Volunteerism: Both sides gain 
I REFER to your report “Are students' do-good trips any good?” by Ms Eunice Lau (The Sunday Times, Oct 8) and the Forum letters, “Volunteering begins at home, not abroad”, by Mr Alex Ren Ziming (ST, Oct 11) and “Overseas experiences encourage volunteerism” by Dr Tan Chi Chiu (ST, Oct 13). 

We feel that the recent debate on whether volunteerism should begin at home is rather apt as more and more youths are venturing abroad. 

As a non-profit youth organisation, involved in both local and overseas community service, we agree that the impetus for doing overseas community services could vary from pure altruism to the lure of exoticism. But, we do not consider this a point of concern as volunteers are entitled to their own reasons for volunteering. 

What is of more concern is the issue of how to harness the euphoria or the despondency of volunteers after they return. More importantly, how can we translate the experience gained to life-long lessons which are put to good use -- be it locally or overseas? 

Firstly, we do not believe that there is a definitive scale to measure the success of overseas community services or any other voluntary services, for that matter. 

Yes, we might be able to assess the tangibles by looking at the final products delivered to the service recipients. But how are we going to assess the intangibles, such as the lessons reaped by the volunteers and the life-long impact on the recipients? 

Re-painting a school in an overseas expedition might be deemed trivial and lacking long-term focus. But if the process is planned properly and carried out together with the recipients, they can be made to understand that a well-maintained environment is important for school children to study in. And the volunteers can appreciate how lucky they are to have well-maintained schools in Singapore. 

The whole painting process may seem to be a low value project but it can be translated into a life-long lesson for both the recipients and the volunteers on the need to maintain their schools. 

Conversely, we might deem building a school or community hall as high value projects. However, they might not really serve their purpose if the needs of the recipients are not well established in the first place. 

How about cases where projects were not completed for reasons beyond anyone's control, even though they were well planned and the needs were real? 

Managing failure could be an important lesson for all. 

For whatever reasons one volunteers, it must bear no boundaries. 

Harvest the lessons learnt and put them to good use the next time you volunteer -- whether locally or overseas. 
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