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NUS College students (back row, from left) Germaine Yew, 22; Zhang Xinyu, 22; and Katelyn Choo, 22; and (front row, from left) Ashley Lui, 22; and Nguyen Ha My, 22, are

part of a team that helped to recycle 100kg of food waste generated by Fairmont Singapore into compost, which was distributed back to the hotel's rooftop garden and
some community gardens. The team also plans to distribute a children’s book they created to introduce families to sustainable habits at home. ST PHOTOS: NG SOR LUAN

Spotlight on student
Initiatives to tackle
real-world problems

Thai elephant village
project among 40
initiatives showcased
at Impact Festival

Koh Ming Lun

Driving through the mountainous
regions of northern Thailand, from
Chiang Mai towards the national
parks beyond the Mae Chaem dis-
trict, a bright yellow sign stands
out among the usual roadside
markers.

The sign, that reads “Welcome to
the Huay Pakkoot Elephant Com-
munity Foundation” in English,
was installed by a group of NUS
College (NUSC) students in May
2024. It invites travellers to stop by
the Karen village of Huay Pakkoot,
which is known for its close con-
nections with a community of
about 60 elephants.

Before the sign was installed,

Interactive art installation Tides Between created by Lasalle College of the Arts
lecturer Wang Ruobing at the Impact Festival to highlight the region’s
interconnectedness - with debris from one country affecting another.

many travellers were unaware of
the wvillage’s location along the
route due to its lack of visibility.
Home to about 250 villagers, its
only entrance for travellers is via a
slip road that did not have any ac-

companying signs.

In a bid to boost ecotourism in
the village, the team of seven stu-
dents also created a short docu-
mentary series about the village,
which will be featured on the Huay

Pakkoot Elephant Community
Foundation’s website and used as
promotional material.

They also started a wildlife pro-
ject to track and document sight-
ings of different animal species
around the village.

One of the students, Mr Chen
Zeyuan, 24, who is studying che-
mistry and philosophy, said: “The
wildlife project functions not only
as publicity material but also as an
archive of knowledge that would
otherwise have been passed on by
word of mouth.”

This student-led initiative was
one of more than 40 projects
showcased on Sept 17 at the inaug-
ural Impact Festival, organised by
NUSC and held at NUS University
Town.

The projects were carried out by
the first cohort of NUSC students
as part of its signature Impact Ex-
perience (IEx) programme. The
compulsory module brings togeth-
er students from different fields to
work with local and regional part-
ners over two years to tackle real-
world challenges across Singapore
and South-east Asia.

Professor Simon Chesterman,
dean of NUSC, said the programme
is a distinct feature of the college.

“It’s not just about what our stu-
dents learn in the classroom, but
also how they take that knowledge
into the world, work alongside
communities and create meaning-
ful change,” he said.

In the first cohort of about 60
teams, around half worked with
overseas communities in South-
east Asia. This has risen to two-
thirds in the third cohort, which
has just started its IEx projects,
said Associate Professor Daniel PS
Goh, vice-dean at NUSC.

“Given the climate and develop-
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ment crises afflicting South-east
Asia, the majority of the projects
have to do with socio-economic
advancement of communities liv-
ing close to the poverty line or en-
vironmental and climate change
issues or both - especially when
ecological degradation affects al-
ready precarious livelihoods,” he
said.

For Mr Chen and his six team-
mates, applying what they learnt
in the classroom to the real world
took them to Huay Pakkoot five
times over the course of two years.

As the village has only two villag-
ers who speak English, the stu-
dents curated materials such as a
field guide and menu in English for
the community to use when they
interact with tourists.

Mr Satit Trachookwamdee, foun-
der of Huay Pakkoot Elephant
Community Foundation, said the
students’ initiatives have im-
proved outreach and helped the
village communicate better with
tourists.

Associate Professor Peter Vail,
the project supervisor, said eco-
tourism boosts tourism for such
villages while supporting animal
welfare, as elephants that can
roam freely around the village live
healthier lives than those in ele-
phant camps.

To sustain the impact of the ini-
tiatives, Prof Vail hopes to bring
another cohort of students to build
on the work done by the original
team.

“Instead of simply showing up in
the village, doing something and
disappearing, we hope to have a
longer-term presence, to have con-
tinuity across the programmes,” he
said.

Another group decided to take
on a local challenge instead - min-
imising food waste by turning it in-
to compost. As teammates, the six
students - whose disciplines range
from business analytics to phar-
maceutical science — shared an in-
terest in environmental issues
such as recycling. This led them to
work with agricultural start-up
Corridor Farmers, which manages
the rooftop garden of Fairmont
Singapore.

The students managed to recycle
100kg of food waste generated by
the hotel’s kitchen into compost,
which was distributed back to Fair-
mont’s rooftop garden and com-
munity gardens belonging to so-
cial service agency Minds and Met-
ta Welfare Association.

The team also plans to distribute
a children’s book they created to
introduce families to composting
and encourage sustainable habits
at home.

NUSC information systems stu-
dent Zhang Xinyu, 22, one of the
team members, said: “We wanted
to make it for children because we
want to send the message that any-
body can do composting, and we
want the impact to last even after
we finish the project.”

Visitors to the Impact Festival
can also contribute to an art instal-
lation by Dr Wang Ruobing, an art-
ist and lecturer at the Lasalle Col-
lege of the Arts.

With her installation Tides Be-
tween, Dr Wang invites the public
to co-create a giant map of South-
east Asia using marine debris part-
ly collected by students and lectur-
ers during their IEx programme.
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