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as Govt disburses extra 
$8.6 million to VWos in 
financial difficulty, charities 
debate the way forward

LeonG Wee Keat and onG daiLin
weekeat@mediacorp.com.sg

SINGAPORE — As charities here start to reveal 

the impact of the downturn on their financial 

statements, one voluntary welfare organisa-

tion (VWO) that has bucked the trend of falling 

donations may just show the way forward.

The Handicaps Welfare Association 

(HWA) raised close to $2.45 million in the 

financial year that ended March 31, exceed-

ing its forecast by 30 per cent and about 

17-per-cent higher than last year.

Key to HWA’s success was its donation 

draw offering cash prizes. The draw raised a 

record $378,000, surpassing the $255,000 

raised last year, and helped to offset a $43,000 

drop in takings during HWA’s Flag Days.

But HWA’s showing is the exception 

rather than the norm. In a MediaCorp study 

of 10 charities whose financial year ended 

recently, eight had donations falling from 

“tens of thousands” to as much as $2.03 

million, compared to a year ago.

The situation in Singapore is reflected 

across Asia. According to a survey by con-

sultancy The Management Centre, not-for-

profit organisations in Asia have been hard-

est hit, with an average income fall of 13 per 

cent, compared to 3 per cent worldwide. 

Fund raising will get tougher, say chari-

ties here, even though the economy shows 

signs of recovery.

Kidney Dialysis Foundation chief ex-

ecutive Foo Pek Hong said donations fell 

between 25 and 30 per cent as regular do-

nors terminated monthly contributions to 

“manage their cashflow situations better”.

With competition heating up for a small-

er donor pie, HWA president Nancy Chia 

believes the traditional method of “tin can” 

collections — even donation draws, if they 

become rife — might lose donor support.

The concern is donor fatigue, said Sin-

gapore Association of the Visually Handi-

capped (SAVH) president Tan Guan Heng. 

SAVH was badly hit by the downturn: Dona-

tions fell by $745,000 and the VWO had to 

cut staff strength from 55 to 28. Said Mr Tan: 

“Our donations come mainly from appeals 

and public education programmes. We don’t 

really have godfathers, so to speak.”

HeLpinG Hands GettinG inVoLVed
There is the odd, unexpected helping hand. 

For example, Singapore Buddhist Free Clinic 

received $200,000 in May from a group of 

anonymous donors, said Venerable Seck 

Sian Tiong. 

But more charities will turn to the Gov-

ernment, which has a $15-million VWO con-

tingency fund, as another source of funding.

The Ministry of Community Develop-

ment, Youth and Sports (MCYS) and the Na-

tional Council of Social Service has released 

64 per cent of the $10 million they oversee 

to about 200 VWOs, and is evaluating how 

best to deploy the balance, said a MCYS 

spokesperson. Last month, the Health Minis-

try also gave out $2.2 million to 17 VWOs.

Life Community Services, with its stu-

dent and children care for some 300 families, 

was one beneficiary. MCYS gave it $80,000 to 

tide over its shortfall. Chief executive James 

Wong is optimistic that donations will pick 

up after a recent charity golf tournament.

But Society for the Physically Disa-

bled’s fund raising manager Helen Tay be-

lieves the impact of a recovering economy 

will be felt much later. For now, the VWO 

is targeting individual donors. “Although 

we’ve touched base with quite a number of 

corporate donors this year, response hasn’t 

been as good as we hoped,” said Ms Tay.

Meanwhile, there is a need to “think out 

of the (fund-raising) box”, said HWA’s Ms 

Chia. “We have to go into social enterprises or 

more daring approaches,” she said, suggesting 

that VWOs be allowed to run lottery outlets, 

like in Ireland, where the blind run a lottery.

The idea is not to encourage gambling, 

she stressed, but to ensure a reliable source 

of income for VWOs. 

The Singapore Totalisator Board already 

donates surplus funds from the Singapore 

Turf Club and Singapore Pools to the charity 

sector. But, on this, Ms Chia said: “Isn’t it 

better earning your own income than just 

holding out your hand for handouts?”

KDF’s Mrs Foo, however, cautioned 

against changes in fund-raising approaches 

and advocated keeping a lid on costs. 

“If sentiment is bad, if people are hurting 

... no matter what kind of strategy you come 

up with, it’s going to be difficult,” she said. 

“We have to look very carefully at containing 

our cost-income ratios ... What we cannot 

pick up in donations, we pick up in costs.”

cHarities in sinGapore

Feeling the pinch

a snapsHot of 10 cHarities
• Donations fell for eight, for example, 

by $121,937 (83 per cent) for Sun-Dac 
Centre for the Disabled and $744,875 
(57 per cent) for Singapore Association 
of the Visually Handicapped. Most cited 
the economic downturn as a key factor.

• Two attributed the decline to the end of 
charity drives. For example, the Society 

for the Physically Disabled, for which 
donations dropped by $2.03 million  
(36 per cent), said a television charity 
show was staged in 2007 to raise funds, 
but none was held last year.

• Two charities had more donations. 
Besides the Handicaps Welfare 
Association, the Society for the Aged 
Sick raised $11,798 more.
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