Volunteering begins at home, not abroad 
I REFER to the article, “Are students’ do-good trips any good?” (ST, Oct 8). 

Community work overseas has opened up the scope of volunteer opportunities for many students in Singapore. These experiences help expose them to the reality of poverty and suffering that is so difficult for the pampered youth of our nation to understand offhand. 

Over the past few years, volunteer work has seen a resurgence not only in numbers, but also in scope. More youths and working adults are involving themselves in community work more often, and this has contributed to building a more vibrant culture of volunteerism. 

Since the recent launch of the new National Volunteer Centre, there has also been an increase in the number of corporate volunteers jumping onto the volunteer bandwagon. This bodes well for the future of volunteerism here, and it will go some way in contributing towards the education of youths in Singapore. 

International volunteer groups such as Cross-Cultural Solutions, the United Children's Fund and the United States-based Global Volunteers have long been organising overseas volunteer opportunities for interested volunteers. The wide popularity of such missions has contributed to the growing interest in global volunteer work. 

In Singapore, overseas community work has often been deemed a “honeyed” means of getting students interested in volunteer work, since the opportunity to travel is, more often than not, the main reason some students join such trips. 

However, it must be noted that the initial introduction of such trips posed a problem, as most student volunteers were not trained adequately or prepared sufficiently for such missions to help the less fortunate in other countries. 

Unlike local community work, where there is no limit to the time spent on projects, overseas trips are often constrained by costs and the school schedule. So such trips may end in unfulfilled objectives, which may, in effect, drive away potential volunteers who fear similar failure. 

Although proponents of overseas community work argue that being actively involved in the lives of the less fortunate overseas helps put a face to those being helped, caution should always be exercised, as not every student is prepared psychologically or physically for such community work. 

Some community projects undertaken by schools in Singapore do not achieve much in terms of long-term constructive assistance. Projects such as re-painting of schools do not contribute sufficiently in terms of long-term results to justify the effort or the money put in. 

Also, the enthusiasm displayed and the effort put in may sometimes pose more problems in the future. Student volunteers often leave on such school trips with a set goal and, if that is achieved, they return home heady with success. 

However, many who work in the humanitarian field understand full well that some good-intentioned work fail in the long run because of the lack of a vision for the future. 

In a recent study of humanitarian efforts throughout the globe, 47.8 per cent of all small-scale to medium-scale projects between 1997 and 1998 failed because of the lack of follow-up action, and the failure to consider if such projects can be sustained in the local context. 

Often, schools base their trips on the profile of their students rather than the needs of the community they are offering assistance to. 

This contradicts the main aim of such missions in the first place and, therefore, increases the likelihood that no long-term goal had been set to allow the community being helped to sustain the good work done. 

However, this is not meant to discourage students from undertaking such trips, as communities are more than grateful for any amount of assistance rendered to them. These trips are opportunities to build ties and friendships, and are useful learning experiences. 

But we must also realise that overseas community work must in no way take attention away from the less fortunate in Singapore. 

It is wrong to say that the less fortunate in Singapore are better off than their “counterparts” in other countries. 

Being less fortunate is not a matter of well-being in just material terms; it is the inability or lack of ability to survive at an adequate and acceptable level in the society that one lives in. 

Let us not only try to add value to our work. As a volunteer, one should offer one's services to all those weaker than oneself, and not only to a particular group or interest. 

Overseas community work adds that exoticism and adventure to volunteerism but, unless students are fully committed to the task and are fully prepared, it should not be made the mainstay of community work among our youths. 

Encourage students to be responsible global citizens, but let us work on the home front before heading for more challenging tasks overseas. 
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