


As CEO of what is one of the most important
new foundations to be created, the effervescent

Benedict Cheong speaks to SALT’s Managing Editor

Tan Chee Koon about Temasek Foundation’s
plans to be a catalyst among many to help growth
and development across the region. Additional
reporting by LEELA SCHELLENBERGER.

he first CEO of the newly-
established Temasek Foundation,
Benedict Cheong brings with him
a wealth of experience garnered
during his time as CEO of the National
Council of Social Service as well as
his various positions in the Singapore
Police Force.

From the passionate and lively
discussion held at the Foundation’s office,
it is clear that the man’s vision and sense
of purpose suit what the organisation is

setting out to accomplish.

SALT: Temasek Foundation’s every move
will be followed with great interest by the
philanthropic sector here in Singapore.
Please reiterate for us first the key
underpinnings of the Foundation.
Cheong: The main thrust of the Foun-
dation’s giving is about developing or
enhancing capabilities and building bridges
and networks (see sidebar overleaf), which
has two key assumptions supporting it. First,
people in Asia will continue to work and
learn with each other to grow in a highly
interconnected Asia. Secondly, if we have
a prosperous Asia, we will have prosperous
communities working with each other and
this, in turn, will lead to even more growth.
When we carved out a mandate for
the Foundation, it was very much about
investing in Asia’s future generations
through healthcare, education, knowledge
and research, and in building bridges
amongst people of diverse races. Promoting
better governance through strengthened
regulatory frameworks and tools for, say,
banks and financial institutions, is also

important to us.

Why is this business regulatory focus so

important to a not-for-profit foundation?
In the earlier days of development

in Singapore, we needed all these rules

to help in the economic growth and

development. Without proper framework
and structure, investor confidence would
not be forthcoming. Singapore has done
a good job of putting into place solid
frameworks, just as Japan and South Korea
have also done. They too have successful
regulatory frameworks in other sectors
such as community development, hospital
management, and running educational
facilities. Perhaps other countries have also
developed and implemented good practices,
and it would be good if we can all share
our respective expertise through seminars
and workshops, or even have cross-Asian
country exchanges, where one country
shows the way or helps out other countries.
Different countries have different
strengths in different areas. We are looking
to facilitate this kind of knowledge exchange

and assistance.

Itis all very ambitious. How do you plan to
meet these objectives with your lean team?
We are going to look for partners

— which can include other foundations,
government and non-government institu-
tions and corporates — that offer comple-
mentary resources and facilities. People
think that we want to partner with organ-
isations that do the same things as we do,
but we also want to partner with institutions
and foundations that do different things.
For example, one could work on water
sanitation to meet basic needs first, which
would then give us the opportunity to
discover what else may be needed in that
community or area. How about basic
nursing care? We could provide a nurse
training centre that will complement the
water sanitation work, giving the project

width and depth.

Has a protocol for such joint projects
already been established?

Not exactly. We have to think through
these things over a period of time. It's not

as clear-cut as one would think because
there are many good players out there.
We are in the process of working out how
and when to partner others, and how to
bring long-term value to projects in view
of our own specific objectives, as well as
those of the partners that we hope to do
philanthropic work with.

Which brings me to a burning question:
Do you see yourself partnering local or
locally-based non-profit organisations
that have a regional focus?

That'’s for sure. Foundations like the
Lien Foundation that has the Lien Aid
programme, for example, would make a
logical partner. What we need are good
programme ideas or proposals that gel with
our four pillars that we can go out with
to the region, assuming that our partners,
in turn, have strong local partners out

there that they can work with.

Any pressure to make local grants,
and what'’s your take on that? After all,
your mission statement does talk of
contributing to Asian communities,
including Singapore.

The mandate of the Foundation is
Asia and this includes Singapore. Indeed,
the first programme we have provided a
grant to is a student leadership programme
and our partner is the Nanyang Techno-
logical University. So while there may be
pressure to provide local grants, the impor-
tant question is not where in Asia the
grants benefit but whether the programmes

are consistent with our four pillars.

How about working with other governments?
Certainly, we could partner government
agencies as well especially since we would
like to get involved in teacher-training and
training of nurses. We would need at least
a local government — if not national — with
which to work through systems for teacher-
training. For example, if a country wants to
upgrade its curriculum, the current practice
is to send one or two of its teachers to
another country for a seminar or workshop;
but that may not make an impact that is
sustainable. It's much more effective to
help set up a teacher-training centre and
systems over there to train as many

teachers as possible, ideally first with a
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basic programme, and eventually with
refresher courses every few years.

More importantly, we would hope that
the communities take ownership and run
the programmes themselves. Indeed, for
any of our programmes to make an impact,
the local community needs to be a partner
and possibly be involved in the process
of developing and implementing the
programme. So for the transfer of skills
and capabilities, it’s really a question of
finding the demand and supply for this kind
of expertise. We will work hard to bring
everyone to the table to get things going.

Tell us more about the grantmaking aspect
of the Foundation’s work as it relates to
these partnerships.

Let’s take, for example, China. The
coastal regions there are quite developed
in terms of capability, so they could easily
share their skills and strengths in the area
of education, with the inner regions. The
issue then becomes, where can they get
money from? If they can’t get enough
funding from other sources, maybe there
is a way for the Foundation to get involved.
Singapore is small, and our resources are
limited. Clearly, we need to look around
the region and elsewhere to find the kind
of help in transferring skills and capabilities
that could be beneficial across Asia.

Which brings me to your initial endowment
of $500m under the stewardship of the
Temasek Trust which gives you a ballpark
annual grantmaking budget of some $25m.
It is no small beer, but it is not big bucks
either especially when your grantmaking
backyard is the whole of Asia. | hear there
is a unique aspect by which the Temasek
Trust fund is grown. Can you elaborate?
Well, it actually comes across as a
form of corporate philanthropy; something
that we picked up. Basically, the harder the
Temasek Holdings staff work, the bigger
their investment portfolio, and as more
wealth is added, the bigger the sum
available in the endowment of the Trust.
There is a direct correlation between value-
add to the investments and the endowment
of the Trust itself. You could say; it's a
performance-based trust. The performance
of Temasek Holdings itself and its staff
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Founded in 2007 and helmed by four Asian leaders — Lee Seng Wee and Sim Kee Boon (Singapore),
Ratan Tata (India) and Professor Xu Kuangdi (China), the Temasek Trust is a commitment by Temasek
Holdings to provide focus to invest in the future generations of Asia, to further knowledge and
capabilities and to build bridges among people of diverse races, languages, religions and culture. Its
income goes to four of its initiatives, of which Temasek Foundation is one.

In May 2007, the Trust received an initial gift of $500 million from Temasek Holdings which it
will exercise stewardship over, and the Trust will continue to receive additional funds from Temasek

Holdings for each year of positive wealth added.

The Temasek Foundation is a non-profit philanthropic organisation established by Temasek Holdings
to contribute to communities in Asia, including Singapore, in the following areas:

. investing in future generations through education, healthcare, knowledge and research;

. building bridges among people of diverse races, languages, religions and cultures;

. promoting better governance and regulatory capabilities; and

. supporting disaster emergency relief and recovery assistance.

With a modest staff, the Foundation works with like-minded partners from the various sectors to bring
about improvements in the lives of people and support the development of the region’s human capital.

will affect the well-being of the Trust
which in turn feeds into the Foundation.
The for-profit staff can also enjoy the
‘feel-good factor’ of what they accomplish
through the Foundation’s growth.

Given the number of solicitations you
will receive, how will you determine the
programmes you will partner?

Though we prefer not to receive
applications from individual persons or
from entities, these requests have been a
source by which we have been able to
hear about interesting programmes for
potential involvement. As you can imagine,
we are still relatively new to the philan-
thropic space, and as international and
regional partners approach us, we learn
a lot, and in turn are introduced to more

partners that are complementary.

Seems to me, when you describe your
strategies, a few Cs come up.

Yes, certainly one is connecting — and
as mentioned earlier, not just in bilateral
but also multilateral relationships across
the different stakeholder groups. There
is consulting, which we achieve through
our development and implementation of
systems; and there’s also as a catalyst-

facilitating development and growth.

With partnerships a defining modus
operandus for the Foundation, how would
you describe your partnership philosophy?
Often, when we come across certain
ideas, we realise that some parts may not gel
with our corporate objectives, while others
may fit perfectly. We then explore how we
could potentially work out a partial involve-
ment and/or sponsorship. We make it a
point to be very careful; we don’t want to
cramp the mission, vision and values of the
partner organisation. We don’t say, ‘Hey,
we've got this money, and we want to do
things a certain way’. That would be the
wrong approach, and we are careful we
don’t fall into that mindset. We want to
emphasise that our partners are the owners
of the programme, so we look for common
denominators that are consistent with both
sets of objectives. But we do look out for
indicators that help us gauge the impact of
programmes, and we know that our partners

will be very active in helping us define these.

And in this very area of performance
measurement which you pushed very
hard for in the social service sector,
how would you measure your own and
the Foundation’s success? How would
you hold yourself accountable to your
primary funder?



It’s a little simplistic for now, as we are
still in the early stages and we will refine
the guidelines as we go along. Initially,
we may have to make some good subjective
judgment calls. For example, when it comes
to teacher-training programmes, gauging
the outcomes can be tricky, as it would
take from three to five years to see how
the students of the programme have fared
and applied their skills for the impact to be
evident. Rather, in the initial period, we can
gauge the teachers’ responses and feedback
to see how the programme is working
and adjust it along the way if necessary.
The key is to connect with the right partner.
A good fit means good programmes, good
implementation and mutual objectives met.
This is just as important as accountability

of specific programmes.

And what might be the immediate targets
that you have set for yourself as the
Foundation’s first CEO?

If the first few programmes show
movement towards the four elements that
underpin the Foundation, this will be the
first measure of whether we are doing the
right things. These programmes may not
show immediate impact, but we can extrap-
olate the outcomes. The other measure is
really the people and organisations that
we are in dialogue with. That credible
organisations are working with us is an
indicator of our relevance to the potential
projects out there. Stakeholders should not
be impatient for results, as they will be
visible only in the medium to long term.
It is clear that we are investing in the future
generation, but of course, we don't expect
to wait 35 years to see results. Instead we
will set up milestones along the way as
indicators that we are on the right path to
success, adhering to our vision and goals.

With the backlash we encounter from some
of our economic investments in the region,
would political or socio-economic
sensitivities or developments influence
you in your decision-making regarding
programmes?

Not really We should not be guided
by prevailing political or social situations.
We need to objectively look at the merits
and feasibility of the programme in the

community, and the capability of the partner
organisations. This strategy is partner and
programme-driven, and definitely not

country-driven.

“...We should not be
guided by prevailing
political or social
situations. We need
to objectively look
at the merits and
feasibility of the
programme in the
community, and the
capability of the
partner organisations.
This strategy is
partner and
programme-driven,
and definitely not
country-driven.”

Do you think the Temasek name is
aboon or a bane?

There was no lengthy debate when we
were trying to choose the name. At the
end of the day, the Foundation is funded
by Temasek, so we decided that Temasek
Foundation is the appropriate name. It is
what it is. I think we should let the work
and the results speak for themselves. It’s
definitely not about buying goodwill! My
personal philosophy about this is simple:
don’t seek happiness, just try to do good
work, and happiness will come. It should
be about doing the right thing. In the same
way, we cannot try to ‘achieve’ goodwill.

If we focus on getting the right help to
people, they will naturally appreciate the
efforts. That will be enough.

Would the Foundation be looking for any
form of public acknowledgement for the
programmes it funds so as to underline
its good work, and, by extension,
Singapore’s humanitarian face?

That’s an interesting question. Right
now, our feeling is let the work speak
for itself. I also think it’s natural for the
programme partners to want to recognise the
partnerships — but we certainly won'’t insist!

What is your reaction to naysayers who
wonder what the point of all this is,

as the benefiting parties may not thank
you in the short or long run, and may
well indeed make political currency of
our social investments in the region?

I think that as a company, it's only
decent and right for Temasek Holdings to
want to help Asia and its communities,
when it has made money from Asia. It's not
really about giving back to Asia; rather,
it's about continuing to help the parts of
Asia that do need and want help. That's why
our objectives are very focused. Medium
and long-term plans for growth and
development are testament to what will
best assist Asia for the future. We hope
that the naysayers will see the results and
outcomes for the programmes and we also
hope at some point they will share our
journey with us. Let the feedback and
comments from the communities speak

for the programmes’ success.

And finally, having served NCSS for close
to 10 years, how are you taking to the work
you’re doing on the other side of the
philanthropic fence?

It is actually very exciting, yet draining!
There are so many meetings with potential
partners, full of exciting ideas and thoughts
— I wish I had a spare tube of adrenalin
by my side! I do need time to assimilate and
sift through the various bits and chunks
of information that come my way. I work
late to sort through all this and catch up on
my reports so that I can have my weekends
to unwind. It’s all very dynamic, and the

key is to have fun while working hard. ¥
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