
WHILE other girls her age are peering in-
to their wardrobe and wondering what
to wear, 13-year-old Alisha Vira has
been emptying hers and getting others
to do the same.

The eighth-grader from the Singa-
pore American School began a Clothes
for Life campaign to collect old clothing
for impoverished children in northern In-
dia. Her family was going back for a vis-
it, and she figured they could take some
donations with them.

She got more than she bargained for.
By setting up collection boxes at her
school and her brother’s, Chatsworth In-
ternational School, Alisha managed to
gather 3,354 items of clothing, books
and toys, which filled 71 boxes.

“We didn’t realise we would get so
many donations. We initially thought we
could just carry whatever we had to In-
dia ourselves,” said Alisha’s mother,
Mrs Sunita Vira, 42.

The Vira family moved to Singapore
from the United States because of Ali-
sha’s father’s work. They have been here
for two years.

The boxes were donated by relocation

services company Santa Fe and packed
at Alisha’s house. They were flown to In-
dia, courtesy of DHL Singapore.

The Vira family, comprising the par-
ents, Alisha, sister Maya, nine, and
brother Rishi, four, travelled to Uttar
Pradesh, where they own a farm, to dis-
tribute the items to the villagers on
Christmas day.

“It was quite chaotic in the beginning
because they were so excited. We tried
to get them to line up, but everyone just
surrounded us,” said Alisha, whose fami-
ly comes from Delhi.

Word spread quickly, and in one
hour, more than 1,000 children from
three villages had gathered.

“It was very rewarding to see the big
smiles on their faces when we gave out
the clothes,” she said.

Fifty boxes of clothes and toys were
distributed to beneficiaries from seven
villages.

Four boxes will go with Mrs Viki Rog-
ers, Alisha’s social studies teacher, to Ne-
pal. The rest will be distributed on the
Vira family’s next trip to India.
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NOT only are they energetic and deter-
mined, but Singapore’s youth volunteers
are also brimming with new ideas on how
to galvanise others to help those in need.

In 2008, a survey of 1,894 people in
the Individual Giving Survey of the Na-
tional Volunteer and Philanthropy Centre
(NVPC) showed that 23 per cent of
youths aged 15 to 24 were volunteers, the
highest percentage among all age groups.

Student-driven initiatives at three uni-
versities and three polytechnics netted
more than $1.2 million for charitable caus-
es last year.

“Youths are energetic and they have a
lot of ideas to offer, something we can
tap,” said NVPC chief executive Laurence
Lien, who was also a judge at last year’s
Citibank-YMCA Youth For Causes.

The community initiative by the bank
and the YMCA began in 2002, and provid-
ed 100 youth teams with seed funds of
$1,600 each to initiate their own

fund-raising ideas. The teams mobilised
15,000 volunteers, reaching out to 1.3 mil-
lion people and bringing in $672,525.

Putting their creativity to good use,
one team from the Singapore Manage-
ment University organised a 5.5km bare-
foot walk after witnessing Cambodian
children in Phnom Penh going through
garbage without any shoes on.

Another team from Raffles Institution
(Junior College) staged an original play
about the lives of elderly beneficiaries at
an old folks’ home after observing and
spending time with them.

“I was quite inspired by the effort and
thought these youths put into their
projects,” said Mr Lien. “Some of them
had initiatives that were established over

the years, and they even had handbooks
to pass to us.”

Another organisation, Heartware Net-
work, has an online portal called Youth
Bank which connects young people aged
15 to 24 to volunteer host organisations
(VHOs) – charity organisations that en-
gage volunteers. The portal has 12,000
registered volunteers and 50 partner
VHOs, and the numbers are growing.

“Youths are at an age where they are
most tender and hungry to learn,” said
Heartware Network’s chief executive offi-
cer Raymond Huang.

The youth volunteers at Heartware
Network clock an average of 40 hours
each a year. Many young people also put
in more than the six hours of community

service they are required to chalk up for
the national Community Involvement Pro-
gramme (CIP) for primary and secondary
students, with some putting in more than
100 hours a year.

One of them, Gideon Foo, 18, a recent
graduate from Holy Innocents’ High
School, clocked more than 50 hours for
the CIP last year working on music-relat-
ed events.

He sold toy bears to raise funds at a
school concert and played his guitar for
beneficiaries at the Institute of Mental
Health and an old folks’ home.

The six-hour requirement for CIP was
lifted in 2005 for junior college and cen-
tralised institute students, to encourage
them to focus on the quality of their com-
munity involvement.

Ultimately, the way to inspire youths
to volunteer is “to appeal to their inter-
ests and have them share their interests
with others”, said Mr Gerard Ee, the
former president of National Council of
Social Service.

Himself an active volunteer, Mr Ee, 61,
noted: “Bussing students to old folks’
homes and having them sing and dance
does little to light the fire of volunteerism
in their hearts.

“I have two teenagers at home and
their reactions to the standard visits to
old folks’ homes are, ‘So boring.’”

Regular volunteer Li Jiayi, 18, agreed,
saying: “Activities like flag days are quite
useless for first-time volunteers. There’s
nothing like seeing and experiencing
what the beneficiaries go through to
make me want to help them more.”

The second-year early childhood edu-
cation student at Ngee Ann Polytechnic
volunteers about 36 hours a month with
organisations such as Action for Aids.

The NVPC is looking to launch a pilot
programme to improve the CIP, so that
volunteerism is “more of a way of life,
not something students will stop doing
when they fulfil their hours”, says Mr
Lien.

Details of the programme will be an-
nounced at the end of May.
euniceng@sph.com.sg

BY JUDITH TAN

FOR the last 10 years, six friends have
been dipping into their own pockets
during the Chinese New Year to buy
oil, rice, canned food and sugar for the
elderly poor.

They have recruited like-minded
friends to the cause – either to help
with packing and distribution or to do-
nate essential foodstuffs.

Over the years, more sponsors and
volunteers have come forward. Today
and tomorrow, the group will be reach-
ing out to 1,404 elderly poor in more
than 10 locations.

“When we first started in 2000, we
bought sacks of rice and lots of canned
foods to distribute to 500 elderly poor.
We didn’t think it would grow this
big,” said former actress Cherie Lim,
39, head organiser of Operation Red-
shirt.

Ms Lim said the six childhood
friends divided the jobs among them-
selves. “For instance, I have the task
of calling people up and soliciting do-
nations because of my contacts and
gift of the gab,” she laughed.

She said the group named itself
“Operation Redshirt” because they
thought they should wear something
that would easily identify them.

“After all, it was during the festive
period. After a couple of years, when-
ever the old folks saw us, they would
call us the ang sar dui” (Hokkien for
red shirt team), she said.

Sister Marjorie Almodiel of the
Franciscan Missionaries of Mary
(FMM), who is the care manager at the
Apex Day Rehabilitation Centre for
Elderly in Bukit Merah View, helps
identify potential beneficiaries.

“Many of these elderly poor do not
have families, and Chinese New Year
would be a quiet and lonely time,” she
said. “Having a full larder rather than
an empty one would perhaps offer
them a little comfort.”

Each year, the elderly poor line up
for the goodies as early as 7.30am af-
ter being given a coupon and informa-
tion on where to go by volunteers
about a week earlier.

“Some could hardly walk,” said Ms
Lim. “Others would shuffle along with
a walking stick or umbrella.”

A few volunteers would help the
old folks carry their foodstuffs back,
and some would shed tears at the sight
of their poverty, said Sister Marjorie.

The group is still short of about
$3,530 but Ms Lim said this sum
would be covered by the volunteers
themselves.

“We are not doing this for glory. All
we ask for is to see the smiles on the
faces of the old folks,” she said.

Packing and distribution of the goodie bags
will take place today and tomorrow. The
meeting point is at 49D Holland Road, Maris
Stella Convent. The distribution schedule is at
the Operation Redshirt website at
www.redshirt.info/schedule.htm

� Rice collection for the needy
Spare some of your own rice and
help feed those in need.

On Feb 6 and 7 from 10am to
5pm, volunteers from Project
R.I.C.E., in collaboration with the
Singapore Red Cross, will go door
to door to collect rice donations
from HDB households in the
northern, central, southern and
western parts of Singapore.

The target is to collect more
than 40,000kg of rice for more
than 8,000 beneficiaries, including
the disabled, the elderly and
low-income families. For every 1kg
of rice collected, Sheng Siong
Supermarket will donate 500g of
rice.

The public can also purchase
vouchers at $9 each for 5kg of
Nang Rum Thai rice at all outlets
on Jan 31 from 10am to 6pm. With
the sale of each voucher, which can
be handed over to volunteers
stationed at the supermarkets,
Sheng Siong will donate an
additional 2.5kg of Nang Rum Thai
rice to the project.

For more information, log on to
www.projrice.com Alisha Vira and her brother Rishi giving a shirt to a villager in Uttar Pradesh. The Vira family

distributed clothes and toys to people from seven villages. PHOTO: COURTESY OF ALISHA VIRA

BY LEE SIEW HUA

OUTSTANDING “old boys” from St
Joseph’s Institution (SJI) who play signifi-
cant roles in Singapore will share their
leadership insights in a lecture series this
year.

Foreign Minister George Yeo kicks off
the talks next Friday at The Fullerton Ho-
tel, according to an SJI statement re-
leased yesterday.

The hotel, sponsor of the Fullerton-
SJI Leadership Lectures, will donate
$500,000 to charity.

Schoolchildren will benefit from the
largesse: $250,000 each will go to the SJI
Scholarships Fund and The Straits Times
School Pocket Money Fund.

Mr Victor Lye, chairman of the organ-
ising committee, said: “SJI’s holistic,
value-centric education has produced for
Singapore many outstanding leaders in
politics, the public sector, business, the
professions, the arts and entertainment,
sports and civil society.”

The SJI dialogues will underline how
strong, effective leadership contributed
to Singapore’s success, added Mr Lye,
general manager of The Specialist Health-
care Insurer.

The choice of speakers reflects SJI’s
ethos of all-round education, which has
produced luminaries in very diverse
realms.

The other three speakers are Spring
Singapore chairman Philip Yeo, who has
developed the biomedical and other
high-tech industries; SingBridge Interna-
tional chairman Lim Chee Onn, a former
Cabinet minister; and Cultural Medallion
winner Dick Lee, a popular composer,

singer and Singapore Idol judge.
All four speakers will share their expe-

rience on the art and practice of leader-
ship.

They will reflect on how their values
and background shaped their leadership.

Lessons on their exercise of leadership
at “critical moments” will be highlighted.

SJI hopes to publish a coffee-table
book on leadership, based on the lec-
tures.

SJI alumnus Warren Fernandez will
moderate the talks, which include a ques-
tion-and-answer segment. He is the re-
gional director (Asia Pacific) of Shell’s glo-
bal communications network and a
former Straits Times deputy editor.

For each talk, there will be 150 guests
from schools and groups from the com-
munity, business and professions.

Notable SJI alumni include Deputy
Prime Minister Teo Chee Hean, Singa-
pore Press Holdings chairman Tony Tan,
and Economic Development Board chair-
man Leo Yip.

Other top achievers are National Uni-
versity of Singapore president Tan Chorh
Chuan, SC Global chairman Simon
Cheong, jazz musician Jeremy Monteiro
and food guru K.F. Seetoh.

The Straits Times, media partner of
the lectures, started the School Pocket
Money Fund in 2000 to heighten aware-
ness and help needy children who go to
school without proper breakfasts or pock-
et money.

The SJI Scholarships Fund, set up in
2007, benefits outstanding Primary 6
boys who are admitted into SJI, a Catho-
lic secondary school. Each scholarship is
worth up to $3,000 per year.

Operation Redshirt volunteers distributing red packets to the elderly poor last year. The
group has been doing this every Chinese New Year for 10 years. PHOTO: OPERATION REDSHIRT

Survey finds those aged
15 to 24 form the highest
percentage of volunteers

Elderly poor get CNY
cheer from volunteers

Leadership talks by
outstanding SJI alumni
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