Why create red tape for overseas aid projects? 
WE REFER to Ms Eunice Lau's commentary on managing overseas volunteer projects (The Sunday Times, Oct 15). 

Firstly, Professor Denis Goulet's words state the obvious. Inappropriate and poorly thought-out aid given purely to facilitate a donor's agenda is an exercise in cynicism. 

But realpolitik cannot be avoided. Countries and institutions do give aid to further political and diplomatic ends. 

Yet it is not black and white. A project that yields diplomatic dividend is not thereby invalidated. Aid must be valid for it not to be seen as eyewash and hogwash, thus potentially straining relationships instead of furthering them. 

Singapore is a small country with limited resources and it is unfair to compare its overseas aid efforts with those of Britain, the US and Japan. 

We give what we can reasonably afford. Those overseas aid organisations that Ms Lau lists do not, in fact, undertake the coordination and supervision of all aid activities of their countries and, contrary to her suggestion, Singapore is not devoid of national aid institutions. 

We have the Technical Cooperation Directorate of the Foreign Affairs Ministry, organisations like the Red Cross and Singapore International Foundation, as well as numerous civil groups. 

Nor is smaller-scale work such as through the Youth Expedition Project (YEP) invalidated simply because it is “a drop in the bucket”. 

Whether it is “heavy duty” government aid or community-level projects, all together, Singapore makes a meaningful contribution overseas. 

In an era of decentralisation of responsibilities and empowerment of civil groups, the suggestion that Singapore should now develop a potentially unwieldy and bureaucratic umbrella body to closely supervise the whole spectrum of overseas aid projects seems inappropriate. 

The better approach is to build capacity and develop ability. 

The SIF’s Singapore Volunteer Overseas programme has much experience in managing good-quality, sustainable projects overseas. 

That we conceive projects in full consultation with partners ensures there is sustainability and ownership by partners. The same is true for the YEP, which is fast becoming the preferred partner of many youth groups which want to venture overseas. 

This is because we provide comprehensive leader and participant training, and project-development guidance. 

Overall, SIF is already in a position to “train, advise and formulate policy, as well as coordinate projects” for many individual and group participants. 

Again, all is not black or white. While it is true that one of YEP's aims is to develop “world-ready youth”, the other aim is to do good work in partnership with local development agencies. It is possible to achieve both aims and, through feedback, we believe we do. 

Finally, development is an interactive process, not a product with a guarantee label attached. Through due diligence and a sense of accountability, projects can be sustainable and mutually beneficial. 

Learning how to deal with problems and difficulties is an essential part of the process. 

With the right attitude and approach, we will not see Ms Lau's stark and rather apocalyptic finality that “if we fail, it would mean an entire generation coming through the losing end of development”. 
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