SPEECH BY DR VIVIAN BALAKRISHNAN,

MINISTER FOR COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT, YOUTH AND SPORTS

AT SOCIAL WORKERS’ DAY ON 31 MARCH 2009 AT 7.30 PM, 

AT THE GRASSROOTS’ CLUB

Mr Gilbert Fan, President of the Singapore Association of Social Workers,

Distinguished guests,

Ladies and gentlemen,

Thank you for the opportunity to join you this evening in honouring our social workers.  
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Social workers play a key role in our society.  We are blessed to have dedicated men and women who are willing to reach out to the needy despite the demanding and stressful nature of the work.  
State of the Social Sector
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Based on a survey conducted last year, Voluntary Welfare Organisations (VWOs) spent over $300m on their social service programmes and employed almost 8,000 staff.  There is a good mix of VWOs in the social service sector, with small and medium VWOs making up the majority, and a small number of very large VWOs.
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The survey showed that the larger VWOs had more staff, were more efficient in fund-raising and depended more on government funding.  Up to 40% of their revenue came from government funding and only 23% from public donations.  On the other hand, smaller VWOs depended on public donations for about half of their revenue and government funding for less than 30%.  However, they provided many more programmes than the 14 large VWOs, particularly to help children, families and the elderly.  Small and medium VWOs accounted for almost 85% of the programmes.
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The survey showed that the social service sector has a healthy ecosystem.  It has a few large VWOs that provide key services efficiently to large numbers of clients, and a range of small and medium sized VWOs which provide more focused or experimental programmes, catering to small vulnerable groups or emerging needs.  The survey also showed that our Many Helping Hands model is alive and well, with strong support from the public and the government for a wide range of VWO programmes. 

Strategies to Attract and Retain Social Workers in the Sector
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Manpower constraint is a key challenge often cited by VWOs. There are currently about 600 social workers employed across the various sectors. However, more social workers are needed to provide new services such as intensive case management for dysfunctional families, and to fill vacancies in the Family Service Centres (FSCs). 
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MCYS has been playing an active role in helping VWOs to attract and retain staff.  We are working with the institutions of higher learning and training organisations to increase the supply of trained social work professionals.  Last week, I announced that a Professional Conversion Programme (PCP) for social workers will be introduced to attract mid-career entrants who have first degrees in other disciplines.  The PCP trainees will undergo either a 24-month Bachelor’s Degree or a 14-month Graduate Diploma programme run by the SIM University (UniSIM).  The Skills Programme for Upgrading and Resilience (SPUR) will provide up to 90 percent of the course fee and a training allowance of up to $1,000 per month.  This new initiative is expected to start later this year and will cost the Government $1.2 million a year. 
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The PCP for social workers complements the many existing social work training pathways, including the degree and Masters programmes at the National University of Singapore (NUS). The National Council of Social Service (NCSS) is actively working with the training providers to increase the supply of social work graduates and improve the quality of the training through increased curriculum hours. 

Accreditation of Social Workers and Social Service Practitioners
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One key step in making the social work profession more attractive is to improve its professionalism.  We are starting out with the accreditation of social workers and social service practitioners.  The accreditation framework was developed in consultation with NCSS, VWOs, practitioners, academia and the Singapore Association of Social Workers (SASW) – people with the ground experience and knowledge of social work.  This is a critical milestone in the development of the social work profession in Singapore and I am glad that SASW has agreed to support this initiative. I strongly urge all social workers and social service practitioners to apply for accreditation.  Social service practitioners who wish to further develop themselves can sign up for additional training, such as the Graduate Diploma programme in Social Work.  They can receive up to $20,000 and can become accredited social workers after completing the programme.   

Training and Upgrading

10
There are many opportunities for training and upgrading in the sector.  We have scholarships and training grants through the Voluntary Welfare Organisations – Charities Capability Fund (VCF) for interested candidates to pursue social work-related degrees or upgrade themselves professionally.  In January 2009, 19 Social Work Training Scholarships (SWTS) were awarded to Social Work undergraduates from NUS.
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We have also introduced initiatives such as the Sabbatical Leave Scheme and the Professional and Leadership Development Scheme (PLDS) to enable social workers to further their skills.  The PLDS will help groom future leaders in the sector.  Many social workers have already taken up these schemes. NCSS has also introduced a Scholar Management Programme for scholars under the VCF Scholarship scheme to facilitate their transition into the social service sector.  This programme provides scholars with mentoring for personal and professional growth. 
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 To complement the VCF funding, MCYS and NCSS have been working with the Singapore Workforce Development Agency (WDA) to recognise various types of social service training for enhanced funding support under SPUR. SPUR funds up to 90 percent of course fees, and will greatly reduce the cost of training for people wishing to enter the social service sector. 
Conclusion
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 Social workers play a significant role in providing timely help, intervention and support for people facing problems.  I commend all of you for your dedication and professionalism which has helped turn many lives around for the better.  You are a very special group of individuals who are driven by dedication, commitment and compassion to help those in need.  All of you deserve our deepest appreciation and fullest support. 
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