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Digital technologies are making it 
easier to access information and 
connect people. They offer 
tremendous opportunities to 
simplify, secure and accelerate the 
migration process for the growing 
population of migrant workers in 
the Asia-Pacific region.

The use of digital tools and 
platforms facilitates the 
management of labour migration 
and services provided to migrant 
workers. Migrant workers 
themselves are using apps and 

digital spaces to find jobs, connect 
with their communities and to 
transfer money home.

Digital migration management 
platforms can help reduce the cost 
and time required by formal 
recruitment processes, which too 
often push many women and men 
to migrate through informal, 
undocumented and unsafe 
channels.

When digital management 
platforms also store important 
documents – such as work 
contracts, payment slips or 
medical certificates – they create a 
record of agreements, a so-called 
“digital trail”. This can be useful if 

disputes about contract terms, 
repayments or other issues arise 
between a migrant worker and an 
employer or recruitment agency. 
Other good practices that are 
emerging are the use of digital 
solutions for managing support 
services to migrant workers 
throughout the migration cycle, 
including legal support, welfare 
assistance and online training 
opportunities.

In addition to making the 
bureaucratic procedures simpler, 
more affordable and transparent, 
migrant workers can use digital 
technology to share knowledge 
and information. Online networks 
can provide peer-to-peer 
assistance to migrant workers and 
help them to organise. 

By using online rating sites and 
apps, migrant workers can 
compare recruitment agencies, 
money transfer operators and 
other service providers, which can 
help migrant workers make 

informed choices. Digital financial 
services can also help migrant 
workers manage their income and 
savings, and send money back 
home while avoiding the 
traditional banking services fee. 
Online complaint mechanisms can 
help migrant workers seek 
assistance, even when working in 
remote and isolated places. 

BRIDGING THE DIGITAL DIVIDE
The Asia-Pacific is home to more 
than half of the world’s Internet 
users. Every day, around two 
billion people in the region use the 
Internet, mostly through mobile 
phones.

However impressive, Asia’s level 
of connectivity shouldn’t hide the 
fact that there are major gaps in the 
region. Gaps in terms of 
infrastructure, affordable devices 
and data plans as well as digital 
literacy need to be bridged to 
ensure equal access to services that 
help achieve fair migration. 

As digital and online tools 
become more embedded in 
everyday lives, the shortfalls of not 
using them will mount for 
vulnerable workers – especially 
women migrant workers – who are 
already among the most 
disadvantaged in terms of access to 
mobile phones and the Internet, 
potentially deepening the gap.

Further challenges include risks 
related to the spreading of 
misinformation, unscrupulous 
online service providers and 
limited protection of personal data 
and online privacy. Management 
platforms and digital services 
collect and share data on migrant 
workers either directly, through 
member profiles, employment 
contracts and application forms, or 
indirectly, through user data and 
location information collected by 
the platforms.

Regulating collection, use and 
sharing of this data is critical to 
preserve privacy and the safety of 

users, whether such platforms are 
developed and managed by private 
companies or state actors. 

Technology presents many 
opportunities to advance safe 
and fair labour migration. 
Digitalisation does, however, also 
involve risks and challenges that 
need to be monitored and 
managed carefully.

Asean countries, supported by 
the International Labour 
Organisation, have engaged in a 
dialogue with all stakeholders to 
seize digital opportunities while 
addressing the complex challenges 
in terms of governance, migrant 
workers’ protection, migration and 
development linkages, and 
international cooperation. It is one 
step forward in building the future 
of work we want, where no one is 
left behind.
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Inequality in Singapore is not a 
new phenomenon. 

Data collated by the United 
Nations University – World 
Institute for Development 
Economics Research, shows that 
the post-independence Gini 
coefficient in Singapore ranged 
from 0.42 to 0.46. It has remained 
close to that range since. Thus, 
inequality in Singapore has been 
consistently high, relative to 
advanced economies in the OECD. 

But inequality itself is an 
inadequate measure to capture the 
impact of a country’s policies on 
well-being. On a wide range of 
welfare indicators, ranging from 
life expectancy and education, to 
income, the low-income 
Singaporean is far better off today 
than in 1965, despite little change in 
aggregate inequality. These 
achievements in human well-being 
are captured in the World Bank’s 
Human Capital Index this year, 
which ranks Singapore first out of 
157 countries, and highlights the 
inadequacy of considering only 
input inequality as a measure of 
well-being – a problem with the 
Oxfam Commitment to Reducing 
Inequality Index this year.

So why is inequality in Singapore 
different today? The problem is 
that economic growth is likely to be 
slower in Singapore, as an 
advanced developed country, than 
it has been in the past. As Deputy 
Prime Minister Tharman 
Shanmugaratnam recently put it, 
social mobility – or the lack of it – 
will come into sharper focus if the 
“escalator” of economic progress 
stops moving. 

Social mobility depends on 
whether families are able to 
provide the next generation with 
the skills and abilities to thrive in 
the future economy. Research on 
human capital development shows 
that cognitive and non-cognitive 
skills development occurs from 
infancy. Basic life skills such as 

language, socialisation and 
self-control, which parents impart 
informally from birth, facilitate the 
subsequent development of higher 
skills through formal education. 
Parents influence children both 
through inherited traits and 
through investments of time and 
money that shape how those traits 
are transformed into abilities. How 
families are formed, and raise 
children, is therefore crucial for 
social mobility.

One emerging challenge for social 
mobility in Singapore is assortative 
marriage, when like marries like. 
The proportion of young married 
couples perfectly matched on 
educational qualifications rose 
from 41.9 per cent in 2000 to 51.5 
per cent in 2010. In fact, among 
university graduates, marrying 
another degree-holder is now the 
norm. Close to 80 per cent of 
young married graduates have a 
graduate spouse. 

Assortative marriages have 
practical consequences for social 
mobility. Singaporean students 
with at least one graduate parent 
performed better in the 
Programme for International 
Student Assessment, an 
internationally standardised test of 
student achievement, and reported 
higher academic ambitions, 
compared to students with no 
graduate parents. Assortative 
marriages also directly increase 
inequality because married couples 
have similar earnings capacity. 
Therefore, income inequality may 
literally reproduce itself.

At this point, discussion often 
turns to how the disadvantaged 
also have a personal responsibility 
to create social mobility – through 
their decisions to work, study and 
invest in themselves. Numerous 
Cabinet ministers, leading 
executives and professionals, have 
risen from very disadvantaged 
backgrounds. But many of their 
neighbours have struggled to 
achieve material success. 

The main difference between the 
rich and the poor is that the poor 
have very little, and scarcity itself 
harms psychological functioning 
and decision-making in the poor.

Many among the low-income 
have little or no savings, and may 
have to miss a meal, defer an 
essential bill payment or ask for 
emergency assistance, if they made 
a small financial mistake. Living 
your life in fear of making everyday 
mistakes that have real 
consequences for your family is 
mentally exhausting. But if living in 
poverty is mentally taxing, it means 
that decision-making and mental 
capabilities can be improved when 
the stresses of poverty are 
materially addressed. 

To understand this, together with 
Associate Professor Irene Ng and 
Dr Ong Qiyan from the National 
University of Singapore, we studied 
the effects of a debt relief 
programme on nearly 200 
low-income families here. As part of 
the SG50 celebrations, Methodist 
Welfare Services launched the 
Getting Out Of Debt programme, 
which paid up to $5,000 in chronic 
debts per family, for over 600 
beneficiaries. These chronic debts 
were largely for utilities, housing 
payments and other essential 
services – the costs of daily living, 
rather than “lifestyle” debts.

We found that psychological 
functioning and decision-making 
greatly improved after debt relief. 
Using a standardised cognitive test, 
we found that the same 
participants, several months after 
having their debts relieved, made 
fewer errors on the test, and 
completed the test more quickly. 
These improvements are 
equivalent to the participants 
reversing several decades’ worth of 
ageing, as performance typically 
declines with age on cognitive tests.

In addition, anxiety also fell 
sharply, and participants reported 
more willingness to take measured 
risks and displayed less 
impatience over financial rewards. 
The greatest improvements in 
cognitive functioning were linked 
to paying off entire debt accounts, 
suggesting that the mental costs of 
managing multiple debt accounts 
are substantial.

The key point is that the poor 
and the rich alike are susceptible 
to flawed decision-making and 

impaired functioning. The 
difference is that the rich are 
buffered by wealth from many 
problems of daily life. The
poor are not. These insights 
have important implications for 
policy. 

There is a real cost to having an 
unequal society, both because of 
the social tensions that develop 
with increasing stratification, as 
well as in harms to basic 
psychological functioning when 
those at the bottom find 
themselves overwhelmed by the 
problems of daily living. 

If we have no ideological 
opposition to increasing welfare, 
we must ask whether 
restructuring welfare to reduce 
the frictions of seeking help, and 
to provide longer-term, reliable 
benefits, will make a practical 
difference to the efforts of families 
to escape poverty. This is a 
difficult question with trade-offs. 

Increasing the generosity of 
benefits involves costs. Worse 
still, if dependence results, it is 
ultimately self-defeating, because 
few democratic societies have 
been willing to indefinitely 
support generous benefits 
without meaningful progress.

While Singapore has been 
rightly concerned with the perils 
of excessive redistribution, it 
should also recognise that a 
society that fails to ask for more 
from those with the most, may 
also fail from within. 

Perhaps we can be bolder in 
asking for more from the best. 
And we can invest those 
resources into continuing to build 
a society that the best are proud to 
call home, rather than one 
enjoyed for tax purposes.
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Max Boot

After a “lone wolf” Islamist 
militant attack, the media 
invariably ask: What inspired him 
to kill? Usually the answer is 
found in Islamist militant 
propaganda. We need to ask the 
same question about right-wing 
terrorism. What inspired Cesar 
Sayoc to allegedly send mail 
bombs to prominent liberals? 
What inspired Robert Bowers to 
allegedly gun down 11 people in a 
Pittsburgh synagogue? What 
inspired Gregory Bush to allegedly 
kill two African Americans in 
Kentucky, after failing to enter a 
predominantly black church? 

To ask these questions in no 
way obviates the perpetrators’ 
ultimate responsibility for the evil 
that they do. But terrorists do not 
operate in a vacuum. So who 
created the environment in which 
right-wing terrorism has become 
far more commonplace – and, 
since 9/11, far more deadly – than 
Islamist terrorism in America? 

President Donald Trump – by 
championing “nationalism”, 
denouncing “globalists” such as 
Jewish financier George Soros, 
vilifying immigrants as “snakes” 
and “animals”, fear mongering 
about a refugee caravan and 
defending white supremacists as 
“fine people” – bears a substantial 
share of the blame. 

Some of his Republican 
followers are even more extreme. 
Congressman Matt Gaetz brought 
a Holocaust denier to the State of 
the Union and has blamed Mr 
Soros for financing a Central 
American immigrant caravan. 
Congressman Steve King gave an 
interview to a far-right Austrian 
website in which he endorsed the 
white supremacist claim that 
white nations are committing 
“slow-motion cultural suicide” by 
allowing in immigrants of colour.

Even GOP leaders are joining in. 
House Majority Leader Kevin 
McCarthy posted and then 
deleted a tweet accusing Mr 
Soros, Mr Michael Bloomberg and 
Mr Tom Steyer of buying the 
election. (The first two are Jewish; 
Mr Steyer is an Episcopalian 
whose father was Jewish.) Senator 
Chuck Grassley, chairman of the 
Senate Judiciary Committee, 
blamed Mr Soros for funding 
protests against then Supreme 
Court nominee Brett Kavanaugh.

Where do these politicians get 
these noxious ideas? From a 
right-wing media industrial 
machine that includes Fox News, 
Breitbart, Infowars, Newsmax, 
the Daily Caller, Gateway Pundit 
and many other outlets. 

It was Ms Maria Bartiromo of 
Fox Business Network who asked 
Mr Grassley if Mr Soros was 
behind the Kavanaugh protests – 
and after Mr Grassley endorsed 
the charge, Mr Trump gave it his 
imprimatur. The Wall Street 

Journal, in turn, ran an op-ed 
endorsing this calumny. 

Fox Business host Lou Dobbs 
recently interviewed Mr Chris 
Farrell of Judicial Watch, who 
claimed the Central American 
caravan was directed by the 
“Soros-occupied State 
Department”, echoing neo-Nazi 
propaganda about a “Zionist-
occupied government”. (Fox 
Business has since apologised.) 

Fox News isn’t just vilifying a 
major Jewish donor to liberal causes. 
It is also demonising all Democrats – 
literally. Host Jeanine Pirro refers to 
them as “demon rats”. This 
non-stop drumbeat of over-the-top 
invective and irrational conspiracy 
theories can drive otherwise sane 
conservatives to extremism – and it 
can drive those who were already 
unstable to violence.

The New York Times reports that 
until 2016, Cesar Sayoc’s Facebook 
page was full of “decadent meals, 
gym workouts, scantily clad 
women and sports games... But that 
year, Sayoc’s social media presence 
took on a darker and more partisan 
tone”. That’s when he began 
posting “stories from Infowars, 
World Net Daily, Breitbart and 
other right-wing websites”, which 
“showed a fascination with Islamist 
terrorism, illegal immigration and 
anti-Clinton conspiracy theories”. 

Naturally, when Sayoc sent letter 
bombs to Mr Trump’s critics, the 
right-wing media claimed it must 
be a “false flag” operation. Once the 
preserve of the paranoid radio host 
Alex Jones, this lunacy is now 
propagated by the likes of Ann 
Coulter, Rush Limbaugh, Dinesh 
D’Souza, Frank Gaffney, Donald 
Trump Jr and Michael Savage.

Mr D’Souza tweeted: “Fake 
sexual assault victims. Fake 
refugees. Now fake mail bombs. We 
are all learning how the media left 
are masters of distortion, 
deflection and deception.” Mr 
Trump himself appeared to give 
winking support to this crackpot 
theory by referring to “this ‘Bomb’ 
stuff”. Even after Sayoc’s arrest, 
few “false flag” theorists recanted 
or apologised.

There is partisanship on both 
sides of the political spectrum, but 
no left-wing outlets propagate 
extremism as successfully or 
widely as conservative media do.

A new study of “Network 
Propaganda” by three Harvard 
researchers notes that liberals, by 
and large, get their news from 
sources such as Washington Post, 
the Times, NPR and CNN that, 
regardless of any political bias, also 
engage in rigorous fact-checking. 

Conservatives, by contrast, are 
being brainwashed by right-wing 
media that are an “echo chamber” 
for “rumour and conspiracy 
theory”. The frightening thing is 
the right-wing media will be here 
long after Mr Trump and the 
current crop of Republican 
politicians are gone.

These outlets have a First 
Amendment right to say what they 
want, but investors and advertisers 
also have a right to take their dollars 
elsewhere. If Mr Rupert Murdoch 
and his sons won’t rein in its 
extremist propaganda, advertisers 
should flee Fox, and investors 
should flee its parent company, 
News Corp. Its stock should 
become as toxic as shares of mining 
firms producing “blood diamonds”. 

The propagandists and 
politicians who are radicalising the 
American right must not be 
allowed to escape responsibility for 
the dangerous consequences of 
their actions. WASHINGTON POST
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