Overseas experiences encourage volunteerism 
I REFER to the report “Are students' do-good trips any good?” by Ms Eunice Lau (Sunday Times, Oct 8) and the Forum letter, “Volunteering begins at home, not abroad”, by Mr Alex Ren Ziming (ST, Oct 11). 

The Singapore International Foundation (SIF), which supports many overseas youth community-service expeditions through our Youth Expedition Project (YEP), would like to assure your readers that we share many of the concerns expressed. 

We believe that what often begins with the lure of adventure often results in youth becoming fired up to embark on a life of active volunteerism. 

A recent survey by the National Youth Council showed that only about 1 per cent of Singapore youth do community service. In YEP's experience, whereas only 8 per cent of our participating youth performed community service prior to their expeditions, more than 75 per cent said they would do so afterwards. 

In development work, appropriateness, true value to the community and local sustainability are all critical factors. This is why the SIF makes it a priority to work with host agencies to ensure that our projects are not random, hit-and-run affairs. 

We agree that youth volunteers are not naturally geared towards arduous overseas community-service projects which is why the YEP is a holistic process lasting six months to a year. 

In the pre-expedition phase, students receive structured training in expedition life, leadership, teamwork, and orientation to geography and culture. 

The post-expedition phase helps participants reflect on their experiences, ventilate concerns, discover useful life lessons and, most importantly, translate their experiences into future activity. 

We agree with Mr Ziming that projects are seldom perfect. However, the picture is not black and white and, even in the less successful project in Thailand that Ms Lau reported on, the community benefitted from significant advantages. 

We need to change the mindset that only perfection is valid, and that only if we can guarantee success should we proceed to help overseas communities or, for that matter, embark on anything at all. 

Incidentally, we would like to correct Ms Lau, that SIF was not involved in that particular project in Thailand, which was carried out before YEP was set up. Also, nobody acts as SIF's “foot soldiers”, since SIF does not command projects, but provides support to youth groups to learn how to run projects themselves. 

In SIF's early YEP experience, sound project development and planning led to more than 80 per cent of projects being judged as having provided real benefits. 

SIF agrees with Ms Lau and Mr Ziming's concerns that schools often conduct projects according to student profiles rather than real community needs and also that “package expeditions” by travel firms compound this problem. 

At the start, YEP inherited three projects receiving some commercial help, but has long since stopped supporting groups that buy “package expeditions.” 

Ms Lau's article wrongly implies that SIF routinely uses travel firms to develop projects for YEP. 

In our view, youth expeditions overseas, apart from being platforms for community service, are training opportunities in a unique setting and provide an opportunity to expand horizons, learn compassion in the face of need and sensitivity in addressing needs in different communities. 

One cannot just compare the cost of going overseas against donating the money to charities at home, or fulfill the need for volunteers at home before venturing overseas. 
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