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As COVID-19 continues to cause unparalleled
disruptions to lives and livelihoods, governments,
organisations, businesses, and individuals across
the world are dealing with the uphill task of trying
to bring ailing economies and societies back to
health. As we journey with the rest of the world in
the common struggle to define the ‘new normal’;
at NUS, we have also been making adjustments to
curricula, programmes, and class arrangements to
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ensure that the NUS Community of students and
alumni continue to receive and benefit from an
NUS education.
Clearly we are not out of the woods yet and
probably will not be for a while. Nevertheless, my
colleagues and I at NUS Alumni Relations are
grateful to have had opportunities to engage with
many of you virtually throughout the past year.
Going forward, we will adopt a hybrid format,
allowing both physical and virtual participation, in all
our programmes and activities. We hope to meet
you in person when it becomes safe to do so. Team
OAR has put in place a rich and diverse line-up
of programmes and activities over the next twelve
months to meet the varied interests and needs of
the NUS Alumni family – please refer to pages
24-25 for more information.
This issue’s cover story examines how NUS
is achieving her vision of being a leading global
university shaping the future. A key development
is the transition to interdisciplinary learning and
a broad-based education – a move that is best
reflected in the recent establishment of the College
of Humanities and Sciences, a collaboration
between the Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences
and Faculty of Science. 2020 has catalysed the
pace of change in many industries as well as the
job market, necessitating a diverse and wellrounded education. Through this new initiative,
NUS will strive to meet the evolving needs of each
cohort and we welcome you, our alumni, to embark
on this new endeavour with us.
Together with my colleagues, let me wish
everyone a happy, healthy, and blessed 2021.
Do stay in touch with us at nus.edu.sg/alumnet,
via our social media channels, or through AlumAPP
which provides all alumni services in the palm of
your hand.
Please continue to keep well, stay safe, stay
healthy, and stay strong.
Warmest wishes,

Mr Bernard Toh
(Archite cture ’84)
Dire ctor, Alumni Relations

Copyright 2021 by the National University of Singapore.
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C A M P U S U P D AT E S

NU S STUDE NTS’ UNI O N
E LE C TS SE C O ND
FE MALE PRE SIDE N T

LEARNING G OES GLOBAL:

NUS LAUNCHES
ONLINE COURSES
FOR LEARNERS
WORLDWIDE

Assistant Professor Miller delivering the
module on “Data Science for Construction,
Architecture and Engineering”.

AS A SINGAPOREAN WORKING IN A CHINESE
COMPANY BASED IN KENYA, Mr Lim Yew Seng
is no stranger to dealing with intercultural
issues – from adjusting to different habits
to changing how he communicates so as to
prevent conflicts.
But it was not always easy. When
he found out that NUS offered an online
course that taught effective intercultural
communication at work, the 62-year-old
jumped at the chance. “In all the entities
I (have) worked in, there have been issues
related to intercultural communications,” said
Mr Lim, a senior advisor who has spent the
This article was first published on 30 October in
NUS News at news.nus.edu.sg/learning-goes-globalnus-launches-online-courses-for-learners-worldwide.
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PLANS FOR NUSSU

the machines [and medical equipment].
We show that it’s not threatening to build
their confidence.”

These learning opportunities are
targeted at working professionals
who are seeking to upskill.

(From left to right): Ms Sim, Ms Luu, and Ms Lam
helm the course “Intercultural Communication at
Work – Land the Job & Do it Well”.

Together with her team, Ms Wee Su-Ann
aims to create a transformative Union.

B U I L D I N G W I T H D ATA

last 25 years working in different countries,
from Australia to China and now Kenya. “I
attended this course to help me understand
more and learn what could be done to better
tackle these issues.”
The course is part of eight massive
open online courses (MOOCs) offered by
NUS since January 2020 on edX, a learning
platform founded by Harvard University and
the Massachusetts Institute of Technology.
The MOOCs are open to learners worldwide.

IMPROVING WORKPLACE
C O M M U N I C AT I O N S

The course attended by Mr Lim is
“Intercultural Communication at Work
– Land the Job & Do it Well”, which is
helmed by Ms Aileen Lam, Ms Jodie Luu
(Arts and Social Sciences ’07), and
Ms Sylvia Sim from the NUS Centre for
English Language Communication.
It provides a fillip to those navigating
their professional life. Participants learn
how to craft a resume and LinkedIn profile,
before learning about teamwork, conflict
management, and persuasive presentation.
On why they developed this course,
Ms Lam explained: “We believe that getting
a job is only the start of a person’s career,
and the ability to communicate their

personal brand and engage in effective
interpersonal communication at work is
key to their career advancement.”
More than 600 participants from
83 countries attended the six-week
course over July and August.

A CLINICIAN’S GUIDE TO
BEFRIENDING CHILDREN

The MOOCs not only help people deal
with colleagues, but children too. For
healthcare workers wanting to learn how
to placate children in medical settings,
Dr Hu Shijia’s (Dentistry ’08) course
– “Handling Children In A Healthcare
Setting” – offers proven techniques.
Aimed at dental and medical
students, and practitioners, the selfpaced course, which began on November
2, discusses children’s development
and behaviour through lectures and
promotes experiential learning through
scenario-based lessons. “One of the most
difficult things to teach is behavioural
management of young children,” said Dr Hu,
an assistant professor at the Faculty of
Dentistry, which jointly developed the
MOOC with the Department of Paediatrics
at Yong Loo Lin School of Medicine.
“So many things can trigger them, like

Another interesting MOOC course is “Data
Science for Construction, Architecture
and Engineering”, conducted by Assistant
Professor Clayton Miller (Design and
Environment (MSc) ’12) from the School
of Design and Environment’s Department
of Building.
With more than 10 years of industry
experience, he realised that large amounts
of data were wasted after being used in
design, construction, and operations – the
lifecycle of a building. This data, he believes,
could be further analysed and used for
future projects through coding. For example,
architects can extract this data and analyse
them in ways that spreadsheets cannot.
They can also use coding software to create
hundreds of design variations for clients.
First launched in April, the course has
attracted more than 11,000 participants.
Among them is final-year Project and
Facilities Management student Raymond Lim,
who enrolled from early July to late August.
“The module will be highly applicable when
I need to analyse the building data of the
facility I am managing. This data will be able
to generate actionable insights,” he said.
For participants like Raymond and
Mr Lim, these MOOCs offer a broader as
well as deeper set of skills that will boost
their performance in the workplace.
Alumni who are interested in
these free online courses may
visit edx.org/school/nus for
more information.

Ms Wee Su-Ann seeks to strengthen bonds
with the Constituent Clubs, Associate Bodies,
and the students themselves.

THE NUS STUDENTS’ UNION (NUSSU) has
elected its second female President.
Ms Wee Su-Ann, a fourth-year
Law-USP undergraduate and former
varsity sharpshooter, was elected
as President of the NUSSU 42nd
Executive Committee. She began her
one-year term on 1 October 2020. She
succeeded Richard Wang (Arts and
Social Sciences ’20), the outgoing
41st President.
In his farewell message, Richard
welcomed Su-Ann as the second-ever
female NUSSU President, and the first
in 14 years. Preceding Su-Ann as the
first female NUSSU President was
Ms Tay E Teng (Business ’07), who
held office from 2006 to 2007.
Su-Ann did not expect to become
the second female President in
NUSSU’s history. “I feel honoured to
be the role model for other female
students to be inspired to step into
leadership positions,” she said.

Su-Ann intends to tap on her legal
background and experience to equip
NUSSU student representatives with
the skills to respond more effectively
to regulatory matters, improve
NUSSU’s adjudication and internal
conflict management processes, and
build a more robust system within
the Union for the Personal Data
Protection Act.
Su-Ann added that her team
will also look into different ways of
communicating with students, which
could potentially include a YouTube
channel about NUSSU.
After undergoing an election
campaign filled with unexpected
changes and last-minute adaptations
due to the COVID-19 pandemic,
the team also plans to reformat the
exam pack, NUSSU Receive and Give
(RAG) Day, as well as the Freshmen
Orientation Central Committee
(FOCC), in preparation for such crises
in the future. There is also a NUSSU
merchandise store in the works.
Together with her team,
Su-Ann aims to create a united and
transformative Union by strengthening
bonds with the Constituent Clubs
and Associate Bodies, as well as the
students themselves, innovating new
formats for student life and welfare
initiatives, and helping students adapt
to the new learning conditions during
and after the pandemic.
This article was first published on 1 October in
NUS News at news.nus.edu.sg/nus-students-unionelects-second-female-president.
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NEWLY LAUNCHED

C A M P U S U P D AT E S

TRUE TO THEIR MISSION TO NURTURE STUDENTS WITH SUSTAINABILITY
EDUCATION AND TO EMPOWER ACTION IN CONSERVATION, NUS Ridge
View Residential College (RVRC) has been spearheading
reforestation efforts at Chestnut Nature Park (CNP).
Today, their consistent conservation efforts with the
community have made headway. Located next to the
Central Catchment Nature Reserve, CNP is Singapore’s
largest nature park spanning 81 hectares of land. It is
home to native tree species that improve the ecological
connectivity between green spaces. These expansive
spaces allow animals to thrive, and the local community to
enjoy a range of hiking and mountain biking trails through
scenic woodlands.
Their labour of love started three years ago when
the park opened. RVRC founded a community initiative
called Friends of CNP, in partnership with the National
Parks Board (NParks). Students from different disciplines
were initiated into CNP’s reforestation efforts, with RVRC
Director of Studies Mr N Sivasothi (Science ’91) at the

PARTNERING
THE COMMUNITY
IN REFORESTATION
EFFORTS
NUS Ridge View Residential College (RVRC)
has been spearheading the conservation drive
at Chestnut Nature Park (CNP).

NUS AlumAPP

Your Alumni World in the Palm of Your Hand!
NUS students fighting the spread of weeds at Chestnut Nature Park.

helm as Chairman, and RVRC Lecturer Dr Chua Siew Chin
(Science ’04) as forest ecologist advising on the restoration
of degraded forests.
They also formed an interest group, RV FoRestore,
inspired by “forest” and “restoration”. Student leaders helped
to organise various activities including weeding, monitoring
the growth of planted trees, and growing forest seedlings,
as well as host annual events such as wildlife recording,
and tree planting during the NUS Day of Service. They also
engaged their RVRC peers on the nature and wildlife around
the college’s surrounding forests by conducting bird-watching
sessions and nature walks, while documenting these activities
on Facebook and Instagram.
Through different restoration strategies, data was
gathered to improve future restoration work. Leveraging the
flexible format of the Year 2 programme, Dr Chua designed
a short course for students to collect information on the
restoration plot at CNP, as well as to experiment with
different nursery propagation techniques. “Our discoveries
from this short course and the RV FoRestore activities were
showcased at the Forest Restoration Workshop, co-organised
with NParks,” said Dr Chua.
The Forest Restoration Workshop was opened to the
public, targeting school teachers and students who were
encouraged to join RV FoRestore’s activities at CNP. “We
hope to expand the forest restoration work beyond NUS to
other schools in Singapore, where interest groups such as
RV FoRestore can also be started and sustained,” added
Dr Chua. Had it not been for RVRC’s efforts, the restoration
of CNP’s degraded forests, if left to nature, could otherwise
take over a century.
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This article was first published on 7 October in NUS News at
news.nus.edu.sg/partnering-the-community-in-reforestation-efforts.
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CHINA FILM FESTIVAL 2020
A cultural showcase that coincided with the 30th anniversary
of diplomatic relations between Singapore and China.
Below: Guests queueing to receive their
goodie bags containing popular Peruvian
snacks at the end of the event.

(From left to right) Mr Bernard Toh, Director of NUS Alumni Relations, speaking with Mr Ciro Perez,
Representative of the Embassy of Mexico in Singapore; H.E. Federico Alejandro Barttfeld, Ambassador of
Argentina to Singapore; H.E. Victor Hugo Rojas Gonzalez, Ambassador of the Republic of Costa Rica to
Singapore; and H.E. Fredesman Turro Gonzalez, Ambassador of the Republic of Cuba to Singapore.

PE RUVI AN FILM F E ST I VAL 2 0 2 0

Mr Bernard Toh, Director of NUS Alumni Relations, speaking to a scaled-down audience
(in line with safe distancing measures within the auditorium), where he thanked the
Embassy and the Singapore China Friendship Association for their partnership.

A celebration of strong ties as the Latin American nation nears its 200th year of independence.

H.E. Carlos Raul Vasquez Corrales,
Ambassador of the Republic of
Peru to Singapore, was present
to give the welcome address.

6 . THE ALUM NUS

THE INAUGURAL PERUVIAN FILM FESTIVAL, which
took place on 29 October, was presented
by the Embassy of the Republic of Peru in
Singapore and NUS Alumni Relations, in
celebration of 40 years of Peru-Singapore
diplomatic relations, and to commemorate
the bicentennial of Peru’s Independence
in 2021.
The event was graced by His Excellency
Carlos Raul Vasquez Corrales, Ambassador
of the Republic of Peru to Singapore,
as well as Mr Johnny Tan (Science ’82),
Co-Chairman of the NUS Alumni Advisory
Board. During his opening address, Director
of NUS Alumni Relations, Mr Bernard Toh
(Architecture ’84), highlighted the
similarities between Peru and Singapore
– both countries had significant historical
events occurring in the same era (the
arrival of Sir Stamford Raffles in 1819, and
independence for Peru in 1821), and both
have grown from humble beginnings to
become vibrant economies today.

Due to the safe management
measures implemented because of
the COVID-19 pandemic, guests were
spread out across the auditorium and
had to keep a safe distance from one
another. However, that did not prevent the
audience from fully enjoying the cinematic
experience as they watched the acclaimed
film El Evangelio de la Carne (The Gospel
of the Flesh), which was directed by
Eduardo Mendoza de Echave. Not only
was the audience treated to a tale that
explored how being good is sometimes
simply not an option, but they also were
able to experience some of Peru’s sights,
sounds, and colours, and learn more
about its culture through the film.
To celebrate the success of the first
Peruvian Film Festival and to end the
night on a sweet note, the Embassy also
arranged for guests to leave with some
Peruvian finger food for their enjoyment
at home.

Prof Phua Kok
Khoo addressing
the audience.

JOINTLY ORGANISED BY THE EMBASSY OF THE
PEOPLE’S REPUBLIC OF CHINA IN THE REPUBLIC OF
SINGAPORE, the Singapore China Friendship
Association, and NUS Alumni Relations,
the China Film Festival returned for the
9th consecutive year to bring the best of
Chinese films to NUS alumni. The festival
was held from 10 to 13 November at Shaw
Foundation Alumni House, albeit under strict
safe management measures.
Since the inception of the China Film
Festival in 2012, the NUS community has
had the opportunity to enjoy more than
30 acclaimed Chinese films at the Shaw
Foundation Alumni House Auditorium,
allowing them to get a better appreciation
of Chinese culture through films. This year,
another trio of films from a range of genres
was added to the list – I Belonged to You,
I Am Somebody, and The Great Wall.
Invited guests to the Opening Night on
10 November were treated to a screening of
Skiptrace, a production starring Jackie Chan
that also brought together talents from both
Hollywood and the Chinese film industry.

Mr Que Xiaohua welcoming guests to the 9th China Film Festival
on Opening Night.

In attendance for the special screening were
Mr Que Xiaohua, Cultural Counsellor of the
Embassy of the People’s Republic of China
in the Republic of Singapore; Professor
Phua Kok Khoo, President of the Singapore
China Friendship Association; and Professor
Tan Eng Chye (Science ’85), President of NUS.
2020 also marked 30 years of diplomatic
relations between the People’s Republic of
China and Singapore – a significant milestone
in the friendship between the two countries.
Stay tuned for the 10th China Film Festival,
happening later this year!

Although guests had to greet one another from a safe distance,
attendees were excited to attend the in-person screening.
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HEALTH & WELLNES S

FUT URE-READY WORKSHOPS

Dietary Practice and Your Gut
– Keeping GI Symptoms Away

V I RT UA L NE T W O R K IN G :
BUILDING BRIDGES
T O O PP O RT UNI T I E S

Ms Camilla Tam,
Career Advisor
and Learning &
Development
Manager, NUS
Centre for Futureready Graduates

AT THE LATEST SESSION OF
FUTURE-READY WORKSHOPS ON
13 OCTOBER, Ms Camilla Tam of
the NUS Centre for Futureready Graduates stressed the
importance of networking and
making professional connections
in unlocking hidden career
opportunities. She took attendees
through how to create a plan
for networking, and various

THE LAST HEALTH & WELLNESS SESSION FOR
2020 WAS HELD ON 22 OCTOBER and featured
Dr Loh Poh Yen (Medicine ’07), a specialist
in gastroenterology and internal medicine.
Dr Loh answered questions about common
gastrointestinal (GI) problems such as
abdominal bloating, irritable bowel syndrome,
and flatulence. He also shared tips on
how to observe good dietary habits and
making the right dietary changes to keep
GI symptoms at bay.

strategies for strengthening relationships with
colleagues, even while working from home.
Attendees left the online workshop armed
with the knowledge of how to make a great
impression on future employers by building a
suitable online brand.

Smiling Your Way to
Good Oral Health

SUCCESSFULLY NAVIGATING
THE WORLD OF NEGOTIATIONS
Negotiation is an essential life skill for everyone,
that requires a deep understanding of concepts,
strategies and techniques. Ever wondered how
you can successfully navigate through all types of
negotiations? In this session, we will discuss the
science and art of negotiation – the key aspects of
a structured negotiation process, along with the
ƊȯȯȲȌȯȲǞƊɈƵƦƵǘƊɨǞȌɐȲȺƊȁƮǞȁ˜ɐƵȁƧǞȁǐɈƵƧǘȁǞȱɐƵȺخ
Join this workshop to learn how to formulate a
proper approach in negotiations and go beyond
intuitive methods.

Not only will good oral hygiene boost
your overall health, a beautiful smile
will leave a lasting impression on the
people around you. Tune in to expert
advice by specialists from the National
University Centre for Oral Health
Singapore.
DATE

: 12 JANUARY 2021,
TUESDAY

TIME

: §׀׃خׇwّ§׀׀خw

Dr Tay Chong Meng (Dentistry 03)
Consultant, Discipline of Advanced General Practice,
National University Centre for Oral Health Singapore
Assistant Professor, NUS Faculty of Dentistry

16)

Chairperson, NUS Alumni San Francisco Chapter
Author of the Amazon bestsellers:
Negotiation Quotient: Opening the Door to a Successful Deal
and We Can Negotiate Too!

Join us online at:
alumnet.events/FR-jan21

21 January 2021
(Thursday)
7.30pm - 9.00pm
via Zoom

PLATFORM : ZOOM

Speaker:

Mr Anuj Jagannathan (Business

Dr Loh Poh Yen,
Gastroenterology
and Internal
Medicine Specialist,
Gutcare Digestive.
Liver.Endoscopy
Associates at Farrer
Park Hospital

Dr Wilson Lu (Dentistry 11)

Associate Consultant,
Discipline of Orthodontic and Paediatric Dentistry
National University Centre for Oral Health Singapore
Assistant Professor, NUS Faculty of Dentistry

JOIN US ONLINE!

Register at alumnet.events/HW-jan21

Consultant Gastroentreologist and
Internal Medicine Specialist,
gutCARE Singapore, Farrer Park Hospital
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T ECH TALK

THE HYPE VERSUS REALITY OF
THE IMPACT OF FINTE CH ON LAW
JOINED BY OVER 80 ALUMNI AND GUESTS ONLINE
on 17 November, Associate Professor
Keith Carter, NUS School of Computing,
and Mr Ng Sey Ming (Law ’99), Deputy
Head, Banking & Finance, Rajah & Tann
Singapore LLP, discussed the impact of
FinTech in the legal profession. Besides
getting a better understanding of the
challenges and disruptions presented by
digitalisation, attendees gained insights
on how FinTech and blockchains could
be leveraged to improve standard
functions and increase efficiency.
ai16076537629_TSfeb21 - Collaterals.pdf 4 11-Dec-20 10:29:22 AM

TH IRST Y THURSDAYS [ONLINE]

Casual Conversations
– Happiness Hacks –
Ways to Enrich your
Life with Joy

Mr Ng Sey Ming (Law ‘99),
Deputy Head, Banking
& Finance, Rajah & Tann
Singapore LLP

Associate Professor Keith Carter,
NUS School of Computing;
Co-Director, CRYSTAL Centre;
Director, NUS FinTech Lab

Ms Elizabeth Ong,
Positive Psychology
Consultant and Coach,
The School of Positive
Psychology

Catch up on all our webinars at alumnet.events/webinars!

Speaker:

Dr Jenson Goh (Computing ’97)
Chief Information & Learning Officer,
Monde Nissin

16 February 2021 (Tuesday)
7.30pm to 9.00pm
Register at alumnet.events/TS-feb21

Helping Businesses Transform Using IT
The Transformation that Needs to Happen Within
This talk will deep dive into the challenges faced in driving business
transformation using IT. Through ups and downs, Dr Goh has discovered
that the secret of effective business transformation lies not just in the
combination of knowledge and skills acquired in class and through practice.
More importantly, it hinges on one’s mental model of what defines a
meaningful and purposeful IT career. Join Dr Goh as he shares how he has
found his calling through the practice of systems thinking and volunteerism.

THIS ENGAGING AND ANIMATED SESSION on 3 December
featured Ms Elizabeth Ong (Arts and Social Sciences ’14),
a Positive Psychology Consultant and Coach at The School of
Positive Psychology, who shared practical advice and tips on
how to keep a positive outlook. Attendees also had the chance
to exchange their personal happiness hacks with one another
and make new friends while playing interactive games.

ANNUAL
DIALOGUE
WITH NUSSU
& GSS
THE 42ND EXECUTIVE COMMITTEE AND COUNCIL
OF THE NUS STUDENTS’ UNION (NUSSU)
AND 35TH EXECUTIVE COMMITTEE OF THE
GRADUATE STUDENTS’ SOCIETY (GSS) met with
representatives from NUS Alumni Relations
on 4 November for an annual dialogue to
discuss how the alumni community can
better serve the needs of students in the
coming year. During the dialogue, all three
parties shared their plans for the coming
year and enthusiastically exchanged ideas on
possible collaboration opportunities for 2021.
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LIFELONG LEARNERS HIGHLIGHT

L AY ING T H E F O U NDAT I O N
Mr Addison Bain (Engineering ’13), 31, technology
consultant and the top MSc I4.0 student in the first
cohort, on his decision to upskill and stay relevant
in a rapidly-changing economy.
“Business and technological
innovation are inextricably
linked, and the demand for
technology-enabled business
transformation services is
rapidly growing. I felt that

enrolling in the NUS Master of
Science in Industry 4.0 (MSc
I4.0) programme would open up
more doors to the fast-growing
information and communications
technology sector.

The multidisciplinary nature
of the programme was the
biggest pull factor. It allowed
me to develop a broad
understanding of the latest
technology trends and keep
pace with the changing nature
of industries amid the age of
digital disruption. Moreover,
the option to choose a graduate
certificate and other electives

gave me the flexibility to deep
dive into specific technology-related
areas that were best aligned
to my personal interests and
professional development goals.
The idea of lifelong employment,
in a single role, with a single
company, has disappeared as
organisations today require workers

to be dynamic and be able to
thrive in a constantly-changing
environment. Therefore, lifelong
learning is critical for us to
build up professional resilience
and remain competitive in a
connected, globalised, and
technologised world. It is
not just about the acquisition
of new knowledge and skills –
more importantly, we need to
have the right mindset and
aptitude to learn, unlearn, and
relearn at every stage of life. This
will enable one to stay relevant
and be well-positioned to seize
new career opportunities as they
come along.”

BOOK
CORNER

HOME IS
WHERE WE ARE
By Prof Wang Gungwu (Arts and Social Sciences ‘53)
and the late Mrs Margaret Wang (Arts and Social Sciences ‘54)

“Does home have to be a country or a
city?... Or is home this house or that? We
have been fortunate.... We seemed always
to have been home.”

Available at leading bookstores,
nuspress.nus.edu.sg,
epigrambookshop.sg, and
booksactuallyshop.com.

Professor Wang Gungwu’s account of his
university education in Singapore and
the United Kingdom, and the early years
of his career as an academic in Malaysia,
capture the excitement, the ambition,
and the choices of a generation that
saw it their responsibility to build the
new nations of Southeast Asia.
The exploration of the emotional
and intellectual journey towards the

formation of an identity, treasured by
readers of Prof Wang’s Home is Not
Here , extends in this volume into an
appreciation of love, family life, and
the life of the mind. We also see these
years from Margaret’s perspective,
her own fascinating family story, and
her early impressions of this young
bearded poet. Wise and moving, this
is a fascinating reflection on identity
and belonging, and on the ability of
the individual to find a place amidst
the historical currents that have
shaped Asia.
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populations, concerns about artificial intelligence
(AI) — these are all big, complex, real-world problems
of the 21st century, and each involves overlapping
considerations. Addressing them in a satisfactory
way requires experts from different fields to work
together. Today’s workforce is therefore expected to
embrace an interdisciplinary approach. This is also
reflected in the higher education landscape, where a
trend towards ‘interdisciplinarity’ is occurring. This is a
trend that NUS in particular is paying close attention
to, and the University is already in the process of
rolling out plans to support it.

BREAKING DOWN SILOS

JOINING

THE DOTS

TEXT BY
WANDA TAN

MAP OUT
TOMORROW C
TO

Finding solutions to the
defining challenges of our
time seems nigh impossible.
But with an interdisciplinary
mindset, we are halfway there.
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OVID-19 IS NOT A PURELY MEDICAL OR
PUBLIC HEALTH ISSUE. It is also an
economic one, as global GDP has
fallen and countries have slipped into
recession. It also has political repercussions,
as simple acts like mask-wearing have
become inexorably linked to one’s party
affiliation in countries such as the United
States. And it is a deep-seated social issue,
as marginalised groups — who lack access
to quality healthcare and tend to work in
precarious, low-wage jobs — have borne the
brunt of the fallout, exacerbating inequalities
across the fault lines of race, gender, and class.
The pandemic may be the most urgent
problem facing the world right now, but it
is not the only one. Climate change, ageing

Our young adults
will graduate
into a world of
‘wicked problems’
— problems that are
ill-defined, mutate
all the time, defy
single-discipline
solutions, and
even challenge
established bodies
of knowledge.
Professor Tan Eng Chye,
NUS President

Universities have traditionally been modelled around
specialisation. Faculties and departments typically
focused on specific subject domains. Students
would select which major to pursue, and could go
even deeper into their chosen area of study through
a postgraduate education. It used to be that being
schooled in one discipline — be it as a doctor, lawyer,
accountant, scientist, or psychologist — could set us
up for life.
However, things cannot be bracketed so neatly
anymore. As NUS President Professor Tan Eng Chye
(Science ’85) wrote in an opinion piece published
in The Straits Times on 10 September 2020, “Our
young adults will graduate into a world of ‘wicked
problems’ – problems that are ill-defined, mutate
all the time, defy single-discipline solutions, and
even challenge established bodies of knowledge.”
For students to make sense of the chaos and have
a decent shot at solving it, he argued, universities
need to “broaden the intellectual foundations of our
students’ learning” by “integrating knowledge, skills,
and insights from different disciplines”.
‘Integrating’ is the keyword here, and it is,
according to the literature, what distinguishes a
multidisciplinary curriculum from an interdisciplinary
one. The former exposes students to two or more
academic disciplines that each have bearing on a
given topic, without explicitly integrating them. Think
of a course where professors from different faculties
take turns giving lectures, but do not bridge their
respective domains of expertise; instead, students
are left to draw the connections themselves.
Interdisciplinarity, on the other hand, combines two
or more academic disciplines to generate synergies
and synthesise new knowledge, in order to tackle
society’s problems now and in the future.
In recent years, NUS has been incrementally
inching towards interdisciplinary learning. All NUS
students, regardless of their specialisation, are
required to complete a set of five General Education
modules aimed at developing generalist skills and
providing a holistic education. At the residential

BEST OF
BOTH WORLDS

Come August, NUS will introduce
10 new Cross-disciplinary
Degree Programmes (CDPs)
to give students the flexibility
to pursue programmes across
complementary disciplines
— in the same amount of time as a four-year
Bachelor with Honours degree. Unlike a traditional
double degree or double major, where students
acquire in-depth, specialist knowledge in two
distinct disciplines, the CDPs are designed to
integrate complementary disciplines and leverage
their synergies. Some possible pairings include
Economics and Data Science; Computing and Project
Management; as well as Engineering and Business.

colleges, students from different disciplines live,
play, and study together under specially-designed
academic programmes such as the University
Scholars Programme. An expanding slate of double
majors, major-minor combinations, and double degree
programmes gives students the flexibility to study
more than one area of interest in greater depth.
The University laid down its biggest marker
yet for this shift on 8 December 2020 with the
official launch of the new College of Humanities
and Sciences (CHS), which brings together the
Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences (FASS) and the
Faculty of Science (FoS), two of the largest and most
established faculties in Singapore.

WHEN SCIENCE MEETS
THE HUMANITIES
Starting from Academic Year 2021/2022, incoming
freshmen to FASS and FoS will be admitted first to
CHS and study a distinctive Common Curriculum that
integrates the humanities and the sciences. It will
impart intellectual breadth in the initial semesters,
and includes five new integrated modules covering
Asian Studies, Integrated Social Sciences, Integrated
Humanities, and two modules on Scientific Inquiry.
Modules on Design Thinking, AI, and Community
and Engagement will also equip students for the
interconnected digital economy. With this strong
and broad-based foundation, they can then
specialise in their chosen field or build expertise in
multiple disciplines.
Students admitted to the College will belong
to both FASS and FoS. Except for a few selected
majors, they will be able to pursue any major, second
major, major-minor, and specialisation pathway
offered by both Faculties — culminating in a four-year
Honours degree in Arts, Social Sciences, or Science.
J A N — M A R 2 0 2 1 . 15
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Employers are
leaning towards
graduates with
an integrated
educational
background, as
they can draw
on and connect
knowledge
from diverse
disciplines for
application.
Professor Sun Yeneng,
Dean, Faculty of Science

The curricular structure thus balances depth with
breadth, and allows for greater flexibility and crosspollination of disciplines across the humanities,
social sciences, science, and mathematics.
Problem-based pedagogies will also be widely
adopted, with teaching focused on solving problems
rather than the pure impartation of content. This
will be reinforced with experiential learning via
internships and project work.
Set to admit its inaugural cohort this August,
the new CHS will take in more than 2,000
undergraduates every year. Both the FASS and
FoS Deans will serve as co-Deans of the College.
Professor Robbie Goh (Arts and Social Sciences
’88), the current FASS Dean, calls it a “forwardlooking” initiative. “The beauty of the CHS
curriculum is that it is not ‘either-or’, but ‘both-and’,”
Prof Goh tells The AlumNUS. “It marries breadth
and interdisciplinarity, with strength in the major.
At the same time, the new curriculum facilitates
any combination of majors and minors offered by
both Faculties.” For example, students can choose
contrastive majors (and get a double degree)
in Psychology and Life Sciences, or pursue a
major-minor-minor in History, Mathematics, and
Language Studies.
FoS Dean Professor Sun Yeneng notes
that CHS goes much further in scaling up
interdisciplinary courses which NUS has rolled out
to date. “It opens up a new world of possibilities
and pathways, giving our students unprecedented
flexibility to chart their own learning journeys based
on their interests, aptitudes, and career aspirations.
Employers are leaning towards graduates with an
integrated educational background, as they can
draw on and connect knowledge from diverse
disciplines for application,” he says.

In addition to opening up more job options,
interdisciplinary learning will also help students make
sense of, and proactively address, future disruptions that
are bound to occur in the Fourth Industrial Revolution.
Adds Prof Sun, “The new CHS is not just timely, but
crucial. It provides the critical foundation that enables
students to synthesise ideas and perspectives from
different disciplines. It is this interdisciplinarity that will
better prepare our students to become problem-solvers
in an uncertain world beyond the pandemic.”

A LIFELONG PURSUIT
A similar transformation is happening in the field of
lifelong learning, which at NUS is spearheaded by the
School of Continuing and Lifelong Education (SCALE).
In today’s fast-changing world, knowledge and skills
are quickly becoming obsolete, and new occupations
and roles are emerging every day. Specialisation, while
still important, is no longer sufficient. “Many problems
are now multifaceted, so people must be agile enough
to manage the interface between disciplines,” says
Professor Susanna Leong (Law ’89), NUS’ Vice Provost
(Masters’ Programmes & Lifelong Education) and Dean
of SCALE.
For example, SCALE’s MSc in Industry 4.0
programme cuts across various disciplines including the
Institute of Systems Science, the Faculties of Computing,
Engineering, Science, and NUS Business School. On the
non-credit-bearing side, SCALE offers a large catalogue
of short courses for adult learners to reskill themselves
and stay relevant in the modern workplace, covering
areas such as change management, data analytics, and
marketing. This same mix of broad-based knowledge
and technical skills is provided by the NUS Lifelong
Learners programme, which allows NUS graduates to
take Continuing Education and Training courses for up
to 20 years after their graduation.

ALL IN FAVOUR!
During preliminary consultations for the new CHS, the University invited FASS
and FoS alumni to take part in several President’s Dialogue sessions with
NUS President Prof Tan and faculty members. NUS alumni, including the two
featured here, responded favourably to the news.

“I think the new CHS is a great strategic decision.
With the future landscape of tech disruption,
geopolitical challenges, and an emerging Southeast
Asia, we need graduates who are grounded in the
humanities and sciences, as well as adaptable and
culturally savvy to navigate the uncertainties ahead.
Interdisciplinary learning exposes graduates to
think across disciplines, and prepares them for new
jobs and industries that currently don’t exist.”
Mr Adrian Tan (Arts and Social Sciences ’04), Innovation Advisory
Consultant for a leading cloud service provider
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COVID-19 has disrupted
lives and careers.
Hopefully, people
will use the current
situation as an
opportunity to reframe
their mindsets about
lifelong learning. It is
better to have multiple
legs to stand on
instead of just one.

“It’s a good idea to
bring the two Faculties
together. Graduates from
CHS will gain a broader
perspective and, in my view,
this will make them better
scientists. At our National Centre
for Food Science, the scientists we
want are those with skillsets beyond the
traditional Science degree. It is important
that they are not only skilled in lab work,
but can also understand how people
make decisions about the food they
buy and eat.”
Mr Lim Kok Thai (Science ’95), Chief Executive
Officer, Singapore Food Agency

Professor Susanna Leong,
NUS’ Vice Provost (Masters’
Programmes & Lifelong Education)
and Dean of SCALE

TO SHAPE A
BETTER FUTURE
As part of the R&G Initiative,
and to also mark the
University’s 115th anniversary,
NUS launched the R&G
Innovation Challenge in
2020. Graduates from the
Classes of 2020, 2019, and
2018 were invited to form
interdisciplinary teams to
develop holistic solutions for
a better post-COVID future.

NUS will fund

115

PROJECTS

across 3 categories:
Make Our People Better,
Make Our Society Better,
Make the World Better
Each selected project will
receive a grant of up to

$50,000
for 6 months

SCALE is also supporting fresh NUS
graduates who are facing a weak job market
amid the pandemic, through the University’s
Resilience & Growth (R&G) Initiative launched
in April 2020. Besides full-time jobs within NUS
and paid traineeships, the R&G Initiative offers a
specially-curated suite of lifelong learning courses,
ranging from hard digital skills like AI and machine
learning to key soft skills such as communication
and storytelling. As for mid-career jobseekers
affected by the economic downturn, SCALE’s
NUS SGUnited Skills programme offers fulltime traineeships in selected industries such as
advanced manufacturing and fintech. Participants
receive training in both broad interpersonal skills
and the deep skills required for the particular
industry, as well as in the increasingly important
pillar of data and digital skills, to improve their
employability. “COVID-19 has disrupted lives and
careers. Hopefully, people will use the current
situation as an opportunity to reframe their
mindsets about lifelong learning,” Prof Leong muses.
“Lifelong learning should not be a reactionary
response to a crisis, but rather a way of helping us
take a proactive role in our personal development
and remain industry-relevant so that we can pivot
even before the crisis happens. It is better to have
multiple legs to stand on instead of just one.”

TECHNOLOGY IN THE CLASSRO OM
Technology and digital literacy feature heavily in
the new CHS curriculum and in SCALE’s offerings

— and indeed, throughout the rest of the University
as well. At the Faculty of Law, for instance,
technology-led upheavals in the practice of law
are driving legal education reform. Not only do law
students have to be well-versed in laws surrounding
the regulation of new technologies such as AI
and blockchain, they must also understand how
technology is transforming the role of lawyers
themselves. The automation of routine tasks such
as document review and discovery, and the use of
predictive analytics to find out how particular judges
decide on cases, are just two examples. “Lawyers
of the future will still need the outstanding critical
and analytical skills that we have always cultivated
at the Faculty of Law, as well as the ability to
communicate effectively and operate in teams. But
those teams will, increasingly, rely on AI systems as
well as men and women,” says the Faculty of Law
Dean Professor Simon Chesterman. “That doesn’t
mean all law students need to be expert coders
or get a second degree in Computer Science. But
it does mean that they need to be comfortable
working with computers, and be able to take
advantage of the efficiencies and opportunities
that they offer.”
At the Faculty of Law, students undergo
a one-day law and technology boot camp, and
are encouraged to compete in legal technology
competitions and hackathons. Speakers from the
profession are regularly invited to brief students on
the changing landscape. Students and faculty alike
have presented at TechLaw.Fest, a local industry
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faculty members have also developed platforms
for more effective one-to-one and many-to-one
communication with students, as well as improved
peer-to-peer feedback for student team projects.
Soon, the School of Computing plans to
launch a new EdTech Centre that will integrate
all relevant educational technology solutions
onto the same platform. “With better user
interface, professors will then find it easier to
teach online,” says Prof Kankanhalli. “We firmly
believe that the face-to-face campus learning
experience is irreplaceable. However, if done
right, technology can be an excellent complement
that would significantly augment the on-campus
experience and meaningfully sustain engagement
beyond campus.”

RESEARCH ON ALL FRONTS

The idea is that
[medical students]
will still be
doctors, but can
work better with
experts from other
fields. Medicine
is not just about
knowing how to
manage diseases.
Professor Chong Yap Seng,
Dean, Yong Loo Lin School
of Medicine
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event. A new Centre for Technology, Robotics, AI and
the Law was recently established. And the Faculty
is currently reviewing its curriculum to increase
understanding of computational thinking.
The field of medicine is also changing in
profound ways because of technology. From entering
notes in electronic medical records software to
the rise of minimally-invasive robotic surgery and
telemedicine, these are all part of the modern
medical curriculum. Professor Chong Yap Seng
(Medicine ’88), Dean of the Yong Loo Lin School
of Medicine, adds that the School also recruits nonmedical faculty such as bioengineers and ethicists,
and is trying to bring other disciplines like systems
thinking, health economics, and behavioural sciences
into the curriculum. This will give medical students a
fuller picture of the health system they are working
in, and how to improve service delivery for better
patient outcomes. “One new thing we’ve done is to
allow a small number of medical students to take a
gap year, during which time they will pursue a Master
of Science course. They get to work with scientists
— not necessarily in lab work, but also analysing data
and conducting research,” says Prof Chong. Other
Master’s courses in public health, data sciences, and
biotechnology will be rolled out in due time. “The idea
is that they will still be doctors, but can work better
with experts from other fields. Medicine is not just

about knowing how to manage diseases,” he stresses.
Even the way the Yong Loo Lin School of
Medicine conducts classes has changed in the wake
of COVID-19. To ensure medical students could
continue to hone their clinical skills while staying
safe, educators piloted the use of an innovative virtual
reality gaming system and an AI-enabled Virtual
Integrated Patient platform to simulate an actual
clinical setting. In fact, all Faculties and Schools
turned to technology-enhanced learning tools as inperson classes came to an abrupt halt last year, so as
not to disrupt students’ learning.
To be sure, tech-enhanced learning has
existed at NUS for much of the last decade, albeit
in rather piecemeal fashion. Before COVID-19
hit, some modules and programmes were already
experimenting with blended learning (a mix of online
and in-person sessions) and ‘flipped classrooms’ to
help students learn at their own pace. The pandemic,
however, has accelerated their adoption. “Major trends
include the use of videoconferencing, smartphones,
and custom communication functions or applications
for delivering improved learning and teaching
experiences,” says Professor Mohan Kankanhalli,
Dean of the School of Computing. For example, it is
now commonplace for students to participate in live
polls via their mobile devices during lectures, which
makes classes more interactive and engaging. Several

Being a research-intensive university, NUS is also
active in interdisciplinary research. COVID-19 has
been top of mind for NUS researchers this past
year, with many exploring different aspects of the
crisis. Some work on rapid diagnostics and vaccine
development, while others utilise information and
communications technology (ICT) solutions to fight
online falsehoods and inform public health policy.
Meanwhile, Duke-NUS Medical School’s Centre for
Ageing Research & Education (CARE) is involved
in an ongoing project to model the effects of the
pandemic on Singapore’s health system.
Specifically, CARE is interviewing older adults
to find out the reasons behind them delaying
elective surgeries and not having their chronic
conditions cared for during this time. “We know that
42 per cent of older adults did not go for normal
appointments during and after the Circuit Breaker,”
says Associate Professor Angelique Chan,
Executive Director of CARE. “Through this study,

we hope to put in place ways for older adults to
feel safer about accessing the healthcare system
if another pandemic happens.”
Assoc Prof Chan, who was trained in
sociology, discloses that interdisciplinary research
is central to CARE’s work. “Interdisciplinarity is
needed because ageing encompasses physical,
social, and cognitive or mental health issues. For
example, dementia is clinically defined as cognitive
decline in older persons. However, there are also
issues around caregiving and caregiver burden;
how different groups in society perceive dementia
differently, which interferes with their care; and
policymaking for dementia care and support,”
she says. This necessitates collaborations across
medical, social work, sociological, psychological,
anthropological, and public health perspectives.
Interdisciplinarity is also crucial to the new
Centre on AI Technology for Humankind (AiTH,
pronounced as “8th”), launched virtually last April
by NUS Business School. “Our aim is to promote
human-centric ways of using new technologies,”
says AiTH’s Founder and Director, Professor
David De Cremer. “AI is used within social settings,
so many of the tasks technology can be used for
do not only pose technological challenges, but
also social and humanitarian ones. So we strive to
combine computer science with social sciences,
psychology, and the humanities.”
At present, AiTH’s research is focused on
promoting a stronger interdisciplinary approach
to AI fairness and AI ethics. That means getting
engineers to overcome what Prof De Cremer
terms the “innovation-only bias”, so that they are
more aware of the impact that the technologies
they develop can have on humanity. AiTH is also
looking into ways to encourage organisations to
employ AI beyond narrow cost-cutting goals and

AI is used within
social settings, so
many of the tasks
technology can be
used for do not only
pose technological
challenges, but
also social and
humanitarian ones.
Professor David De Cremer,
Founder and Director, Centre
on AI Technology for Humankind

USE YOUR IMAGINATION!
Apart from the upcoming EdTech Centre, the
School of Computing is also gearing up to
launch the brand-new COM3 @ Imagination
Ridge. Due to be completed in late 2021, this
futuristic, purpose-built building is designed
to inspire students, researchers, and faculty
to develop innovative, next-generation
solutions for societal grand challenges. It will
house flexible, well-equipped labs; easilyreconfigurable collaboration spaces; a social
deck; and a multipurpose hall, among other
facilities. Located over Lover’s Park valley,
it will also connect academia, research,
and industry, by providing a physical bridge
between COM1, COM2, and the Smart Nation
Cluster in the Innovation 4.0 building.
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SHAW FOUNDATION ALUMNI HOUSE
in service of job enrichment, so as to achieve
a satisfying, trustworthy, and inspirational work
setting. “The idea is not to create a world for
machines, but a better world for humans by
means of using advanced technologies,” says
Prof De Cremer, who is also the Provost’s
Chair Professor at NUS Business School.
“It is my personal belief that we need more
‘generalists’ than ever — people who can see
the bigger picture and outline the challenges
and responsibilities we need to take care of
when it comes to technology and society.”

[Singaporean
youths] will expect
to graduate as wellrounded, informed
humans who are able
to take part in socialpolitical life and
assess big questions
such as social
justice, governance,
and ideology.
Interdisciplinarity
can be a means
for universities to
achieve this.
Dr Adrian Kuah,
Founding Director,
NUS’ Futures Office

A N E W G E N E R AT I O N
O F G R A D U AT E S
Dr Adrian Kuah, Founding Director of
NUS’ Futures Office, highlights another
pressing problem requiring a wide-angle,
interdisciplinary lens: climate change.
“We often bring in technocrats such as
scientists, engineers, and policy wonks, but
leave out the human dimension,” says Dr Kuah,
referencing the need for social scientists
to understand and help shift the mindsets
of those who distrust science or refuse to
change their consumption habits. “We need to
appreciate the broader social-political context
of a problem, its history, and how it may be
perceived differently by different groups of
people. An interdisciplinary approach can
bring out these different aspects of the
human condition.”
This will not be easy, though. Some
resistance is to be expected — from faculty
members who are used to emphasising their

own domains of expertise, and from society
at large, which still prizes the specialist over
the generalist. NUS President Prof Tan also
suggested in his Straits Times commentary
that the “kiasuism” prevalent in our society may
result in a tendency to over-teach and impose
excessive requirements for subject majors.
However, there is no doubt that universities
have to radically rethink themselves, whether
or not another pandemic strikes. “Incoming
cohorts are going to approach higher education
with a more critical eye,” says Dr Kuah.
“Singaporean youths are no longer solely vexed
by pragmatic concerns over their jobs and
career aspirations, but also by broader social
issues. They will expect to graduate as wellrounded, informed humans who are able to
take part in social-political life and assess big
questions such as social justice, governance,
and ideology. Interdisciplinarity can be a means
for universities to achieve this.”
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TRANSFORMING
TRANSPORT
AI is also front and centre
at the Grab–NUS AI Lab,
launched in 2018 to address
the challenge of urban
congestion and liveability of
cities, especially in Southeast
Asia. Anchored at the NUS
Institute of Data Science, the
Lab will leverage data from
the Grab platform to provide
AI-driven insights and
innovative solutions to improve
urban transportation and
pave the way for smarter
cities across the region.
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Biden
and China:
Friends or Foes?
In the aftermath of arguably the most divisive election
in US history, a new White House Administration
seeks to usher in an era of change. But what does
it spell for the relationship between the world’s two
biggest powers — and the countries in our region?
Professor Kishore Mahbubani (Arts and Social
Sciences ’71) looks at the complexities.
ONALD TRUMP WILL BE REMEMBERED FOR MANY
THINGS. And one of the things he will be
most strongly remembered for is the
major geographical contest he launched
against China during his Presidency.
Initially, it began as a trade war, but it spread to other
dimensions, and included some remarkably rude and
insulting statements about China. Fanning the fire,
Trump’s outgoing Vice-President Mike Pence, in a
lengthy lecture on China on 24 October 2019, spelt out

D
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in great detail all the mistakes made by China. Here is
an example of what he said: “All that Beijing is doing
today — from the Party’s great firewall in cyberspace
or to that great wall of sand in the South China Sea;
from their distrust of Hong Kong’s autonomy, to
their repression of people of faith — demonstrate
that it’s the Chinese Communist Party that has been
‘de-coupling’ from the wider world for decades.”
He made it clear that Trump would stand up to China.
So, what will happen to US-China relations
when Joe Biden becomes President? The answer is
paradoxical. On the one hand, everything will change.
On the other, nothing will change. Both statements
are true!
Why will everything change? For a start, the Biden
Administration will stop insulting China. Even though
Biden called President Xi Jinping a “thug” during
the election campaign, the Chinese government will
understand that this is part of the American election
process. Many American Presidential candidates
do not actually implement what they say in election
campaigns. Just as Bill Clinton established good
relations with China during his terms in office — even
though he had said in his election campaign that he
would not “coddle the butchers of Beijing” — Joe Biden
will be courteous and civil when he meets his Chinese
counterparts. Biden is a genuinely nice guy. He will
not make policies through tantrums or tweets. Instead,
there will be a certain predictability and stability in
US-China relations. But while the tone will change
significantly, the substance will not.

This, then, is the other limit of the paradox: the USChina contest will continue. This US-China contest is
not driven by personalities but by structural forces. In
my book, Has China Won?, I spelt out at least three
such structural forces. Firstly, for millennia, the number
one power (today, the US) always tries to thwart
the number two power (today, China) and prevent it
from becoming number one. American behaviour in
trying to block China’s rise as number one is normal
geopolitical behaviour.
Sadly, American opposition to China’s rise is
also driven by emotional forces. For centuries, the
Western psyche has feared the “yellow peril”. This
emotional dimension explains why President Trump
called COVID-19 “Kung Flu” and “China virus”.
The third structural force is a bipartisan consensus
in the US that China has let the US down by not
becoming a democracy. Two senior Democrat officials,
Kurt Campbell and Ely Ratner, documented this
disappointment in a Foreign Affairs article. They wrote,
“Ever since [rapprochement began under the Nixon
Administration in the 1970s], the assumption that
deepening commercial, diplomatic, and cultural ties
would transform China’s internal development and
external behaviour has been a bedrock of U.S.
strategy.” These three structural forces are powerful
forces. Hence, under Biden, the US-China contest
will continue.

MAKING OUR P OSITION KNOWN
What should the rest of the world, including ASEAN,
do in response to this continuing contest under Biden?
Remain passive? Or speak out loudly and clearly to
convey their own fears and concerns? It would be
fatal to remain passive. As I document in a Massive
Open Online Course (MOOC) on US-China relations
[to be released by NUS and edx in January 2021],
the whole world will be affected, indeed destabilised,
if the US-China contest gains momentum. Hence, we
should speak out.
But what should we in ASEAN say? We should
make three points. The first point we should make is
that both US and China should press the “pause button”
on the contest. Why? The simple answer is that billions
of people — including those in the US and China — are
suffering from the massive economic recession caused
by COVID-19. Global poverty is rising again. The only
way to jumpstart the global economy is for the number
one and number two economies to work together.
Indeed, if Biden were to announce a simple suspension
of the trade war against China and withdraw all of
Trump’s erratic trade tariffs, the markets would react
positively. The global economy would start growing
again. Jobs would come back.

In short, the whole world faces both a major
danger, and a major opportunity, with the
Biden Administration coming into office.

A BIG
DE AL
The US goods and
services trade with
China totalled
an estimated

US$634.8
BILLION

(S$849.4 billion)
in 2019
Source: The Office of the US
Trade Representative (USTR)

321
NGOs

from around the
world called upon
the United Nations
in September
2020 to investigate
possible human rights
violations by China.
Source: South China Morning
Post, 9 September 2020

The second point is that the most pressing
challenge we face is global warming. Fortunately,
Biden, unlike Trump, agrees with this assessment.
He will make Climate a priority. Yet it is also true that
the US cannot stop global warming alone. Nor can
China. Both have to work together. This is why I say
in the conclusion of my book, “Humans would look
pityingly at two tribes of apes that continued fighting
over territory while the forest around them was burning.
But this is how America and China will appear to
future generations if they continue to focus on their
differences while the earth is facing an extended
moment of great peril.”
The third point we should make is that the
continuation of the US-China contest will not just
disrupt American and Chinese lives. It will (as it already
has) disrupt lives all across the world. Hence, the first
thing the new Biden Administration should do is to send
out “listening” envoys to the rest of the world to poll the
attitudes of the rest of the world to this contest. In the
process of “listening”, they will discover that the rest
of the world, in all likelihood, does not want to choose
sides between the US and China. Indeed, they want to
have good relations with both. This is true of Asia too.
As Ambassador Chan Heng Chee observed recently,
“The indications are that no country in Europe or Asia
would like an exclusive relationship with the US or
China… All want to be able to develop relations with
both powers.”
In short, to close with another paradox, the
whole world faces both a major danger, and a major
opportunity, with the Biden Administration coming
into office. It could face a major danger if the Biden
Administration is driven by structural forces to
accelerate the US-China geopolitical contest. Yet, it
could also face a major opportunity if the six billion
people living outside US and China speak out clearly
and call on the world’s leading powers and economies
to cooperate and deal first with pressing global
challenges we face, like COVID-19 and global warming.
ASEAN, including Singapore, should send these clear
messages to Beijing and Washington DC.
Named as one of the top 50 world thinkers
for 2014 by British current affairs magazine
Prospect, Professor Kishore Mahbubani is
a Distinguished Fellow at the Asia Research
Institute at NUS, and was elected to the
American Academy of Arts and Sciences in
2019. He previously served for 33 years in
Singapore’s diplomatic service and is regarded
as an expert on Asian and world affairs.
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nus.edu.sg/alumnet/events

CALENDAR
OF ALUMNI
EVENTS
JAN.FEB.MAR

10

F E B R U A R Y

MAR
Smiling Your Way to
Good Oral Health
Health & Wellness [Online]

J A N U A R Y

Navigating the World
of Negotiations
Successfully
Future-ready Workshops
[Online]
Speaker: Mr Anuj Jagannathan
(Business ’16), Chairperson,
NUS Alumni San Francisco
Chapter, Author of the
Amazon bestsellers:
Negotiation Quotient:
Opening the Door to a
Successful Deal and
We Can Negotiate Too!

Ever wondered how you
can successfully navigate
through all types of
negotiations?
This requires a deep understanding
of concepts, strategies, and
techniques. In this session, we will
discuss the science and art of
negotiation which presents the key
aspects of a structured negotiation
process along with the appropriate
behaviours and influencing
techniques. The key is to follow a
proper approach in negotiations
and not rely on intuitive
negotiation methods.
Tue, 7.30pm - 9.00pm
Register: Join us at
alumnet.events/FR-jan21
Contact: Mr Kenneth Phang
kphang@nus.edu.sg

12

JAN
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Speakers:
Taking Charge of
Your Oral Health
Dr Tay Chong Meng
(Dentistry ’03), Consultant,
Discipline of Advanced General
Practice, National University Centre
for Oral Health Singapore
Assistant Professor, NUS Faculty
of Dentistry
Orthodontics Aligning for Better Health
Dr Wilson Lu (Dentistry ’11),
Associate Consultant,
Discipline of Orthodontic and
Paediatric Dentistry, National University
Centre for Oral Health Singapore
Assistant Professor, NUS Faculty
of Dentistry

Not only will good oral
hygiene boost your
overall health, but a
beautiful smile will also
leave a lasting impression on the
people around you. Tune in to get
expert advice by alumni specialists
from National University Centre for
Oral Health Singapore.
Thu, 7.30pm - 9.00pm
Register: Join us at
alumnet.events/HW-jan21
Contact: Ms Tan Li Hui
lhtan@nus.edu.sg

21

JAN

WoW: In Conversation
[Online]

Helping Businesses
Transform Using IT –
The Transformation
that Needs to
Happen Within
Tech Talk [Online]
Speaker:
Dr Jenson Goh
(Computing ‘97),
Chief Information
& Learning Officer,
Monde Nissin

Join Dr Jenson Goh
as he deep dives into
the challenges faced
in driving business
transformation using IT and
shares how he found his calling
through the practice of systems
thinking and volunteerism.
Tue, 7.30pm - 9.00pm
Register: Join us at
FEB
alumnet.events/TS-feb21
Contact: Mr Kenneth Phang
kphang@nus.edu.sg

16

GENDER DIVERSITY AND
INCLUSION IN THE WORKFORCE
What can female employers or employees do to ensure that women are well-represented
and included? What types of policies or practices should be put in place for women to be
respected and treated equal in the workplace?
Join our panellists – Ms Lyn Lee (Arts and Social Sciences ’89), Dr Vandana Ramachandran
(Science (PhD) ’03), and Ms Georgette Tan (Arts and Social Sciences ’82) – for a panel
discussion, moderated by Dr Intan Azura Mokhtar (Science ’98, Public Policy ’08),
as we discuss Gender Diversity and Inclusion in the Workforce.

10 Mar (Wed)
7.30pm - 9.00pm
Register: Join us at
alumnet.events/WoW-mar21
Contact: Ms Althea Tan
althea.t@nus.edu.sg

M A R C H

Indian Film Festival
The Indian
Film Festival,
jointly presented
by the High
Commission of India in
Singapore and the NUS
Alumni Relations, brings
to you the very best of
Indian films.

17-19
MAR

Wed - Fri,
7.30pm - 9.30pm

Register: Join us at
alumnet.events/IFF-21
Contact: Mr Ng Shan Jun
ngshanjun@nus.edu.sg

Lunch Dialogues
[Online]
Speaker:
Ms Priscilla Shunmugam
(Law ’06), Founder &
Designer, Ong Shunmugam

Join Ms Priscilla Shunmugam
as she shares anecdotes of
her journey – from quitting
corporate life to becoming the
creator of a renowned made-inSingapore fashion label. Hear
more about her motivation to
success, how she overcame
the difficulties, including
overcoming all odds
and launching her
10th anniversary
cheongsam collection.

Information is correct at the time of publication and is subject to change without prior notice.

Fri, 12.00pm - 1.00pm
Register:
Join us at
MAR
alumnet.events/LD-mar21
Contact: Ms Julene Kee
julenek@nus.edu.sg
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forum
TEXT BY KOH YUEN LIN

I N S I C K N E S S A N D I N H E A LT H
Catastrophes bring out both the best, and the worst, in people — and
often, those nearest and dearest to them will be the ones to witness this.
The pandemic and its associated hardships have taken a toll on many
marriages worldwide, but have also brought couples closer in other cases.
Our alumni talk about the implications of their newly-intertwined personal and
professional spheres on their married life.

O U R PA N E L

MS WONG LAI PING
(BUSINESS ’87),
GROUP CONTROLLER OF A SOLAR
TECHNOLOGY COMPANY

+

MR SONNY YUEN
(BUSINESS ’85),
MANAGING DIRECTOR OF A
HEADHUNTING COMPANY

DR SEAN KUAN THYE
(ARTS AND SOCIAL
SCIENCES ’84),
HR DIRECTOR OF A
LOGISTICS COMPANY

+

DR CHEAH KIM FEE
(DENTISTRY ’90),
DENTIST

MS NEHA SINGLA
(MBA ’11),
DIVISIONAL HEAD OF A
TECHNOLOGY COMPANY

+

LOVE IN THE
TIME OF
COVID-19
Absence makes the heart grow fonder
— or does it? Four alumni couples
share the stresses and silver linings the
current pandemic has presented to
their respective relationships.
2 6 . THE ALUM NUS

MR ATUL DUGGAL
(MBA ’14),
PARTNERSHIPS EXECUTIVE
OF A TECHNOLOGY
COMPANY

How long have you been together?

SONNY YUEN: Lai Ping and I met at Raffles Hall in
1985 and have been married for 33 years. Our eldest
is already 30 years old.
SEAN KUAN THYE: Kim Fee and I met each other
at the NUS Society and have lived together in Hong
Kong, China, and are now back in Singapore. We have
three grown-up children, two of whom live with us.
ATUL DUGGAL: Neha and I have known each other
for about 30 years now. We were in the same primary
school and started dating in high school. We have
been married for 10 years and have two kids, aged
18 months and 5 years.
ITMAM CHOUDHURY: Jocelyne and I have known each
other for 13 years. We have been married for 11 years

MS JOCELYNE LOH
(ARTS AND SOCIAL
SCIENCES ’01),
ASSOCIATE HR DIRECTOR

+

MR ITMAM CHOUDHURY
(ARTS AND SOCIAL
SCIENCES ’99),
REGIONAL HR MANAGER
OF AN AVIATION
COMPANY

Our work-from-home arrangement has been a bit of an evolution
— in the beginning when we shared the same space, we were
literally stepping on each other’s toes. But we did come to realise
the importance of personal space. — M R A T U L D U G G A L
and have three young daughters. I think we’ve
come to know exactly how the other will react in
different situations, but that said, the length of a
relationship is not a marker of how strong it is!
How did the global pandemic impact
your work?

CHEAH KIM FEE: Dentistry is not something
one can practise from home, so my income was
definitely impacted, especially during the Circuit
Breaker when only emergency cases could be
attended to. That said, it wasn’t so stressful as
I also teach part-time at a polytechnic. Also,
Kuan Thye and I have planned our finances
for situations when we don’t work for an
extended period.
SONNY: I am in the recruitment line, so there has
been much less work, and I did suffer a bit of
income loss. However, I have also taken on work
conducting training on personal data protection.
It took adjustments – such as overcoming the
difficulties of speaking for eight hours before
a group. Lai Ping also took on a new job just
before the Circuit Breaker began and that added
to the household income. But I felt that she
passed the stresses of dealing with a new job to
me (laughs)!
WONG LAI PING: Transitions become doubly
tough when you are working remotely. The
person I was taking over from is based in the
United States, and the company is currently
preparing for a listing on NASDAQ. In another
time, I would have just flown over to work out
the handover in person. However, due to travel
restrictions, everything was done online and my
days would start at 6am and end at midnight.
To be honest though, I didn’t think I passed the
stress to my husband (laughs)!
ITMAM: I am in the aviation sector, which
was perhaps the most greatly impacted by the
lockdown. Thankfully, I still kept my job, but we
are still not out of the woods and the business
won’t be picking up anytime soon, so I have to
brace myself for potential future impact. That
said, I am not complaining: I still have a job,
and the workload has stayed more or less the

same. The stresses of the pandemic came from
having to adapt to many changes – from movement
restrictions to having to deal with kids while working
from home.
JOCELYNE LOH: During the Circuit Breaker, I was
leading a lot of big regional projects and dealing
with tight timelines. I was working an average of
12 to 14 hours a day. This meant that while I was
home all the time, my mind was always somewhere
else. Itmam would be screaming for me to join the
family for dinner and I would say, “No, I have emails
to send.” I had already been contemplating leaving
my job prior to this, and this unsustainable workload
became a big push factor. Eventually, I quit in
October without a job and am taking a break now,
before starting in a new role in 2021.
Has working from home together tested
your relationship?

KUAN THYE: My problem was work-life separation,
as I generally don’t know when to stop. After dinner,
I would continue my work where I had left off, and
ended up missing a few of my regular evening walks
with Kim Fee. We have always been busy, even before
the pandemic, and that 45-minute after-dinner walk
was our couple time. But I’ve found that most people
have gotten closer in the midst of combining forces
to face this external threat of COVID-19.
ATUL: Our work-from-home arrangement has been
a bit of an evolution – in the beginning when we
shared the same space, we were literally stepping
on each other’s toes. But we did come to realise the
importance of personal space.
NEHA SINGLA: He would literally be doing a running
commentary on my work, and even during my
meetings! It certainly took some adjustment.
KUAN THYE: I occupy the living and dining room,
while Kim Fee works in the study, so that has
worked out quite well.
KIM FEE: That Kuan Thye has her meetings and
calls in the living and dining room means that
the shared space becomes out of bounds, so
the children and I have to sneak around to avoid
appearing in the background! That said, I wouldn’t
say that there has been a lot of tension, and having
the family converge for meals has been very nice.
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10,542

MARRIAGES
were solemnised
between January
and July 2020.
This represents a

23% DROP
compared to the
same period in the
previous year.
Source: The Straits Times,
21 September 2020

A National Population
and Talent Division
survey conducted
in June and July
2020 polled 4,100
Singaporeans aged
between 21 and 45.

ABOUT 80%
of those who were
married indicated that
they planned to delay
having children for
up to two years. Their
concerns included
shaky economic
and employment
prospects, and worries
about the safety of
healthcare facilities.
Source: The Straits Times,
10 October 2020

ITMAM: While it is very nice to have the family
together, having that personal space is indeed
important. I think there would have been a lot
more strain if our family were cooped up in a
small apartment, and this would have affected
our ability to work effectively.
JOCELYNE (To Itmam): I think we would have
killed each other…
LAI PING: Stepping on each other’s toes is
inevitable while living in close quarters. But it
is important to have a big heart and be aware that
you need to be forgiving.
SONNY (To Lai Ping): Forgive me – I did not
wash the toilet!
How has your lifestyle changed thus far?

ATUL: I used to travel quite a lot in the region for
work, but now I get to spend a lot more time with
my family.
KUAN THYE: I used to have to travel about
50 per cent of the time for work. Being able to
have daily meals with the family is a very nice
change. When Phase 2 came along, Kim Fee and I
also started a new couple activity of checking
out different wet markets during the weekends!
ITMAM: I personally like the idea of going to the
office. It is nice to meet your colleagues, and then
hang out with other friends after work. Not having
that kind of affected me. Then there were other
adjustments, especially the part where I had to
deliver at work while handling the kids back when
the schools were shut. With my wife spending
so many hours at work, I took on the lion’s share
of the child-minding — from putting them to bed
and getting them to focus on their online learning
modules to playing chauffeur after the Circuit
Breaker. I felt I was the one sacrificing work
for the family and it frustrated me as it was too
lopsided. I needed my wife and the
children’s mummy back for a
sense of normalcy! But at the
end of the day, maintaining

I have learnt to ask
Kim Fee and the children
about their day rather than
start the conversation
with my problems.
— DR SEAN KUAN THYE

a relationship is about tolerating and understanding,
so I just bit the bullet — even though there were
moments when I raised my voice and made my
displeasure visible.
JOCELYNE: We used to have a life with colleagues
and friends, which was separate from our family,
and that helped to set some boundaries — but these
boundaries have disappeared. But we have also
learnt to be tolerant of each other’s space. We also
dipped into our savings after I quit my job, but we
knew it was a temporary state. COVID-19 did curtail

I took on the lion’s share of the
child-minding — from putting them
to bed and getting them to focus
on their online learning modules
to playing chauffeur after the
Circuit Breaker. — M R I T M A M C H O U D H U R Y

our spending — the restrictions force you to spend
more time at home, and not being able to go on
holidays overseas all became enforced savings.
LAI PING: We couldn’t let anybody into the house
during the Circuit Breaker, so we had to do everything
by ourselves and split our household chores.
SONNY: Yes. I really don’t do toilets, so we agreed that
she would wash the toilet and I would mop the floor
– but I would delay the cleaning as much as I could!
However, I do much of the cooking. We also started to
go for morning walks and swims.
NEHA: While we used to have ‘couple time’ on
weekends, we decided after the Circuit Breaker that
we’ve had enough of each other during the week! Now
we meet our friends on the weekends instead, and
our outings as a couple have reduced. As a family, our
time used to be packed with a lot of playdates and
classes for the kids, parties, and so on. Going through
the Circuit Breaker made us realise that it is okay to
not have jam-packed days, and just sit down together
and do nothing. I think it has worked better for us as a
couple too.
Have the new norms made you discover
something new about you and your partner?

NEHA: I discovered that Atul is actually a fussy eater!
But it also pushed me to be a lot more involved in meal
planning, researching recipes, and learning more about
healthy eating. Even my mother is surprised at how
“homely” I have become.
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ATUL: We used to wonder how life will
be when we are 60 years old and facing
each other at home all the time. Seeing as
we didn’t kill each other during the Circuit
Breaker, we realised that we will be fine as a couple in the
long term. It was also a bit of an awakening because while our
jobs weren’t impacted, the wider climate made us realise the
need to do financial planning.
SONNY: I never knew Lai Ping was into gardening! The little
plot we have used to be all mine but now we fight each other
for space — and if any plant dies, it is ‘my fault’ [chuckles]! I
also realised that my wife can do a lot of shopping online —
there’s always somebody at the door delivering everything
from beer to seafood to ice cream, which I have been eating
so much of just to clear the stock!
KIM FEE: We had thought about retirement prior to the
pandemic, and what we would be doing if we weren’t working.
The pandemic has pushed us to think even deeper about that.
KUAN THYE: I have learnt to ask Kim Fee and the children
about their day rather than start the conversation with my
problems. Instead of feeding the dinner conversation with a lot
of talking, I now listen more.
What do you think is the silver lining in
this pandemic?

ITMAM: I picked up a new skill! To keep my sanity, I decided
to make a different cocktail for every day of the Circuit
Breaker. It was quite fun and I would like to think my wife
benefitted from this project too…
JOCELYNE: Er, yes... That aside, while it took a lot of trial and
error to adapt to new routines, just being with each other in
the house — and having that comforting presence of our loved
ones around — has been very nice.
NEHA: Getting to work from home and being around
the children all the time meant that we saw the small
developmental milestones of our youngest, which we had
missed for our eldest child.
ATUL: For me, the silver lining is definitely the hugs and
cuddles from our children during the day — something that
was impossible in our previous work arrangement.

If you’d like to join our Forum panel, do write to us at
alumnihelpdesk@nus.edu.sg to express your interest.
If you and your spouse are an NUS Campus Couple, we invite you
to join the NUS Campus Couples Alumni Group by emailing
Ms Julene Kee at julenek@nus.edu.sg.
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changemaker

TEXT BY KEENAN PEREIRA . PHOTO BY KELVIN CHIA

WHO SHE IS
Ms Charmaine Yap has assisted non-governmental organisations (NGOs) in
Singapore that support migrant workers, such as Transient Workers Count Too
and HealthServe, with legal research and case work. She has also worked with
the regional NGO Justice Without Borders (JWB) in a number of areas including a
cross-border project on the legal issues faced by migrant workers, and a manual
for migrant workers on pursuing civil claims in Singapore and from abroad.

A Voice for
the Silenced
A gap year during her undergraduate days
equipped Ms Charmaine Yap (Law ’18) with
the confidence in her own ability to make a
difference to the lives of migrant workers here.

NE OF THE FEW POSITIVES TO COME OUT
OF THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC has been
a heightened awareness of the
plight of the thousands of low-wage
migrant workers in Singapore. Stories of their
living conditions, the barriers to justice that they
encounter, and their daily struggles have spurred
many in the country to volunteer their time and
resources to better their circumstances. “It has
been amazing to see so many volunteers trying to
meet whatever needs came up during this period,”
says Ms Charmaine Yap, who is among the many
who stepped up to support the community.
The 26-year-old spent the Circuit Breaker
period helping a number of migrant workers with
their legal matters. She was one of the many
volunteers with COVID Migrant Support Coalition
(CMSC), a ground-up initiative to meet the needs
of migrant workers affected by the pandemic.
“These workers’ Employment Passes are tied to

O

their employers, which makes it difficult for them
to leave the employment of errant or exploitative
companies,” she explains. “Other times, workers
may want to change employers because of better
employment terms offered or simply for personal
reasons. So as volunteer lawyers, we would
assess their cases and appeal to the Ministry of
Manpower to allow for a transfer.”
Juggling such a consequential task with her
full-time work as a lawyer might sound daunting,
but it is a balancing act Ms Yap is used to. After
all, she has been helping migrant workers since
her first year at the Faculty of Law. During that
year’s term break, she took up an internship
with Transient Workers Count Too (TWC2), an
experience that would transform her worldview.
“My interest in the migrant worker cause was
piqued by my lecturer, former NUS Faculty of
Law Senior Lecturer Sheila Hayre,” she tells
The AlumNUS. “Then, during the TWC2 internship,
I saw for myself how appalling their situations were.”
During interviews with migrant workers, she
learnt of the exploitative conditions they found
themselves in. “Agent fees, illegal kickbacks,
unjustified salary deductions… these were
things that any Singaporean would rail against
if it happened to him or her. But because it was
happening to another group, we were willing to
‘close one eye’.” The most unsettling discovery
was realising that most of these workers had
come to terms with, and accepted, these injustices
as necessary sacrifices in their quest for a better
life. “I was very disturbed by that,” she recalls.

FINDING HERSELF
The experience had a profound impact on
Ms Yap. When she returned to school, she started
seriously questioning her choice to study law and
reflecting on how her education could bring value
to others. “I realised that I had not actually figured
out what I really hoped to gain from my education,”
she recalls. “There I was, surrounded by peers and
faculty who were so brilliantly passionate about
the law. And I didn’t know what I really wanted.”
Realising she needed to think things through,
Ms Yap opted for the unconventional step of
taking a gap year after her second year of law
school. “It wasn’t something I decided on lightly.
My parents had some reservations about the idea
but it helped for them to know that I did plan to
go back to NUS to finish my legal studies.” During
the yearlong break from school, Ms Yap continued
to intern at a variety of non-profit outfits, from the
Animal Concerns Research & Education Society
(ACRES) to Justice Without Borders (JWB).
Her experiences and the acquaintances made
at these internships would shape her future.
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If enough of us raise our voices and hold our fellow citizens,
policymakers, and stakeholders to account to account, there
will be a shift and things will get better. That’s the Singapore
that I want to be a part of: a compassionate society that
expects the same standards for others as we do for ourselves.

INT E RNSH IPS
WI T H IM PACT
Ms Yap has racked up
an impressive string of
internships:

TWC2
Interviewed migrant
workers to understand
the grievances they face

+

ACRE S
Studied how dispute
resolution tools like
mediation could be used
to address humanwildlife conflict

+

Justic e Witho ut
B o rders
Coordinated pro
bono legal services
for disadvantaged
migrant workers

+

Natio nal
Env iro nment Agency
Supported the legal
department in their civil
and prosecutorial work

+

E arthRights
Internatio nal
Researched
how Singapore’s
transboundary haze
legislation could be
adapted to solve other
pressing cross-border
environmental issues

For instance, at JWB, she was once again exposed
to the power dynamics between migrant workers
and their employers. The experience further
strengthened her resolve to get involved and help
the community. It was also during her time at
ACRES that Ms Yap met Mr Louis Ng (Science
‘02), Member of Parliament (MP) for Nee Soon
GRC. She now volunteers as a legislative assistant
for the second-term MP, helping him draft various
parliamentary questions and speeches.
Ms Yap returned to law school refreshed and
rejuvenated. “The experiences during my gap year
helped me put law school into context and taught me
about myself in relation to law school. Law school
then became a place to get the skills which would
help me contribute to the community.”

“CHANGE WILL COME”
Our chat with Ms Yap takes place nearly six months
after the Circuit Breaker, which she recalls was a
frantic time. “There was a lot to get done at work and
the migrant worker situation was fast-evolving as well,”
she recalls. For instance, she would have to draft
documents and send them to court on a certain day,
all the while knowing that she had to help a worker
who might be unfairly repatriated. “And sometimes,
in spite of our best efforts, it did happen,” she says.
“There was one worker who was quite cheerful
about his chances of an employment transfer.
But as the days dragged on, it became clear that
he would have to leave Singapore. He remained
gracious and thanked me, saying, ‘I hope to come
back to Singapore and work one day, ma’am.’ ”
Outcomes like these are heartbreaking, says
Ms Yap. “You definitely do feel a bit discouraged.
Then you also read some cruel things that others
have said about our migrant workers and you feel
even more demoralised.” How, then, does she
maintain her cheery demeanour? She attributes it
to a quiet belief that change will come. “If enough
of us raise our voices and hold our fellow citizens,
policymakers and stakeholders to account to
account, there will be a shift and things will get
better. That’s the Singapore I hope we will be and
that I want to be a part of: a compassionate society
that expects the same standards for others as we
do for ourselves.”
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spotlight
TEXT BY MIN EE MAO

WHO SHE IS
The Director of the Singapore Writers Festival, Ms Pooja Nansi
often explores the themes of ethnicity, identity, and feminism in
her own work. She has published two collections of poetry,
Love Is An Empty Barstool (2013) and Stiletto Scars
(2007). The recipient of the 2016 Young Artist
Award, Ms Nansi was also Singapore’s first
Youth Poet Ambassador.

for all, regardless of who we are. Ideally, the festival
should feel like a physical and emotional space that
everyone can feel comfortable in, and feel a sense
of ownership over.
You’ve included writers who have gotten a
lot of people excited as part of the festival’s
programme. What is your selection or
curatorial process like?

The team and I tend to spend some time thinking
deeply about who is making work that addresses
and unpacks the year’s theme — that’s generally a
good starting point. We also brainstorm and share
what we are reading and bring up names we think
are discussing salient issues of the day so that the
conversations at the festival feel urgent and relevant.

GETTING
IT WRITE

You’ve also maintained a good balance,
putting the spotlight on both renowned
international writers and local ones. Has this
been a difficult process?

Not at all. There’s no real distinction in my mind
between the groups. In my curatorial process, I try to
include as many perspectives as possible that address
what the festival is trying to explore. And I am deeply
aware that we are the Singapore Writers Festival, and
so we must have perspectives of our own front and
centre in conversation with global and regional voices.

For poet, educator, and
current director of the
Singapore Writers Festival,
Ms Pooja Nansi (Arts and
Social Sciences ’04),
a successful festival space
invites the coming together
of all people, no matter
their backgrounds.

HEN POET AND EDUCATOR MS POOJA NANSI WAS
APPROACHED TO BE THE DIRECTOR of the annual
Singapore Writers Festival (SWF) by the National
Arts Council and its former festival director
Mr Yeow Kai Chai, she was in two minds. “It felt
then like a giant undertaking; I was intimidated,” Ms Nansi, 39,
confesses to The AlumNUS. She knew, however, that it was an
opportunity not to let slip. “Nobody has ever made a difference
by closing the door when they are given the chance to shake
things up. Thankfully, a lot of the work I had done leading up to
the festival — in education and in independent literary spaces —
prepared me for this job.”
Having helmed the festival for two years, Ms Nansi — a
first-generation Singaporean whose parents grew up in
Mumbai and came to Singapore in 1982, when she was just
one — has certainly helped to create a greater buzz surrounding
the festival, largely by inviting renowned and popular writers
such as Roxane Gay in SWF 2019 and Zadie Smith in its most
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My top three
must-haves for
a successful
writers festival
are that the
conversations
must be current
and relevant;
the space must
feel welcoming
and inspiring;
and finally, good
food, drinks,
and music!
A festival is not
a conference!

What have you learnt about running the
festival so far?

recent run, which was held entirely virtually due to the pandemic.
“My parents are both closely involved in the arts and so I grew
up in a household where music, dance, reading, and writing were
the norm. I am who I am because of my family and they are at the
centre of everything I do,” says Ms Nansi, who double majored in
English Literature and Philosophy during her time at NUS.
Plans for SWF 2021 are already in the works, but
The AlumNUS managed to catch the busy new mother — just
six weeks after she gave birth to her first child, a daughter —
for her thoughts on the festival and her experience of it so far.

I’ve learnt that there are many, many moving parts to
a festival and numerous aspects that work together
to create a seamless experience for audiences.
Everyone matters, from our dedicated volunteers
to our marketing team and the tireless operations
team. By the time the festival rolls around, I am so
exhausted — and have looked at the details for
so long — that I get taken aback when someone
says he/she is deeply moved by a programme
or conversation that we’ve conducted. But this is
always an important reminder of why a space like
SWF matters.
What has been your biggest challenge?

Since taking on the festival directorship, you’ve been
clear in your direction, in wanting it to be as accessible as
possible. Why has this been one of your top priorities?

To be honest, it’s managing the expectations of
different communities and stakeholders who all have
their priorities and notions of what the festival should
accomplish. While I try my best to make the space
diverse, accessible, and inclusive — and that’s all
anyone can do — the truth is, there is just no way to
please everybody. All I can do to overcome this is
to listen, understand, and learn from the feedback.

I believe in making engaged communities through the literary
work that I do. So it is crucial to me that a festival space —
which is a ‘coming together’, especially with a national festival
— stands for accessibility and inclusivity, and feels like a space

My top three must-haves for a successful writers
festival are that the conversations must be current

What makes a festival successful to you?

PENCIL
IT IN
SWF 2021 will return
from 4 to 13 November
2021. In the meantime,
teachers and students
can look forward
to SWF’s outreach
programme, Words Go
Round, which will
take place from 1 to
13 March 2021. Words
Go Round will feature
multilingual programmes
for pre-primary to
tertiary students, with
a series of interactive
talks and workshops
by Singaporean and
international writers.

More details will be
made available soon at
www.singaporewritersfestival.com.

and relevant; the space must feel welcoming and
inspiring; and finally, good food, drinks, and music!
A festival is not a conference! Without giving
too much away, for the next festival, we hope to
expand the conversation around what constitutes
literature even further.
What was it like rolling out a festival during
an ongoing pandemic?

We wanted to continue bringing together people
in their shared love for stories, which is why
SWF 2020 went digital. Rather than attempting
to replicate our physical festival, we instead tried
to create new experiences that set SWF 2020
apart by collaborating with our partners to create
engaging and interactive experiences for festivalgoers. If anything, going digital was a boon for
us. We were excited to have more opportunities
to reach international audiences and introduce
them to authors and presenters who work with
Singapore’s official languages. Festival-goers were
able to log on from wherever they were and join in
our celebration of literature.
What do you remember most about your
time at NUS?

What I remember most starkly are the friends
I made there, some of whom I am still very close
to. I must confess: I skipped some lectures to
hang out at Sentosa or to nurse a hangover,
but I also loved my classes and access to the
library. I also remember my thesis supervisor
Dr Susan Ang, her ever-welcoming office and the
wonderful conversations she afforded me. My time
in NUS allowed me the freedom to explore, be
curious, and experience life lessons both in and out
of the classroom, and that set the tone for who I
was as a teacher and now, a festival director.
Do you think people are reading or writing
more during the pandemic?

I think my reading habits shifted during the
pandemic. I can’t speak for anyone else, but
personally, I found it hard to read in the same
focused way during the Circuit Breaker. My
attention span just wasn’t there. I did find myself
reading more non-fiction as opposed to fiction, and
leaning harder into poetry.
We are sure you have a long list of favourite
writers. Who are some of them?

You’re right, I have a very long list, but I owe my
imagination to Enid Blyton. I am the poet I am
because of Anne Sexton. I want to write prose
like Marlon James and non-fiction like Joel Tan.
Currently, I am reading Inua Ellams’ new collection
of poems, The Actual.
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pursuit of excellence

TEXT BY THERESA TAN . PHOTO BY KELVIN CHIA

WHO SHE IS

Ms Charmain Tan is the Founder and CEO of Pear Comms, whose
product QuickDesk provides one-stop digital sales and marketing
solutions — as well as training — for SMEs and business professionals.
She made Forbes Asia’s 30 Under 30 list for Enterprise Technology in
2019, and Singapore’s inaugural top 100 Women in Tech List.

I asked myself: what is a problem that I feel for and
I want to solve that can help a lot of other people as well?
It was the ability to do sales. There are many other things
you learn in school, but nobody teaches sales strategies.

Putting
Purpose
Above Profit
Ms Charmain Tan (Science ’12) founded her first
company while in Sweden on an NUS Overseas
College stint. Today, she is a young entrepreneur
who believes in making a positive social impact
while also sticking to her principles.
HEN SHE WAS 14, MS CHARMAIN TAN WANTED
TO START A BUSINESS THAT INVOLVED SELLING
SOME MANNER OF PRODUCT TO HER FRIENDS.
She finally decided on cheesecake, but
her businessman father forbade it, citing
potential risks. “I think in his mind he knew that running
a business is hard work,” she says. “But fortunately or
unfortunately, this kid got his genes. My father thinks
I’m a workaholic; my parents would prefer it if I had an
easier life.”
While it has not been an easy journey so far, one
cannot deny that Ms Tan has had an exciting life. Making
it to Forbes Asia’s prestigious 30 Under 30 (2019) list
— which highlights 30 of the most noteworthy young
entrepreneurs across Asia — for Enterprise Technology
is no small feat. She has had two businesses under her
belt, and only just turned 31 at the time of this interview.
Genetics aside, she says that her savvy business acumen
was developed and nurtured during her time at NUS.
A Statistics major, Ms Tan minored in Technopreneurship,
a course which shaped her career in the years to come.
Among the lecturers who proved inspiring was the late
Associate Professor Lee Khai Sheang, who taught a
cross-faculty SME marketing course at NUS Business
School that referenced Sun Tzu’s Art Of War. Another key
NUS experience was her time as a resident of Sheares
Hall. Among her hostel mates were undergrads who were
running businesses or who would become entrepreneurs,
such as the founders of ShopBack and the key marketer
of Pirate 3D. “There were so many entrepreneurial people,
making so much money even while still in school. But it
wasn’t a case of all work and no play. At the hostel, we
didn’t just chat about work; we would have casual chats
about things we were doing,” she adds.
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As a participant of the NUS Overseas Colleges (NOC)
programme, she spent her third year in Sweden interning
at a listed medical tech company called Episurf. Ms Tan
explains that she eschewed “hot favourite” Silicon Valley for
Stockholm because she was attracted to the hardware focus in
Sweden, as she herself did not have a software development
background. It was here that she met her boss who would
become her role model: Ms Nina Bake, the CEO of Episurf,
who was just 29 at the time. The team was very small, just
four people, including Ms Tan. “Episurf customises implants
for cartilage defects, so that instead of going for a total knee
replacement, a patient can have their defect measured and
have a customised implant. It provides a real-life solution to
the real-life problem of osteoporosis; you could see that it had
potential to impact lives.” What made it even more inspiring
was that Ms Bake did not have a medical background; she
was trained in industrial systems engineering. “Working with
Episurf allowed me to understand what it means to make the
impossible possible,” explains Ms Tan. “My boss was what
I desired to be: she had passion to do something of impact
and value, and was also fun-loving.”

IF THE GLOVE FITS…
The year she turned 21, Ms Tan decided to kickstart her first
company — in Sweden, no less. “I figured I was far away so
my parents couldn’t stop me!” She had learned from all her

UP P ING
T HEIR GAM E
To date, QuickDesk
has empowered over

800

SMEs
with digital tools
and skills for
maximum revenue
growth through its
CRM software and
integrated services
which include
sales appointment
generation.

years at NUS that a business
needs to solve a problem. “My
problem was I needed to use
my iPad and iPhone [in chilly
Sweden] without taking off
my gloves. So I bought some
gloves from Taobao that had
conductive tips — these could
be used but they were not
warm enough. I couldn’t find
a solution so I decided to
make one.”
She entered ISGloves
into a European business
plan competition and it was
shortlisted. Together with
fellow entrepreneurs from
NOC Stockholm, Ms Tan
launched the business
after receiving a grant from
SPRING Singapore and was
later backed by Red Dot
investments. But being new to the industry — and
without any background in manufacturing — Ms Tan
found her learning curve was steeper, and her
competitors faster, than she hoped. ISGloves’ eventual
failure taught her an important lesson: mastering sales
is paramount in a business like hers and it is what
every entrepreneur needs. “I asked myself: what is
a problem that I feel for and I want to solve that can
help a lot of other people as well? It was the ability
to do sales. There are many other things you learn in
school, like marketing and product development, but
nobody teaches sales strategies,” Ms Tan explains.

BEING QUICK ON THE MARK
Bouncing back from her early failure, and armed
with invaluable lessons from that experience, Ms Tan
started Pear Comms in 2014 with the aim of helping
small enterprises handle sales by providing them with
QuickDesk, a one-stop online sales platform and sales
education resource. Her true passion is in the training
end of QuickDesk’s services. But in 2014, the market
was not yet ready for such a training programme.
Instead, that was when the Do-Not-Call Registry
was set up, and many companies found themselves
limited in their sales reach. Ms Tan grabbed that
opportunity to launch the first Customer Relationship

Management (CRM) software with an integrated
Do Not Call list screening agent.
QuickDesk equips sales teams with digital tools
and solutions to help them close sales more effectively.
It enables the automation of sales and marketing
processes so the human effort can be directed to looking
after the customer experience instead of back-end work.
Where there used to be a need for a large sales team,
QuickDesk enables a lean team to do more. As more
firms embrace such possibilities, Ms Tan has found a
new demand for training — more entrepreneurs and their
sales teams want to know how to maximise their sales
leads and successful transactions. “One of the greatest
things about education is seeing lives transformed,”
shares Ms Tan. “Our training is supported by the
government, while SGTech (previously SiTF) and NUS
are our partners. We talk to everyone — from students
without sales and marketing backgrounds, to companies
like Pico and Salt Media and those in other industries.”

U N D E R S TA N D I N G T H E G R E AT E R G O O D
Though she seems to live a charmed life, Ms Tan faced
a major setback at the start of 2018, when a case of
fraud in the company was detected, and her team left.
“The business started with five people. Now I was alone,
and I had to make sure our many clients were covered.
It was an overwhelming experience,” she admits. She
was at the “lowest of lows” at that point, and being a
Christian, turned to her faith in that time of crisis. “I was
in Israel, looking down on the Promised Land, when
the fraud was cleared,” Ms Tan recalls. The lesson she
learned from that experience was never to go back on
her principles. “Make money with the right values and it will
last and grow,” she affirms.
Ms Tan’s purpose and vision now is to impact nations
with whatever she does. She is a volunteer with SongKids,
a non-profit organisation that “helps kids find their inner
song”. Working with orphanages across Asia, SongKids
holds an annual festival where these children are invited
to engage in creative arts of all kinds. Ms Tan felt that
the festival alone was not enough to change the lives
of these young people, and so she launched a digital
education programme for them, which began in the third
quarter of 2020. “We have 20 students now, and we aim
to have 300 this year,” she says. Hers has been a journey
of ups and downs, but now, to Ms Tan, “the pursuit of
excellence is being a good steward of what you have
been given.”
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frontiers
TEXT BY ASHOK SOMAN

A M A N O F M A N Y TA L E N T S
Appointed in July 2020 as Director of NUS’ Centre for Quantum Technologies,
Professor José Ignacio Latorre hails from the University of Barcelona, where he is a
full professor of theoretical physics. Also appointed Provost’s Chair Professor in the
NUS Department of Physics, he has published more than 120 research papers on quantum
information and particle physics. The founder of the Centro de Ciencias de Benasque Pedro
Pascual, Prof Latorre has produced two documentaries and is also an amateur winemaker.

LIGHT
SPEED
AHEAD!
The new Director of the
NUS Centre for Quantum
Technologies looks to
strengthen its position in
cutting-edge research that
has huge implications for
the future.
RANTED, IT IS A TALL ORDER TO
EXPECT THE MAN IN THE STREET
TO BE FAMILIAR WITH THE
FUNDAMENTALS OF QUANTUM
COMPUTING, but this is the key
point about it: Quantum computers perform
calculations based on the probability of an
object’s state before it is measured (instead
of just the 1s and 0s that form the binary
code of typical computers). This, simply put,
means they have the potential to process
data in novel ways compared to classical
computers. While classical computing has the
bit, quantum computing has the qubit. The
qubit stands for ‘quantum bit’, and building
it involves a little bit of engineering ‘magic’.
Creating qubits can require engineering on
a scale that makes even microfabrication
seem clumsy, to the level of controlling single
particles of light and matter.
Of course, there is more than one way
to skin Schrodinger’s cat, so to speak. In
other words, there are different methods
for making qubits. In the case of the NUS
Centre for Quantum Technologies (CQT),
researchers are examining the possibility
of using trapped ions to create qubits. The
team has actually built these traps and can
today manipulate individual photons and
ions, which requires a phenomenal level
of precision. “We have exquisite control of
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light,” says Professor José Ignacio Latorre,
the new Director of CQT. “We can even
control one photon and one ion. Can you
imagine this? Remember that photons
are always travelling at the speed of light,
by definition.” Prof Latorre points to the
work of Principal Investigator Associate
Professor Dzmitry Matsukevich, whose
lab is one of a handful investigating the
potential of trapped ions at CQT. Last year,
Assoc Prof Matsukevich’s team used electric
fields to perform computational logic with
one ytterbium-171 ion inside a vacuum
chamber (ytterbium is a rare earth material).
The team is currently improving their trap to
enable up to eight such ions to be controlled
simultaneously.

PRODIGIOUS LEVELS
OF ACCURACY
Quantum computing has been in the news in
recent years, especially after Google made

its ‘quantum supremacy’ claim (whereby a
programmable quantum computer can solve
a problem that no classical computer can in
a feasible amount of time). Despite all the
public attention, quantum technology is more
than just about quantum computing. For
example, manipulating ions is useful for more
than making qubits. Prof Latorre tells us that
ions are at the heart of CQT’s ultra-precise
atomic clock. This lutetium ion-based optical
clock will be accurate to 18 decimal places.
That means if this clock were running from
the moment of the Big Bang, it would still be
accurate to the second right now, some 13.8
billion years later! To offer some context,
even the most accurate quartz timers today
may gain or lose a second every year.
But what might we need such prodigious
levels of accuracy for? Prof Latorre says
that though we may not have an immediate
practical application, the future is built on
the instruments developed today. “When
Albert Einstein presented general relativity
in 1905, you could have argued that there
was no practical use for it. Yet today, GPS
satellites — indeed all other satellites — with
atomic clocks require both general relativity
and special relativity to work properly,”
he says. Briefly, this is because clocks in

What many people don’t
understand is there is
sometimes a gap in time
between what you discover and
what has a practical application.
There is a naïve idea that
everything you discover, you
immediately understand.
Professor José Ignacio Latorre, Director of the
NUS Centre for Quantum Technologies.

Peering into the chamber of this atomic clock in
the CQT laboratories reveals the glow of the ions
that help deliver its extreme accuracy.

motion will run a little differently to clocks
that are stationary, relative to each other.
Without the equations of general relativity
and special relativity, such clocks will never
offer the same reading of time. “What
many people don’t understand is there is
sometimes a gap in time between what
you discover and what has a practical
application,” says Prof Latorre. “There is a
naïve idea that everything you discover, you
immediately understand.” For instance, the
intervention of cosmic forces showcased a
useful application for ultra-precise clocks.
The detection of gravitational waves at the
Laser Interferometer Gravitational-Wave
Observatory (LIGO) in the US in 2016
was made possible, in part, because the
researchers could measure distances down
to 1/1000th of the width of an atom. This
incredible measurement was made possible
by an ultra-precise clock.

Researchers at CQT can control single ions and
single photons. In this laboratory, they control
the motion of ions to process information – a
design for quantum computing.

B E Y O N D T H E T H E O RY
A theoretical physicist, Prof Latorre is a
passionate advocate for the pursuit of
curiosity-driven science. “Basic research is
one of the major endeavours of humanity.

It’s one of the things that makes us different
as a species, that we are able to discover
knowledge,” he says. That said, Prof Latorre
is a supporter of applied sciences, too. He
has scored his own triumphs in the areas
of business outreach and entrepreneurship.
“As far as applications go, I made my first
effort to consult industry leaders on Artificial
Intelligence in 1993. I realised at that time
that it had potential. I believe we have to
try to take the first steps with industries,
because the industrial sector doesn’t know
what you have developed. That’s why
startups here are important,” he says.
CQT certainly has a tradition of
encouraging commercial applications.
There are already five quantum startups
in Singapore associated with CQT. Some
are spin-offs that have directly licensed
technology developed in CQT while others
were founded by alumni. These companies
employ over 30 people working on
technologies for secure communication,
for sensing, and on developing software
for quantum computers. In 2019, CQT
initiated a partnership with SGInnovate to
build partnerships between scientists and
entrepreneurs. SGInnovate is a governmentowned company that focuses on adding value
to Singapore’s deep tech startup ecosystem.

KNOWLEDGE FOR ITS OWN SAKE
Besides nurturing good ideas, and bringing
them to the attention of commercial forces,
CQT is also engaged in major projects that
are good for everyone. Prof Latorre points
to the recent (November 2020) news of a
significant quantum key distribution (QKD)
test in Singapore. This test was not limited
to the grounds of CQT, but actually utilised
10km of the country’s network of commercial
fibre-optics. “This is a testbed to make the
island ready for quantum communication.
We are using photons to generate random

numbers, which are important for finance.
We can set keys that cannot be broken by
quantum computers, because they are based
on quantum cryptography,” says Prof Latorre.
This demonstration is the latest chapter
in a partnership between NUS and Singtel,
which owns the fibre network. Researchers
from CQT and Singtel successfully
deployed entanglement-based QKD at
109 bits per second on the fibre network,
thus demonstrating that commercial fibre
networks could carry quantum keys too. The
key is made and shared by sending pairs of
entangled photons through the fibre. The
team thinks the fibres may even be able to
carry quantum signals and classical internet
data traffic at the same time, because the
two types of communication can use different
wavelengths of light. The NUS-Singtel Cyber
Security Research & Development Laboratory
is a university-industry partnership set up
in 2016 that is supported by the National
Research Foundation.
All this bodes well for Prof Latorre, who
may be a theoretician but declares that he
is an experimentalist at heart. He is certainly
a passionate communicator and educator,
including in his new capacity at CQT.
“Communicating scientific ideas is essential,”
he says. For students, he sees university
as an opportunity to engage with big ideas.
“University is a place where you educate your
brain in depth, not just learn a trade,” he says.
He also encourages students and society to
value the seemingly “uselessness” of some
scientific ideas. He retells the story of the
invention of magnetic resonance imaging
(MRI), now an important tool in healthcare.
To detect structures in our bodies, these
machines tap the underlying physics of
atoms’ energy levels. “Scientific work on the
two-level system won four Nobel prizes,”
notes Prof Latorre. “It has given us MRI, but
in the 1940s they never saw this coming.”
One of the Nobel winners, the late Professor
Isidor Isaac Rabi, said as much himself when
he received an MRI more than 40 years after
his prize.

C QT BY THE NUMBE RS
Founded in 2007
Number of staff and students ~180
Principal investigators 24
Total number of scientific publications so
far > 2,000
PhD students trained 85
Quantum spin-offs and startups 5
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u@live
TEXT BY KEENAN PEREIRA

TOMORROW’S
NEEDS vs
TODAY’S REALITY
Climate change may be the biggest existential
threat facing the planet — but it doesn’t
always feel that way. The latest U@live
session explored why this is so.

NOVEMBER 2019, MORE THAN 11,000 SCIENTISTS
FROM AROUND THE WORLD ISSUED A WIDELYREPORTED CLARION CALL: climate change was
an emergency that would lead to “untold
human suffering” if no consequential action
was taken. Just a few months later, the world found itself
in the throes of another emergency, as the COVID-19
pandemic took hold. The severity of the pandemic and
the economic havoc it wreaked understandably shifted
the world’s attention away from climate change. This
shift is emblematic of the wicked problem facing the
world, which must seemingly choose between dealing
with tomorrow’s needs and today’s realities — a choice
that inspired the latest U@live session, which was held
virtually on 30 October.
Some 150 alumni tuned in to the session, which
was moderated by Mr Viswa Sadasivan (Arts and Social
Sciences ’83) and featured Ms Grace Fu (Business
’85), Minister for Sustainability and the Environment;
Mr Abhas Jha, Practice Manager of Urban and Disaster
Risk Management at the World Bank; and Associate
Professor Leong Ching (Arts and Social Sciences ’92),
Dean of Students at NUS. The panel also featured U@live
essay competition winner Ms Feng Yuan (see sidebar).

Themed “Climate Change – Are Tomorrow’s Needs More Important
than Today’s Reality?”, this year’s U@live essay competition received
more than 50 entries from secondary and tertiary students across
the country. Ms Feng Yuan, a Secondary 4 student from Raffles Girls’
School, emerged as the winner, thanks to her positive and optimistic
view of the topic, explained Assoc Prof Leong. Ms Feng presented
her essay before the start of October’s U@live session.
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Ms Grace Fu

Somehow,
[climate change]
has failed to become
enough of a priority.
Is it a question of
ignorance, denial,
or downright lack
of accountability?

Mr Abhas Jha
Assoc Prof Leong Ching

Mr Viswa Sadasivan,
U@live Chairman

IN

S T U D E N T S O N C L I M AT E C H A N G E

Mr Viswa Sadasivan

The session began
with a sobering observation by
Mr Sadasivan: “Today, we discuss climate change,
which is a topic that’s very critical, on all counts.
But somehow, it has failed to become enough of
a priority. Is it a question of ignorance, denial, or
downright lack of accountability?” Agreeing with his
assessment of the situation, Mr Jha noted that many
parts of the world — from Bangladesh to the Bahamas
— are already feeling the adverse impacts of climate
change. “Those catastrophic impacts we are talking
about; they are not happening in the future, they
are already here,” he said.

F I ND I N G T H E R O O T CAU SE S
Despite this, climate change denial is still well and
alive, opined Ms Feng. “This distracts us from the
debate on climate
change and how
to tackle it.” While
others may realise the
existential threat of
climate change, many
are still unwilling to

make personal sacrifices to turn things around. She
added, “If you told someone to sacrifice their annual
vacation to reduce their carbon footprint, few would
actually do that.” But Associate Professor Leong
offered a different perspective, pointing out that
some effects of climate change are less noticeable
than others. “Look at Jakarta. It has been sinking
for years [due to a combination of rising sea levels
from global warming and land subsidence from the
over-extraction of groundwater] but its residents didn’t
actually feel it … it just crept up on them.” This, she
said, makes it difficult for governments to find the
political will to act decisively.
Economics is also a factor when it comes to
the ability or inability to tackle climate change,
suggested Ms Fu. She noted that varying stages of
development, as well as different priorities in the
world, prevent a unilateral approach towards climate
change. “Some countries have the ability to fund
longer-term projects while others are really struggling
economically. We have different circumstances as
well: a small country like Singapore is quite different
from a country as vast as Australia. We do not
have as many options in renewable energy, be it
geothermal, hydro, or nuclear.”

T H E WAY F O R WA R D
Despite these challenges, Ms Fu noted that
Singapore has steadily committed to more
sustainable practices including an energy deal

DID YOU
KNOW?
The Singapore
Government is
seeking to build
a more circular
economy, according
to Ms Fu. To do
this, it is exploring
ways to encourage
sustainable
production and
consumption,
such as the
Extended
Producer
Responsibility
model .

To be introduced
to tackle e-waste
by 2021, this
model will see
producers bearing
responsibility for
the collection and
treatment of their
products when
they reach
end-of-life.

with Malaysia that
would likely come from
renewable sources, and
an ambitious plan to
fully transition to electric
Ms Feng Yuan
passenger vehicles by
2040. She explained
that the generous timeline is to give stakeholders
sufficient time to restructure investments and to
develop the necessary infrastructure. The panellists
also considered the question of subsidies for the
fossil fuel industry. As Mr Jha pointed out, the
International Monetary Fund projected that in
2017, the world offered S$7 trillion worth of fossil
fuel subsidies. “These subsidies do address valid
concerns and have a role to play. India, for instance,
subsidises liquefied natural gas to give its people
a way to cook with a clean source of energy. But
there are better ways of doing this … you can
guarantee clean access without using fossil fuels.”
He added that governments could also consider
investing more in research and development in
renewable energy. To an audience member’s
question about the state of such research in
Singapore, Ms Fu shared that the National
Environment Agency has partnered petrochemical
giant Shell to look into the feasibility of a
pyrolysis plant in Singapore, which could recycle
old plastics. “Singapore’s nimbleness and the
responsiveness of its policymakers will allow it to
take advantage of technological trends like these,”
she explained, adding that the Government would
bring people along on this journey to sustainability.
Assoc Prof Leong welcomed this, explaining that by
building sustainability into the ethos of its people,
Singapore could go a long way towards becoming a
greener and sustainable nation.
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Au Revoir, Hon Sui Sen
Memorial Library!

The Hon Sui Sen Memorial Library
Renovation Party begins!

Dean Andy Rose
and his wife, Miriam.

The NUS Business School
community bid L2 & L3 a tearful
goodbye as the library prepares to
undergo a major facelift to make
space for new seminar rooms for
future generations of BIZADers. To
commemorate the occasion, the
Hon Sui Sen Memorial Library was
decorated with balloons and the
Latin music playlist in the background
softened the atmosphere for
the happening afternoon ahead.
Attendees were delighted at the
opportunity to network with NUS BIZ
alumni and to meet with the Dean
and other professors.
The event included ‘Back to
School’ learning about AI, where
Professor David De Cremer gave
an engaging talk on “Leadership
by Algorithm: Who leads and
Who Follows in the AI era?”.
Professor Duan Jin-Chuan also

Kent Ridge Hall
Alumni Mentorship
Programme
Mr Sundareswara Sharma (Business (MBA) ‘01) leaving his
handprint on the wall.

Ms Shikha Malhotra (Business (MBA)
’20) proudly posed with her certificate.

A screen capture from a session about IT-startups.
Ms Linda Gouw from NUS BIZAlum with Ms Lim Bee Lum, who
is the longest-serving Head of the Hon Sui Sen Memorial Library
(from 1991 to 2001).

Prof Duan Jin-Chuan giving his talk, which was titled
“Am I Digitally Literate?”.

delivered an enlightening talk titled “Am
I Digitally Literate?”. Attendees had
fun leaving handprints on the wall, and
the event was filled with enjoyable
conversations over coffee, curry puffs,
and Kit-Kats – observing safe distancing
measures, of course!
NUS BIZAlumnus Loh Hui Xian (’09) walks past the graffiti on the walls.
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NUS Business
School’s Class
Ambassadors
Investiture

bizalum.nus.edu.sg
www.linkedin.com/groups/952707/

Kent Ridge Hall’s Alumni Relations Unit (ARU) recently held an
Alumni Mentorship Programme where 6 former Kent Ridgeans
were invited to conduct sharing sessions for the current hall residents.
These sessions were conducted over the course of 2.5 weeks from
10 to 28 October 2020, and took place online.
The purpose of the mentorship programme was to provide residents
with invaluable insights into various industries such as law, business,
technology and start-ups, and the public sector. Through several meetings
over Zoom, the alumni mentors shared their relevant experiences, ranging
from practical skills on topics such as “Excelling in Your Interviews” to
providing guidance on what students can expect within each industry.
ARU Chairperson, Mr Reynard Lee (Year 2, School of Design and
Environment), hopes that these initiatives can aid the growth of fellow
Kent Ridgeans. The insightful sharing sessions definitely brought greater
clarity to graduating Kent Ridgeans who are planning their next phase of
life amidst the uncertainty brought on by the pandemic.
Kent Ridge Hall’s ARU would also like to
express its heartfelt thanks to the alumni
mentors who volunteered their time and
effort to making the programme
a success.

13 NUS Business School
alumni from all over the
world attended the NUS Class
Ambassadors Investiture 2020,
organised by NUS BIZAlum. The
event was organised online, in
line with current safe distancing
measures due to COVID-19.
Class Ambassadors are
formally appointed by the
University and are key connectors
to ensure the continual
engagement of the class with the
Faculty, School, Hall or Residential
College, and alma mater after
graduation. Class Ambassadors
receive exclusive invitations to
attend signature NUS alumni
events and enjoy a rewarding
network of friends. This was a
good opportunity for the Class
Ambassadors to be introduced
to one another and to hear how
everyone is doing after graduation.

bizalum.nus.edu.sg
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NUS Alumni Xiamen
Chapter’s Mid-Autumn
Day Trip to Dehua

A group photo at a chrysanthemum
garden close to a 400-year-old kiln site.

Between 17 and 18 October
2020, the NUS Alumni Xiamen
Chapter, the Xiamen Overseas
Singaporeans Returning to Fujian
Association, and the ConsulGeneral of the Singapore Consulate
in Xiamen, Mr Nelson Ng, jointly
visited Dehua, a county located
in Quanzhou, Fujian Province,
and celebrated Mid-Autumn Day
together. Dehua is the world’s
first “Ceramics Capital” where the
Chinese ceramic culture originated.
On 17 October, upon arriving
at the Luzerne Ceramic Hotel,

a delegation of NUS alumni and
their family members were given
a guided tour of the modern and
automated, large-scale ceramics
factory, the porcelain exhibition
hall, and the Lu Cheng Museum,
where the condensed history of the
company’s development is displayed.
Impressed by the fine porcelain
and the exquisite skills, the visitors
admired the potters’ entrepreneurial
wisdom and their craftsmanship in
striving for excellence and perfection.
The tour revealed the persistent
efforts in the arduous journey taken
by the Lu Cheng Museum. At the
conclusion of the tour, attendees had
the opportunity to design their own
ceramic mugs.
The next day, the alumni visited
the Dehua Museum of Ceramics
and a traditional brick kiln, where
they were introduced to the finest
ceramics made at different times in
history. The most treasured feature of
Dehua porcelain is its “China White”
colour, which fascinates its viewers

Zoom-ing With Confidence 2020

A tea break talk between C.G. of the Singapore
Consulate to Xiamen, Mr Nelson Ng, and G.M. of
Luzerne Group, Mr Peter Lek.

On 10 October 2020, a Zoom with
Confidence workshop was held to equip
NUS Senior Alumni with the necessary skills to
navigate the world of digitalisation: how to set
up and use the video conferencing platform,
Zoom, on laptop PCs and mobile devices.
The physical workshop was conducted in a
small group with safe management measures
in place. The workshop was facilitated by
members of the NUS Computing Alumni
Association, led by Chairperson Ms Jeannel Mah
(Computing ’14).
The participants found the workshop helpful and
senioralumni@u.nus.edu
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One facilitator was assigned to assist two
senior alumni at each table.

A DIY pottery lesson at the Luzerne Hotel.

for being “white as snow, smooth as
jade, and fine as silk”.
While this cultural trip to Dehua may
have lasted a mere two days, it was full
of genuine appreciation and generous
sharing of thoughts among alumni.

Chairperson, NUS Senior Alumni, Mr Kevin Ee (Engineering ’84), with Chairperson, School of Computing Alumni, Ms Jeannel Mah
(Computing ’14), and workshop facilitators from the School of Computing Alumni group.

How to Make
Data Speak
Mr Sachin Tonk took the
audience through interesting
insights related to data analytics.

A group photo of the NUS Alumni Xiamen Chapter’s Mid-Autumn Day Dehua Trip.

were most appreciative of the time and effort that
was spent in organising it.

Consul-General of the Singapore Consulate to
Xiamen, Mr Nelson Ng, and Chairperson of the
NUS Alumni Xiamen Chapter, Mr Charles Guo.

On 13 November 2020, the NUS
Alumni San Francisco Chapter
organised an interesting alumni event
on data analytics titled “How to Make
Data Speak?” with guest-speaker Mr
Sachin Tonk (Business ’16). The talk
was moderated by Chapter Chairperson,

Mr Anuj Jagannathan (Business ’16).
The session highlighted topics such as
structured versus unstructured data, data
scientists versus data artists, and how to
tell a story with data.
This webinar was one of its kind;
it was open to multiple NUS Alumni
Chapters and had attendees from around
the world. Mr Jagannathan hopes that
this will start a trend where NUS Alumni
Chapters organise events that are open
to alumni across different regions.

The AlumNUS thanks all contributors for the articles and photos in Alumni Happenings, showcasing our vibrant alumni community.
For the full stories, please go to nus.edu.sg/alumnet/TheAlumNUS/issue-124/community/alumni-happenings.
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PRIVILEGES ON CAMPUS
BAR BAR BLACK SHEEP
• 20% off North Indian, Thai and Western à
la carte food menu.

bbbs.com.sg

NUS LIBRARIES

Complimentary entry to all NUS Libraries upon
presenting the AlumNUS card.
• Annual subscription fee at $139.10
(Usual Price: $353.10) or
• 5-year membership package at $460.10
(exclusive to NUS Alumni only).

FASHION AND RETAIL
EARNEST AND COLLECTIVE
• 20% off all regular-priced shoes and belts.

earnestcollective.com

libportal.nus.edu.sg

HEALTH & BEAUTY

LIFESTYLE

ESSENTIALS PHARMACY

STORHUB SELF STORAGE

• 10% off all items, excluding prescription
drugs and medicine.

• Additional 5% off on top of current instore discounts.

shopee.sg/essentialspharmacy

storhub.com.sg

FLOWERS BY TERRA
• 15% off retail bouquets and arrangements
on website.
• 15% off all in-store merchandise.
• 10% off all workshops, bridal bouquets, and
wedding décor.

flowersbyterra.com

HERITAGE TCM CLINIC
VESTIAIRE COLLECTIVE
LEE KONG CHIAN NATURAL HISTORY
MUSEUM
• 10% discount on single-entry tickets as
well as for both Individual and Family
memberships.

lkcnhm.nus.edu.sg

PRIVILEGES &

OFFERS
The newly launched AlumAPP is
available for download to all NUS alumni.
Now, you can gain access to alumnidedicated news, be notified about events
and enjoy special deals at popular retail
outlets and service providers.

• $50 off and free shipping on your first
purchase with a minimum spending
of $200.
Refer to the VC APP and website for
more details on seasonal campaigns.

• Exclusive discounts on TCM services.

hstmedical.com/heritage-tcm-clinic
NAL DANCE

ARANDA COUNTRY CLUB

• 10% off the wedding dance and
photography package.

• Exclusive rates for Executive Suites.
o $180 / night for Off Peak Period.
o $320 / night for Peak Period.
o $340 / night for Super Peak Period.

panpixels.com/private-wedding-dancelessons

vestiairecollective.com

• 5% off all items.

HEALTHCONNEXION MEDICAL CLINIC @
FARRER PARK HOSPITAL

glamorbit.com.sg

• Health screening services for NUS alumni.

• Complimentary deals along with the
booking of Executive Suites.
o 1 complimentary BBQ Pit.
o 1 complimentary Car Decal.
o 4 complimentary passes for the use
of the Club’s sporting and recreational
facilities.
o 15% discount at Wild Wild Wet.

farrerpark.com

arandaclub.org.sg

GLAMORBIT

DANCING WITH FRIENDS

NUS MUSEUM

• 25% off all class packages.

• 20% discount on all NUS Museum’s
publications and catalogues.

• 1-for-1 promotion when you sign up with
a partner.

• $20 for NUS Museum guided tour of up to
20 pax per group (Usual Price: $50).

dancingwithfriends.sg

EDUCATION

museum.nus.edu.sg

WORLD SCIENTIFIC PUBLISHING CO.
Terms & conditions apply. The NUS Office of Alumni
Relations and participating merchants reserve the right
to amend the terms and conditions governing the offers
without prior notice. All information is correct at press time.
Visit nus.edu.sg/alumnet/alumnuscard for the latest
privileges and promotions.

• 25% off all purchases with discount
code: WSNUS25.

worldscientific.com

TOOFDOCTOR DENTAL SURGEONS
We welcome alumni business owners to come
on board as our merchant partners. Drop us a
note at alumnihelpdesk@nus.edu.sg and make
an exceptional offer to fellow alumni.
SHAW FOUNDATION ALUMNI HOUSE
• 20% off venue rental.

nus.edu.sg/alumnet

UNIVERSITY CULTURAL CENTRE (UCC)
• Rental waiver for 4-hr block booking for set up/
rehearsal booking at UCC Hall and/or Theatre.

cfa.nus.edu.sg/venues

• Exclusive rates for dental treatment.

ANGEL BABYBOX

toofdoctor.com.sg

• 10% off all products.

FLOWERS & KISSES
• 10% off all products.

flowersandkisses.com.sg

HEALTHCARE
FARRER PARK HOSPITAL
• 10% off consultation fees at Farrer Park
Hospital 24HR Emergency Clinic.

farrerpark.com

facebook.com/angelbabybox

the path less travelled

BREAKING

BY MIN EE MAO

STEREOTYPES

Aditya’s
YouTube
channel, Indian
Prince Adi, has
more than

93,000
subscribers.

Many of his
videos have
garnered over

200,000
views per
video.

Mr Aditya Talwar (Yale-NUS ‘20)
picked up conversational
Mandarin while in university
— and has since gone on to
create a series of hit videos
in the language.

SINCE THE START OF THE PANDEMIC, many
people around the world have taken to
producing their own video content via a
slew of social platforms, such as TikTok
and Instagram, to occupy their time.
Recent Yale-NUS College graduate
Mr Aditya Talwar’s YouTube content,
however, manages to easily stand out from
the crowd, given that he is a young Indian
man who speaks fluent Mandarin. The
23-year-old, who goes by Adi, also had a
headstart, having started video-blogging, or
vlogging, about a year and a half ago.
Adi says he was motivated to create
videos, which are mostly in Mandarin,
while on a university exchange programme
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Some people create
structural change in
society by analysing
data; I am on the other
side of the spectrum.
I want to change the
world by connecting
with people [through
videos] and change
their perceptions of
other countries and
other people.
Mr Aditya Talwar,
Yale-NUS College
graduate, travel vlogger,
and content creator

in Taiwan. “I realised that the locals were friendlier
when I had said I’m from Singapore, than if I were to
say I was originally from India. So clearly the latter
came with certain stereotypes,” Adi explains. “But still,
it was obvious to me that they were accepting, kind,
and curious, so I figured what better way to showcase
my culture to them than through videos and debunk
some of these stereotypes.”
Many of Adi’s videos feature his adventures in
India when on vacation, and also his experience as
a Yale-NUS College undergrad. “I’m also keen on
producing videos on topics such as sports and tech,”
says the Philosophy, Politics and Economics (PPE)
major, who lived in India and Australia before moving
to Singapore for university. His grasp of Mandarin did
not happen overnight. “It took me about three years
of taking up Chinese modules while in university,”
he says. “I decided to commit to learning it while
on a volleyball trip to Taiwan in my first year. That’s
when I fell in love with the place, as well as its food
and culture.”
The goal, now that he has graduated, is to travel
the world and create more videos of his adventures
as soon as COVID-19 stops being a global health
crisis. “I also hope to live in a predominantly Chinesespeaking environment to really gain mastery of the
language,” says Adi, whose video production skills are
self-taught. “I do believe everyone has the capacity
to do what I do with videos — the barriers to entry are
low and there are great teachers on the internet,” he
says. “Humans are also natural storytellers.”

Adi doing a
show-andtell video on
the streets
of Taichung
City, Taiwan.
Catch Aditya at
www.youtube.com/c/
印度王子阿迪 IndianPrinceAdi.

