


From 2014 to 2018, DBS Foundation and 
NUS Enterprise ran the DBS-NUS Social Venture 
Challenge Asia (SVCA) to identify and support 
social ventures in the region. In the process, SVCA 
helped raise awareness of social entrepreneurship 
and supported many social enterprises in solving 
some of the most pressing social problems. The 
HEAD Foundation is honoured to have contributed 
the award for the “most innovative social enterprise 
for education” in 2017 and 2018.

In this special issue of THink, we worked 
with the organisers of DBS-NUS SVCA to 
compile the stories behind some of their 
award winners from various parts of Asia 
over the years. By sharing their success stories 
(and their struggles), we hope to play our role 
in inspiring our readers and sharing knowledge 
on social entrepreneurship.  

To better understand social entrepreneurship, 
we interviewed Prof Wong Poh Kam of NUS 
Enterprise, who initiated DBS-NUS SVCA. 
With decades of experience in teaching 
entrepreneurship and as an angel investor, 
Prof Wong patiently explained why social 
enterprises are becoming more important to 
today’s society, and how social entrepreneurship 
can be taught and cultivated.

Prof Wong described social entrepre-
neurs as individuals who solve social prob-
lems through viable business solutions. 
This is indeed manifested in all the stories 
we have included in this issue of THink. 
A common problem in today’s society is 
inequality. It is therefore unsurprising that 
many social enterprises have been founded 
to help the underserved in our communi-
ties. OurCityLove helps the elderly and the 
disabled in Taiwan to enjoy the joy of trav-
el. Society Staples in Singapore organises 

inclusive sports and recreational activities to 
connect persons with disabilities (PWDs) 
with other members of the community. 

Imagtor in Vietnam trains PWDs and offers 
them job opportunities so that they can regain 

confidence and dignity. In Bhutan, ANA by 
Karma turned housewives in poor villages 
into financially independent businesswom-
en. Siam Organic introduces high-value rice 
variants to growers in Thailand and teaches 

them organic farming so that they can derive 
higher income from their farms.

While empowering the underprivileged, 
some social enterprises solve a related problem 

at the same time, making their impact more 
significant. Evoware alleviates poverty among 
Indonesian seaweed growers while reducing plas-
tic pollution. ATEC* Biodigesters processes societal 

waste and turns it into clean cooking fuel and fer-
tilisers for the rural poor in Cambodia. HelpUsGreen 

turns pollutants in the Ganges into a much-needed 
source of income for marginalised women.

Technology is helping social enterprises to 
extend their reach and impact as well. CMED 
uses a mobile app and AI technology to bring 
preventive healthcare to hundreds of thou-
sands in rural Bangladesh. Learn Education 

deploys a well-researched online learning plat-
form to provide free but high quality education to 

underserved Thai children. DesiViDesi uses innova-
tive technology to process agricultural surpluses 
and create a sustainable supply chain for many 
Indian farmers.  

We thank our contributors for sharing their 
heart-warming stories, and for making the 
world a better place. We hope our readers will 
find the stories of these courageous entrepre-

neurs inspiring and encouraging as well. 
Happy reading!
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"Hum apne  bacchon  ko  ka i s e  
padhaenge?" (How will I provide education 
to my children?) This was the first question 
on Sujata’s mind as she packed her bags to 
leave for her father’s house. 

Sujata is the ninth of 10 daughters. 
Before her marriage, she used to hear her 
grandmother tell her parents, “Itni sari 
ladkiyan hain, kya karoge padha ke?” (You 
are responsible for too many daughters, 
why waste money on their education?) In 
a society where patriarchy is still dominant, 
education is not seen as important for a 
girl. Her future is largely to be the perfect 
housewife in a marriage. 

While seven of her sisters had barely 
passed fifth standard (the equivalent of 
Primary 5) before getting married, Sujata 
considered herself to be fortunate to have 

graduated from high school before mar-
riage. She had been promised further edu-
cation by her in-laws but it did not happen. 
Now, after devoting five years to their mar-
riage, Sujata’s husband had abandoned her 
to be with another woman. All she wished 
was she had studied more. 

At 24 years old, Sujata had to lead a 
household on her own, with a son, aged 
three, and a baby girl who was just a few 
months old. She could not fathom how 
to provide her children with proper dai-
ly meals. Her dreams for their shining 
careers seemed to have been smashed. 

She knew she had to do something to 
ensure her children’s lives would be better 
than hers. Her father’s income was not 
enough. The other men in the family, her 
brothers-in-law, avoided speaking to her 

thinking she would seek financial help 
from them. There was no other way she 
could raise her kids and manage a liveli-
hood on her own. She told her father she 
wanted to work. 

Sujata had heard about the phool wali 
factory (flower factory) but since it was 
quite far from her home, she feared her 
father would not permit her to work there. 
Nonetheless, intrigued by the concept of 
making incense from temple flowers, she 
visited the factory with a friend to see how 
it was run. She was immediately attract-
ed to the culture of the place as she saw 
the women had so much fun together. 
The salary offered was higher than most 
places and everyone said Bhaiya (“Big 
Brother”, referring to Ankit Agarwal, CEO 
of HelpUsGreen) was really nice.

E K T A  J A I N

Preserving  
the Ganges,  
Helping  
Marginalised  
Women
HelpUsGreen is preserving India’s most sacred river, the Ganges, at the same 

time transforming the lives of marginalised women. By upcycling flowers 

offered at temples, we create organic products like incense sticks, incense 

cones, and vermicompost under the brand Phool. Our enterprise prevents 

about 8.4 tonnes of flower waste from being dumped into the rivers on a daily 

basis. How does it impact lives? Let us tell you a story.
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Most of the women
there were either
former manual
scavengers (a banned
practice of manually
cleaning human
excreta from sewers)
or had worked in
some other factories.

She really wanted to join.
While Ankit was monitoring the pack-

aging of incense sticks, she stepped in and 
told him that she wanted to work there but 
her father would be against sending her 
because of the distance.

The following week, a yellow painted 
bus with the HelpUsGreen logo came to 
fetch her and other women to the factory. 
She saw her neighbours look at her in sur-
prise when she boarded the bus and that 
made her smile — her first, in a long time.

Sujata’s first memory of the factory 
is that of cleanliness and hygiene. Most 
of the women there were either former 
manual scavengers (a banned practice of 
manually cleaning human excreta from 
sewers) or had worked in some other 

factories. Little attention had been giv-
en to their health and sanitation at their 
previous workplaces. Where they used 
to handle faeces with their bare hands, 
they now separate flowers while wearing 
gloves at HelpUsGreen. They have clean 
toilets, their drinking water is filtered, 
they are provided with safety gear, and 
their medical needs are met.

Sujata began with separating flow-
ers at the HelpUsGreen factory, learning 
everything from dough-making to pack-
aging. Her favourite part of the day is 
hand-rolling incense sticks with her best 
friend, Rekha, when they share stories and 
laugh a lot.  

Each woman working there has a per-
sonal banking account and life insurance. 
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Sujata began with 
separating flowers

at the HelpUsGreen 
factory, learning
everything from 

dough-making to 
packaging.
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They all get to attend a workshop from 
HelpUsGreen on the operation of bank 
accounts, insurance and ATM cards. 

Armed with this financial knowledge, 
Sujata taught her younger sister how to use 
an ATM card. In fact, whatever she learned 
at the factory, she passed on to her family. 

When her father was set to marry off 
her younger sister after high school, she 
stopped him from doing so and took on 
the responsibility for her sister’s further 
education. She wanted her sister to be 
independent and strong, and knew it could 
be achieved through education.

Within two months of working at 
HelpUsGreen, with a steady income 
she  never  had 
b e f o r e ,  Su j a t a 
was able to enrol 
her son in school. 
I t ’s  been more 
than a year since 
Sujata joined the 
factory and she is 
now planning the 
school enrolment 
of her two-year-old 
daughter this year 
and will give any-
thing to see her 
work in the Indian 
Administrat ive 
Se rv i ce  i n  t he 
future. In a soci-
ety like Sujata’s, 
i t  c o u n t s  a s  a 
great challenge. 

S u j a t a  n o w 
earns more than 
her husband used to and leads a much 
more comfortable life. Her brothers-in-law, 
who were not keen on helping her in her 
hour of need, now look to her for finan-
cial assistance.

“HelpUsGreen has given me respect, 
strength, and confidence, and that is why 
I love working here,” Sujata says.

HelpUsGreen provides livelihoods 
to 80 women. Their experience at 

HelpUsGreen is not only empowering but 
also transforming.

These women were mostly unem-
ployed or worked as sanitation workers. 
Due to the taboo around sanitation work-
ers in Indian society, these people are often 
treated as untouchables. No one wants to 
employ them as they clean drains and 
because of the prevalent caste system. 

With HelpUsGreen, these women can 
have disease-free, stable livelihoods. 

Their income has increased up to six 
times. Previously, they earned only up to 
Rs. 60 (86 US cents) a day. Sixty per cent 
of these women now earn more than their 
husbands. A few of them are the sole 

bread-earners of 
their family. Each 
of Phool’s prod-
ucts narrates a tale 
about a woman 
who handcrafted it. 

Sita Devi, for 
instance, bought 
a refrigerator with 
the money she 
saved. She fulfilled 
her life’s dream 
of  hav ing  co ld 
water.  Sumitra 
b o u g h t  a u d i o 
s p e a k e r s  t h a t 
she rents out for 
marriage proces-
sions. She is now 
an entrepreneur.

Above all, each 
of these flower-
cyclers is proud 

to have contributed to preserving the 
Ganges. This sacred river is the means 
of livelihood for thousands of families 
in the vicinity. The monumental tem-
ple-flower disposal in the river and its 
deep-rooted religious significance was 
overriding the Ganges’ biophysical 
stability and killing it. HelpUsGreen 
is grateful to have transformed lives 
through flowers. ■

Sixty per cent of 
these women now 

earn more than their 
husbands. A few of 
them are the sole 
bread-earners of 
their family. Each 

of Phool’s products 
narrates a tale 

about a woman who 
handcrafted it. 

Ekta Jain is the Communication Manager 
of HelpUsGreen. The organisation is a 2018 
awardee of the DBS Foundation Social 
Enterprise Grant Programme. The social 
enterprise was also one of the winners of the 
2017 DBS-NUS Social Venture Challenge 
Asia and recipient of the Judges’ Choice 
Award for its potential sustainable and scala-
ble social impact. For more information, visit 
www.helpusgreen.com.
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Finding My  
Footing
in this  
World
Society Staples creates a more 

inclusive future and maximises 

opportunities for Persons with 

Disabilities (PWDs) through 

two platforms — experiences 

and engagement. By involving 

the entire ecosystem, 

Society Staples delivers 

multidimensional impact and 

constantly challenges the status 

quo, pushing the boundaries of 

what’s possible.

D E B R A  L A M
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Thinking of myself as an entrepreneur 
is weird, to say the least. I never felt like I 
fit into the characteristics of an entrepre-
neur, neither did I have the aspirations to 
run my own business. Similarly, there was 
no desire to serve the community. I never 
saw myself as someone with the ability 
to create any sort of change. I was a very 
materialistic kid whose dream was to hold 
a high-level position in a global organisa-
tion with a spacious office and a nice water 
feature wall at the entrance.

But ever since I co-founded Society 
Staples, I find myself doing many things 
that I never thought was in me. I took 
the less trodden path, went through a 
tremendous amount of point-breaking 
moments where I thought “this was it” and 
yet, still find myself deeply rooted in the 
work that I do. 

My interactions with persons with disa-
bilities (PWDs) began at home, as my elder 
brother and younger brother have autism 
spectrum disorder. The one thing that stood 
out to me most was my younger brother’s 
temper or in autism language, “melt-
downs”, in his formative years. While my 
older brother did not have violent outbursts, 
his rigidity and perspective on things were 
always something that we could not com-
prehend. I very quickly grew apart from my 
brothers. It proved to be extremely difficult 
to form a relationship with them, void of 
understanding their condition and bare-
ly having any commonalities as we were 
growing up. Through it all, the one consist-
ent thought I had for years was, “Why can’t 
I have normal siblings?”

Apart from my brothers, I otherwise had 
a very typical Singaporean childhood. I was 
told to study hard, get good grades and set 
my sights on climbing the corporate ladder 
when I become an adult. It was the only 
route I was aware of, the one that my parents 
took, and I very naturally gravitated towards 
it. Life was also very comfortable. My parents 

provided me with more than enough. 
It still intrigues me how I never saw the 

discrimination my brothers faced, or disa-
bility as a social issue despite having per-
sonal experiences. It was only a year after 
doing this work that I started to understand 
the magnitude and complexity of the issue. 

My foray into the disability sector start-
ed in late 2011 when Ryan (my co-found-
er who also has a brother with disability) 
came across an online article documenting 
a group of special needs teachers criticis-
ing their students. That was the first time 
he witnessed such overt discrimination. It 
stirred up enough emotions and determi-
nation in him to decide that he was going 
to right the wrong. Being a dragon boat 

enthusiast, he pitched the idea of using 
dragon boating as a sport to combat the 
condescending attitudes towards PWDs, 
for a youth ideas competition. 

It proved to be 
extremely difficult to 
form a relationship 
with them, void 
of understanding 
their condition and 
barely having any 
commonalities as 
we were growing 
up. Through it all, 
the one consistent 
thought I had for 
years was, “Why 
can’t I have normal 
siblings?”
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By a stroke of luck, we emerged as win-
ners and were awarded some prize mon-
ey to start this crazy idea. Deaf Dragons 
(Singapore’s first full-deaf dragon boat 
team) was thus formed in early 2012. I nev-
er supported the idea but felt the respon-
sibility to follow through as I was part of 
the team that participated in the competi-
tion. It made absolutely no sense that the 
20-year-old Ryan and 18-year-old me could 
succeed in this initiative and change the 
mindsets of others. But somehow, we did. 

For the next two years, Deaf Dragons 
allowed me to connect with my paddlers 
and opened my eyes to the challenges faced 
by the deaf community. As we spoke to 

other PWDs, we uncovered an endless list 
of visible and invisible barriers that inhibit 
them from achieving their fullest potential 
and a better quality of life. It was a switch 
we could not turn off. Everywhere we went, 
we witnessed obstacles that made life diffi-
cult for PWDs. We decided it was an issue 
worth addressing and investing our time 
in. Armed with naivety, stubbornness and 
the extra boost of confidence from the 
success of Deaf Dragons, Society Staples 
was incorporated in 2015. 

It has been four years since this social 
enterprise began, and I still struggle to 
explain and quantify the work we do. 
When the sector is so fixated on creating 
employment opportunities for PWDs and 
them gaining financial independence as 
the ultimate goal to unlock, everything 
else pales in comparison — from a per-
son’s well-being to their quality of life and 

the opportunities to participate in society 
and community. 

But that does not mean those aspects of 
a person’s life should be overlooked. Based 
on the quality-of-life survey for PWDs, con-
ducted by the National Council of Social 
Service in 2017, among the aspects that 
scored the lowest were recreation and lei-
sure, social support and opportunities, as 
well as information acquisition and skills.  
I see worry in the eyes of caregivers and 
hear it in the voices of PWDs when I com-
municate with them. I feel it deep down 
in my heart too, because my brothers and 
friends with disabilities are faced with the 
same situation.  

The purpose and motivation of doing 
this work are clear, but by no means is it an 
easy journey. I have lost count of the number 
of times I questioned the significance and 
value of our work because little has changed 
despite all of our efforts. But the toughest 
challenge I had to battle with is the flood of 
insecurities thinking I was not good enough 
to do this work. 

Why continue on with this work then? 
Because deep down, I still believe we have 

more to give and I have never lost sight of 
our ambitious goal of building an inclusive 
future for PWDs. 

Society Staples stands for so many things. 
We raise awareness for PWDs. We educate 
our society about this community and 
how every individual has a role to play in 
order for an inclusive society to materialise.  
We organise inclusive events for PWDs 
and non-PWDs to connect with one 

another, believing that greater exposure will 
ignite changes in mindsets. We work with 
lower-functioning PWDs who are often left 
out, conducting programmes that provide 
meaningful engagement for them. We 
create opportunities for PWDs to partake 
in sports because participation in exercise 
sharply declines upon graduation from spe-
cial needs school. 

Recently, we started to explore inclusive 
employment and curriculum design for 
disability homes and activity centres. By 
doing so, we hope to help more people 
to better understand the disability ecosys-
tem, beyond the conditions of PWDs they 
observe. We also want to establish a stand-
ard and develop a process for the program-
ming of inclusive activities, to guide more 
vendors to get involved.

That is the essence and beauty of 
Society Staples. We see a gap, we try to 
address it. Many have said, we are doing 
too many things — and they might be 
right. But as Ryan puts it succinctly, 
“Without us, the world will die.” Clearly, 
streaks of naivety and stubbornness are 
still deeply etched in us!

“It is not incumbent upon you to com-
plete the work, but neither are you at liber-
ty to desist from it.” I heard this in a speech 
once, and it deeply resonates with me. 

I have dreamt of a world where Society 
Staples and similar organisations have all 
closed down, because PWDs have become 
fully integrated and included in all spheres 
of everyday life, and there is no longer a 
need for us anymore. Yet, I am fully 
aware that this work will take an extremely 
long time before we witness that level of 
inclusion we are striving towards. 

Who knows what will happen in the 
years to come? Maybe it will turn out to be 
that one thing I will do for life. Whatever 
the outcome, I know advocating for PWDs 
and pushing forth the message of inclu-
sion will always be a significant part of me 
and definitely something I will do in what-
ever capacity I can. 

Till then, wish me luck! ■

Many have said, we are doing too many 
things — and they might be right.  

But as Ryan puts it succinctly,  
“Without us, the world will die.” Clearly, 
streaks of naivety and stubbornness are 

still deeply etched in us!
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Debra Lam is the co-founder of Society 
Staples, a social enterprise that creates a more 
inclusive future for Persons with Disabilities 
through awareness and advocacy initiatives, 
community events as well as training and con-
sultancy projects. For more information, visit 
www.societystaples.com.sg. 

As we spoke to other PWDs, we 
uncovered an endless list of visible 
and invisible barriers that inhibit 
them from achieving their fullest 

potential and a better quality of life. 
It was a switch we could not 

turn off.
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best to grab the opportunities available.
We learnt about information technol-

ogy by ourselves, and managed to dive 
into the sector, socialise and earn a stable 
income. In 2003, we decided to share our 
skills and train others with disabilities. The 
training started with three PWDs in the 
neighbourhood, and it grew bigger across 
the nation with more PWDs enrolling into 
our training centre.

In 2008, we moved to Hanoi and named 
the centre Will to Live, as we believed there 
are more job opportunities for PWDs in the 
capital of Vietnam. There were more vol-
unteers helping us at the centre. That said, 
we still needed financial support. Hence, 
we worked two jobs each to earn money, 
and found time to teach and guide PWDs. 
For the first few years, we worked extremely 
hard to earn as much as we could to support 
others. Some PWDs are too poor to afford 
travelling costs to Hanoi and expenses dur-
ing their training period. However, they have 
great ambitions. 

Getting more PWDs enrolled meant 
more work for us. Nonetheless, we frequent-
ly encouraged one another, “Come on, we 
can work more.” In 2010, we finally secured 
our first sponsor, the Centre for Social 
Initiatives Promotion (CSIP), and life at the 
centre became easier. We enrolled more 
than 900 PWDs for training, who went on 
to graduate, get jobs, fall in love, chase their 
dreams and be happy — it is the most 
wonderful achievement to us.

It is like watering and nurturing a small 
seed everyday and watching it germinate. 
You know it will live and you will see the 
first budding leaf you have hoped for. You 
continue to nurture it till it grows stronger 
and you wait. Finally, the bud blossoms 
into a bright beautiful flower. You know for 
sure that all the efforts that you have put in 
are meaningful.

However, hardships and risks never 
end. The key point is financial sustain-
ability. There is a question that I always 

ask myself, if there comes a day where 
there are no donors, what will happen 
to Will to Live centre? We have creat-
ed change so effectively and brought 
impact to the lives of PWDs. What 
would happen to the PWDs if this ends, 
and the enrolment waitlist becomes 
longer every year?

In February 2016, I decided to take 
the risk and used all my savings, about 
US$5,000, for my social start-up, Imagtor. 
My best friends and I decided to focus on 
training our students. We provide 2D and 
3D Photoshop services and video servic-
es to estate companies and international 
e-businesses. Half of our customers come 
from America, 40 per cent from Europe, 
nine per cent from Australia, and one per 
cent from Japan and Korea. 

Since 15 January 2019, we have hired 
68 staff, of which more than half are 
PWDs. From the start, we have commit-
ted to maintain a staff quota of at least 
40 per cent for PWDs. Shareholders of 
Imagtor have also continuously given 
support towards sustainable inclusion 
by each contributing 40 per cent of their 
profits to fund PWDs at Will to Live, or 
other centres.

Imagtor aims to create job opportu-
nities for the marginalised community, 
especially PWDs. It provides professional, 
quality service to customers and change 
social perception about the capabilities of 
PWDs. It aims to provide a stable financial 
support for PWDs activities in the nation, 
to advance their position in society and 
contribute to eradicating poverty. ■
Thao Van is the Co-founder and Chairwoman 
of Imagtor, a social enterprise that helps peo-
ple with disabilities to regain confidence and 
to have a successful career by equipping them 
with employable skills and providing them with 
work opportunities. For more information, or 
to find out how you can support Imagtor, visit 
www.imagtor.com.

I was born in a very poor countryside 
in Vietnam, where many People with 
Disabilities (PWDs) live. My brother and I 
have severe disability. We have witnessed 
and experienced clearly the hardships of 
PWDs and their families. In the coun-
tryside, there are myths that disability is 
a disease, which brings ill luck if seen or 
touched; or that PWDs have committed 
wrongdoings in their previous life and are 
paying the price in this present life. They 
believed that PWDs are incapable of con-
tributing to society and supporting their 
families. Such myths have created a social 
stigma against PWDs.

With the social stigma, PWDs are faced 
with barriers such as lack of confidence, 
and little access to facilities and public 
transportation. They are unable to receive 
education or attend vocational training, 
to learn and be equipped with new skills. 
They therefore are seen negatively in the 
eyes of society, for being poor, jobless 
and dependent on others. These have 
strengthened those unfounded myths. My 
childhood and life journey have been about 
learning how to overcome those barriers. 
My brother and I strongly believe in sec-
ond chances, and that you have to try your 

People 
with  
Disabilities 
and  
Second 
Chances 

T H A O  V A N
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With the social stigma, PWDs are faced with barriers such 
as lack of confidence, and little access to facilities and public 

transportation. They are unable to receive education or 
attend vocational training, to learn and be equipped with 

new skills. They therefore are seen negatively in the eyes of 
society, for being poor, jobless and dependent on others. 

These have strengthened those unfounded myths. 
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Learn Education with the aim of making 
high-quality education available to all, par-
ticularly the underserved through a tiered 
pricing model. This led them to provide 
their products and services for free to 
hilltribe schools and schools run by the 
Buddhist clergy. 

In 2014, two years after establishing 
Learn Education, a friend told Tanin that 
he was running a social enterprise and 
encouraged him to take part in the Thai 
Social Enterprise Office’s inaugural com-
petition. “After winning the top prize, 
that’s when I thought, ‘I guess we are a 
social enterprise after all.’”

The win encouraged them to also join 
the DBS-NUS Social Venture Challenge 
Asia in 2015, not just for the additional 
funding but also for the recognition 
from established, regionally-recog-
nised organisations like DBS and the 
National University of Singapore (NUS). 
“Domestic awareness about us is one 
thing, but international recognition 
is on another level. We knew that an 
endorsement from a well-known organ-
isation, especially a university like NUS, 
would help us expand back home,” 
Tanin shared. 

“Universities are trusted symbols of 
quality education in Thailand, and Asia 
in general. As a social enterprise in 
education, without connection to well-
known universities, it is quite difficult 
to get buy-in from schools and have 
them believe in what we do,” Tanin 
commented about their collaborations 
with well-established universities. “But 
connection with universities are also 
important because they have differ-
ent strengths that we can tap on, like 
extensive knowledge in technology and 
the humanities, for example.”

Learn Education also works in stride 
with government efforts on education. 
The government’s top-down approach 
may reach the majority of schools but 
resources might be too limited to ena-
ble them to reach all. The private sec-
tor can then step in to make sure no 
school or student gets left behind.

Hence, the government’s buy-in to 
innovative solutions is crucial — but 
can be especially challenging in a con-
formist society like Thailand’s. Tanin 
shared what has worked for them: 
“Align with their policy, but use a dif-
ferent approach. Schools are more likely 

“‘What is a social enterprise?’ I had to 
ask that back when we were new. We didn’t 
know what it was!” — an amusing revela-
tion from Mr Tanin Timtong, co-founder 
of Learn Education in Thailand, the 2015 
winner of the DBS-NUS Social Venture 
Challenge Asia.   

The award-winning social enterprise, 
which provides innovative learning plat-
forms by leveraging technology, was found-
ed in 2011, driven solely by a mission to 
provide quality education in Thailand. Fast-
forward to the present: Learn Education 
has impacted 3,000 schools and trained 
12,000 teachers in the last eight years.

What makes Learn Education special is 
its commitment to a social cause that has 
not been lost despite its growth over the 
years. For Tanin, it goes right back to their 
mission. “We started the company with a 
mission in mind, and who we wanted to 
help. We didn’t think about being a social 
enterprise — especially since Thailand 
really only became aware of the concept 
five to six years ago.”

Tanin, who came from a humble 
background, recognised the value of edu-
cation, along with his business partners 
Mr Sathorn and Mr Sutee. They started 

Walking  
the  
Talk:
Learn Education’s work, 

growth, philosophy, 

and the mission that 

started it all 

M E L O D Y  E S P A Ñ O L
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Pictured below, from left to right:  
Tanin Timtong, Wisarut Winyu-ekasit  

and  Phata Techatewon
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to work with you if you are aligned with 
policies because they will look for ways 
to execute them.” 

This is illustrated by their projects 
like TrainKru (“Train Teacher” in English), 
where teachers can choose the courses 
they want to learn and plan to apply in the 
classroom. The programme provides hard 
content training to further develop teach-
ers to be more effective in their specialised 
subjects. It also offers soft skills training 
which includes time management, stu-
dent and classroom management and 
coaching facilitation. Such courses are 
currently not part of teachers’ structured 
training as they are mostly trained on 
teaching content. With the quickly devel-
oping technology in a modern econo-
my that students will have to navigate, 
what teachers have learnt during their 
formal training may not be applica-
ble or enough. 

For a social enterprise centred on 
developing people, Learn Education grew 
with the help of the talents it has attract-
ed and developed. According to Tanin, at 
the very heart of Learn Education was its 
mission, which has struck a chord with 
many socially conscious young Thais 
who also believe in the impact the pri-
vate sector can create. But what does 
Learn Education do to retain them? 

“We give them space,” Tanin said.
Elaborating on this are two mem-

bers from his team. “I like challeng-
es, and there are plenty to address in 
Thai education. Here, I’m given the 
space to explore and try out solutions,” 
said Wisarut Winyu-ekasit, Senior 
Business Development Associate at 
Learn Education.

General Manager at Learn Education, 
Phata Techatewon, who also works on 
other social enterprise ventures, said he 
had been looking for ways to get involved 
in the education sector, which drew him 
to Learn Education. “They also allowed 
me to choose my projects.”

This project includes a workshop in 
collaboration with a psychologist from 

Thammasat University, with the objec-
tive of assessing students’ learning styles 
and to work with school leaders to inte-
grate these into how their classrooms 
are organised. 

According to Phata, Thai education 
is set up in a way that pushes students 
to study what they may not be interest-
ed in. “There are currently no tools or 
workshops to help students discover 
what they like, what they can become, 
or whether — after choosing to study 
something for four to five years — the 
trajectory of their career will lead to 
something fulfilling.”

The workshop will use psychology 
tools to find out more about the students 
such as their learning styles, attitudes 
and current 21st-century skills. This is to 
know how the students learn best. “The 
students will also be given tools to help 
them understand themselves at every 
moment, since they are likely to change 
when they gain more knowledge.”

From what they have shared, a com-
mon thread running through these 
projects, services and internal talent 
management seem to emerge: provid-
ing students, teachers and their own 
talents the tools and space to bring 
out their best.

In a world that is experiencing 
disruptive waves of change, Learn 
Education still has much room to 
grow, and many schools to serve. 
However, the company’s approach of 
providing schools, teachers and stu-
dents the tools and space to explore 
and learn appears to be rooted in the 
belief of acknowledging each indi-
vidual’s strengths and evolving inter-
ests. It is an approach that is visible 
in the company’s culture itself, along 
with its enduring spirit to serve Thai 
society. If it remains true to its mis-
sion as on the day it was founded, it 
will be very interesting to keep up 
with Learn Education’s story as it 
continues to grow in Thailand — and 
perhaps, to the rest of the region. ■

Melody Español  i s  the  Managing 
Editor of THink.
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Q U I N  S Q  T H O N G

Transforming 
Lives,
One 
Scarf 
at a Time
The lives of master weavers in rural Bhutan are 

forever changed through ANA by Karma.
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“Gyelmo,” she says softly, point-
ing to herself.

I look blankly at her. “Err… Gyelmo?” 
I repeat like a parrot. And then, my 
brain whirling, it suddenly comes to me: 
“Gyelmo! Oh my… Gyelmo!” I embrace 
her joyously, tears welling in my eyes.

You see, the Gyelmo that I remembered 
was a painfully shy village housewife. In 
the summer of 2015, I was sitting in her 
little room, on the floor, teaching her how 
to use a measuring tape. She hardly made 
eye contact. A year later, Gyelmo was still 
bashful. It was almost impossible to take 
a photo of her, as she would cover her face 
whenever I held up my camera.

Yet standing in front of me in November 
2018 is a confident, elegant lady. She is 
looking at me steadily, with a smile. I can 
hardly believe it is the same Gyelmo. Her 
transformation from a village housewife 
into a businesswoman is so startling that 
I feel overawed.

In 2014, I was holidaying in Bhutan 
when I met a poor village housewife who 
displayed keen talent in making intricate 
weavings. What I thought was a one-off 
offer to help her to set up a home busi-
ness, quickly snowballed into the ANA by 
Karma we know today. Within four months 
of the accidental start to my social entre-
preneurship, we sold more than 1,000 
handmade scarves and enrolled the entire 
village into this budding venture. By 2015, 
we were providing training for even more 
weavers and encouraging them to become 
designers. So many of them would giggle 
and hide their faces as I talked to them, 
probably feeling a little intrigued that a for-
eigner was sitting in their midst babbling 
in a strange language! Yet I continued to 
speak and work with them at their weaving 
looms — which usually drew lots of laugh-
ter as I was hopeless at weaving. Soon, 

they got a little more comfortable with me, 
and my crazy ideas about making them 
“businesswomen”.

A year later in 2016, my weaver sisters 
were making scarves to a high standard of 
quality — in fact their handiwork was so 
good that even fellow Bhutanese found it 
hard to believe the scarves were handmade 
in Bhutan. This gave the weavers much 
confidence, knowing that they were on 
the right track. By July 2016, a dedicated 
ANA Trust Fund was established for the 
weavers’ benefit, with the guidance of the 
National Bank of Bhutan. This very act 
gave the women much to think about: 
they knew that all the profits of the social 
enterprise would go into their Trust Fund 
and into their community. With the pro-
ceeds, ANA runs training programmes 
such as business skills and basic com-
puter skills for women and children. The 
weavers got very serious about running the 
business well.

To help them further establish them-
selves, financial literacy training was 
introduced, including budgeting, foreign 
currency and stock management. As 
an accountant, I believe the best way to 
empower a woman is to give her financial 
skills. As our lessons got harder, I kept 
saying to the weavers with great enthusi-
asm, “Yes, you can do it!” No matter how 
many times I had to repeat the lessons, I 
would do it with great patience because I 
deeply admired them for their determi-
nation to learn; and they saw this as their 
only chance to climb out of poverty, literally 
using their own bare hands.

In 2017, hardly three years from 
when we started, Pema Choden — a 
young mother of four who began with 
ANA as a weaver in 2015 — rose from 
supervisor to become the CEO in Bhutan 
for the venture. She took charge of the 

THink: The HEAD Foundation Digest    |     19

THink: Profit for Good Special Issue



Gyelmo, a talented weaver and now, businesswoman.
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100 women whom ANA trained and 
ensured that they would get continuous 
training to upgrade the quality of their 
work. Her touching story of “From Zero 
to CEO” inspired many youths and wom-
en in Bhutan to pursue their dreams, no 
matter how lowly the starting point was.

Every time I go to Bhutan to train my 
weaver sisters, I would look at their faces in 
amazement. Zangmo, our new supervisor, 
is looking confident. Dema’s eyes are spar-
kling. Pema’s face is radiant. Oh my. Gone 
are the bashful village housewives. In front 
of me are women in business. How con-
fident they look. How beautiful they have 
become. The look of empowered women 

shines through their faces.
Like Mother Teresa said, “Not all of us 

can do great things, but each one of us can 
do small things with great love.” Never 
once did I think, that my small act in 2014 
of helping one Bhutanese housewife would 
have this far-reaching impact of transform-
ing so many lives. That is why, when I look 
at the beautiful, smiling Gyelmo before 
me, tears well up. With amazement. With 
awe. With pride.

I end this article by sharing once again: 
please just go and do that small thing with 
great love. You never know whose life you 
will touch and change for the better.

Tashi delek. ■

Within four months 
of the accidental 
start to my social 
entrepreneurship,  
we sold more than 
1,000 handmade 
scarves and enrolled 
the entire village into 
this budding venture.
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Quin SQ Thong is a Chartered Accountant, 
working as Managing Director Asia for 
Wilmington Plc listed in UK. She is also 
the Founder, Financier and Hope Officer 
(Volunteer) of ANA by Karma, volunteer-
ing her spare time to ANA by Karma, and 
describing it as her efforts to “do small things 
with great love.” 

ANA by Karma is a social enterprise with a 
mission to spread happiness from Bhutan to 
the world, one scarf at a time. It empowers 
underprivileged illiterate village housewives to 
become financially independent utilising their 
weaving skills. For more information, visit 
www.anabykarma.com.

Gone are the  
bashful village 

housewives.  
In front of me  
are women in 

business. 

The writer Quin SQ Thong (left) with Gylemo.

22    |      #5 • July 2019

THink: Profit for Good Special Issue

http://www.anabykarma.com


“Everyone has the right to access lei-
sure and tourism services on an equal 
basis,” said former UN Secretary-General 
Ban Ki-moon in his message on World 
Tourism Day 2016. The global tourism 
market is expanding and a significant 
number of elderly, mobility impaired, fam-
ilies with young children and persons with 
disabilities (PWDs) are looking to travel. 
However, they are often met with difficulty 
in finding suitable and accessible services. 
Finding information on accessible servic-
es, checking in luggage, and booking an 
accessible room often prove to be difficult, 
costly and time-consuming. Elderly and 
disabled people have access issues that 
able-bodied individuals do not think about. 

OurCityLove Social Enterprise actively 
collaborates with various parties to improve 
accessible tourism. To learn more about 
the issue, we conducted a market research 
on accessible tourism with more than 
1,500 respondents in mid-2017, in cooper-
ation with the most authoritative research 
institute in Taiwan, the Academia Sinica. 
The results reveal the following facts: 

Innovating  
Accessible  
Tourism  
for  
Social  
Inclusion
The 9453 Friendly 

Traveller and 

OurCityLove 

Social Enterprise

1. The elderly, the disabled as well as 
their caregivers desire short travels 
at least four times a year; 

2. Travelling is the most desirable 
activity for the mobility-challenged 
elderly, disabled and their families 
for relaxation and rebuilding their 
relationship, love and trust; 

3. Lack of information on accessible 
travel makes them feel anxious and 
nervous as it is a major concern for 
family travel; 

4. Uncertainties with accessible 
transportation, accommodation and 
support services are the key chal-
lenges while organising travel.

In  response  to  such  i s sues , 
OurCityLove and Taiwan’s leading car 
manufacturer, Yulon Group, co-started 
the project “9453 Friendly Traveller” to 
encourage the elderly, the disabled and 
their caregivers and families to travel more 
with less anxiety. This is a unique cooper-
ation between a big company and a small 
social enterprise to promote social inno-
vation and to implement real accessible 

tourism services. Initiatives under this 
cooperation include the design 
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of the “Luxgen V7 Eco-Hyper”, the “9453 
Friendly Traveller” info-platform and 9453 
Accessible Transportation Service Network 
and Charity Travels.

Joint Effort to Design  
Luxgen V7 Eco-Hyper

To create a more human-centred, com-
fortable and affordable accessible vehicle 
for senior citizens and PWDs in Taiwan, 
Yulon and OurCityLove worked with disa-
bled citizens and universal design experts 
from 2012 to 2016 for the “Luxgen V7 Eco-
Hyper”. Designed with the input from rep-
resentatives from OurCityLove and social 
welfare institutes, the “Luxgen V7 Eco-
Hyper” successfully meets the different 
needs of travelling families with PWDs. 
The increase in the capacity of accessible 
transportation was welcomed by its target 
community since its market launch in 
December 2016. 

9453 Friendly Traveller
Working with OurCityLove, Yulon 

trained and provided incentives to PWDs 
to contribute accessibility information of 
restaurants, hotels, and tourist attractions 
based on their own experience. To share 

the information, the online web portal 
"9453 Friendly Traveller", Taiwan's first 
accessible tourism info-platform, was set 
up in December 2017. Currently, it has 
accessibility information of 10 cities in 
Taiwan. A printed version is also available.

9453 Accessible Transportation  
Service Network and Charity Travels

To increase the social impact of “9453 
Friendly Traveller” and to implement its 
market services, Yulon and OurCityLove 
organised car rental (CARPLUS 格上租車)  
and 168 taxi drivers with accessible vehi-
cles in different cities, offering family 
travel services everywhere. It is important 
that we bring more customers to accessi-
ble restaurants, hotels and tourist attrac-
tions to encourage other business owners 
to make their facilities accessible as well. 
Furthermore, Yulon and OurCityLove man-
aged to convince private companies to spon-
sor social welfare associations that organise 
charity travels for families with PWDs.

My Friendly Country Road
The efforts of “9453 Friendly Traveller” 

in compiling and sharing accessibili-
ty information had encouraged other 

individuals and organisations to contribute 
to accessible tourism as well. For example, 
63-year-old Mr Hsu Chi-Feng and 38-year-
old Ms Huang Shin-Yi, who both suffered 
spinal cord injury, decided to go a step 
further by helping facilities become more 
accessible. They joined a project called “My 
Friendly Country Road", an initiative set up 
jointly by Yulon Group, OurCityLove and 
the Soil and Water Conservation Bureau, 
with the objective of becoming more pro-
ductive members of society. Together with 
35 other PWDs, they worked with archi-
tects and accessibility experts to reconstruct 
facilities and introduce assistive services in 
53 rural communities. They also shared 
their success stories to inspire other com-
munities to follow suit. By sharing product 
design and accessibility knowledge this 
way, “9453 Friendly Traveller” created a col-
laborative model of public-private partner-
ship (PPP) for cross-sectoral collaborations 
to grow its impact.

Mr Hsu shared his sense of accom-
plishment in connecting stakeholders 
and achieving tangible outcomes. “I can 
do something good for society with my 
disability, no, with my different abili-
ty!” says Mr Hsu.

The Luxgen V7-Eco-Hyper, the first locally designed and manufactured accessible vehicle in Taiwan.

This is a unique 
cooperation 

between a big 
company and a small 

social enterprise 
to promote social 
innovation and to 
implement real 

accessible tourism 
services.
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It is important 
that we bring 

more customers 
to accessible 
restaurants,

hotels and tourist 
attractions to 

encourage 
other business 

owners to make their 
facilities accessible  

as well.

An Accessible World of All,  
by All and for All

The 11th Sustainable Development 
Goal of the UN targets to “make cities and 
human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient 
and sustainable.” In relation to tourism 
and recreation, this goal calls for the provi-
sions of universal design for accessible and 
sustainable transport systems, inclusive 
urbanisation, and access to green and public 
spaces. It is an endeavour that can only be 
accomplished through collaboration among 
government, the private sector, civil society, 
the elderly and PWDs to provide holistic and 
effective solutions.

We hope that “9453 Friendly Traveller” 
could become a good example of cross-sec-
toral cooperation for promoting accessible 
tourism. From manufacturing Taiwan’s first 

accessible vehicle to sharing accessibility 
information, the success of “9453 Friendly 
Traveller” stems from seeing beyond “disa-
bled” but seeing “differently abled.”

Providing accessible infrastructure is not 
just about anti-discrimination and regulation 
compliance. It is also important to ensure 
there is a sustainable business model for 
the elderly and PWDs to participate in an 
inclusive economy. 

As ageing population becomes a chal-
lenge to more societies, getting the elderly 
involved in helping the elderly will create 
positive economic and social impact. Those 
who participate in enabling accessible tourism 
could derive additional income from a viable 
social enterprise, like OurCityLove. This will 
ultimately make them more financially inde-
pendent, and enjoy a better quality of life. ■

THink: The HEAD Foundation Digest    |     25

THink: Profit for Good Special Issue



 
Prof Dr Lin is the Vice President of Wenzao 
Ursuline University of Languages, and the 
founder of OurCityLove Social Enterprise 
Taiwan. Under his curation, OurCityLove 
developed a series of smartphone/web appli-
cations and cloud services for accessibility 
information of various cities. For more infor-
mation about OurCityLove’s work, visit the  
following websites:

• 9453 Friendly Traveller  
Web Portal in Chinese  
http://www.9453.ourcitylove.com/

• 9453 My Friendly Country Road  
in English  
http://ruralcurator.swcb.gov.tw/
FriendlyEn/Home/Travel

Mr and Mrs Hsu working with rural community partners in Hualien, Taiwan.
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AN INTERVIEW WITH 

PROF
WONG
POH
KAM
Professor Wong Poh Kam,  

from the School of Business at the  

National University of Singapore (NUS),  

and Director for NUS Entrepreneurship  

Centre, spoke to THink about the  

teaching of entrepreneurship,  

the rise of social entrepreneurship  

and developing the sector’s ecosystem. 

S P O T L I G H T
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In 2015, you were awarded 
with World Entrepreneurship 
Forum’s (WEF) Entrepreneur 
for the World Award (Educator 
Category). What led you 
to becoming an educator 
in this space?

By personality, I am a bit 
of the intellectual type of per-
son. After obtaining my PhD 
degree from MIT, I went back 
to Malaysia and became an 
academic at Universiti Sains 
Malaysia with the idealism 
to help develop the nation. 
However, I was disappointed 
with the lack of intellectual 
meritocracy in the general 
environment. Meanwhile, I 
became more and more inter-
ested in entrepreneurship and 
started a couple of companies. 

 In 1988, I got accepted 
as a senior lecturer at NUS 
Business School.  I was very 
grateful that NUS gave me the 
opportunity to set up a research 
centre on entrepreneurship 
and innovation, and to launch 
a new Master’s Program on 
Technology Management. 

In 2000, I was in the core 
team that set up NUS Enterprise, 
whose mission was to teach 
entrepreneurship based on 
experiential learning, and to 
provide incubation support 
for NUS students and alumni.  
Under NUS Enterprise, I also 
helped initiate a flagship educa-
tional programme called NUS 
Overseas Colleges (NOC). 

    I didn’t start off by 
planning to be an educator, 
although I always wanted to 
be a professor. I started with 

an intellectual interest in sci-
ence and technology, but over 
time, my passion shifted from 
research to innovation and 
entrepreneurship.  I am grate-
ful that I was privileged with an 
academic position to shape the 
young to be more self-driven to 
change the world.

Can entrepreneurship 
really be taught?

Some literatures show 
that about 20 to 30 percent of 
entrepreneur characteristics 
are genetic, and the remain-
ing by and large are shaped by 
environmental factors. If teach-
ing and learning contribute to 
those environmental factors, 
then the answer will be “yes”. 

The key traits of entre-
preneurs can be divided into 
mindset and skillset. Skillset 
can be taught. For example, 
we can learn in a classroom 
setting how to pitch to poten-
tial investors. 

On the other hand, mindset 
is about the way you see the 
world and the way you think. 
When most people complain 
about problems, entrepreneurs 
see opportunities in problems, 
and they look for solutions and 
develop them into businesses. 
Another mindset example is 
risk-taking. An entrepreneur 
leverages on his or her experi-
ence and skills to mitigate risk 
and influence odd ratios. 

In psychological terms, 
the entrepreneurial mindset 
is not cognitive, but affec-
tive. Therefore, experiential 
learning is more effective in 

changing mindset than con-
ventional classroom teaching. 
That is why children from 
business families are more 
ready to equip themselves with 
an entrepreneur mindset. 

So, for those who did not 
grow up in a business 
family, how can such mind-
set be acquired?

That is one of the main 
reasons I pushed for 
experiential learn-
ing here at NUS 
Enterprise. We 
provide over-
seas internship 
opportunities 
u n d e r  t h e 
NUS Overseas 
Colleges pro-
g r a m .  B y 
i m m e r s i n g 
themselves 
in small and 
young start-
up companies, 
our students 
get hands-on 
experience and 
observe how the 
founders manage 
the businesses. 
This helps them 
absorb and devel-
op the entrepre-
neurial mindset. 

Let me come 
back to the ques-
tion of whether 
entrepreneur-
s h i p  c a n  b e 
t augh t .  The 
answer is “yes”, 
by using the 

THink: The HEAD Foundation Digest    |     29

THink: Profit for Good Special Issue



experiential-learning method, 
by providing role models, by 
creating an environment in 
which first-hand observations 
can be made, and by impart-
ing the emotional and affec-
tive understanding of what it 
means to take risks and what 
psychological reward to expect.

In your experience, to what 
extent does entrepreneur-
ship education improve the 
success rate of the learners 
when they start up their 
own businesses?

There is evidence that 
showed that certain amount 
of intervention does improve 
the success rate. Interestingly, 
mindset learning is more 
effective in cultivating entre-
preneurship than skillset 
learning. A colleague from 
NUS Business School did a 
study in Africa, where young 
entrepreneurs were randomly 
assigned to two groups. One 
group received training on 
skillset, which includes typical 
MBA type of skills. The other 
group was put in situations 
where they learn to better 
understand social relation-
ships, empathy and diversity. 
The second group performed 
significantly better. 

I also wish to emphasise 
that entrepreneurial mindset 
is also applicable in a corpo-
rate context -- it is the so-called 
“intrapreneurship”. As an 
entrepreneurial employee, I 
do not just wait for my boss 
to tell me what I should do. I 
think for myself what I really 

want to do and convince my 
boss to give me the job and let 
me have the resources to do it. 
In essence, it is about taking 
action and risk to mobilise 
resources I don’t have in order 
to exploit an opportunity.

In your view, what are the 
key distinctions between an 
entrepreneur and a social 
entrepreneur? Do you dis-
tinguish them in your teach-
ing of entrepreneurship?

Social entrepreneurs are 
those who want to solve social 
problems. Sometimes there 
is a mixture of both social 
and financial motivations. 
For example, you can innova-
tively solve a social problem 
and make some money while 
doing it, and there is nothing 
wrong with that. 

In my teaching, I always 
include two other elements 
besides the innovative aspect of 
entrepreneurship. The first ele-
ment is the social responsibili-
ty of a business, and I always 
make sure I have at least one 
or two lectures to talk about 
that. We have even developed 
programmes to cater for stu-
dents who are only interested 
in social entrepreneurship. 
On top of that, we also organ-
ise special activities, such as 
DBS-NUS Social Venture 
Challenge Asia, to encourage 
social investments. 

The second element is the 
moral compass of a business. 
I want my students to be sen-
sitive to the moral and ethical 
issues in business so that 

" ___________________________

When most people complain 
about problems, entrepreneurs 
see opportunities in problems, 
and they look for solutions and 
develop them into businesses.  

____________________ "
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they do not wrongly apply their entrepre-
neurship skills to cause harm and injus-
tice in society. 

Social enterprises and social entre-
preneurship have become a grow-
ing phenomenon in recent years. 
Why is this so? 

Today’s young people are looking for 
meaning in life. The current generation 
of young people are living in a more afflu-
ent society. Without having to struggle for 
financial stability, they look beyond their 
basic needs to seek meaning in solving 
social problems. This forms the supply 
side of the equation. 

On the demand side, there is a growing 
recognition that profit-making motivation 
alone could lead to suboptimal outcomes. 
Market behaviours sometimes create neg-
ative externalities and social problems. 
Social enterprises have a role to play when 
government interventions and market 
forces are not effective in mitigating unde-
sirable social outcomes. 

In your view, what are the key differ-
ences between a social enterprise and 
a charity organisation?

Unlike a charity organisation, a social 
enterprise targets to be profitable. However, 
profit-making is not its primary purpose.  
Profit provides the financial means to 
sustain its existence so that it can fulfil its 
social purpose.  

In Singapore, we have a form of legal 
entity called “Public Company Limited by 
Guarantee”. Eighteen years ago, I founded 
Business Angel Network Southeast Asia 
(BANSEA) under this category. Instead 
of calling ourselves shareholders, we are 
members who don’t receive dividend. The 
profit of the company is ploughed back 
to supporting developmental activities. 
Incidentally, Mendaki, the Council for the 

Development of Singapore Malay/Muslim 
Community, is also an organisation of 
this category. 

Social enterprises can also take anoth-
er form, in which the investors do receive 
dividends. These “impact investors” have 
their expected rate of financial return rang-
ing from zero to a lower-than-market rate. 
They recognize positive social impact as a 
form of return. 

Are there many such “impact inves-
tors” in this part of the world, or has 
it been difficult to convince inves-
tors to accept social benefits as a 
form of return? 

Impact investment has a longer his-
tory and it is more developed in Europe 
and the US. There are two reasons for 
that. Firstly, wealthy individuals in these 
advanced economies realized that pure 
philanthropy does not work well for the 

lack of a right incentive structure. They 
need alternative forms of contribution to 
create bigger impact. Secondly, there are 
more tools in their more sophisticated 
financial systems to suss out and measure 
good impact investments. 

We are seeing a growing interest in 
Asia in recent years. However, Singapore’s 
impact investment industry is still at a very 
nascent stage. A few impact investment 
funds from the US and Europe have set up 
their offices here, but it is still a small num-
ber. The traditional model of philanthropy 
and government funding are still the pre-
ferred ways of creating social impact.

Another reason for the underdevelop-
ment of impact investing in Asia is the 
shortage of investable social enterprises. 
We are short in both quality and quantity. 

For impact investment to thrive, we need 
a good supply of both social entrepreneurs 
and impact investors. In fact, this is the 
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Market behaviours 
sometimes create 
negative externalities 
and social problems. 
Social enterprises 
have a role to play 
when government 
interventions and 
market forces are not 
effective in mitigating 
undesirable social 
outcomes. 
___________________ "
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reason why we organised the DBS-NUS 
Social Venture Challenge Asia (SVCA), in 
the hope of growing both.

You have been involved in DBS-NUS 
SVCA for many years, and probably 
other similar competitions as well. Is 
competition an effective way to pro-
mote social entrepreneurship? 

Whether it’s the right thing to do 
depends on the stage of development of 
the ecosystem. Five years ago, we faced 
a situation in which impact investment 
funds hadn’t come in and the supply of 
social enterprises was very low. We needed 
to do something to break the equilibrium 
trap. We believed increasing the supply of 
social enterprises is the right thing to do 
at the nascent stage. We started the DBS-
NUS Social Venture Challenge Asia.

Over the years, the DBS-NUS SVCA 
proved to be a good platform that encour-
aged more social entrepreneurs to sur-
face and showcase their innovative pro-
jects. In this partnership, DBS provided 
the initial funding, while NUS developed 
the educational materials and the social 
investment network. With this, we suc-
cessfully demonstrated to the potential 
investors that there were viable and prof-
itable social enterprises in Asia.

Besides the availability of investable 
projects and impact investment funds, 
what other elements need to be in 
place to complete the social-enter-
prise ecosystem?

To complete the ecosystem, a middle 
layer of “capability development” needs 
to be built. “Capability development” is 
equivalent to the incubation stage of tech 
start-ups. The young start-ups have not 
gained enough knowledge and skills to 
face the real market. Their business plans 
need to be refined to appeal to the potential 
investors. The incubation process provides 

them with local support and training to 
get them ready. 

As part of the design of the DBS-NUS 
SVCA programme, we outsourced the incu-
bation support to local incubators in multi-
ple countries. The incubators helped to 
nurture the competing teams with invest-
ment knowledge and business skills that 
are specific to their home markets. In so 
doing, we made the projects and project 
teams more “investable”.

In a typical arrangement, I would first 
train the local trainers on project evalu-
ation, impact measurement, financial 
sustainability and other social investment 
skills. The local trainers would supplement 
the training materials with relevant local 
context and case examples. This “train the 
trainer” approach has a multiplier effect on 
the local community, and it expands the 
social investment ecosystem.

Social entrepreneurship training is not 
a lucrative business. Does this make it 
difficult to get good trainers for social 
entrepreneurs? 

This is true. In the tech start-ups indus-
try, some investors take up the training 
roles because they view the incubated pro-
ject as an investment pipeline. To them, 
the potential upside is huge even if the 
success cases are very few. 

In the social investment sector, we are 
not at that stage yet. We don’t have enough 
impact investors who are willing to grow 
deal flow by providing comprehensive 
training. Therefore, in the interim, I think 
this is where educational institutes like 
NUS can play a role. Through the partner-
ships with corporate sponsors and founda-
tions, such as The HEAD Foundation, we 
are hoping to fill this gap. When this sector 
becomes more mature with more impact 
investors coming in to take on the training 
role, we can eventually withdraw and move 
on to something else. 

What’s your plan for the next 
stage of the development in social 
entrepreneurship?

After five years of organising DBS-
NUS SVCA, the initial goal of catalys-
ing interest and demonstrating a via-
ble pipeline for social enterprises has 
been achieved. Going forward, DBS 
will continue to look for social enter-
prises and support them directly via 
DBS Foundation. On my part, we have 
started a partnership with Alipay and 
launched Alipay-NUS Enterprise Social 
Innovation Challenge, which focuses 
on using ICT and mobile technology to 
solve social problems in Southeast Asia. 
We hope this more inclusive approach 
will help create more jobs for the low-in-
come groups in these countries.

If we compare the two, DBS-NUS 
SVCA covered a wide range of business 
domains, whereas the Alipay-NUS 
project will be more vertical and more 
in-depth, with a focus on mobile-Inter-
net technology in Southeast Asia. 

There appears to be a lot of invest-
ments in technology these days. How 
does that affect social enterprises? 

Traditionally, most social entrepreneurs 
come from a social science or non-profit 
background. They are therefore not tech 
savvy in general.

Going forward, in order to make a 
broader impact, social enterprises need 
to make better use of technology. Just 
like in many other industries, technol-
ogy helps to cut out intermediaries and 
reduce transaction costs. I believe social 
enterprises could similarly achieve more 
with the help of technology. However, 
it doesn’t mean that the social entre-
preneur him/herself must be a tech-
nologist. To stay relevant, a social entre-
preneur only needs to be able to attract 
tech-savvy talents. ■
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Five years ago, we 
faced a situation 
in which impact 
investment funds 
hadn’t come in and 
the supply of social 
enterprises was very 
low. We needed to 
do something to 
break the equilibrium 
trap. 
___________________ "
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Rethink  
&  
Embrace

J U L I E N  G O A L A B R É

We aim to help Indonesia but our 
vision goes beyond Southeast Asia to suc-
cessfully tackle a worldwide and borderless 
issue that needs to be addressed urgently. 
We have the solution in edible packag-
ing made from seaweed, so it is time to 
rethink our habits.

Seaweed, or the Triple Bottom  
Line of Sustainability Incarnated 

Indonesia is the second biggest contrib-
utor of plastic waste to the ocean. As much 
as 90 per cent of plastic waste ends up in 
the ocean, and 70 per cent of this amount 
comes from food and drink packaging. It 
is estimated that there will be more plastic 
than fish in the sea by 2050 — and that 
25 per cent of fish available to consum-
ers in Indonesia is already contaminat-
ed with plastic.

Needless to say, many Indonesians 
welcome the birth of Evoware — an 
Indonesian company tackling a problem 
the country is infamous for, that also 
participates in poverty alleviation, and 
youth education.

Fortunately, an increasing number 

of countries are also banning single-use 
plastics. In fact, the European Union will 
ban single-use plastic items such as plates, 
cutlery, straws, balloon sticks and cotton 
buds by 2021. Indonesia is not inactive 
either. Its most famous island, the holiday 
resort paradise of Bali, has already banned 
plastic bags since January 2019 in its cap-
ital Denpasar, and made Bali-wide in June 
2019. Jakarta and many other cities are 
drafting similar regulations. 

Evoware aims to provide an alternative 
to some of the banned products. 

David Christian launched the startup 
Evoware in 2016 after noticing how much 
trash was littered every day in his Jakartan 
neighbourhood. Evoware manufactures 
seaweed-based bio packaging to replace 
small-format packaging for food and 
non-food products such as coffee, cereal, 
soap, accessories, and chopstick, to name 
a few. The packaging is directly made 
from seaweed without involving any haz-
ardous chemicals.

As a socially responsible enterprise 
that elevates an environmentally friendly 
lifestyle and provides innovative value to 

our increasingly urban society, Evoware 
gives all of us the opportunity to be closer 
to nature and live a more responsible and 
sustainable life. 

We understand that being sustainable 
is not only about protecting the environ-
ment — it should also include two other 
important aspects of the triple bottom 
line of sustainability, i.e., the social and 
economic impact. 

By using seaweed as our raw material, 
we support the livelihood of Indonesian 
seaweed farmers, majority of whom live 
in poverty. Their incomes are very low 
due to the oversupply of seaweed, the long 
marketing chain and having to deal with 
unethical loan sharks. In addition, five out 
of the six poorest provinces in Indonesia 
are producers of seaweed. Increasing the 
demand for the product could help to alle-
viate poverty in these regions.

We are also collaborating with the 
orphanage Yayasan Prima Unggul for part 
of our production, where adult orphans 
participate in the making of edible Ello Jello 
cups, and keep 100 per cent of the prof-
its. Through this, they develop a mindset 

Being on the podium of the world’s largest contributors to marine 

plastic pollution is not something Indonesians are proud of, and 

Evoware stands firmly at the forefront of changing the tide from 

the dramatic littering of our environment. 
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as our raw material, 
we support the 
livelihood of 
Indonesian seaweed 
farmers, majority of 
whom live in poverty. 
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towards work, not relying on external 
donations, and also learn sales strategies. 

Tackling many problems at once is 
Evoware’s biggest pride. This fuels the 
team’s determination in making sure that 
the company grows to standards that will 
make seaweed packaging economically 
viable as an alternative to old-fashioned, 
single-use plastics. 

Scaling Up Internally and Externally
In 2018, we celebrated our second-year 

milestone with our Ello Jello edible cups 
and bowls. Designed for edible single-use, 
it is actually food that works as tableware 
made from seaweed and natural ingredi-
ents, without preservatives, artificial sweet-
eners, gluten or gelatine for the best health 
benefits. Because we do not use preserva-
tives, Ello Jello can stand at room temper-
ature for three days, and seven days in a 
refrigerator. Change has to be fun for peo-
ple to embrace it, and these cups are the 
perfect tool to educate the younger gener-
ation into adopting zero-waste behaviours. 

Evoware has made the strong commit-
ment of replacing 21,714 tons of plastic 
waste; reducing 110,216 tons of carbon 
dioxide with seaweed cultivation; increas-
ing 346 farmers’ income by 2.1 times; 
and providing extra jobs for 728 people 
by 2020. To achieve these ambitious 
objectives, we are expanding our prod-
uct range to provide more alternatives to 
plastic materials.

That being said, Evoware is certain-
ly not the only innovative solution out 
there, and the biggest struggle shared by 
start-ups like ours is for the solutions to 
be widely adopted so that costs become 
competitive. Only then will we be in the 
best position to make a real difference. For 
social enterprises, there is a mix of ambi-
tions, in being financially sustainable while 
creating real change in a world that needs 
it so much. Thus, without a significant 
mindset evolution, innovations will not 

succeed in meeting their social goals, and 
start-ups will not evolve towards becoming 
well established companies. The social 
enterprises will ultimately fail.

Evoware is more than conscious of this, 
and the start of 2019 saw us focusing on 
engaging our audience to adopt sustaina-
ble resolutions for the year ahead of us. From 
borrowing instead of buying new items to 
embracing home composting for organic 
waste, it was the first step of the #RETHINK 
2019 campaign. The goal of the #RETHINK 
movement is to get the commitment of 
one million people to reduce their plastic 
consumption by 2020, by adopting more 
sustainable alternatives. This collaborative 
campaign is powered by individuals, com-
munities, brands, retailers, and companies 
sharing the belief that people hold the 
power to create tomorrow’s clean commu-
nities, to be the leaders of the environment 
we want to live in and leave as a legacy. 

Through #RETHINK, we invite peo-
ple to re-evaluate their habits and start 
implementing better ones. The good 
news is that it is definitely possible to 
recover from our plastic addiction 
with the rise of alternative materials 
to petroleum-based plastics. However, 
despite educational efforts all around the 
world, not enough people understand 
the scale of the worldwide plastic pollu-
tion and the role they play in aggravating 
it. Thus, we aim to campaign for every-
one to fully understand about our envi-
ronmental issues, embrace a sustainable 
lifestyle, and empower their surround-
ings to join the movement. 

As a result of evolving mindsets 
and increasing demand, the alterna-
tive solution needs to be appropriately 
available. We have received real inter-
est from major industries and count-
less offers from potential distributors 
around the world asking us to supply 
in quantity. However, the demand was 
too overwhelming and beyond our 

production capacity at the time.
In order to grow close to our real 

potential, we have built our prototype 
machine in 2018 and will focus on 
adding more machines and develop-
ing bigger ones so that we can increase 
production and reduce the retail price 
by the end of 2019. This ambitious 
plan will require a lot of investment, 
but we are confident that the company 
will achieve its target and take its right-
ful place in the packaging industry. 

Meanwhile, the #RETHINK cam-
paign will support not only our own mar-
ket, but also the ones similar ventures 
are targeting. After all, the scale of the 
problem Evoware is seeking to address is 
far too large for us to tackle on our own 
and we need collective effort to solve the 
global problem.

Plastic pollution coupled with climate 
change (also partly caused by our plas-
tic addiction), is the biggest challenge of 
our generation. Evoware’s founders are 
young, as is the company, but it takes 
young disruptive minds to create rapid 
and innovative change. We like the words 
of American theorist Buckminster Fuller: 
“You never change things by fighting 
the existing reality. To change something, 
build a new model that makes the existing 
model obsolete.” Evoware is not in a fight 
against plastic and its manufacturers, but 
focuses its action in helping the market 
understand the need for change, rethink 
their habits, and making sure that the new 
model includes suitable alternatives. ■
Julien Goalabré is the Creative Director at 
PREthical, which advocates for causes-driven 
ventures like Evoware.

Evoware is a socially responsible enterprise 
that elevates an environmentally friendly 
lifestyle and provides innovative value to 
urban society. For more information, visit  
www.evoware.id.
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Founders of Evoware (left to right):  
Surianto, Edwin Aldrin, Noryawati 
Mulyono, Benyawin Gunawan and  
David Christian.

The goal of 
the #RETHINK 
movement is to get 
the commitment of 
one million people to 
reduce their plastic 
consumption by 
2020, by adopting 
more sustainable 
alternatives. 
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great consequence.
But when you are standing over 

wood three times a day that takes you 
hours every week to collect and pre-
pare — suddenly cooking with wood 
has a whole different meaning.

This is the reality for an estimated 
2.9 billion people across the globe and 
has immense impact on health and 
time. Here are two key statistics:

1. Cooking with biomass (wood, 
charcoal, dung) kills an estimated 4 
million people per year, the majority 
of whom are women. It is effectively 
like smoking a pack of cigarettes a 
day and it kills more than twice the 
number of people who die from traf-
fic accidents globally.

2. Cooking with wood takes an addi-
tional 20 hours per week compared 
to clean cooking — and again, such 
a task falls mainly on women and 
girls. This is equivalent to spending 
half your working life cooking with 
wood.

Once you are aware of such facts, it 
becomes exceptionally difficult to not do 

Waste 
Wanted:
Turning  
Biowaste 
into 
Life-Saving 
Fuel

B E N  J E F F R E Y S

• Renewable biogas for cooking
• Renewable organic liquid fertiliser
• Australian design, manufactured  

in Cambodia
• Flood-resistant up to 1.5 metres
• Can be installed in a variety of 

conditions
• Installation and training in half a day
• Estimated 112  tons of carbon abat-

ed (based on average Cambodian 
use, waste dependent)

• Can be moved
• Can be sty-connected
• International  

patent-registered design
• Savings on gas and 

fertiliser; for an average 
Cambodian family  
this equates to  
US$512/year

KEY FEATURES

One of the biggest silent killers 
in the world causes more than 
twice as many deaths than traf-
fic accidents across the world in 
one year. Yet, cooking with wood 
or charcoal is generally viewed by 
most of us from modern urban 
areas as something without 

Fertilizer is
used in crop
production

Biogas outlet 
(for connection to cookstoves, etc.)

Waste is fed into the biodigester
(manure, kitchen/cooking waste)

Processed
organic material

(fertilizer)

Biogases

Gas accumulates and
pressure pushes 

processed organic material 
(fertilizer) out of biodigester

Organic material is broken down naturally by
micro-organisms in an oxygen-free environment

(producing renewable biogas energy)

Gases rise
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anything.  But what can we do about it? 
Clean cooking is obviously the solution, 
but for the majority of the rural poor, 
having access to liquefied petroleum 
gas or electric cooking is not realistic. 
It is either highly expensive (imagine 
spending up to 30 per cent of your 
annual income on gas for cooking), 
or a dangerous endeavour (due to 
low-quality, rusted bottles that have a 
tendency to explode).

Thankfully there is an alternative 
that is both safe and has no ongoing 
cost: biogas.  Biogas utilises meth-
anogenic bacteria that exists in waste 
(manure, agricultural waste, kitchen 
waste) to convert waste into biogas 
— which can be used for cooking — 
and organic fertiliser that can increase 
agricultural yield by up to 35 per cent.  
The great news is that around 30 per 
cent of the world’s rural poor have 
more than enough waste to create 
enough gas for daily cooking needs.

That is why we created the social enter-
prise ATEC* Biodigesters International 
— to bring this technology to develop-
ing communities across the world. We 
have installed over 1,000 systems in 
Cambodia that are supporting farming 

Clean cooking 
is obviously the 
solution, but for 
the majority of 
the rural poor, 
having access 
to liquefied 
petroleum 
gas or electric 
cooking 
is not realistic.
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households to receive free gas and fertil-
iser, which will improve their income 
by US$512 per year. To put that in per-
spective, for an average rural household, 
that is an annual income increase of 50 
per cent. This is a huge change in the 
lives of households that subsist on three 
to five dollars a day.

And it is not just Cambodia. The glob-
al market potential for biodigesters is 205 
million households. That is an estimated  
one billion people across the world who 
could switch from cooking with wood to 
clean, healthy cooking with no ongoing 
cost. We see this potential and know that 
we and others can make a huge difference.

But to change the lives of millions is not 
going to be easy. ATEC* is working with 
a customer base that experiences some 
of the most challenging conditions in the 
world (such as seasonal flooding, hurri-
canes and earthquakes), lacks access to 
decent infrastructure (quality roads and 
the Internet), and has limited cashflow 
to be able to purchase assets that will 
improve their lives.

We cannot make this change alone. We 
need help at a global level and must think 
outside the box at scale. We need people 
around the world to be aware of about 
the gravity of these issues and motivate 
their networks and governments to use 
their influence and expertise to solve 
this problem.  

We are very open to those who want 
to contribute to this change, which could 
be in the form of doing something local 
to raise awareness or using finely-tuned 
business skills and networks to help us 
grow internationally. All these are gold 
dust for a social enterprise looking to 
change the world.  

In closing, it is easy to forget that it was 
only a couple of generations ago when all 
households were cooking with wood or 
charcoal; and easy to take for granted that not 
everyone has access to modern, safer solu-
tions today. But we now know that there 
is a solution for everyone, regardless of 
income, and we all have a responsibili-
ty to stop the biggest silent killer in the 
world from taking more lives. ■

The global market 
potential for 
biodigesters is  
205 million households. 
That is an estimated 
one billion people 
across the world who 
could switch from 
cooking with wood to 
clean, healthy cooking 
with no ongoing cost. 

Ben Jeffreys is the CEO of ATEC* Biodigesters 
International. ATEC* is a start-up social 
enterprise that produces, sells and distributes 
patented biodigester systems for small-scale 
farmers globally. ATEC* is a joint ven-
ture between Engineers Without Borders 
and Live & Learn.
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According to the Food and Agriculture 
Organization of the United Nations (FAO), 
by 2050, we humans must have had 
increased our food production by 70 per 
cent to feed the world’s projected popula-
tion of nine billion people. But our glob-
al village is in frenzy in terms of shifting 
development goals focused on the creation 
of an equal society. And then there is cli-
mate change. In the future, as little as five 
per cent of land will be devoted for agri-
culture, so how 
will we be able to 
achieve this feat?

Typically, one 
would imagine 
that increasing 
productivity is 
the only solution. 
However, prevent-
ing food wastage 
from our existing 
yield can also dra-
matically increase 
food supply. A key 
finding by FAO is 
that roughly one 
third of the food 
produced in the 
world for human 
consumption every 
year — approxi-
mately 1.3 billion tonnes — is lost or wasted, 
which roughly amounts to US$990 bil-
lion. The world currently produces enough 
food to feed 7 billion people but we still see 
food shortage due to wastage. 

Loss of produce due to the lack of trans-
portation and preservation facilities is a 
challenge for any farmer. FAO also found 
that over 40 per cent of produce is spoiled 
due to improper handling and storage, 
and the rest of the produce is consumed 
in fresh form. It is certainly heartbreaking 
to see the produce, grown over months 
with so much effort and care, going to 
the waste. Also adding to their woes, 95 
per cent of research is directed towards 

increasing productivity, and only five per 
cent on reducing post-harvest losses. 

At Science for Society (S4S) Technologies, 
based in India, we engineer sustainable 
methods to reduce food wastage through 
environmentally friendly, low-cost technolo-
gies. The visually imperfect produce, which 
does not fetch the right market price, is dehy-
drated using our patented Solar Conduction 
Dryer. Unlike other drying technologies, 
which require fuel or electricity, our technol-

ogy retains 85 to 95 per 
cent of the food’s nutri-
tion and increases the 
shelf life of the perish-
able produce by six to 
12 months with mini-
mal carbon footprint. 
With zero operating 
cost, this technology 
ensures a 25 to 35 per 
cent increase in aver-
age yearly income to 
Indian farmers. Our 
unique award-win-
ning technology has 
been  recognised 
by USAID, FICCI, 
Bil l  and Melinda 
Gates Foundation, 
United Nations, Bayer 
and other reputed 

organisations.
Due to economic stress, a quarter of 

a million farmers committed suicide in 
India in the period between 1995 and 
2010. An even larger number of farmers 
switch their occupation every year due 
to low income. The two major reasons 
attributed are low prices of the commod-
ity and post-harvest losses of food. Our 
technology has the potential to reduce 
farmer suicide by reducing food wastage 
and providing additional income to the 
farmers. Employment opportunities are 
also created by establishing business 
units that can benefit from economies 
of scale in terms of manufacturing, 

Typically, one 
would imagine 
that increasing 
productivity is 

the only solution. 
However, 

preventing food 
wastage from our 
existing yield can 
also dramatically 

increase food supply. 

N I D H I  P A N T

Agriculture 
and  
Completing 
the Circle  
of Support
Finding efficient and 

affordable solutions 

to food wastage 

through technology and 

distribution channels
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marketing, sales, distribution, main-
tenance of dryer and market linkage 
for dehydrated product. This is done 
by DesiViDesi, a B2B venture run by 
S4S Technologies, which buys the pro-
cessed food acting as an aggregator, 
and bringing their dehydrated produce 
to the market. By providing market 
linkage to the dehydrated products, 
we create a sustainable supply-chain 
network and also bid riddance to 
price volatility.

DesiViDesi brings chemical-free 
preserved food to the city from the 
farms, providing quality nutrients and 
ensuring fair-trade 
practices along with 
sustainable supply 
of food. Once our 
technology is applied 
to the produce, we 
carefully pack it and 
then take it to the 
shelves to reach con-
sumers. We have 
partnered with over 
1,200 farmer co-op-
eratives across eight 
countries to process 
farm fresh ingredients 
and bring them to 

retail stores. 
The trends among urban popula-

tion are shifting towards convenient 
food products. With a perennial supply 
of fruits and vegetables, DesiViDesi 
products are available without any pre-
servatives and additives.  

The size of the global processed food 
market is estimated at US$3.2 trillion with 
15 per cent year-on-year growth. In addi-
tion, 80 per cent of agricultural products 
in the developed countries get processed 
and packaged. The dried and preserved 
vegetables market is expected to grow 
at a compound annual growth rate of 16 

per cent by the year 
2020. The supportive 
agro-climatic condi-
tions, cost-competitive-
ness, and government 
support are some of 
the key factors that 
will drive the growth 
of this industry. World 
demand for dried and 
dehydrated vegetables 
is to increase over the 
long term as indus-
trialised countries 
develop new markets 
and end-uses for these 

products. Thus, we see a lot of potential 
in DesiViDesi. 

With eight stock-keeping units current-
ly in India, our products are present in 
2,000 shops in Mumbai and available to 
order online across India. We also aim to 
expand globally starting 2019. 

Having done extensive groundwork, we 
have understood the impact of our ideas 
on local communities and the scope for 
scale in different countries. 

In this manner, DesiViDesi provides 
a financially viable business model to 
farmers and self-help groups through 
intervention of sustainable and innova-
tive technology. Converting challenges 
into opportunities, we reduce poverty in 
the agriculture sector while eliminating 
hunger and overcoming malnutrition in 
the process. ■
 
Nidhi Pant  is  the Co-founder and 
Business and Growth Officer at S4S 
Technologies. She is also a Chemical 
Technologist. Nidhi is an Aspen Fellow 
and listed under Forbes India’s 30 Under 
30 Special Mentions 2019 for her work 
in the agriculture sector. For more infor-
mation about S4S Technologies, visit  
www.s4stechnologies.com.

By providing 
market linkage to 
the dehydrated 
products from the 
farmers, we create 
a sustainable 
supply-chain 
network and also 
bid riddance to 
price volatility.
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M E L O D Y  E S P A Ñ O L

Sowing the  
Seeds of  
Change: 
Siam Organic  
Takes on Poverty  
Among Thai Farmers

A blend of fragrant jasmine rice and black rice, our Jasberry rice 

has extremely high levels of antioxidants, 40 times higher than 

brown rice, seven times higher than kale and four times higher 

than quinoa.
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Thailand’s rice pledging scheme in 
2011, which allegedly ended up causing 
billions of dollars’ worth of state losses, 
turned a spotlight on the persisting issue 
of poverty among farmers. It also prompt-
ed Peetachai “Neil” Dejkraisak and 
Pornthida “Palmmy” Wongphatharakul 
to do something about it. 

The then-students at Sasin School of 
Management found there were up to 17 
million Thai farmers living in poverty. Rice 
farmers, in particular, earned on average 
US$0.40 a day, which is six times below 
the poverty line.

Instead of setting up a non-govern-
mental organisation that would rely on 
donations, Neil and Palmmy decided to 
start Siam Organic, a for-profit social enter-
prise that tackles the same issues. “The 
idea was to use the market to solve the 
problem of poverty, to make it sustainable 
and to run a real business,” Siam Organic 
CEO, Neil shared. 

They focused on two missions: improve 
small-scale farmers’ livelihood in a sus-
tainable and scalable manner, and create 
innovative, delicious and healthy organic 
products for consumers worldwide. 

After finding a lab-developed non-GMO 
rice variant, they worked another three 
years to stabilise it such that it could 
be grown in Thailand’s paddy fields.  
Siam Organic’s Jasberry® Rice was the end 
result. A blend of fragrant jasmine rice and 
black rice, it has extremely high levels of 
antioxidants, 40 times higher than brown 
rice, seven times higher than kale and four 
times higher than quinoa.

To get to this stage however, they need-
ed farmers on board, which was not so 
simple. Many farmers had already lost faith 
in the system that kept them in poverty for 
generations. As part of their mission, the 
young entrepreneurs aimed to empower 

The then-students at Sasin School of 
Management found there were up to 17 
million Thai farmers living in poverty. Rice 
farmers, in particular, earned on average 
US$0.40 a day, which is six times below the 
poverty line.

THink: The HEAD Foundation Digest    |     47

THink: Profit for Good Special Issue



farmers to improve their circumstances.
“What we’re really trying to do, beyond just giving 

them new crops to grow and buy from, is essentially 
converting them from chemical to organic farming, 
not using pesticides and educating them on basic eco-
nomic concepts like costs,” Neil explained. 

“They didn’t think of it that way before. They were 
losing money growing rice because for them it’s a 
subsistence crop — they grow it mainly to eat and sell 
whatever is left over. They didn’t think of it in terms 
of making an income. Even if they didn’t have money 
and had more debt than before, they would still have 
food on the table and they were okay with that.”

Fortunately, 25 farmers in a remote northeastern 
part of Thailand decided to get on board with them. 
They would eventually become the foundation on 

which trust was built in Siam Organic. “We started to 
educate them — made them think about how much 
it cost to grow crops, how much money they made,” 
Neil added. “It’s about financial education and chang-
ing their perspective towards sustainability.”

With rice being a staple food for 77 per cent of the 
world’s population, Siam Organic hopes to open up 

many opportunities for the farmers to make sustaina-
ble income. “Typically, they will just grow it and sell it 
to the middle man,” said Neil. “But in our value-chain, 
the rice mill and the packaging are also run by the 
cooperative. They’re making many layers of profit by 
creating that value. That also attracts younger people 
and women to join the packing facility.”

On the farmers’ high degree of involvement in the 
production process, Neil said it empowered farmers 
to think more progressively. “They now have to think 
about keeping the rice from contamination before 
packing,” he said. “To put it simply it was almost like 
we taught the farmers how to run a business, and the 
many aspects involved. The farming, the processing, 
food safety, food standards, documentation, finance, 
and internal control. We share all this knowledge 

with them and grow at 
the same time.”

Siam Organic also encour-
ages financial literacy and sav-
ings. The farmers are part of 
a savings programme where 
they can put their money in 
the cooperative and get a sig-
nificantly higher interest rate 
than banks, to encourage sav-
ings. They also use a barter 
system (organic fertilisers in 
exchange for rice) and micro-
financing, so there is no need 
to exchange cash.

Today, Siam Organic has 
grown from working with 
25 farmers in 2011 to more 
than 2,500 farmers. These 
farmers are earning 11 times 
more than the average Thai 

rice farmer. The company has started exporting 
its products a little over two years ago, to countries 
such as the United States, Singapore, Hong Kong, 
Malaysia and UAE.

With plans to grow further and increase its mar-
keting, what is their biggest challenge now? 

“I think it’s getting people. I think the workforce is 

They didn’t think of it that way before. 
They were losing money growing rice 
because for them it’s a subsistence crop 
— they grow it mainly to eat and sell 
whatever is left over. They didn’t think 
of it in terms of making an income. 
Even if they didn’t have money and had 
more debt than before, they would still 
have food on the table and they were 
okay with that.
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The Siam Organic team, led by co-founders Palmmy (first from left) and Neil (second from right).
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super competitive nowadays and people 
want a job that is ‘sexy’ and fast-moving, 
like a job in the tech sector. A social enter-
prise is not as ‘sexy’ and maybe doesn’t pay 
as much, but it needs even better talent,” 
said Neil. “In the social sector, what you get 
is people who have passion and want to 
do something good but may not have the 
skills, or may not understand business. 
Higher turnover rates seem to be common 
in a lot of industries today too, and not just 
in the social enterprise sector.”

With this, and their limited marketing 
budget in mind, the company has been 
leveraging partnerships to expand their 
reach. “Telling our story with a limited 
budget is a big challenge but I think we 
at least have a unique story to tell. We 
received digital marketing training from 
DBS bank at the end of April. We’re work-
ing with Cedele and Fairprice Finest too. I 
think it just comes down to partnership. 
You’ve got to have good partners over-
seas who help tell your story and spread 
the word. We can’t do it ourselves.”

Part of telling this story is also educat-
ing consumers. Costing more than the 
usual staple of white rice, how does the 
company get consumers on board with 
Jasberry rice? “Jasberry rice is absolutely 
delicious, and goes well with any dishes, 
unlike brown rice and the other so-called 
superfoods. This has been the main draw, 
even if consumers are not aware of the 
social aspect of the product. It goes with-
out saying, that Jasberry rice is fantastic for 
your health also!”

“Of course, you still have to convince 
them that it’s worth the money. Rice is a 
pretty price-sensitive product, because 
it’s a staple food. So, we have to educate 

people that since this is what you eat every 
day, and if you’re only spending maybe 
two to three per cent of your food spend-
ing on it, perhaps you can afford to spend 
a bit more because this product is actually 
much better for you.”

At a time when Southeast Asia is see-
ing rising trends of obesity and diabetes, 
Siam Organic has a great opportunity to 
take on the market, and potentially forge 
more partnerships in the quest to pro-
mote healthy eating.

Neil noted that in Singapore, for 
example, the government was taking 
steps to cut down rates of diabetes by 
encouraging people to eat more brown 
rice. “As a social enterprise, we don’t 
have the budget to educate people on 
that level,” he said. “However, since we 
have similar objectives, there is room for 
collaborations and partnerships, where 
we can offer sustainable solutions. I 
think, in general, that’s an important 
role that social enterprises need to play 
more, going forward.” ■

Telling our story with a limited budget is a 
big challenge but I think we at least have 
a unique story to tell. We received digital 
marketing training from DBS bank at the 
end of April. We’re working with Cedele 
and Fairprice Finest too. I think it just comes 
down to partnership. You’ve got to have 
good partners overseas who help tell your 
story and spread the word. We can’t do it 
ourselves.
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At first our plan was simple: to use 
technology to remotely monitor the health 
of loved ones, store their health data to 
detect any trends, and build sharable data 
for better decision-making. With this we 
created the first version of the CMED 
app. As the data was hosted in the cloud, 
and we were providing medical servic-
es, naming our product “Cloud-based 
MEDical service” (pronounced as “C-Med”) 
seemed appropriate. 

With the CMED platform, a user can 
create an account, store his/her health 
data, get instant colour-coded feedback 
and advices based on the vitals. We also 
started developing an AI-based algorithm 
that, with adequate data, can predict health 
risks beforehand. 

We felt accomplished — we solved 
healthcare! Buoyed by the accomplish-
ment, we had the opportunity to showcase 
our system to BIRDEM, the world’s larg-
est hospital in treating diabetes. They 
reviewed it to be a great app and acknowl-
edged that Bangladesh needs something 
like this. But we also realised that, with 
self-care, only a small segment could be 
served with just an app. What about the 
rest? This humbling experience made us 
think hard and we realised that we need-
ed to go deeper and think more from a 

local perspective. So, we went back to the 
drawing board and started researching the 
problems in healthcare. 

Bangladesh is a very fascinating coun-
try. Of the world’s population, 2.5 per 
cent reside here, on just 0.03 per cent 
of the earth’s land area. It is one of the 
densest and most homogeneous socie-
ties in the world. And contrary to popular 
belief, people here actually like new tech-
nology, as demonstrated by its 63.5 per 
cent Internet usage growth as reported 
by the Bangladesh Telecommunication 
Regulatory Commission in 2018.

Our research bore fruit: we identified 
four major problems. The first one is the 
absence of a referral system. People lack 
the knowledge of where to go in case they 
have a health problem. Over 70 per cent 
of the population live in rural areas, and 
there is a severe lack of awareness about 
non-communicable diseases (NCDs), 
which increases the likelihood of having 
NCDs. Due to this, people tend to find out 
about their health problems at a very late 
stage, and end up spending a lot of money 
just to stay alive. 

This brings us to the second problem: 
healthcare is costly in Bangladesh. There 
is no national health insurance here, put-
ting the majority of the cost burden on 

Over 70 per cent of 
the population live 
in rural areas, and 
there is a severe lack 
of awareness about 
non-communicable 
diseases (NCDs), 
which increases the 
likelihood of having 
NCDs.

M O I N U L  H A Q U E  C H O W D H U R Y

Connecting 
People, 
Saving 
Lives
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the people, with 67 per cent of the total 
health expenditure being out-of-pock-
et cost as reported by the World Health 
Organization. 

The third issue is the lack of health 
records. There is no patient history stored 
for doctors on which to make their eval-
uation. Hence, more time is needed to 
see and diagnose a patient. In a country 
where there are places with just one doctor 
serving 300,000 people, this becomes a 
major challenge. 

The culmination of the three issues 
above results in the fourth issue: the preva-
lence of NCDs. In Bangladesh, 67 per cent 
of all deaths are due to NCDs. Majority 
of these deaths are of family breadwin-
ners, causing an immense impact on the 
socio-economic landscape. 

After discovering the problems, we start-
ed working on solutions. We very quickly 
found one. Up to 90 per cent of the NCDs 
were preventable through regular health 
monitoring and changing lifestyle hab-
its. We also found that over 15,000 para-
medics, certified by the government, are 
currently jobless. What if we can connect 
them with the people who need health 
services? That was when the concept of 
CMED Platform was born — a commu-
nity-based healthcare service providing a 
platform powered by the latest technolo-
gies. Pairing our CMED app capabilities 
with a human and humane touch would 
also help convey results to people who are 
not adept at technology. 

The next step was to transform our 
plan into action. We wanted to reach out 
to everyone eventually so we devised three 
verticals to do so. The first is through 
corporates and factories. In Bangladesh 
almost 95 per cent of the offices do not 
have a dedicated health team. We created a 
model to serve the workforce of the coun-
try by tracking their wellness through the 
CMED Platform. 

The second vertical is the pharmacies. 
In the country, there are over 100,000 

government-registered pharmacies. In 65 
per cent of the cases, people go to these 
pharmacies for primary care. However, 
the advice they receive in the majority of 
these cases may not be accurate. We want-
ed to educate pharmacies about the right 
way to service patients, provide a system to 
screen and record patient vitals, and create 
a referral chain for patients who require 
further help. 

However, all these require massive 
investment and social awareness, 
which is impossible to secure for a 
baby start-up like ours. Fortunately we 
got the opportunity to present our idea 
to the Directorate General of Drugs 
Administration (DGDA), the govern-
ing body of pharmacies in Bangladesh. 
As they were also trying to accomplish 

similar outcomes, we agreed to partner 
up. Since June 2018, CMED has been 
backed by the government of Bangladesh 
to provide primary health screening servic-
es in all government-certified pharmacies.

Although the majority of the population 
go to pharmacies for basic healthcare, the 
women do not do so culturally. They tend 
to stay at home caring for their families 
and rarely get their health checked, result-
ing in a multitude of problems later. To 
address this group, we created our third 
vertical — Smart Shastho Kormi (SSK), 
or Smart Health Workers. We designed a 
model where a paramedic is trained and 
equipped with a CMED Health Kit. This 
includes smart sensors and a tablet with 
the CMED Platform, which paramedics 
can use to provide door-to-door health ser-
vices in their community.  

We were looking for an opportunity to 
test our system. That is when we met with 
Palli Karma Sahayak Foundation (PKSF), 
the largest rural development agency 
in Bangladesh working to improve the 
quality of life of 12 million households in 
Bangladesh. We visited one of the rural 
areas they serve, where we observed and 
noted the difficulties they were facing. 
It was a perfect match; they were doing 
exactly what we wanted to do, and we could 
provide what they lacked. In June 2018, we 
partnered with PKSF to pilot our platform 
in 21 villages. After numerous testing and 
training, we launched our platform for 

We also found  
that over 15,000  

paramedics,  
certified by the 
government, are 
currently jobless. 
What if we can 

connect them with 
the people who need 

health services? 
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our partners in July 2018. Fourteen SSKs 
started visiting households to provide 
Primary Healthcare services. They also 
collected key household information 
and conducted surveys to better under-
stand the health and living standards of 
the populace. With proper training and 
app improvements (e.g. offline functions 
and education content) the system finally 
started working seamlessly. Our platform 
is now serving over 32,000 people in 
these 21 villages. 

The outcome of this was more than 
what we had expected. CMED not only 
provides villagers with regular monthly 
health monitoring, but also helps our 
partners make decisions based on the 
data. The biggest revelation was the 
awareness level of the populace about 
NCDs. For example, only 2.7 per cent of 
the populace knew they had diabetes, but 
our health screening found 15.8 per cent 
actually had the disease. The platform 
tells them their health status in their 
language and advises them on how to 
improve or maintain their current health 
condition. The SSKs add a new service 
layer for users as they explain their 
health status in detail. This human 
connection helps people to get the best 
out of the system. 

In case of emergencies, health visitors refer 
users to the closest healthcare centre. The 
FDA (US Food and Drug Administration)/
CE (Conformité Européenne)-certified, IoT-
enabled medical sensors add validation as 
people trust the measurements from these 
devices more than manual machines. 
Increasingly, the population is becoming 
more aware and educated about their 
health and are changing their health-seek-
ing behaviours. People started walking 
to reduce their weight, and voluntarily 
approached health visitors for follow-up 
sessions. Health visitors reported they 
received more respect and people trusted 
the digital system more than previous 
manual services. So far, these people have 
been receiving regular health services 
every month for the past eight months. 
We are now planning to scale this service 
to 300 to 400 more villages, so that we can 
serve 500,000 people by July 2019. 

When we first started CMED, a lot of 
people thought what we were trying to 
achieve was great, but impossible. And the 
beginning was truly difficult. For a culture 
so heavily dependent on curative care, it is 
an immense task to try to convert people 
to preventive care. But we knew that with 
proper education, human capital devel-
opment and awareness, this is possible. 

It took us almost a year to form a strong 
and dedicated team that shares the same 
vision. In December 2016, we were just a 
concept. In December 2017, we only had 
around 4,000 users. As of December 
2018, CMED garnered more than 55,000 
registered users. By June 2019, CMED 
has crossed a milestone, having attracted 
125,000 users. Within one year, the user 
base has grown more than 11 times. And 
this is just the beginning. 

We have a dream that is shared by 
many — to see a healthy Bangladesh. 
The CMED team is working to create 
a sustainable future together with all 
our partners, and we believe it will 
not be long till we reach out to the 
tens of millions of people, and help 
the country achieve the Sustainable 
Development Goals of Good health 
and Wellbeing, and Decent Work and 
Economic Growth. ■
Moinul Haque Chowdhury is Co-Founder 
and Head of Growth at CMED Health 
Limited. CMED’s mission is to accurately 
assess and advise the vitals of people’s health, 
over time, in the environments where they 
live, work and play so they can live more 
productive lives. For more information, visit 
www.cmed.com.bd.

The biggest revelation 
was the awareness 
level of the populace 
about NCDs. For 
example, only 2.7 
per cent of the 
populace knew they 
had diabetes, but our 
health screening found 
15.8 per cent actually 
had the disease.
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Our Work

• We support worthy research projects and social initiatives in Asia.

• We publish newsletters, research reports, policy documents and a 

book series to disseminate knowledge and share opinions.

• We host regular public talks to create awareness and share knowledge 

with our community.

• We run capacity-building programmes to equip community 

and education leaders in Asia with practical skills to address 

pressing challenges.

Our People

• Our Advisors and Fellows share their extensive experience and 

leadership. They are instrumental in helping the Foundation shape 

its projects and programmes, and in building new alliances.

• Our team comprises specialists from across the region. They bring 

with them management skills, domain knowledge and execution 

experience from various sectors.

Our Partnerships

• We collaborate with individuals and organisations that bring along 

with them expert knowledge, resources and on-the-ground networks 

to help achieve our goals.

• We work with our partners to strengthen the influence and impact 

of our activities to achieve meaningful outcomes.

The HEAD Foundation is a charitable organisation set up in 2013 
in Singapore to contribute to the sustainable development of Asia.  
As a thought-leadership centre, we focus on issues around: 

We aim to influence policies and create positive social impact which 

will contribute to the sustainable development of Asia. We partner with 

like-minded regional and global experts and institutions to advance 

our common goal, and promote public awareness on issues in our 

fields of expertise.

Human Capital Education Leadership

About The HEAD Foundation
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