
By JENNANI DURAI

IT IS important to match volun-
teers to an activity that can sus-
tain their interest, rather than
merely assigning them to any job
that needs to be done.

This is the view of National Vol-
unteer and Philanthropy Centre
chief executive Laurence Lien,
who said non-profit groups and
firms must do a better job of en-
gaging volunteers if volunteerism
is to become a way of life here.

Speaking at the opening of a
three-day volunteerism confer-

ence at the YMCA yesterday, he
added that the issue was not with
the “supply” side of volunteer-
ism, noting that the participation
rate had risen significantly in the
last decade.

Addressing a 200-strong audi-
ence, he said the challenge is for
non-profit organisations, institu-
tions and government agencies to
“structure programmes and activi-
ties that can engage volunteers
meaningfully and on a long-term
basis”.

The Nominated Member of Par-
liament yesterday reiterated his

belief that Singapore was in a “so-
cial recession”.

He had previously voiced this
concern during his maiden speech
in Parliament. He said yesterday
that this necessitated a new social
compact in which citizens depend-
ed less on the Government and
volunteerism became a way of
life.

The importance of volunteers
– and of managing them well –
was underscored by the confer-
ence’s keynote speaker, volunteer
training and management special-
ist Susan Ellis.

Among other issues, she ad-
dressed how heads of non-profit
groups could manage tensions be-
tween paid staff and volunteers,
as well as the tendency for groups
to spend more time and money on
fund-raising than people develop-
ment.

Along with NMP Eugene Tan,
she later in the day also spoke on
corporate volunteering and how
corporate social responsibility ini-
tiatives can benefit employees
and businesses.

Conference participant Lidia
Riveros said the trainers had

asked tough questions that forced
companies and non-profit groups
to think about how they manage
volunteers.

The representative from Aidha,
which runs finance and entrepre-
neurship courses for maids, said:
“Volunteers are always regarded
as less important than paid staff,
but non-profit organisations can-
not survive without them. We
must create a structure where
they are as important as each oth-
er.”

Ms Susan Tann , general man-
ager of ABR Holdings, which runs

Gloria Jean’s Coffees and
Swensen’s, said the sessions out-
lined many options for companies
to get involved in volunteering.

She is considering giving em-
ployees a fixed amount of leave
every year for such a purpose but
added that there are challenges in
adopting any new initiative.

“Corporate philanthropy often
gets mixed up with corporate so-
cial responsibility,” she said. “We
need to move the hearts of the
team, not just tell them that they
have to do this.”
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“MORE INITIATIVES NEEDED

To help Singaporeans move up the social ladder,
we need programmes to help them progress
even faster.
– Mr Goh Chim Kim, executive director of the CDAC
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By ROBIN CHAN

FROM humble beginnings in bor-
rowed premises, the Chinese De-
velopment Assistance Council
(CDAC) has since 1992 become a
source of help for many. Its pro-
grammes have benefited about
75,000 workers in skills develop-
ment, and 400,000 needy stu-
dents through tuition classes.

Mr Lim Swee Say, Minister in
the Prime Minister’s Office and
chairman of the CDAC’s board of
directors, said at the 20th anniver-
sary dinner last night: “We have
come a long way in 20 years...
CDAC now serves more than
60,000 beneficiaries annually.”

Among them is Lee Jia En, 10.
Her father, Mr Lee Chin Ho, 48,
was an odd-job worker in 2007,
when her mother was diagnosed
with breast cancer. They had to
sell their three-room flat. The
CDAC helped them pay for food,
utilities, transport and medical
bills. Mr Lee now has a job as a
kitchen assistant and earns $1,300
a month.

Jia En, his youngest daughter,
is an active volunteer with CDAC
and hopes to become a doctor.
Her older sisters are students at
the National Institute of Educa-
tion and Singapore Polytechnic.

Yesterday, Prime Minister Lee
Hsien Loong singled out the three
sisters and two others for praise.

Mr Bryan Ong, 24, is a third-
year National University of Singa-

pore Business School student and
author of a motivational book for
young people. After his parents
separated in 1999, CDAC’s Re-
dhill Student Service Centre gave
him a place to study for his exams
and learn computer skills.

Thanks to a CDAC training

award, Madam Teo Lung Hiang,
63, became a professional hairstyl-
ist after being a housewife for 30
years.

She now gives free haircuts to
the elderly and students from
low-income families.

PM Lee, the CDAC’s patron,

said it has “tapped on Singapore-
ans’ desire to contribute back to
their own communities”. In a
Facebook post later, he wrote:
“Let us all embrace this spirit of
paying it forward!”

At the dinner, PM Lee thanked
United Overseas Bank chairman

Wee Cho Yaw, who will be step-
ping down as chairman of the
CDAC’s board of trustees after 20
years, describing him as a prime
mover who will be “sorely
missed”.

Mr Wee helped raise more than
$10 million for its endowment

fund. The billionaire banker
stepped down from the Singapore
Federation of Chinese Clan Associ-
ations in 2010, and asked not to
be nominated to the CDAC board,
said CDAC executive director Goh
Chim Kim.
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‘No shortage of volunteers, what’s missing is engagement’

CDAC beneficiaries (from left) Teo Lung Hiang, Lee Jia En with her father Lee Chin Ho, and Bryan Ong at the
20th anniversary event yesterday. Since 1992, the CDAC’s programmes have benefited about 75,000 workers in
skills development, and 400,000 needy students through tuition classes. ST PHOTO: DESMOND WEE

It has tapped into
S’poreans’ desire
to give back to
society: PM Lee

CDAC marks 20 years
of ‘paying it forward’
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