pub-
lic feedback about
health-care and
elderly issues saw

an upturn, following various measures
announced earlier this year.

Transport and immigration matters,
however, continue to be hot topics and
still draw their share of complaints.

More recently, concerns about Singa-
pore’s wage gap have become increas-
ingly prominent.

Dr Khor also said that together with
the numbers, the diversity of contribu-
tors has also grown. “We are seeing
more diverse participants from the
young to old, as well as from house-
wives to professionals and business-
men,” she said.

With the average monthly input hit-
ting 6,000 so far this year, feedback
numbers look set to hit record levels.

Said Dr Khor: “There is a momen-
tum to such things, and the more peo-
ple speak up, the more others wish to
or are emboldened to join in the de-
bate.”
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WHENEVER Filipino maid Joycelyn
Bernadas cleans the windows of her em-
ployer’s seventh-storey flat, she slips on
a safety belt first.

The nylon rope secures her waist to
the aluminium window grille.

Her employer, Ms Joyce Chua, bought
the belt two years ago after reading
reports of maids falling to their deaths
while cleaning the outside of high-rise
windows or hanging out clothes to dry.

“She is like our own family member
and we can’t afford to lose her,” said Ms
Chua, 49.

She bought the 1.8m belt for about $15
from a hardware shop. Ms Chua, the
director of an electrical and construction
company, said her workers use industrial
harnesses at work.

Her family moved from a landed prop-
erty to the five-room HDB flat in Chai
Chee Avenue about four years ago.

Ms Bernadas, 46, has worked for the
family for 20 years. She takes care of Ms
Chua’s three daughters and does the
housework, and cleans the outside of the
windows once or twice a year.

She said she was nervous when they
moved to the flat and she had to clean the
windows and put out the laundry, and is
glad she has the belt.

“I think wearing the safety belt is trou-
blesome, but I feel safer with it,” she
said.

As to why the outside of windows had
to be cleaned, Ms Chua said: “A lot of
dust collects on the windows over a year
so we can’t just stop cleaning altogether.
But we won’t force her to reach the parts
of the windows that are too high up.”

She acknowledged that using the safe-
ty belt may not be a complete lifesaver as
the hook is fastened to the aluminium
grille, which is not as sturdy as one made
of iron.

The safety belt is also not approved for
industrial use, and is suitable only for
light cleaning jobs.

“It is not 100 per cent safe, but it is
still a lifeline,” said Ms Chua.

The Ministry of Manpower said that
from 2007 to last year, 69 foreign domes-
tic workers fell from a height at work, of
which 24 were fatal and 45 non-fatal.

To date this year, 11 have fallen from a
height at work, of which eight died. All
eight were Indonesians and had fallen to
their deaths while cleaning the outside of
windows or hanging laundry out to dry.

The ministry said that maids who fell
from heights varied across age, experi-
ence and nationalities.

Indonesian Embassy Counsellor Suk-
mo Yuwono said most of the eight Indone-
sian maids who fell to their deaths this
year had been working in Singapore for
less than a year. But incidents in previous
years include experienced maids.

He said: “It is not an issue of how expe-
rienced the maids are. The problem is
that Singapore employers make their
maids clean the outside of windows and
hang laundry outside their apartments.”

He added: “Employers in Hong Kong
do not ask their maids to do things like
this and we don’t have the problem of
maids falling down there.”

Various government leaders and maid
activists have called for more to be done
to prevent such deaths.

Last month, Madam Halimah Yacob,
Minister of State for Community Develop-
ment, Youth and Sports, called for maids
to be barred from opening window grilles
and for employers to keep the keys to
these grilles from their maids.

From today, employers of new Indone-
sian maids working in high-rise buildings
must also sign an undertaking to not
allow them to hang clothes outside flats
and clean the exterior of windows.

Maid agency owners said having the
safety clause in the contract is a step in
the right direction, but added that the
onus is on employers to ensure their
maids abide by it.

Said Best Home Employment director
Tay Khoon Beng: “Employers should not
ask their maids to do dangerous tasks.
Sometimes, their maids may forget and
employers have to remind them that their
safety comes first.”

But some employers said that the new
rule was not practical.

Sales manager Lynette Lim, 39, who
employs an Indonesian maid, said: “How
else are we going to hang our clothes?”
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Honouring active
contributors

Mr Yap and Madam Siti
both contribute actively
to Reach.

Filipino maid Joycelyn Bernadas started wearing a safety belt to clean the windows of her
employer’s seventh-storey flat two years ago. Her employer Joyce Chua bought the $15 belt from
a hardware shop after reading reports of maids falling to their deaths. ST PHOTO: JASON QUAH

Feedback to Govt
shoots up after GE 2011

1.8m nylon rope bought
by employer secures
Filipino’s waist to grille

Maid wears
safety belt
before cleaning
windows
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