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Dear Readers

Singapore today is a nation forged by the grit and ideals of our forefathers 
who came from different lands. They brought their diverse cultures and 
practices, interacted with one another, and wove these strands together 
into a rich and vibrant tapestry. 

This year of Singapore’s Bicentennial is an opportunity for us to continue 
our predecessors’ effort to build bridges and trust between newcomers and 
incumbents, across different communities, and ultimately build a sense of 
shared destiny. Doing so will help Singapore continue to be a  cohesive 
society and confident nation.

Over the past 10 years, the National Integration Council has partnered 
with community champions, educators, business leaders as well as the 
National Integration Working Groups to connect local-born Singaporeans 
and newcomers through shared experiences. 

The stories and letters in this book show us just how powerful these 
connections can be. They also remind us of the importance of appreciating 
our diversity and finding common ground. Let us keep an open mind and 
heart, and take that first step to know each other better.

Integration is a journey, not a destination. I am confident that our efforts 
will bear fruit over time. At a time when there are growing fault-lines in 
societies around the world, we need to focus on what brings us together-
our values and a shared commitment to make Singapore a better home 
for everyone.







The first NIC meeting convened with 20 
Council members, including Anisa. With the 
support of the National Integration Working 
Groups (NIWGs), the Council members looked 
at broad strategies, ground-up initiatives and 
programmes that would help new immigrants 
integrate well in Singapore. “The Council was 
made up of people from diverse backgrounds, and 
who had very different personalities and varied 
experiences,” shared Anisa. “What mattered 
was that we were all focused on the same set of 
objectives, which was all about helping new immi-
grants feel welcome and enabling them to under-
stand our local cultures, social norms and values, 
so that they can adapt to living in Singapore.” 

Issues that stood in the way of integration were 
raised and discussed; wherever possible, practical 
resolutions would be found and implemented. 

“Most of us are aware that one of Singapore’s 
biggest challenges as a nation is a rapidly age-
ing population, because of its low birth rates 
and rising life expectancy. There is a constant 
demand for people resources—including for-
eigners and new citizens—to fill certain job 
openings,” shared Anisa.

When the NIC was set up in 2009, Anisa 
received an invitation to contribute as a Council 
member. She agreed to help out. “Like the other 
Council members, I believed that the role of the 
NIC in promoting integration is something that’s 
much needed, because social cohesion is one of 
the critical factors for Singapore’s long-term 
success,” Anisa said. “In addition, meeting and 
helping people connect is second nature to me 
in the business world, so contributing in the NIC 
seemed like a natural thing to do.” 

The National Integration Council (NIC) and its Working Groups, made up of 
representatives from the people, private and public sectors, have been working with 
various communities in Singapore to help newcomers adapt to the Singaporean 
way of life since 2009. Taking on various roles, NIC members have one shared 
purpose in mind: to help build bridges between Singaporeans, immigrants and 
foreigners to keep Singapore harmonious. Amongst the NIC’s pioneers was Anisa 
Hassan, a Singaporean entrepreneur and business owner, who served as a Council 
member and Community Integration Fund (CIF) panellist between 2009 and 2011.  

Stepping Out, 
Building Community
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“We were constantly directing our energies towards 
finding ways to create opportunities for locals and 
new immigrants to develop shared experiences and 
mutual understanding. The aim, ultimately, was 
to help them foster emotional attachment and 
a sense of belonging to Singapore,” said Anisa. 

During her two-year term, Anisa was on 
the Community Integration Fund panel to help 
review proposals and administer funding for or-
ganisations keen to implement integration initia-
tives. What stood out for her was the immense 
creativity and passion that was shown by indi-
viduals and organisations—including community 
and student organisations, social enterprises, and 
special interest groups—in coming up with ideas 
to support integration efforts. 

“The CIF would receive around a hundred 
interesting proposals for integration activities a 

year, and we would do our best to support as many 
as possible. What was clear to us was that people 
in Singapore do care very much about our nation 
and social cohesiveness,” said Anisa. “More im-
portantly, they are willing to reach out to fellow 
citizens—both old and new—to help them get 
along. They understand the importance of building 
mutual understanding and acceptance amongst 
people of very different backgrounds—these are 
all needed to support successful integration.”

At a national level, large-scale events, like the 
River Hongbao Festival, were able to not only draw 
people together but also share unique cultural 
perspectives, such as how Lunar New Year is cel-
ebrated in Singapore. Anisa explained, “Getting 
people to step out and engage with others in the 
community is the easiest and best way to under-
stand and embrace Singapore’s unique cultures 
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and values. It is incumbent on us as locals to make 
the effort to get to know newcomers. There’s 
often fear, loneliness and uncertainty for them 
being away from their homeland. Such events 
welcome people from all sides—they come 
together and share the experience.” 

Anisa recalled a heart-warming encounter 
that took place when she 
and her family were out 
for a Car-Free Sunday 
event held at Singapore’s 
Civic District. “We took 
a ride on one of the 
trishaws and were pleas-
antly surprised to f ind 
out that the trishaw rider 
bringing us around was a 
professional from India. 
Having lived and worked 
in Singapore for some 
time, he had taken the ini-
tiative to sign up, together 
with his daughter, to be volunteer trishaw riders 
for the day. What impressed my family and I was 
how enthusiastic he was about being involved in 
local community activities. He was genuinely 
interested to get to know more people here in 
Singapore, and it was a real joy for us to interact 
with him!”

This chance meeting reinforced what Anisa 
had always believed, that integration can happen 
without requiring difficult or complex things to 
be done. Integration just needs people to take 
the time and initiative to find opportunities to 
engage and interact.

As an NIC alumna now, Anisa continues to 
champion ideas and initia-
tives that will help integra-
tion efforts. Something 
she feels strongly about 
is the need for more 
publicity for initiatives 
and efforts that con-
tribute towards positive 
integration outcomes. 
Summing up what she ex-
perienced during her time 
with NIC, she remarked, 
“No effort is too small 
if it makes a difference 
to someone. Knowing 

what people are doing and the positive results 
from their efforts will encourage and inspire 
more people to do the same. This will create a 
wonderful momentum and will be a catalyst to 
make Singapore and Singaporeans even more 
open and welcoming.” 

“It is incumbent on us 
as locals to make the 
effort to get to know 
newcomers. There’s 
often fear, loneliness 
and uncertainty for 
them being away from 
their homeland.”
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Harmony Xtravaganza, a community 
arts performance put together by 
Singaporeans and new immigrants, 
at Victoria Theatre, 2019. Jointly 
organised by the NIC and the 
People’s Association Integration 
Council. Courtesy NIC.



A dynamic global city and regional hub in the heart of Southeast Asia, 
Singapore is home to more than 5.6 million people. Within our society, a 
rich tapestry of races, languages, customs, festivals, religions, cuisine and 
arts co-exist harmoniously.

The unique diversity in Singapore today is the result of a long history of 
openness, which has enabled our citizen population to live, work and play 
with immigrants and foreigners of different nationalities and ethnicities. 

Singapore’s history as an immigrant nation has shaped who we are today. 
The history of modern Singapore started when the British established a 
trading post on our shores in 1819. Singapore grew quickly to become a major 
port-of-call as maritime trade flourished, particularly with the opening of 
the Suez Canal in 1869. 

As the new colony prospered, our population also grew rapidly. This 
thriving port city attracted wave upon wave of new immigrants—traders, 
labourers and skilled workers—from Southeast Asia, as well as from China, 
the Indian sub-continent and Europe. Some were driven by difficult con-
ditions in their homelands, while others were traders with ambitions to tap 
the regional markets. In seeking their fortune here, they were open to new 
opportunities and working with other communities to achieve their dreams. 
While most may have planned to return to their homeland after accumu-
lating enough resources, many eventually settled down here and became 
early pioneers in our communities. 

Singapore as an 
Open Society
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“ Everyone who lives, works and plays in Singapore must 
feel that they are welcome here, and that Singaporeans 
not only have open doors, but also open minds and 
open hearts. Integration requires both the local-born 
Singaporeans as well as the newcomers to realise that it 
does not come about naturally. Our commitment is to 
build bridges and to welcome, integrate, and create a team 
Singapore out of the disparate members.” 
Quote adapted from Vivian Balakrishnan (1st Chairman of the NIC), Ministry of 
Community Development, Youth and Sports Committee of Supply Speech 2009

Building a Dynamic, Cosmopolitan Singapore
Post-independence, as a small nation with limited natural resources, Sin-
gapore focused not only on developing a skilled and educated workforce, 
but on building a united people who would live and work together harmo-
niously, and chart a shared destiny. Efforts were centred on cultivating a 
common Singaporean identity and a sense of belonging with people and 
communities from diverse backgrounds.

Key initiatives included instituting four official languages based on 
our society’s diverse mix of cultures (namely, Malay, Mandarin, Tamil and 
English) and crafting the National Pledge, which all Singaporeans still recite 
today. We designed public housing and neighbourhoods that would bring 
different communities together and support inter-ethnic interactions.  

Over the last 50 years, Singapore has built steadily on these early foun-
dations to become a thriving, cosmopolitan city. Singapore’s determination 
to remain open, both as a society and an economy, has opened many doors 
to new friendships and business opportunities for our people. Our ability to 
tap on diverse talents, new ideas and strong partnerships across the world 
is key to sustaining our vibrancy and dynamism, which ultimately makes 
Singapore a better home for Singaporeans. Even as we continue to value 
the richness that diverse communities bring, we remain committed to seek 
common ground and build on our national identity—one that continues to 
evolve and adapt with the times.

While global developments continue to influence migration trends, 
Singapore’s shared values of openness, multiculturalism, equality and mer-
itocracy will continue to anchor this small island with a big heart. In doing 
so, we will create new opportunities to refresh, reinvent and build an even 
better home for Singaporeans and our children, today and in the future.
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Bowling event during Singapore Federation of Chinese Clan Associations (SFCCA) Youth Sports Carnival, 2016. Courtesy SFCCA.

“Immigrants came from Southeast Asia, China, India 
and beyond. Among the first were Munshi Abdullah, 
Tan Tock Seng and Naraina Pillai, who all came to 
Singapore in 1819. Our streets carry evocative names 
that tell of our ancestors’ diverse origins – Malacca 
Street, Amoy Street, Kadayanallur Street, Bugis 
Street, Bussorah Street, plus many others, and 
thus we became a multicultural and open society. …
Over two centuries, all these different strands wove 
together into a rich tapestry, a shared sense of destiny, 
and eventually a Singapore identity and nation.”

 Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong
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Singapore’s social harmony did not come about naturally or by chance. 
Integrating people from different communities and backgrounds contin-
ues to be a work-in-progress, requiring everyone to play a part in actively 
reaching out to each other to maintain social cohesion. 

“The peace, progress and social harmony Singapore has experienced 
over the past 50 years seems nearly effortless. We forget it was 
not like this in the 1960s and that what we have has been built up 
painstakingly and protected since our Independence. Social harmony 
is fragile and must be guarded against all threats. Newcomers must 
integrate into our society fully appreciating the customs, values and 
culture, while locals must embrace the foreigners with understanding 
and acceptance. Together, we can build a better home and future,” 
says Francis Phua, NIC member and Deputy Secretary-General of 
the Singapore Federation of Chinese Clan Associations.

Rapid demographic and socio-economic changes, as well as an increase 
in international migration, have affected many countries worldwide. The 
rise of xenophobia in places like the United States and Europe reverber-
ates globally, including to our Singapore shores. This means that our social 
harmony cannot be taken for granted.

In the last two decades, more Singaporeans have married foreigners and 
set up their families in Singapore so as to raise their children as Singaporeans. 
Many other foreigners are drawn to our shores by our vibrant economy, 

Launch of the National 
Integration Council
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Marina Barrage, 2018. 
Photo by John T on Unsplash. 



good governance, and our safe and harmonious society to work or set up 
businesses. They complement Singaporeans in the workforce in critical 
sectors, such as providing support for seniors in our aging society.

Just like past waves of migration into Singapore, newcomers add new 
threads to our rich Singapore tapestry. This can be unsettling at times to 
existing members of society. Singaporeans, and those who have lived in 
Singapore for longer periods, may feel newcomers bring habits and norms 
different from the Singapore way of life.

Concerted effort has to be made to ensure that these new threads are 
woven seamlessly into the existing fabric of society, so that the result is 
harmonious and strong. But even as we seek to strengthen our identity and 
sense of belonging in Singapore, we must continually guard against devel-
oping a form of identity that alienates others based on their race, religion, 
or country of origin. Building bridges and finding common ground is not 
easy in the face of increasing diversity and the pressures of globalisation.

It was against this challenging backdrop that the National Integration 
Council (NIC) was set up in April 2009.

A People, Private and Public Partnership
The NIC coordinates integration efforts nationally and galvanises all seg-
ments of Singapore society to participate in strengthening the social cohe-
sion in our increasingly diverse society. To tap on a wider range of expertise 
and perspectives from across society, the NIC draws its members from 
community groups, the private sector, media and government agencies.

Chaired by the Minister for Culture, Community and Youth, the NIC 
provides strategic direction on programmes and initiatives implemented 
by four National Integration Working Groups (NIWGs) led by various 
ministries. The NIC also facilitates efforts by community groups, private 
sector and grassroots organisations, as well as trade unions. Members play 
an important role as advocates and partners for integration who take action 
in their own capacities and domains. 

The NIC’s efforts focus on achieving the following objectives: 
• Increase awareness of the importance of integration for Singapore’s 

continued success as a society and nation
• Help newcomers adapt to the Singaporean way of life, including helping 

them better understand local cultures and social norms
• Grow common spaces and provide platforms for Singaporeans and new 

immigrants to interact 
• Facilitate the formation of friendships and shared experiences among 

Singaporeans and non-locals, so as to foster mutual understanding and 
acceptance through their interactions 

• Foster and deepen emotional attachment and a sense of belonging to 
Singapore among new immigrants
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“ I accepted the invitation to join the NIC because it embodies 
the national guiding principles of the respect and equality 
for all. Noble principles are embedded in the constitutions 
of all democratic nation states, but it is the implementation 
of these principles that makes a real difference in the daily 
lives of citizens. The assignment of NIC was—and is—
very challenging but necessary: to weave the principles of 
respect and understanding into the life of Singaporeans of 
all languages, races and religions, and to help new arrivals 
become part of the Singaporean community and share in the 
Singaporean ethos.”
Professor Stella Quah, NIC alumni and Adjunct Professor, Duke-NUS Medical School

NIC’s Guiding Principles
Three principles guide the NIC in fulfilling its charter to foster integration 
and social harmony. 

Firstly, integration is a two-way process. Successful integration requires 
the building of inter-personal relationships between locals and new immi-
grants. This, in turn, requires both sides to reach out to one another. 

Secondly, everyone has a role to play. For integration to be effective 
and sustained over the long term, all individuals—across different spheres 
and levels of society—can deepen social integration in the course of their 
daily lives. No effort is too small or inadequate.

Thirdly, integration takes time. Having spent their formative years in 
another country, immigrants may bring with them their own social habits, 
beliefs and values. They will need time to learn about and adapt to our local 
norms and customs. Integration is a continual process that will bear fruit 
over time, if we show determination, patience and perseverance.

Tan Richard, NIC member and General Secretary, United Workers 
of Electronic and Electrical Industries (UWEEI), said, “Integration 
is an important and crucial part of Singapore as it contributes to 
our country’s economic development. Be it locals or foreigners, it is 
everyone’s responsibility to work hand-in-hand to build our nation 
and to ensure Singapore’s continuous growth.”
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PEOPLE—The Council and NIC Alumni Network
The NIC is regularly refreshed with new members to expand the Council’s 
range of expertise and to tap on a wide spectrum of perspectives to better 
address integration efforts. The NIC members are advocates and cham-
pions for integration efforts in their respective fields and communities. 
Even after completing their terms, many have remained advocates and 
continue to support the Council in various ways because they know that 
integration is a long-term process that require sustained efforts over time. 

To maintain close contact with former Council members and continue 
the NIC’s partnership with former members, the NIC Alumni Network 
was set up in 2016. The Network provides alumni members with regular 
updates on integration initiatives as well as opportunities to share their ideas 
and experience.

Members of the first NIC, 2011. Courtesy NIC.

“Whenever I find myself in a new environment, such as in a foreign 
country, the graciousness and hospitality extended to me (or the lack 
thereof) by the locals always have a great impact on my feelings towards 
that environment,” said Professor Ling San, NIC member and Provost, 
Nanyang Technological University. “As the Golden Rule says: Do unto 
others as you would have them do unto you. It is my sincere hope that 
those who have chosen Singapore as their new home will find this 
place warm and welcoming, thanks to the hospitality and graciousness 
of Singaporeans.”
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ON SUCCESSFUL 
INTEGRATION
Looking at countries that 
are successful—both 
economically and politically—
we see that immigrants have 
played, and continue to play, 
an extremely important role. 
How successfully a nation is 
able to integrate foreigners 
correlates directly with the 
quality and quantity of their 
contributions in that country. 
From Singapore’s perspective, 
integration is too important 
to be left to chance and will 
ultimately be recognised 
as one of the keys to our 
success. It is a journey I am 
confident that the NIC will 
contribute to.
Laurence Chin
NIC member and Council 
member, Singapore National 
Employers Federation 
(SNEF)

ON COLLECTIVE 
EFFORTS
Singapore is a culturally- 
diverse society founded upon 
common values, such as 
mutual respect. While much 
has already been achieved, 
integration will be an ongoing 
effort, especially as the 
external environment and 
internal texture of our society 
is constantly changing. With 
the collective efforts of the 
people, public and private 
sectors, we will leverage this 
diversity to bring out the best 
in each person and build a 
thriving home.
Jeanne Liew
NIC member and Principal, 
Nanyang Polytechnic

ON EXTENDING A 
WARM WELCOME
Over the years, my family has 
hosted foreign students from 
the Philippines, Thailand and 
China under the Singapore 
International Foundation and 
Ministry of Education scholar 
programmes. We do our best 
to make the students feel like 
they are family while they are 
in Singapore and introduce 
them to the many facets 
of Singapore culture and 
food. Sharing these different 
experiences have enriched my 
family as well. In my younger 
days, I lived overseas in the 
UK, USA, France and Japan, 
and experienced a warm 
welcome from their people. 
As such, in my own small way, 
I hope to share this warmth 
and sincerity with foreigners 
living in Singapore.
Bruce Poh
NIC member and CEO, ITE 
Education Services Pte Ltd
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The NIC sets the direction for integration efforts, and is supported by 
four National Integration Working Groups (NIWGs) focusing on efforts 
in the community, education, media and workplaces. They are chaired 
by the Permanent Secretaries from the respective Ministries, to ensure 
governmental support for their programmes.

National Integration Working Group for Schools
From pre-school to institutes of higher learning, schools are natural 
platforms for integration where youths of all nationalities come togeth-
er to study and play.

The National Integration Working Group for Schools (NIWG-Schools) 
partners schools and educational institutions to promote interaction 
amongst those from different cultures, helping them develop cross-cul-
tural competencies so they can thrive in a diverse workforce and society. 

Activities such as orientation programmes and buddy schemes help 
integrate international students, while celebrating special festivals such as 
International Friendship Day teach students to respect different cultural 
and religious practices. 

Resources such as “Integration in Singapore Schools: A Best Practices 
Package” introduce key integration initiatives to our educational institu-
tions and guide the implementation of their own integration programmes.    

NIWG-Schools is supported by the Ministry of Education (MOE).

National Integration 
Working Groups 
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National University Singapore (NUS) 
“7 Habits” Camp, Inter-Autonomous 

Universities Workgroup initiative, 
2013. Courtesy NUS.



Under NIWG-Schools, the Autonomous Universities (AUs) 
and polytechnics have sub-workgroups to develop in-depth 
integration programmes for their faculties. 

For instance, Nanyang Technological University initiated the 
U.n.I Friends Programme in 2018 to train students to embrace 
social integration and inclusivity. Equipped with cross-cultural 
communication skills, students participate in cross-cultural activ-
ities and help international students adjust to Singapore’s culture.

Clarissa Soon, Year 2 student and U.n.I Friend, shared, 
“Having undergone the U.n.I Friends Programme, I am more 
mindful towards other students from diverse backgrounds and am 
able to step out of my comfort zone to communicate sensitively. 
The experience also broadened my understanding of students 
with disabilities, and what I can do to create an inclusive and in-
tegrated learning environment for all.”

Over the years, the Inter-Poly International Student Inte-
gration Work Group (IPISIWG) has rolled out the Integration 
Ambassador (IA) programme, which promotes cross-cultur-
al communication and community volunteerism, and a series 
of signature integration events led by each polytechnic. These 
include: Singapore Quest by Nanyang Polytechnic, Cross-Cultur-
al Symposium by Ngee Ann Polytechnic, OneHeart by Republic 
Polytechnic, S Rajaratnam Youth Model ASEAN Conference by 
Singapore Polytechnic and Global Community Day by Temasek 
Polytechnic. 

IPISWG’s range of programmes has continued to meaning-
fully engage different communities. For example, IAs organise 
events encouraging people of different backgrounds to meet 
and share their cultural practices, such as breaking fast during 
Ramadan or decorating Christmas trees together.
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The first and most important thing that struck me was the sig-
nificant effort this Working Group puts in to truly understand 
the many viewpoints shared by its members. Every proposal 
would undergo thorough fact-finding and research before being 
developed further into programmes, and used in policy-making. 
Seeing this dedication made me appreciate this subcommittee 
and also increased my own commitment to engage deeper with 
our communities.

The opportunities to meet with different immigrant com-
munities and their representatives, to listen to their views and 
concerns, were very crucial in helping shape programmes that 
would help new immigrants settle into Singapore and appreci-
ate what Singapore has to offer.

It is important for us to continue connecting with each im-
migrant community meaningfully, especially as more and more 
of our lives intertwine in work, personal and common spaces, 
and all of us are constantly redefining our sense of identity.

Subina Khaneja
Former NIWG-Community member and President 
of the Indian Women’s Association (2011–2013)

National Integration Working Group for Community 
The National Integration Working Group for Community (NIWG-Com-
munity) encourages integration through sports, arts and volunteerism, as 
these shared interests offer common spaces to bring together Singapor-
eans, immigrants and foreigners, and helps them form friendships and a 
sense of rootedness to the community. 

The Working Group partners grassroots organisations, clans and associ-
ations, voluntary welfare organisations as well as self-help groups to develop 
ground-up integration initiatives. 

NIWG-Community is supported by the Ministry of Culture, 
Community and Youth (MCCY).
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Being part of a tripartite committee, which had representation 
from multinational and local companies, labour unions and 
MOM as its chair, made our tenure as NIWG-Workplaces 
members a productive one. We shared our views candidly and 
many sensitive issues on diversity management were raised and 
addressed. The opportunity to meet with many corporate repre-
sentatives, understand their challenges, and share and learn best 
practices in managing diversity, helped us all to better promote 
inclusivity and fair employment practices to benefit workers of 
all collars, all ages, all nationalities.

The periodic survey of workers—from rank and file to PMEs—
conducted by MOM/TAFEP was very useful to give the subcom-
mittee in-depth understanding of worker issues and perceptions, 
both positive and negative, as well as the level of inclusiveness 
on the ground. From there, we were able to work on developing 
impactful workplace integration initiatives, such as the introduc-
tion of an orientation video and booklet for all newcomers working 
in Singapore for the first time. I also remember vividly our push 
for the Community Integration Fund to be extended for use by 
Unions as they are uniquely placed to organise activities amongst 
diverse groups of union members.

 As companies in Singapore continue to have greater diversity 
in their employee base, more support will be needed to promote 
and instil workplace integration. Those that make inclusivity a 
priority through their organisational policies, process and activi-
ties will achieve improved productivity and company performance. 
A workplace that remains united will withstand the test of time.

K Thanaletchimi
President of the Healthcare Services Employees 
Union and former NIWG-Workplaces member

National Integration Working Group for Workplaces 
The National Integration Working Group for Workplaces (NIWG-Work-
places) engages business leaders, human resource professionals and trade 
unions across industries to foster inclusive and harmonious workplaces. 
This involves raising awareness of the importance and benefits of develop-
ing cross-cultural competencies as well as enhancing employers’ capabili-
ties to manage their diverse workforce effectively. 

To help employers enhance workplace integration, NIWG-Workplaces 
has developed OneWorkplace.sg—an initiative for fostering inclusive and 
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harmonious workplaces. OneWorkplace.sg comprises a Starter Kit with 
best practices for helping employees from different backgrounds interact 
and work well together. It also provides funding and resources to support 
companies, such as a free diagnostic assessment of companies’ workplace 
integration practices. 

The National Integration Working Group for Workplaces (NIWG-Work-
places) is supported by the Ministry of Manpower (MOM).

National Integration Working Group for Media 
Media platforms, both traditional and digital, play an important role in 
fostering greater mutual understanding and respect amongst the increas-
ingly diverse communities in Singapore. 

The National Integration Working Group for Media (NIWG-Media) 
works closely with partners and content creators to leverage various media 
platforms, such as news articles, television/radio talk-shows, videos, films 
and social media, to effectively communicate and raise awareness of the 
importance of integration, mutual understanding, cooperation, community 
spirit and ground-up efforts. 

The NIWG–Media creates multi-platform content to reach out to 
different audiences and cultivates ground engagement activities that 
promote the integration messages offline.

NIWG-Media is supported by the Ministry of Communications and 
Information (MCI).

Recent highlights amongst NIWG-Media’s many initiatives over the  
years include:

Actress Siti Khalijah and 
Lin Yinzhu in The Provision 
Shop, 2016. Courtesy 
Ministry of Communications 
and Information (MCI). 
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“Social integration is a hot-button issue in this age of 
globalisation. It’s comforting to see an immigrant-society 
like Singapore confronting it boldly, honestly and creatively. 
Playing an active role in this non-top-down discussion has 
been deeply gratifying to me as a Singaporean filmmaker.”
Kelvin Tong, Acclaimed filmmaker and key partner on several NIWG-Media 
integration campaigns

Republic of Food, 2018. Courtesy MCI.

Republic of Food
Set in a dystopic future, this feature film celebrates Singaporeans’ love 
for food and the importance of social cohesion in our multiracial society. 
Directed by Kelvin Tong, the film premiered with three outdoor public 
screenings during the 2018 National Day weekend, followed by screen-
ings in cinemas and on digital platforms to reach wider audiences.
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Project Lapis Sagu
Singapore’s first crowd-sourced short film anthology on social integra-
tion garnered more than 1,200 story ideas from the public. Acclaimed 
filmmakers Kelvin Tong, K. Rajagopal and Sanif Olek developed three 
submissions into short films, which were launched in April 2018. The films 
were subsequently distributed for TV and online broadcast.

“In the past two years, we explored the nuances of day-to-
day issues with the Lapis Sagu comic book and helped profile 
foreigners who have contributed to our Singapore society 
through the #NotSoForeign online video series. It was an 
enriching experience, giving us a broader and deeper sense of 
ownership of our identities as Singaporeans.”
Divian Nair, Radio DJ at SPH’s ONE FM 91.3, Founder/CEO of Storyteller 
Productions and a passionate supporter and partner of NIWG-Media’s initiatives

Steady Lah!
MediaCorp Channel 5’s reality TV series featuring seven foreigners who show 
local knowledge and adaptability by tackling “distinctly Singaporean” chal-
lenges. More than 400 members of the public attended the launch in March 
2017, where they held in-depth discussions about foreigner-local integration.

Integration Stories in Singapore Press Holdings (SPH) Media Platforms
A collaborative effort with the print and digital editorial teams of The Straits 
Times, Lianhe Zaobao and Berita Harian resulted in a series of features on 
foreigners who have contributed to Singaporean society, as well as Singa-
poreans who have helped foreigners adapt to our local culture and norms.

“From print to digital platforms, the NIWG-Media integration 
campaign focused on ‘putting a face’ to foreigners and locals. These 
efforts helped us reach our target audiences very effectively.”
Muhammad Nazri Hadi Saparin, Assistant to Editor of Berita Harian and NIWG-Media 
member who worked on the integration campaign to reach the Malay audiences
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Over the past 10 years, the NIC has partnered with organisations to im-
plement initiatives across different sectors and touch points that promote 
integration. Some key initiatives are:

Community Integration Fund 
NIC launched the Community Integration Fund (CIF) in September 2009 
to co-fund ground-up projects that create opportunities for local-foreigner 
interaction, as well as help newcomers adapt to Singapore. 

Since its launch 10 years ago, the CIF has supported some 100 projects 
annually and 300 organisations in total. These initiatives include inter-
est-based activities (such as sports, arts and volunteerism), seminars, large-
scale community celebrations and mass media projects. 

In the beginning, most applications came from grassroots organisations 
and interest groups representing the Community sector. With growing 
interest in promoting integration among schools and employers, more student 
groups and companies have conducted projects supported through the CIF. 
The NIC and NIWG members also play an important role in encouraging 
greater interest and take-up of the fund among their networks.

The NIC Secretariat at the MCCY, which administers the CIF, conducts 
regular reviews to improve the funding process and also ensures that projects 
achieving good integration outcomes receive the support they need.

NIC Key Initiatives
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Recitation of National 
Pledge at the National 

Citizenship Ceremony, 
2014. Courtesy NIC.



use in both the Eurasian Association and the 
NIC to build bridges between people of different 
backgrounds. Referring to this as “social mixing”, 
Benett appreciated the importance of creating 
shared spaces or platforms for people to meet and 
interact. The NIC’s objectives, which support this 
aim, resonated with him. 

“Developing common spaces or interests are 
essential for getting people out of their comfort 
zones or ‘bubbles’. ‘Bubbles’ can form anywhere, 
in certain industries, racial enclaves, expat com-
munities, even school environments. Integration 
can only really start when people step out of these 
‘bubbles’—they usually do it only because they 
have to. For example, if it’s a teambuilding event 
and they have no choice but to join, or if someone 
invites them. What we have done in the NIC and 
through the CIF is to play that role of encourag-
ing and supporting everyone, whether you are a 
local, new immigrant and foreigner, to take that 
first step towards reaching out to someone else,” 
shared Benett. 

Examples of social mixing initiatives that 
Benett proactively spearheaded in the Eurasian 

“For Singapore, 2011 was a challenging time,” 
said Benett, referring to the strong views ex-
pressed on the influx of foreign labour during 
Singapore’s 2011 General Elections. “I decided 
to take up NIC’s invitation to become a Council 
member so that I could be personally involved 
to contribute to making things better for Sin-
gapore, because it is my country, and for many 
friends who were new immigrants or foreigners.” 

Benett’s experience in his younger days sen-
sitised him to social integration issues from an 
early age. “I was in a minority group growing up 
as a Eurasian in Singapore, and later on, as a Sin-
gaporean studying in Australia. I could see how 
people interacted with others and how they acted 
as a group, which affected people’s perceptions of 
them. Especially in a foreign place, people would 
tend to stick together, whether with friends of 
the same race or from the same country. They 
always appeared less open and inviting, and this, 
in turn, made it harder for them to integrate and 
make new friends.” 

These early experiences also gave Benett 
valuable insights and social skills that he would 

Strength in Diversity
Benett Theseira served two terms as an NIC member and CIF panellist between 
2011 and 2017, and was then-President of the Eurasian Association, Singapore.
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Association included organising students from 
St Joseph’s Institution International and ISS 
International School to participate in various 
Chingay Parade and National Day Parade 
celebrations, as well as having the ISS Inter-
national School students host a Christmas 
party annually at the Eurasian Association 
to serve and entertain elderly members and 
their friends. 

“It is great to see the international students 
mix with the broader Singapore community, es-
pecially at local national events. Participating in 
a hands-on manner and getting to know other 
people outside of their own communities really 
helps them develop a sense of rootedness here in 
Singapore,” said Benett.

Like fellow NIC members and CIF panellists, 
Benett’s time has been focused on supporting ini-
tiatives that change people’s mindsets. 

Benett elaborated, “We need to re-frame the 
issue positively, from ‘problem-solving integration’ 
to really encouraging people to see the positive 
effects of ‘embracing diversity’. Singapore has 
done this as part of its journey to independence, as 
it says in our pledge ‘regardless of race, language 
or religion’. The NIC has made progress in helping 
people recognise that diversity is a strength and 
that we can each do our part, whether to build 
common interests or accept each other’s differ-
ences graciously. This will help Singapore stand 
out in the region, and in the world, for being open 
and welcoming to others.” 

“We need to re-frame the 
issue positively, from 
‘problem-solving integration’ 
to really encouraging people 
to see the positive effects of 
‘embracing diversity’.”
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Singapore Citizenship Journey 
Since 2011, every new citizen goes through the Singapore Citizenship 
Journey (SCJ) before formally receiving their citizenship. It enriches their 
understanding of Singapore’s history and development, deepens their ap-
preciation of local norms and values, as well as expands opportunities for 
meaningful interaction with their community. 

A collaborative effort between the NIC, the People’s Association (PA) 
and the Immigration & Checkpoints Authority of Singapore, the SCJ 
consists of both online elements as well as experiential learning programmes. 

New citizens on the Singapore 
Experiential Tour at the Land 

Transport Gallery as part of 
their Singapore Citizenship 

Journey, 2014. Courtesy NIC. 

Three components of the SCJ:
• e-Journey, an online module for new citizens to learn about Singapore’s 

history and development, key national policies, efforts in building a 
cohesive and harmonious society, and highlights citizen responsibilities;

• Singapore Experiential Tour, a half-day tour of key historical landmarks 
and national institutions where new citizens learn about the nation’s 
urban design, transport, water resources, and security and defence; and, 

• Community Sharing Session, where local community leaders share 
with new citizens their experiences of living in a multiracial, multireligious 
society and encourage them to be involved in the community. 
The SCJ is a mandatory programme for applicants who have been 

granted in-principle approval for Singapore citizenship. They have up to 
two months to complete the three components before they can complete 
citizenship formalities.

The SCJ culminates in a citizenship ceremony where new citizens are 
formally welcomed as full-fledged members of the Singaporean family.

Naturalised citizens have shared that the SCJ enriched their knowledge 
of key institutions and helped them understand Singaporean values, with 
many feeling encouraged to participate more actively in the community.
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Citizenship Ceremonies
Citizenship ceremonies underscore the significance and responsibilities of 
citizenship and reflects new citizens’ commitment to a shared future with 
fellow Singaporeans. During each ceremony, new citizens are presented 
with their pink National Registration Identification Cards (NRICs) and 
citizenship certificates; they also join fellow citizens in reciting the Na-
tional Pledge and singing the National Anthem. 

The GRC-level Citizenship Ceremonies (GCCs) are organised by PA 
on a quarterly basis at the Group Representation Constituency (GRC) or 
local community level. Community and grassroots leaders formally welcome 
new citizens to their new home at the GCCs. 

The National Citizenship Ceremony (NCC) is held annually around 
August, in conjunction with National Day celebrations. The NCC is 
organised by PA with the support of the NIC and is hosted by the GRCs, 
who take turn to host the event each year. 

While the quarterly GCCs celebrates the significance and privilege 
of citizenship at a local community level, the annual NCC highlights the 
messages at a national level. The events often feature special performances 
that showcase Singapore’s rich culture, along with activities and opportuni-
ties for community involvement and volunteerism.

National Citizenship Ceremony, 2013. Courtesy NIC. 
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NIC’s 10th Anniversary Milestones

Together in SG
As we commemorate the National Integration Council’s 10th anniversary, we look back 

on the highlights and initiatives from the last decade that have helped to bring about 
greater interaction and mutual understanding between Singaporeans and foreigners.

April 2009 Formation of the National 
Integration Council (NIC)—Set up to 
coordinate and encourage ground-up 

integration efforts through partnership 
among the people, private and  

public sectors.

September 2009 Launch of Community 
Integration Fund (CIF)—Supports 
ground-up initiatives that facilitate 

positive interactions between locals and 
foreigners, and encourage understanding 

of local culture and norms.

February 2011 Introduction of the 
Singapore Citizenship Journey (SCJ)—
Mandatory programme which enriches 
naturalised citizens’ understanding of 
Singapore’s history, norms and values, 

and provides opportunities to build 
stronger ties with the local community.

July 2014 Settling In Handbooks for 
Foreigners and Immigrants—Provides 

information on everyday living in Singapore, 
our history and national values, as well as 
tips on how to be a good neighbour and 

active member of Singapore society.

August 2015 Launch of We, The Citizens 
of Singapore Travelling Exhibition—

Showcased shared ideals encapsulated in 
our National Pledge and National Flag, 

through stories of citizens who have 
made Singapore a better home for us 
through the roles they play in society 

or through their individual actions.

November 2016 Inaugural NIC 
Awards and Appreciation (NICAA) 

Dinner—Recognised outstanding 
projects supported by the CIF, along 
with individuals and organisations that 

contributed significantly to integration.

November 2016 Launch of NIC Alumni 
Network—Platform to sustain engagement 

with former Council members.

April 2019 Harmony Xtravaganza 
(collaboration with PA Integration 

Council and NIC)–Community arts 
performance jointly organised by the NIC 

and PA Integration Council, to kick off 
the NIC’s 10th anniversary celebrations.
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The theme for our 10th anniversary—“Together in SG”—was chosen 
to reflect the importance of all communities in Singapore coming to-
gether to grow our common spaces and build a society that we are 
happy to be part of. Over the past decade, many individuals, com-
munity groups as well as private and public sector organisations have 
stepped forward enthusiastically to contribute their time, energy 
and ideas to support Singapore in its ongoing integration journey.  
We wish to record our thanks and appreciation.

Integration is a long-term and ongoing process. As we work together 
to strengthen the fabric of Singapore society, we must remember that it is 
always work-in-progress. We may only see individual threads that we help 
weave in. But together, through the collective efforts of everyone living in 
Singapore, our story can continue to grow and evolve, with new segments 
of the tapestry seamlessly woven in with the old. 

The next two chapters showcase a comprehensive collection of stories 
and ground-up initiatives across our community, schools, workplaces and 
media that have made a positive impact in the daily lives of people who live 
in Singapore and who call Singapore home. Together, these efforts and ex-
periences have contributed towards building a cohesive Singapore. 

In the final chapter, we look into the future and consider new ideas for 
involvement and integration that will ensure Singapore’s continued success 
as an open, inclusive and harmonious nation for all. 

 “Congratulations to the National Integration Council on its 
10th Anniversary! Being a multiracial and multicultural 
society is part Singapore’s heritage. The NIC has made very 
positive progress and in-roads in its mission over the last 
decade. The vision of a harmonious nation requires ongoing 
effort and is one that must remain our priority in Singapore.”

 Tracey Ho, NIC member and Director, Atticus Consulting Pte Ltd.
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Born in Kollam, Kerala, Patrick Jonas moved 
to New Delhi to pursue a career in journalism 
before leaving India for Jeddah, Saudi Arabia, 
where he lived and worked for six years. In 1997, 
Patrick moved to Singapore with his wife and 
three young children to take up the position as 
foreign editor at one of the local newspapers, The 
New Paper, and he has not looked back since. 

Today, he speaks just like a Singaporean, his 
speech peppered with the familiar cadence of 
the distinctive Singaporean accent. His children 
attended local schools. He celebrates Chinese 
New Year and other major cultural festivals with 
his friends. He goes on occasional holidays back 
to India but he always looks forward to coming 
home to Singapore.

What makes Singapore home for Patrick now is 
the life he has built here with his family and friends. 

With a twinkle in his eye, Patrick recounted 
how his children felt a connection with Singapore 
from very early on. “I remember us watching the 
Asian Games together on television back in 1998. 
My kids would look out for the Singapore team 

whenever they competed and would cheer loudly 
for them! Both my sons have also completed their 
National Service. It was a choice they both made 
because they consider Singapore their home.”

Looking back, Patrick attributed their ease 
of settling down in Singapore to having friends 
from work and church who played a very big 
role in helping him and his family feel welcome. 
“Singapore was very different when we first 
moved here. There was no such thing as social 
media for us to keep in touch with friends and 
family outside of Singapore,” Patrick reflected. 

“I was very fortunate to meet so many people 
in Singapore across various spheres of life—work, 
home and church. From my colleague Suresh 
Nair, to the eight caring couples who live in the 
neighbourhood near our church, what they did 
was to reach out and create opportunities for 
us to get to know more people; be it inviting us 
for a meal, to visit their homes, or to join them 
in various social activities. We were always 
welcomed and treated like one of them. Never 
once did I feel that I was a foreigner.”

From Kerala to Singapore
After living in three cities, Patrick Jonas now calls Singapore his permanent home. 
Patrick was previously an NIC Council member from 2012 to 2017, a Community 
Integration Fund (CIF) panellist, and the former editor of the Singapore Press 
Holdings newspaper, tabla! He is now happily retired. This is his story about how 
he came to Singapore in 1997 with his family, and how he has worked to help 
fellow foreign-born professionals integrate into Singapore society.
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These early positive experiences prompted 
Patrick to want to do the same for fellow 
newcomers looking to settle down in Singapore. 
He said earnestly, “My family and I were able 
to adjust quickly into our new life here because 
we received not just offers of help but offers 
of friendship.” 

Serving as an NIC Member 
His own experiences as an immigrant and his 
desire to support fellow newcomers in their ad-
justment to Singapore made Patrick a perfect 
candidate to be an NIC member. 

During his five-year stint as an NIC member, 
Patrick focused on cultivating relationships 
between foreigners and locals. He also suggested 
many events in Singapore for newly-arrived for-
eigners to attend—from small community pro-
grammes to large festive celebrations—always 
with the consideration of how these could help 
newcomers feel more at ease as they adapted to 
the wider Singapore society.

In his time with the NIC, Patrick also served 
as a Community Integration Fund (CIF) panellist, 
advising the committee on many ground-up in-
tegration projects. “Over the years, we received 
and reviewed so many applications from people 
across different organisations, schools and busi-
nesses. We were always touched to see the range 
of well-intentioned projects that were clearly 
conceived with a lot of heart, projects that were 
started from the ground by people and groups 
with a real desire to bring locals and foreigners 
together,” shared Patrick. 

One project he remembered in particular 
was the We, The Citizens of Singapore travelling 
exhibition. Launched at the National Citizenship 
Ceremony in 2015 in conjunction with the SG50 
celebrations, the exhibition celebrated 50 years 
of Singapore citizenship. The exhibition travelled 

to selected Citizenship Ceremonies, as well as 
libraries and schools island-wide. Patrick thought 
that it was such a great idea that it should be 
extended to even more locations such as private 
condominium grounds to encourage residents to 
play a more active role in the local community.

Patrick believed in cultivating personal re-
lationships, and he took the effort to establish 
these with various community leaders; in turn, 
going on to connect them with one another. 
This personal touch was helpful in the integra-
tion efforts of the various Indian ethnic groups in 
Singapore. One such example was his suggested 
approach to combine the Holi Mela celebration. 
Holi Mela, the Festival of Colours, was usually 
celebrated separately by the different commu-
nities. While speaking with their leaders one day, 
Patrick suggested that they could think about 
collaborating with each other and organise a joint 
celebration, so that members of the various com-
munities could come to come together during 
this festive time. Since then, four groups have 
continued to celebrate Holi together every year—
the Singapore Gujarati Society, Singapore Sindhi 
Association, Maharashtra Mandal and Marwari 
Mitra Mandal.

Time with tabla!
Patrick’s knack for fostering meaningful re-
lationships was a quality honed from years of 
work as a journalist and an editor. What started 

“We were always 
welcomed and treated 
like one of them. 
Never once did I feel 
that I was a foreigner.”
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out merely as a job turned into a lifelong pas-
sion, thanks to the opportunity to join tabla! 
in 2008—its inaugural year—as deputy editor. 
As the English-language newspaper in Singa-
pore focused on the Indian community, tabla! 
launched with the aim of reaching out to the 
Indian diaspora in Singapore, and connecting 
Indian expatriates and local Indians.

Patrick would spend the next 10 years at the 
publication, and rise to become tabla!’s editor in 
2012. One of the biggest challenges he faced 
was finding a way to represent the various Indian 
community groups within the larger Indian 
community. It was important to him that all 
their voices were heard. Thus, “Tea with tabla!” 
was born. The very first session networking tea 
session was held in 2014, which brought together 
the leaders of 11 Indian ethnic community groups. 

Patrick believed that the stories and connec-
tions shared in the newspaper could speak to the 
hearts of the Indian expatriates, and wanted to make 
sure that as many people as possible could read it. 

With a chuckle, he recalls the great lengths 
that he and his team would go to, to ensure that as 

many Indians as possible received copies of tabla!. 
“I found out that some people weren’t able to get 
their hands on the paper, as it was only distribut-
ed at some convenience stores,” shared Patrick. 
“To make sure the paper reached everyone who 
wanted it, I arranged for the paper to be specially 
delivered to some groups at their homes.” 

Today, tabla! is read by more than 30,000 
Indians in both the expatriate and Indian com-
munities in Singapore. 

Calling Singapore Home
While Patrick has since formally retired, he 
continues to stay true to his commitment of 
building connections with people by being a part 
of his church’s hospitality ministry to welcome 
church-goers, visitors and new migrants when 
the opportunity arises. 

Sipping on his kopi at one 
of the first restaurants he 
visited when he had just arrived 
in Singapore, Patrick mused 
thoughtfully, “People have 
asked me if I will retire back 
in India. I always ask them, 
‘Why would I?’ Singapore is 
my home now. It has been, 
for a long time. My children 
are here, and so are all my 
friends. I am very thankful 
to my colleagues and church 
community, for opening 
their hearts and homes to me 
and my family when we first 

arrived. Their kindness has enabled us to build 
meaningful connections with even more people 
around us, through which we can also contribute 
to the harmony we enjoy in Singapore. Home is 
where you are happy and where you feel safe—
Singapore makes me feel both.” 
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Immigrants who come to Singapore leave their countries 
with hopes of finding a new home here. For many, the 
most challenging part of the journey is not measured by 
the distance travelled; but rather, the process of adjusting 
to the new environment. Settling in to a new city may feel 
daunting at first. From new people, places and foods, to 
different societal norms, values and expectations, there is 
so much to take in, learn and get accustomed to. 

One of the best ways to help immigrants adapt to their 
new life is by extending a hand of friendship—an act of 
opening hearts. It makes a difference when newcomers 
can take their first steps alongside Singaporeans who can 
introduce them to local cultural nuances, or those who have 
walked the same journey as newcomers before them. 

Over the past 10 years, the National Integration Council 
has supported many meaningful programmes and activities 
to integrate new immigrants and create opportunities for 
both locals and foreigners to interact and form friendships. 
Spearheading these initiatives are individuals and 
communities who want to be inclusive and who care about 
social harmony; they also include local community groups 
such as clans, immigrant associations, grassroots groups, 
schools, as well as public and private sector institutions. 

For this groundswell of openness and goodwill, we want 
to say Thank You for building bridges of trust, which make all 
the difference. The fabric of Singapore society has become 
richer, and its bonds have become thicker—because you 
opened your hearts. 



 

PRICEWATERHOUSECOOPERS: 
LUNCH WITH A STRANGER
Employees of multinational corporation Pricewa-
terhouseCoopers (PwC) come from diverse back-
grounds and different nationalities. Understanding 
that employees tended to seek the company of those 
from similar backgrounds, PwC designed a fun and 
casual programme during lunch hour that allowed new 
colleagues of different nationalities to meet to form 
friendships, and also to learn more about Singapore’s 
unique culture and lifestyle. 

Called Lunch with a Stranger, this series of informal 
monthly lunches put participants in small cosy groups 
where they interacted through a card game. The stack 
of cards contained questions such as, “What do you 
like most about living in Singapore?” and “What do 
you like most about having a colleague/friend from a 
different culture/nationality/background?” Pairing up, 
the participants had 10 minutes to discuss the selected 
topic before they switched partners, allowing the op-
portunity to interact with as many people as possible. 
New topics were drawn from the pile when it was time 
to move to the next person, giving everyone a chance 
to talk about different aspects of living in Singapore. This activity paved the 
way for deeper interactions further down the road, since participants were 
no longer strangers. 

Darren Pang, a Risk Assurance employee with PwC Singapore, 
enthused, “Through Lunch with a Stranger, I got to know colleagues from 
different nationalities, ethnicities and business units, that I would otherwise 
not even have the chance to meet. The session opened up potential oppor-
tunities for us to work together and gave me a greater appreciation of the 
diversity and inclusion we enjoy in PwC.” 

Activities like Lunch with a Stranger have contributed towards sustain-
ing PwC’s model of managing diversity. It emphasises the importance of 
embedding inclusion within their company culture through leadership com-
mitment and accountability, as well as cultivating awareness and education 
among employees.

Lunch with a Stranger, 
2017. Courtesy 
PricewaterhouseCoopers. 
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NANYANG OPTICAL
With over 50 years of experience in Singapore’s re-
tail scene, one thing local optometry brand Nanyang 
Optical strongly believes in is building diverse teams 
that understand and embrace cultural differences. 
To achieve this, Nanyang Optical deliberately pro-
vided opportunities for its local and international 
employees to interact, often outside work hours, so 
that they can forge deeper relationships and trust.

Keep Calm and Sport On
Nanyang Optical organised Keep Calm and Sport On, a fun sports-
themed day for local and non-local staff. A guided visit to Singapore 
Sports Hub and the Sports Museum gave participants many interesting 
insights and nuggets of information, such as sports trivia about local sports 
personalities and the many regional and international sporting events Sin-
gapore has hosted and participated in.

To encourage further interaction, staff were organised into mixed teams 
of locals and non-locals for a bowling competition. A post-activity session 
was held at the end of the day for everyone to share feedback and reflections 
about the programme.

Nanyang Optical used the NIWG-Workplaces’ Managing Diversity 
Toolkit to devise a mini staff survey to obtain feedback and insights. This 
resource enabled the company to gauge how well their team, comprising 
members from different nationalities, communicate with each other and 
understand local culture and social norms, which are essential to their roles 
at the front-line of the business. 

Group photo from Nanyang 
Optical’s event Keep Calm 

and Sport On, 2017. Courtesy 
Nanyang Optical. 

Journeys Through Diversity event at East Coast Park, 2018. Courtesy Nanyang Optical. 

48

Notes of Gratitude: Celebrating 10 Years of the National Integration Council



Journeys Through Diversity
Journeys Through Diversity was organised as part of a sustained line-up 
of activities to encourage staff to harness the strengths of its culturally- 
diverse teams. 

The programme included activities that encouraged team-bonding, such 
as workouts and marathon training as well as team challenges that offered op-
portunities to work together to solve real-life challenges faced by staff in their 
daily work. Participants were asked multiple self-reflective questions between 
each activity, prompting them to crystallise the key points they had learnt. 

Through this programme, employees working in different outlets across 
Singapore gained multiple opportunities to get to know one another better. 
Strong friendships were formed as they encouraged each other to complete 
a marathon run together, with some taking the initiative to run together on 
their off days and during free time—a practice which continued well after 
the marathon concluded. 

WATTEN NEIGHBOURHOOD COMMITTEE: 
INTERNATIONAL DAY @ THE PARK
In 2018, Watten Estate, located in Bukit Timah, held International Day 
@ The Park. It was a family-friendly day packed with carnival-style fun, 
organised by the Neighbourhood Committee for residents to come to-
gether to celebrate the community’s rich diversity and get to know more 
about the different cultures of the people living around them.

The Neighbourhood Committee worked with various 
immigrant associations, foreign embassies and agencies 
to showcase the cultures of different countries, including 
Japan, Korea, Germany and India. Residents themselves 
also volunteered to organise some activities to share 
more about the culture of their home countries with 
fellow residents. Some featured activities for the day 
included traditional Japanese archery, try-ons of tradi-
tional Korean and Japanese costumes, and the chance to 
sample a wide selection of international cuisines. 

Residents who enjoyed physical activities took part in a Muay Thai 
demonstration. Others competed in an adrenaline-pumping American 
rodeo bull challenge and played football target shooting.

Michelle Ong, a Singaporean resident of Watten Estate who volunteers 
with the Neighbourhood Committee and was a member of the organising 
committee, was pleased that the event drew a good mix of Singaporeans, 
permanent and foreign residents. “By showcasing the cultures and food 
from people of different nationalities living here, it encouraged bonding and 
friendships among neighbours. As we understand more about each other’s 
backgrounds, we will also learn to appreciate each other more,” she shared.

International Day @ The 
Park at Watten Estate, 
2018. Courtesy Watten 
Neighbourhood Committee. 
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CHINESE DEVELOPMENT ASSISTANCE COUNCIL: CDAC-
SFCCA PROJECT C.A.R.E (CARING AND REACHING OUT 
TO THE ELDERLY) 
Since 2013, Chinese Development Assistance Council (CDAC) has part-
nered the Singapore Federation of Chinese Clan Associations (SFCCA) to 
encourage more immigrant volunteers to contribute to Singapore society.

Project C.A.R.E. encouraged locals and foreigners from CDAC and 
SFCCA to come together to volunteer at various welfare associations 

serving the elderly. As many as 500 to 700 local 
and foreigner volunteers and 500 elderly benefi-
ciaries participated in these activities which involved 
volunteers accompanying the elderly to visit Singa-
pore’s iconic landmarks and new attractions, such 
as Gardens by the Bay and the S.E.A Aquarium on 
Sentosa, religious and cultural sites, and even to the 
local supermarket. 

A day’s programme also included a meal together, 
giving volunteers and the elderly an opportunity 
for deeper interaction. Fringe games were played 
during meals to entertain the elderly and encourage 

younger volunteers to interact more with their elderly charges. For example, 
quizzes that tested the volunteers’ knowledge of Singapore’s culture and 
traditional practices required them to answer questions such as “Why is 
it a common practice for one-month-old babies to step on a Red Tortoise 
Cake?” These opened up interesting channels of conversation between the 
two generations. Through this, foreign volunteers made friends with not just 
the seniors but also their Singaporean volunteer counterparts. 

The key feature of the programme was the one-to-one matching of 
volunteers with elderly participants, which was ideal to help find compat-
ible pairings and to encourage close friendships to form between them. 

Volunteers also attended three training 
sessions conducted by CDAC and 
SFCCA to prepare them for the 
outing, equipping them with tech-
niques to foster understanding and a 
spirit of camaraderie. These sessions 
gave sustained opportunities for local 
and foreigner volunteers to form bonds 
over a common interest in serving the 
community. 

Project C.A.R.E at Garden 
by the Bay, 2014. Courtesy 

Chinese Develpment 
Assistance Council (CDAC). 

Project C.A.R.E volunteer and 
elderly, 2014. Courtesy CDAC. 
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THE THOUGHT COLLECTIVE: DIVERSE-CITY TRAILS
Social enterprise group The Thought Collective specially curated a series 
of experiential trails for locals and foreigners. Aptly called Diverse-City 
Trails, these are designed to sensitise participants to the diversity and the 
impact of shared living spaces in our communities. 

From March to November 2015, more than 1,500 people from 
27 different nationalities took part in trails in Jalan Besar, Toa Payoh and 
Little India. Facilitators on each two-hour trail would prompt discussions on 
the social and integration challenges in the neighbourhoods, where people 
from different nationalities, cultures and languages live in close proximity. 

For example, on the Little India trail, facilitators 
brought participants to visit shops and spaces where 
foreign workers frequented, and challenged them to take 
the opportunity to converse with Indian migrant workers 
to understand their needs, culture and the tensions these 
workers faced. Such first-hand experiences prompted 
participants to review their assumptions, empathise with 
migrant workers and better appreciate their contribu-
tions to Singapore. 

These trails left lasting impressions, often resulting 
in people becoming more open-minded and understanding towards others. 
In some cases, the experience even prompted some participants to take 
action by launching their own projects that contribute to a more caring 
and integrated society. 

A group of Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts international students facili-
tated conversations between their foreign students and local elderly residents 
living in Jalan Besar. This led the foreign students to initiate a fundraising 
project to design and sell art creations that would support the construction 
of a community kitchen to benefit the elderly residents. 

Diverse-City Trail in Little India. 
Courtesy TTC.

Diverse-City Trail in Toa Payoh. Courtesy The Thought Collective (TTC). 
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SINGAPORE MANAGEMENT UNIVERSITY (SMU):  
HOST FAMILY PROGRAMME, ICON CAMP
Members of NIWG-Schools, such as Singapore Management University 
(SMU), have organised activities to meet the needs of international and 
exchange students in their first term or year in Singapore. In SMU’s Host 
Family Programme, local students and their families, university staff and 
SMU alumni organise activities, such as meals at the hosts’ homes, fes-
tive celebrations and outings to Singapore landmarks. After making initial 
connections, the hosts also plan other customised activities for their over-
seas charges, to help them adjust to life in Singapore. 

The SMU Programme paired about 250 
students with 140 hosts in 2018, and has forged 
hundreds of friendships since it began in 2006. 
Foreign students gain a glimpse into a typical 
day in the life of a young person in Singapore. 
Chien Fu Yu, a Taiwanese student, who joined 
an exchange programme in Singapore in 2018, 
shared, “I found Singapore very interesting and 
I enjoyed learning more about Singapore during 
my stay. I particularly liked finding out about the 
different cultures in Singapore, especially the 
different foods that are available!” 

Thanks to the generosity of hosts who have made the effort to support 
and guide these students, new international students are able to experience 
Singapore as a “home away from home”. 

“Together, we collectively contribute to making SMU and Singapore 
more welcoming, inclusive, and integrated, amidst growing diversity,” said 
Ms Elain Sim, who has been running the SMU Host Programme for the 
last 10 years. 

Such efforts by NIWG-Schools members like SMU have been important 
in growing mutual understanding and trust between local and international 
students in our educational institutions. 

UNITED SINGAPORE
United Singapore is a community organisation that is passionate about 
bringing together youths of diverse backgrounds to celebrate their Sin-
gaporean identity. Started by Gabriella Zhao, a former student from the 
Singapore American School who came to Singapore from China, United 
Singapore is a wonderful testimony of how an individual’s desire to make 
an impact can bring about change in society. Gabriella created a platform 
within United Singapore that encourages integration through various 
activities such as sports and arts. Three of her campaigns have received 

Singapore Management 
University (SMU) International 

Connections (ICON) Camp, 
2017. Courtesy SMU.
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CIF’s support: Le Tour de Singapore (2016), SINGapore–Singing with 
the Stars (2017) and Arts Festival (2018). 

United Singapore hopes that young people now living in Singapore can 
focus on building upon their similarities and embracing their differences, 
regardless of where they are from. “It doesn’t matter what one’s background 
is—as long as we consider Singapore home, we can contribute and add value 
to society,” mused Gabriella. 

Le Tour de Singapore
United Singapore’s first event, Le Tour de Singapore, saw 100 young lo-
cal and foreign students come together for a leisurely cycle through the 
Marina Bay area. Participants included 50 international students from 
Singapore American School and 50 local students from the Singapore 
Rotary Club.

A treasure hunt was organised as part of the programme. Grouped into 
teams, the youths navigated the route on their bicycles to solve clues and 
compete with other teams. At each stop, participants were asked questions 
about national identity, and their responses were captured in video re-
cordings. They ended the memorable day having made new friends, while 
developing an appreciation of each other’s differences amid the diversity 
of Singapore.

Le Tour de Singapore, 2016. Courtesy United Singapore. 
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SINGapore–Singing with the Stars
The inaugural SINGapore–Singing with the Stars competition was held at 
*Scape The Ground Theatre to reinforce cohesion and harmony through 

music. The campaign comprised an online 
original composition contest and a men-
torship programme with local artists. It 
culminated in a concert showcasing the 
works of the 8 finalists between 14 and 21 
years old. 

The online contest was open to amateur 
and professional songwriters and asked 
them to compose original songs on the 
themes of “unity/integration”, “sense of 
belonging” and “sense of identity”. Eight 
of the most creative entrants were selected 

for the mentorship programme with local artists, who helped the youths 
improve on their songs for the final concert performance in April 2017. The 
top three songs were also recorded into a music album. 

Arts Festival (2018)
United Singapore’s Arts Festival 2018 featured a series of music and arts 
events to encourage young people to bond over shared experiences and 
common interests. By tapping on the universal languages of music and 
the arts, youths can reflect on and creatively express their take on themes 
such as identity, unity and integration, and share positive messages of 
friendship and a common future between locals and foreigners.

The second edition of SINGapore–Singing with the Stars music concert 
was the highlight of the Festival. Similar to the previous year’s event, it 
encouraged local and foreign youths to interact and bond over a shared 
interest in music.

The Festival also included a screening of the popular local movie, Ah 
Boys to Men 4, at the Singapore Botanic Gardens. As part of the screening, 
the cast participated in a dialogue to share their personal experiences of 
National Service (NS) and how the film had shaped their perceptions on 
the importance of integration. United Singapore’s use of popular culture 
promoted conversations amongst a wider audience about NS, which is a key 
Singaporean institution, and helped foreigners understand the importance 
of NS in Singapore society.

SINGapore–Singing with 
the Stars, 2017. Courtesy 

United Singapore. 
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JIANGSU ASSOCIATION: THE RIDESTYLE
Jiangsu Association, an immigrant association 
comprising professionals who are naturalised citi-
zens or Permanent Residents from China’s Jiangsu 
province, organised a half-day event in February 
2019 for Singaporeans and foreigners to come to-
gether for leisurely cycling and walking. 

The Ridestyle attracted more than 400 par-
ticipants from Singapore and new immigrants from 
China and Europe. Participants either walked the 
3.8km route, cycled the 25km route around Seletar 
or the 50km route through Mandai and Admiralty. 
The cyclists could also visit local heritage sites along 
their route to learn more about Singapore.

Two participants, who became friends at the event, started a cyclist 
interest group to encourage further interaction amongst immigrant 
members. The group has hopes to form closer ties with local cycling enthu-
siasts through cycling events in Singapore.

I began cycling back in 2013 after I was advised by a doctor to ex-
ercise more regularly to lose weight. Cycling was a great low-im-
pact sport but I found it hard to stay motivated to cycle regularly. 

Things changed in 2016 when I participated in an overseas 
cycling trip to Mount Wuling in Taiwan. There, I met Daniel Yin, 
a new citizen who had been in Singapore since 1997. We quickly 
became good friends and started our thrice-weekly night cycling 
routine. Since then, what started as just the two of us cycling 
together has grown into a group of over 60 cyclists.

The group is a diverse mix of foreigners, PRs, new citizens and 
locals. It does not matter what our gender, race, religion, job title, 
socio-economic status or education background is—what matters 
is that we all get along very well. I believe this is because we share 
a love of cycling; the sport knows no boundaries. 

Prior to this cycling group, I met new citizens but we interact-
ed mostly for work-related reasons or as acquaintances. Cycling 
has turned out to be an amazing bridge for me to build deeper 
friendships with other new citizens and locals in Singapore.”

Lester Neo
Co-founder of the cyclist interest group

The Ridestyle, 2019. Courtesy 
Jiangsu Association. 
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SINGAPORE KINDNESS MOVEMENT 
The Singapore Kindness Movement (SKM), a non-governmental organi-
sation and registered charity in Singapore, supports NIWG-Community’s 
efforts. In line with its commitment to help build a kind and gracious Sin-
gapore, SKM has spearheaded initiatives to encourage harmonious living 
among local and non-local residents who call Singapore home. 

Says William Wan, Director of the SKM and NIWG-Community member, 
“Prejudices arise when people are ignorant of each other. I strongly believe 
that building real connections with our neighbours can help us overcome 
xenophobia, and religious and racial prejudices. Friendships form when we 
get to know and learn to respect each other. Regardless of race or religion, 
we are just ordinary human beings, in need of friends.”

Let’s Makan 
Food is an excellent way for people to reach across 
boundaries and have a taste of other cultures. Let’s 
Makan is a ground-up initiative by SKM to encour-
age people to engage with their neighbours over a 
communal meal. It is the perfect opportunity for 
neighbours, new and old, to get together to make 
new friends and strengthen bonds. 

In 2015, residents organised several Let’s Makan 
sessions. The get-togethers were held in neighbour-

hoods including Jalan Bintang, where a street party was held for its 16th con-
secutive year; at Jalan Rajah and Lorong Limau, where residents gathered 

Singapore Kindness Movement (SKM), 2019. Courtesy SKM. 

Let’s Makan, 2015. 
Courtesy SKM. 
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to celebrate the Mid-Autumn Festival; and, in Whampoa, where everyone 
came together for a healthy potluck party to celebrate the birthday of a 
100-year-old lady who lived in the estate.

Awkward Ah Seng
This series of short videos followed the main character Ah Seng, a social-
ly-awkward young man, who endearingly tries to do the right thing. The 
first two seasons of the series were well-received, especially by younger 
audiences. In 2016, SKM produced its third season, which was supported 
by the NIC. Comprising six new episodes, this season followed Ah Seng 
as he navigated social media, and attempted to act in ways that promote 
harmony and spread kindness, rather than sow discord and cause disunity. 

Mirta Syazanna, Assistant General Secretary (Digital Marketing) of the 
SKM said, “The situations that Awkward Ah Seng somehow finds himself in 
are highly relatable among our social media audience and followers. We had 
great fun doing this meaningful project, and are hopeful that it will connect 
with viewers and encourage pro-social behaviour.”

twentythirty
twentythirty was an interactive theatre pro-
duction by award-winning theatre company 
DramaBox, presented by SKM and *SCAPE. 
The play aimed to help youth unpack com-
plexities on the topic of diversity, in response 
to how Singapore is becoming an increasingly 
diverse place where it is now common to have 
classmates, neighbours and colleagues who 
come from different parts of the world.

Guided by a facilitator, audience members 
were invited to reflect on possible prejudices 
they may have towards people of other na-
tionalities whom they perceive to be different, and to share their views 
on possible changes that our society could experience in the future. In 
the closing segment of the play, the audience was led to explore different 
scenarios and develop ideas for enhancing social harmony.

SPORT SINGAPORE: TEAM@WORK
Sport Singapore, the national agency for sports, has been running Team@
Work since 2016, contributing towards NIWG-Community’s efforts to 
foster positive interactions through sports-themed team programmes. 
Team@Work was developed to encourage non-locals to engage with Sin-
gapore culture and to be more hands-on in the local community.

twentythirty forum theatre 
at *SCAPE Gallery, 2016. 
Courtesy SKM.
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Team@Work programmes bring out values and attributes that cultivate 
positive mindsets and attitudes towards integration. One such activity 
is the Sports Heritage Challenge, a team race with sports-centric tasks 
designed to encourage interactions amongst the participants who come 
from different countries. 

Other activities include: Group Fitness, a weekly fitness session for 
colleagues to meet in a relaxed and informal setting, to keep fit and make 
friends; Team Up, a two-day team-building programme facilitated by a pro-
fessional psychologist who guides participants to address stereotypes and 
biases; and, company-wide Sports Day events.

REPUBLIC POLYTECHNIC: PROJECT ONEHEART 
As one of the members of NIWG-Schools, Republic Polytechnic has 
been organising Project OneHeart since 2012. This annual service project 
invites students from all five of Singapore’s polytechnics to give back to 
the less fortunate in the community. 

The highlight of Project OneHeart is the supermarket shopping trip 
with the elderly, organised by mixed teams of Singaporean and international 
students. Not only do the students help the elderly by pushing their wheel-
chairs or walking with them whilst shopping for their groceries, they also 
organise games to encourage more interaction during the outing.

Volunteering serves as a great way for people of different backgrounds to 
bond whilst working towards a common goal. Past projects saw the partici-
pation of students from China, India, Indonesia, Malaysia, Myanmar, Taiwan, 
Thailand and Vietnam. The elderly also came from various backgrounds and 
ethnic groups, with many speaking languages other than English. 

The interactions helped volunteers expand their range of social skills 
as they did their best to communicate with their elderly friends. Students 
also learnt about Singapore’s food, culture and history through their con-
versations with the elderly. Project OneHeart created many opportuni-

ties for the local and international students to 
make friends from other schools, nationalities 
and cultures. 

Singaporean student Tan Jia Hui, who par-
ticipated in Project OneHeart 2016, shared how 
she gained new perspectives on the importance 
of working together with people of different 
cultures. “Working with friends of various races 
showed me that Singapore is small country with 
many cultures living together. As everyone at 
this event was there to help the elderly, we were 
able to put aside any differences and just focus 
on working together to put smiles on their faces!”Project OneHeart, 2017. Courtesy Republic Polytechnic.
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KOWLOON CLUB
Established in 1990, the Kowloon Club helps Hong Kongers feel more at 
home in Singapore by creating opportunities for them to get to know peo-
ple in the local communities through cultural, recreational, educational 
and charitable events.

Charity events, which have seen the participation of both local and 
foreign volunteers, include hikes around MacRitchie Reservoir. These 
benefit the local community by raising funds for voluntary welfare organ-
isations (VWOs) such as the Society for the Physically Disabled. Some of 
its programmes have received CIF funding support, such as the Kowloon 
Club Multicultural Soccer Tournament in 2011 and Charity Walk Along 
Waterway@Punggol in 2012.

Kowloon Club Multicultural 
Soccer Tournament, 2012. 
Courtesy Kowloon Club.

INDIAN WOMEN’S ASSOCIATION 
As a non-profit organisation and a voluntary welfare organisation in Singa-
pore, the Indian Women’s Association (IWA) provides Indian women from 
overseas and Singapore with a common platform to connect with one other. 
As an NIWG-Community member, IWA’s main objective is to help Indi-
an women integrate and settle into Singapore society. The IWA organises 
many different initiatives—including social, cultural, educational and philan-
thropic events—to help its members adapt to life in Singapore and to foster 
cross-cultural friendships.

Volunteer work is high priority for IWA members, as the organisation 
seeks to nurture a spirit of volunteering as a way to make a long-term 
positive impact in our community. Run by local and expatriate Indian 
women, community service and fundraising projects help VWOs like 
Beyond Social Services, Jamiyah Singapore and Sunshine Welfare Action 
Mission (SWAMI Home).
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The IWA had a clear objective. We wanted to support our mem-
bers, most of whom were new immigrants, on their journey to 
integrating well into Singapore by helping them to engage with 
and understand the different communities here.

In 2011, we designed a simple but powerful vision of 
“Care-Connect-Celebrate”. Around this, we created a series of I 
CARE volunteer programmes that would give them opportunities 
to CONNECT with the different communities by spending time 
and working with them. We wanted this platform to CELEBRATE 
the talents and interests of Indian women in Singapore—in areas 
such as cooking, writing, media and fashion. Their talents were 
used in our programmes to engage with people from different 
walks of life in Singapore. 

This initiative has continued to grow year after year as new 
migrants continue to volunteer and participate.

Subina Khaneja
Former NIWG-Community member 
and IWA President (2011–2013)

COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT COUNCIL — 
CORPORATE SOCIAL INTEGRATION FUND
Jointly run by NIC and the Community Development Councils (CDC), 
the Corporate Social Integration (CSI) fund launched in 2017 to encour-
age companies to organise projects that promote corporate social respon-
sibility (CSR) and integration in the community and at the workplace. 

Cherish and Nourish by North West CDC
Multinational corporation Lumileds, together with North West CDC, 
Nee Soon East Grassroots Organisation and volunteer-driven organisa-

tion SiloamXperience, organised the Cherish and Nour-
ish Bazaar for Yishun residents in 2018. 

It was a memorable, enriching experience for the cul-
turally diverse staff of Lumileds. Going door-to-door to 
publicise the event, employees met with local residents, 
some of whom did not speak much English. This was 
eye-opening for foreign employees, who had to rely on 
non-verbal cues, like facial expressions and body language, 
to bridge the communication gap.

Supported by the NIC-CDC CSI Fund, the bazaar was 
a day of interactive carnival fun for people of all ages and Cherish and Nourish, 2018. Courtesy North West 

Community Development Council. 
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backgrounds, offering exciting activities such as game stalls, free hair-cuts 
and massage services.

Lumileds hopes to continue organising more community-driven initia-
tives to inculcate greater cultural awareness amongst their employees as 
well as with the local community. 

Princess Cruises CSR Activity by North East CDC
In 2018, premium cruise line Princess Cruises and the 
North East CDC collaborated to bring joy to more 
than 120 underprivileged children and their families 
from the North East District. 

Employees of Princess Cruises—representing a 
diverse mix of local and international nationalities—
welcomed the children and their families warmly onboard 
the Majestic Princess and organised a fun-filled day. 
The exciting programme included a guided tour of the 
majestic ship; a visit to the open-air poolside amphitheatre, Movies Under 
the Stars; and, family entertainment at the ship’s Youth Centre.

Shanna Ang, a Singaporean employee at Princess Cruises’ public 
relations and marketing department, shared, “Our international crew at 
Princess Cruises aims to provide a meaningful and enriching experience by 
connecting with the children to share different cultures and new cuisines. 
We are very heartened to see the families bonding on the Majestic Princess.”

Princess Cruises CSR 
Activity, 2018. Courtesy 
North East Community 
Development Council. 

The Community Development Councils are very happy to be 
part of NIC’s national effort to provide opportunities for our 
corporate partners to play a role in promoting social integra-
tion while concurrently, carrying out their corporate social 
responsibility to benefit the local community. This is very much 
aligned to the role of CDCs in fostering community bonding, 
strengthening social cohesion and building social capital.  

I am glad to highlight that since 2017, the CDCs have reached 
out to over 900 corporate staff and 1,700 beneficiaries through 
the Fund. It is heartening to see that the corporate partners are 
playing their part to promote integration and encourage active 
citizenry and volunteerism. With changing demographics of the 
population today, the weaving of our social fabric requires effort 
from each and every one of us. We hope that more corporate 
partners will step forward.

Mayor Desmond Choo
Mayor of North East District
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those events, an Amazing Race in West Coast, 
intending only to drop her off. However, when 
we were there, a Grassroots Leader approached 
me to ask if I could help out at the event. Since I 
didn’t have anything else on, I said yes.” 

Since that first “yes” five years ago, Paul has 
not stopped volunteering. 

For Rokiah, her volunteer experience with PA 
started in 2004. What began as a way to escape 
her loneliness after the abrupt passing of her 
husband 15 years ago has now become a lifelong 
passion. As a PA Integration Council member and 
an INC leader in Paya Lebar, she spends much 
of her time serving fellow residents at various 
events and activities. These range from large-
scale projects such as the GRC One Community 
Fiesta, that brings together 1,500 residents for a 
day of carnival fun to cosy Community Sharing 
Sessions (CSS) for new citizens that are held 
monthly within the GRCs. 

The most recent event she was involved in was 
organised by the Paya Lebar INCs and supported 

A volunteer with PA for the past five years, 
Paul currently serves as Chairman of the Pan-
dan Garden Residents’ Committee (RC), and 
as an Integration and Naturalisation Champion 
(INC). He is also the Secretary for the PA In-
tegration Council, which comprises at least one 
INC from each Group Representation Con-
stituency (GRC), and supports the work of the 
Integration and Naturalisation Committees. 

Helping new citizens settle down in Singapore 
is a topic close to Paul’s heart. His wife, who was 
born in Vietnam, came to Singapore in 2009 and 
is now a Singapore citizen. From her experience 
and sharing over the years, he knows quite well 
what it is like to be an immigrant in Singapore 
and why it is important to facilitate their sense 
of belonging here.

He shared his story on how he got started 
as an INC: “When my wife first came back 
with me to Singapore, she was invited to attend 
several grassroots activities, to help her feel 
more at home here. I accompanied her to one of 

A Heart for the People
The early morning sunlight streamed into the void deck of the Housing 
Development Board (HDB) block opposite the People’s Association (PA) 
Headquarters at King George’s Avenue. I found an unoccupied table and sat down 
with two PA volunteers: Paul Chee and Rokiah Bee Mohamed.
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“I find it very meaningful 
to take the first step 
to reach out to new 
residents and involve 
them in our grassroots 
activities at the earliest 
possible opportunity.”

by the Indian Women’s Association, where they 
spent a day together with the underprivileged 
children from Sheng Hong Service Centre.

Many of these events involve members of 
immigrant associations as such volunteer op-
portunities are a good first step for naturalised 
citizens and foreigners to get to know more 
people and communities in Singapore. Rokiah 
said, “Volunteering requires people to be open 
and generous to others—this paves the way for 
personal prejudices and boundaries to be broken 
down and deeper connections between people 
to be forged. Volunteering gives them a sense of 
ownership and belonging to the community that 
they are helping, especially when they see the 
positive impact that result from their efforts.”

Openness is something that comes up fre-
quently as we talk about helping newcomers 
become a part of Singapore society. For Paul, 
open communication is key to helping locals; 
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naturalised citizens and Permanent Residents 
establish mutual understanding so that everyone 
can live together harmoniously. “Every person 
or culture has slightly different norms. While 
these differences may 
seem small, they are 
capable of causing 
f r i c t ion  between 
people. By keeping an 
open attitude and a 
willingness to commu-
nicate, we can bridge 
these differences and 
achieve mutual un-
derstanding so that we 
can continue to be a 
cohesive society.”

As Chairman of 
Pandan Gardens RC, Paul is often called upon to 
mediate conflicts that arise between neighbours. 
He remembered one particular incident where 
many residents of a housing block were frus-

trated with one unit who would perpetually hang 
their wet laundry out every morning, dripping 
water onto the drying laundry of those living 
below. “People were so angry. They came to me 

to complain, thinking 
that the neighbour 
would make things 
difficult if they went 
to them directly. As it 
turned out, when I told 
them what was going 
on, they were more 
than willing to stop 
what they were doing. 
For them, it was just a 
simple routine they did 
before leaving for work 
early in the morning, 

so that their clothes would dry by the time they 
came home!” Paul said, with a chuckle.

He added, “People from so many different 
backgrounds and cultures live together within a 

“The satisfaction you get 
from helping others is not 
quantifiable. Whenever 
I see the happy faces of 
residents at events, I tell 
myself that I want to do 
more the next round.”
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block of flats. Disputes may arise, but if we take 
the time to reach out to our neighbours to un-
derstand their situation or the circumstances, 
we would not be so quick to become angry and 
judgmental.”

When asked why they continue to do this year 
after year despite holding full-time jobs, Paul and 
Rokiah both laughed. “I really believe in the work 
that we do to help immigrants fit in better,” Paul 
said firmly, with a quiet conviction. “I find it very 
meaningful to take the first step to reach out to 
new residents and involve them in our grassroots 
activities at the earliest possible opportunity. 
They need to know that they have neighbours 
who care, who they can share their life with.” 

He added, “I’m also encouraged to see 
how my wife is now a great support for friends 
and acquaintances who have recently moved 

PA Integration Council
The PA Integration Council (PIC) was set up in 2012 to provide 
strategic direction to PA’s efforts to help new citizens fit into the 
community. The PIC supports the work of the 88 Integration and 
Naturalisation Committees, which are based in the Group Repre-
sentation Constituencies (GRC). The Integration and Naturalisation 
Committee Leaders, with at least one representative per GRC, make 
up the Council.

from Vietnam to Singapore. It’s not easy for 
newcomers who have to get used to a lot of 
different things coming to a new country, but 
they do want to become a part of our society and 
call Singapore home. I don’t know when I will stop 
doing this! I think I will continue to do this for as 
long as time and work permits.”

Rokiah agreed. “The satisfaction you get from 
helping others is not quantifiable. Whenever I 
see the happy faces of residents at events, I tell 
myself that I want to do more the next round. 
I really want to preserve the harmony that we 
enjoy in Singapore and improve on it, but I 
know this cannot be achieved if we do not help 
newcomers integrate. I hope that when they see 
our efforts, they will also do their part to make 
a positive difference to their communities and 
to Singapore.” 

Integration and Naturalisation Champions 
PA’s Integration and Naturalisation Champions (INCs) are volunteers 
who help newcomers adapt, settle in and connect with fellow residents 
in Singapore through various initiatives and grassroots activities, 
such as welcome tea parties, festive celebrations, community sharing 
sessions, group learning excursions and volunteer activities. 

As some INCs have also made this journey to Singapore 
themselves, they are able to empathise and relate to the challenges as 
well as the new experiences that the new immigrants face. 

The scheme started in 2007 with a pioneer batch of 640 INCs. 
There are now more than 1,400 INCs.
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burgeoning social media and online platforms, are 
making it necessary for organisations to do more 
to maintain social and racial harmony.

“Social unrest is not a new phenomenon by 
any stretch. It was something that had happened 
in Singapore’s past. In fact, the racial and religious 
harmony we enjoy today is something that many 
of us take for granted,” mused John. “NIC’s role 
today has taken on greater importance than ever, 
to ensure that our social fabric is not ripped apart 
by discord and disharmony.”

As a long-serving vice-chairman of SNEF, 
John has been closely involved with workplace 
matters. It was thus without hesitation that he 
accepted NIC’s invitation to become a Council 
member in 2011. “I was honoured to be a part of 

Championing  
Workplace Harmony

Much like the panoramic view he has from his 
office overlooking the Port of Singapore, John 
Ng’s experience as an NIC member and in his 
SNEF role has given him a bird’s eye view of 
integration between locals and foreigners in 
the workplace. He has witnessed many changes 
over the last 30 years, as workplaces have gone 
from being predominantly local to being a di-
verse, multinational mix today. 

In an increasingly globalised environment, 
employers and employees alike are faced with new 
challenges as they work towards building work-
places that are productive, inclusive and cohesive. 
Factors such as greater cultural diversity, a 
growing base of employees who are more vocal 
and who have vastly different needs, coupled with 

John Ng is a tireless champion for workplace inclusivity and integration. Currently 
the chief executive officer of local energy firm YTL PowerSeraya and vice-president 
of the Singapore National Employer’s Federation (SNEF), he strongly believes in 
the need for workplace harmony. He served three terms as a Council member for 
the National Integration Council (NIC) from 2011 to 2017, during which time he 
was also a Community Integration Fund (CIF) panellist. 
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the Singapore government’s efforts to encourage 
integration between Singaporeans and non-Sin-
gaporeans. This is something I personally believe 
in as well, as I see the positive contributions that 
people from other countries bring to Singapore,” 
he said.

During his three terms on the Council, John 
witnessed the ups and downs of the Singapore 
economy. He also saw how industries have trans-
formed over the years, which have resulted in 

changes in the demand for foreign manpower. 
John noted, however, that as the economy 

continues to change, so too will Singapore’s de-
mographics. For example, with an ageing popu-
lation, foreign manpower can complement the 
local workforce, and there is now greater appre-
ciation of how foreigners contribute to sectors 
like healthcare and construction. With a smile, he 
said, “Singaporeans are getting better at viewing 
these needs from a larger perspective.”

NIC’s mandate and approach towards inte-
gration will also need to adjust. “The NIC now has 
to look into encouraging integration in the various 
domains of society such as the schools, communi-
ties, workplaces and in the media. On top of that, 
NIC has already identified the need to engage 
cross-functional domain groups; for instance, to 
reach out to foreign workers in the community of 
a school,” he said. 

It is certainly not easy to keep up with ev-
erything going on in the different spheres. 

“We must take the view that 
we are all in this together, 
working to create greater 
value for our economy 
and to help the Singapore 
economy grow.”
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“From my perspective, we can only move forward 
through unity. If we compete among ourselves in 
Singapore, and with people who have come here 
to work and contribute as part of our society, we 
are creating noises without any movement, and 
we will not make any progress.”

This is where the CIF plays an important part 
by providing organisations, companies and 
community groups with funding and support 
to run quality programmes and campaigns to 
encourage ground-up integration on a wider scale. 

In John’s opinion, video campaigns are par-
ticularly impactful thanks to their potential to 
go viral. He remembers #WhyBeTowkayTan, a 
campaign supported by the CIF which used short 
films to share the perspectives of locals and for-
eigners. The stories revolved around interactions 
between Singaporeans and foreigners in different 
settings—including a kopitiam, an office and a kin-
dergarten—which showed how the act of stepping 
into each other’s shoes goes a long way towards 
encouraging mutual understanding. Collectively, 
the two short films garnered over 400,000 views 

on YouTube, Facebook, and Viddsee between 
2016 to 2017. 

Looking out at the skyline of Singapore’s 
bustling port, John speaks of the workers who 
contribute to the city-state as a major trade hub. 
Many are from other countries and have left 
their families back home to work in Singapore. 

“We must take the view that we are all in this 
together, working to create greater value for our 
economy and to help the Singapore economy 
grow,” said John. “From my perspective, we can 
only move forward through unity. If we compete 
among ourselves in Singapore, and with people 
who have come here to work and contribute 
as part of our society, we are creating noises 
without any movement, and we will not make 
any progress.” 
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As a global hub for business and commerce, Singapore 
is a crossroad where different cultures and nationalities 
intersect. This diversity contributes to making Singapore a 
vibrant cosmopolitan city and enriches the lives of locals 
and foreigners alike. This is only possible when we choose to 
keep our minds open, are prepared to adjust our mindsets 
whenever we encounter different cultures or norms and 
remain flexible. These are foundations for appreciating 
diversity, and for harnessing its strengths and richness.

For some newcomers, adapting to our multicultural 
society and local norms may be daunting. As such, one 
of the NIC’s priorities is to help introduce newcomers to 
Singapore’s unique myriad of cultures.

Cross-cultural exchanges, along with customised media-
related programmes and community events for students 
and youths, have been the focus of the many integration 
initiatives rolled out in schools, workplaces and residential 
neighbourhoods.

To our fellow Singaporeans, we want to say Thank You for 
reaching out to new residents and helping them appreciate 
Singaporean values and way of life. To our new migrants, we 
want to say Thank You for making the effort to understand, 
respect and embrace Singapore’s distinct cultural norms 
and practices. We also want to thank you for sharing your 
cultures with us. 

By being open to what each other has to share, we enlarge 
our mental horizons and also expand common spaces for 
locals and newcomers to interact, cooperate and form 
meaningful relationships that will strengthen Singapore’s 
social cohesion and harmony.



ONEPEOPLE.SG
Established in 1997 by the Central Singapore Community Development 
Council and five ethnic self-help groups, OnePeople.sg is a champion of 
racial harmony initiatives. Over the years, the organisation has spearhead-
ed a variety of programmes that bring different communities together. 

Many of the initiatives by OnePeople.sg are tailored for youths with 
culturally diverse backgrounds and are specially developed to help them 
better understand and appreciate race relations and diversity in Singapore. 
Several of its programmes focus on equipping the younger generation 
with cross-cultural competencies through dialogue and bonding sessions. 
Such engagements provide them with insight to become advocates and 
ambassadors for inclusivity amongst people of different nationalities, races 
and religions.

Camp Teen
Camp Teen is an annual residential camp by OnePeople.sg for students 
from secondary schools, madrasahs and international schools in Singa-
pore. The camp’s objectives are to provide youths with opportunities to 
meet others from different backgrounds, learn about social harmony, gain 
cultural knowledge and, ultimately, bridge the gaps in their own under-
standing of issues centred on race and religion. 

Camp Teen, 2012. 
Courtesy OnePeople.sg.
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For one programme, campers visited local landmarks steeped in culture 
and religious importance, such as the Peranakan Museum, the Khadijah 
Mosque and the Buddha Tooth Relic Temple and Museum. Amongst the 
interesting facts they learned were the differences between the Chinese 
and Straits-born Chinese, and between Buddhist and Hindu vegetarians; as 
well as how Muslims pray and why footwear isn’t worn in mosques.

Zack Yeo, who had participated in the camp as a student, said, “I got to 
grow as a person, interact with youths from all over Singapore and learn so 
much about other races and cultures. Through the camp, I know more about 
my own culture too.”

Having benefitted from the camp, Zack has now set his sights on con-
tributing more to promote racial harmony in Singapore by volunteering with 
OnePeople.sg. He is also serving as the Chairperson of the Youth Advocate 
Executive Committee.

Camp Teen, 2012. 
Courtesy OnePeople.sg.
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Orange Ribbon Walk
Organised by OnePeople.sg every year since 2008, the Orange Ribbon 
Walk has grown over the years to become a national event to celebrate ra-
cial harmony and champion the need for understanding, appreciation and 
trust among Singapore’s multiracial and multireligious society. It is a great 
way for people who would have otherwise never crossed paths to share 
and learn about each other’s unique ethnic or cultural roots. The 3.8km 
leisurely walk takes participants past iconic attractions of Singapore. 

The Orange Ribbon is a symbol of friendship, brotherhood and kinship, 
underpinned by the values of mutual respect, understanding and trust. 
OnePeople.sg spearheads the Orange Ribbon Movement as a call to action 
to speak out against prejudice and to build a more inclusive and empathetic 
society in Singapore.

One Ribbon Walk, 2012. 
Courtesy OnePeople.sg. 
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Community Leaders’ Conference 
OnePeople.sg organises the bi-annual Community Leaders’ Confer-
ence, which brings together community group leaders, religious groups 
and teachers to discuss current racial and religious issues. The 2018 
edition, entitled “Beyond Reasonable Doubt—Building Inter-Belief Re-
lations in a Secular Nation”, encouraged community leaders to discover 
common ground. 

Participants attended plenary sessions conducted by guest speakers 
and joined in a dialogue session with Guest of Honour Grace Fu, Minister 
for Culture, Community and Youth, who spoke on the topic of “Challenges 
in Building Inter-Belief Understanding and Cooperation”. The conference 
helped participants explore ways to build bridges between people of different 
faiths, foster greater social harmony and achieve solidarity in the midst 
of diversity. 

CONNEXIONS INTERNATIONAL 
With a mission to assist newly-arrived students and residents, Connexions 
International (CXI) is a non-governmental organisation that works with 
schools, religious, and volunteer organisations to coordinate and plan ac-
tivities that help foreigners settle into Singapore, as well as make friends 
with locals. 

CXI’s programmes—which include cultural orientation programmes, 
social gatherings, English language classes and homestays—aim to 
encourage positive interactions between local and non-local participants. 
Through these activities, foreigners have the opportunity to learn more 
about Singapore’s culture and norms, while local participants can develop 
greater empathy towards their non-local counterparts.

International Friendship Day
This fun Amazing Race-style event celebrated 
the multiculturalism of Singapore by encour-
aging cross-cultural exposure, and also em-
phasised the importance of social and ethnic 
integration and harmony.

Participants in mixed groups of five to 
seven members visited various cultural sites in 
Singapore to complete team challenges in order 
to win the race. The challenges provided partic-
ipants with the opportunity for cultural learning 

and reflection on the uniqueness of Singapore’s society that embraces 
harmony in the midst of diversity. 

Connexions International 
(CXI) Friendship Day, 

2017. Courtesy CXI. 
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Friendship Day Through Makan 
One of Singapore’s national interests is food, and it is a great way for for-
eigners to experience Singapore’s culture. In this series of four events, 
local and foreign participants took part in food-themed activities meant 
to promote a deeper understanding of culture and food in Singapore. The 
activities included hands-on food demonstrations and cooking sessions, 
as well as a gathering with local families and communities to share a meal.

“Even as a Singaporean, I discovered that 
there are many things I don’t know about 
food in Singapore. . . I never knew there 
was such a thing as Vietnamese BBQ! ”

Friendship Day Through Makan, 2017. Courtesy CXI. 

Singaporean and foreign participants alike thoroughly enjoyed the food 
and the opportunity to learn more about each other. Singaporean participant 
Alder Pang Yau Jin said, “Even as a Singaporean, I discovered that there are 
many things I don’t know about food in Singapore. Furthermore, the food 
scene has become even more interesting with more foreigners coming to 
Singapore and bringing their respective food cultures here! Learning about 
other cuisines has been eye-opening, like I never knew there was such a 
thing as Vietnamese BBQ!”

Cambodian student Han Sorphoantevy enjoyed sharing delicious food 
with her new-found friends. “This experience helped me see Singapore and 
Singaporeans in different light. On the surface, Singapore looks like a typical 
city where people are very busy and tend to mind their own business. This 
event showed me that Singapore is a city full of heart, and that Singaporeans 
are generous and warm. I feel at home here.”
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SINGAPORE INSTITUTE OF MANAGEMENT GLOBAL 
EDUCATION: BREAKING BOUNDARIES
For new international students, the need to quickly adapt to Singapore’s 
multicultural and fast-paced city life may be daunting. At the Singapore 
Institute of Management Global Education (SIM GE), an initiative called 
Breaking Boundaries was started by students to help their international 
school mates transition more easily to the lifestyle in Singapore. Launched 
in 2012, this programme is conducted several times each year. 

The one-day orientation shares practical information about Singapore 
with foreign students in an experiential manner, such as a challenge-cen-
tred race within the SIM campus. During the race, local students, who act as 
mentors, introduce day-to-day activities such as how to navigate the Mass 
Rapid Transit (MRT) system and order food and drinks at the coffee shops.

The peer mentors follow up with their assigned students over the next 
few months as they continue to settle into life in Singapore, offering 
advice when needed. To help the international students learn more about 
Singapore, the peer mentors also organise visits to local places of interest, 
community projects, friendly competitions and reunion gatherings.

Rosalind Lim, a Senior Student Care Manager at SIM GE who has 
overseen the programme since its inception in 2012, said, “Breaking 
Boundaries@SIM aims to encourage new international students to not 
only become more tolerant towards cultural and social differences, but also 
embrace the differences by increasing their awareness and understanding 
of uniquely Singaporean ways. This, we hope, will ultimately facilitate better 
communication across cultures.”

Above: Internationals Interact event 
at Kampong Glam, 2012. Courtesy 

Singapore Institute of Management 
Global Education (SIM GE).

Right: Breaking Boundaries, 2017.  
Courtesy SIM GE. 
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TETRA PAK: ENERGIZER
Over the years, multinational corporation Tetra Pak has been organising 
Energizer—a three-month-long event made up of a series of team chal-
lenges, sports competitions and cultural games. The activities vary each 
year but the objective remains constant: to develop team spirit and cohe-
sion through positive interactions while learning more about Singapore.

Teams are formed from both local and non-local staff who compete in 
the various challenges, sporting events and cultural games that will test them 
on knowledge of Singapore and our culture. 

Foreign employees have shared that it was beneficial to have more op-
portunities to learn more about Singapore’s culture. Through these activi-
ties, Tetra Pak has cultivated a company culture of embracing multicultural 
diversity, which fosters greater cooperation between employees. 

Bava Sudaraman Gopinath, a Senior Analyst 
from India who had participated in Energizer in 2014, 
found that the event gave everyone an opportunity to 
learn more about each other. “I think it’d be great to 
have such events at least once a year, to let people of 
different races and religions mingle with each other. 
This will create a healthy and balanced environment 
for locals and immigrants, as we will all get to know 
each better on an individual level while simultaneously 
learning more about each other’s cultures.” Tetra Pak Energizer, 2017. Courtesy Tetra Pak. 
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WOOD MACKENZIE
Global research firm Wood Mackenzie (Woodmac) has employees who 
come from different countries and backgrounds. In 2018, the company 
organised two interactive team-bonding activities to help local and foreign 
employees develop cross-cultural competencies in the workplace. 

Woodmac’s Culture Strategy
A one-hour dialogue with the senior leaders in their organisation gave 
employees the opportunity to discuss and reflect on the importance of 
cultural diversity in the workplace. It was followed by a Lunch and Learn 
session, where employees learnt techniques and shared ideas on how to 
overcome cross-cultural communication challenges.

The learning session helped employees develop a greater awareness during 
team meetings on the importance of managing diversity. Participants also left 
the session better equipped to address common issues between employees of 
different nationalities, such as value differences on the importance of time, a 
preference for direct or indirect communication and perceptions of hierarchy.

Woodmac’s Summer Party & Dinner
Woodmac made effort to organise foreign and local employees into multicul-
tural groups for an Amazing Race that took teams to key cultural sites such 
as the Buddha Tooth Relic Temple, Telok Ayer Chinese Methodist Church 
and Nagore Dargah Temple. The challenges involved trying different local 
food at the hawker centre and the race provided a good opportunity for staff 
to learn more about the history and cultural significance of each location. 

The activity helped both local and foreign employees better understand 
Singapore’s rich multicultural history. The team challenges also encouraged 
participants to step out of their comfort zone, as local employees guided their 

Lunch and Learn session at Wood Mackenzie, 2018. Courtesy Wood Mackenzie. 
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non-local colleagues to complete each activity by teaching them more about 
Singapore’s norms. 

Maxim Petrov, a Corporate Analyst from England, was pleased to find 
that his expectations of Singapore being a cohesive and multicultural society 
were correct. “The particularly great thing about this event was witness-
ing everyone contributing and cooperating to solve the challenges without 
boundaries of race or religion,” he said.

KK WOMEN’S AND CHILDREN’S HOSPITAL: 
CULTURAL DAY@KK 
Cultural Day at Singapore’s largest women’s and children’s hospital was all 
about giving its nurses the chance to meet and raise cross-cultural aware-
ness. The event brought together 550 local and foreign-born nurses who 
participated in Singapore-themed quizzes, contests and talks on cultural 
diversity and resilience. 

An Inclusive Pulse Check survey, which was part of the NIWG-Work-
places’ Managing Workplace Diversity Toolkit, was conducted prior to 
Cultural Day to help the hospital assess how they could improve workplace 
integration. The findings were presented as part of the day’s activities. 

Culture Day at KK Women’s and Children’s Hospital, 2017. Courtesy KKH. 
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Through KKH’s integra-
tion activities, foreign staff 
in KKH were able to better 
understand and communi-
cate with patients and local 
colleagues. Staff were better 
prepared to build positive re-
lationships at work, enabling 
diverse teams to work well 
together and deliver quality 
services for the people, from 
the heart. 

Jennifer Andaya from 
the Philippines, who participated in the Cultural Day@KK Photography 
and Video Competition reflected, “Living in Singapore, we have come to 
accept and embrace that each person is unique and we each have our own 
strengths. In KKH, far from being weakened by our diversity, being a mul-
tiracial team becomes our strength when we collaborate and work harmo-
niously together as one.”

SEEDING HUT LLP: SINGAPLORERS
As some lessons are best learnt through play, local children’s toy and game 
company, Seeding Hut LLP decided to create a cooperative board game 
called SingaPlorers to help people learn about Singapore’s nation-building 
story. Players were able to find out about the challenges Singapore has 
faced, right from its birth as a new nation in 1965, through 50 years of na-
tion-building in 2015.

The game was intentionally designed for collaboration, where players rely 
on each other to overcome the various obstacles in order to progress in the 
game—aptly paralleling the nation-building process. Since its launch in 2015 
in celebration of SG50, the board game has been introduced in many schools, 
including Northoaks Primary School and Zhenghua Primary School. Sin-
gaPlorers has also been played at grassroots events to encourage interaction 
and better integration amongst Singaporeans, immigrants and foreigners. 

Marsiling-Yew Tee GRC’s ONE Community Fiesta at the Singapore 
Zoo in November 2016 was one such event. People of all ages and back-
grounds tried their hand at the game and shared postive feedback, including 
Singaporean Naresh Nandakumar, 11, and his cousins. “It’s very interesting. 
I see now how Singapore has to overcome many challenges to be a strong 
country,” he said.

The game is now also being used in People’s Association Integration and 
Naturalisation Champions (INCs) orientation and training programmes 
to equip them with the knowledge to help newcomers settle in Singapore.

“In KKH, far from being 
weakened by our diversity, 
being a multiracial team 
becomes our strength 
when we collabaorate 
and work harmoniously 
together as one.”

82

Notes of Gratitude: Celebrating 10 Years of the National Integration Council



Behind the scenes of The 
Leader, 2017. Courtesy Sproud. 

SPROUD PTE LTD: #WHYBETOWKAYTAN
Homegrown creative agency Sproud launched its campaign “#WhyBe-
TowkayTan”, to encourage greater empathy and understanding of the 
challenges that foreigners face in settling down and integrating in Sin-
gapore. Creative Director Lincoln Tan and this team produced two short 
films and a compilation of short stories on the commonalities shared by 
people who live in our multicultural society.

Kickstarting the campaign was the short film, Reunion团圆饭, which 
featured a local kopitiam boss named Towkay Tan, who lent his name to the 
campaign. As the main character, the audiences followed Tan as he helped 
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his China-born assistant, Ah Biao, feel more at home. 
In the sequel entitled The Leader, the narrative explored social integra-

tion in the workplace. It featured two children of different nationalities who 
encourage their parents—who happen to be colleagues—to look beyond 
their differences and overcome workplace challenges. 

AKT CREATIONS 
Arts and entertainment company AKT Creations is led by Creative  
Director Anandha Kannan, a Singaporean who found success as a popu-
lar video jockey, host and actor in India in the Tamil media. After several 
years in India, he returned to Singapore in 2012 with his family so that 
his daughter could attend a local school. With the experience of living 
abroad as a foreigner, Anandha came up with creative ideas to promote 
understanding among the local and foreign Indian communities.

Anandha produced Kootu, an online video series on 
food-related topics, aimed at bringing together Singa-
poreans, immigrants and foreigners. The entertaining dis-
cussions about Singapore’s food and culture, and sharing 
of favourite recipes from the immigrants’ hometowns, 
cultivated a spirit of openness and harmony leading to 
lasting friendships. He was particularly touched by how 
the participants readily opened their homes and hearts 
to each other, “It was beautiful to see great friendships 
forming around the cooking table.”

Singaporean participant Theenmoli, who already counted some new 
immigrants as friends prior to the show, lauded the programme’s efforts 
to foster friendly interactions between locally-born Singaporeans and new 
citizens, saying, “I think friendly exchanges of food and practices, such as 
what happens on Kootu, will go a long way to help more people embrace 
diversity and live harmoniously together.”

Kootu Kids: Cook With Thy Neighbour
Kootu Kids began as a children’s cooking competition in 2014. Eight teams 
of two children—comprising one child from a local family and one from a 
naturalised family—competed in four rounds of challenges, which tested 
their knowledge about Singaporean cuisine, their ability to cook local dishes, 
and their curiosity to find the best local food through interviewing hawkers. 
This series was aired on YouTube in English and in Tamil with English subtitles.

Kootu (Santhippu, Samayal, Santhosham)
Two years later, Kootu expanded into 16 eight-minute episodes. Bring-
ing together people of different backgrounds through a common love 

Sharing hometown recipes 
for Kootu, 2013. Courtesy 

AKT Creations.
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for food, the first eight episodes featured a local-born Indian who would 
welcome a new immigrant from India by cooking a local dish. The final 
eight episodes featured an Indian immigrant who would cook a dish from 
their hometown. These cooking exchanges helped Singaporeans and new 
immigrants foster a new-found appreciation for each other’s culture.

HUM THEATRE: WE ARE LIKE THIS ONLY! 
Local troupe HuM Theatre staged We Are Like This Only!, a humorous pro-
duction that explored issues of integration within the Indian community. 
The comedy starred local and immigrant Indian actors who portrayed the 
stereotyped characters with much aplomb. This included the two protag-
onists who represented “old” and “new” Indians who have different norms 
and behave in ways that are at odds with each other. For example, the Indian 
immigrant Mrs Bhalla’s tendency to jump the taxi queue irks Singaporean 
Indian Kalaichelvi, while Mrs Bhalla does not understand why Kalaichelvi 
lacks initiative. The play explored these tensions through a comedic lens.

The production drew laughter from the audience, even as it left a deep 
impact as minds were opened to the tensions, commonalities and differ-
ences amongst people within the Indian community. The post-performance 
discussions allowed audiences to discuss day-to-day integration challenges 
including different cultural norms, cultural biases, as well as the need to be 
open minded and open hearted. 

We Are Like This Only was staged twice to sold out audiences and saw a 
sequel, which presented a series of sketches about the waves of migration 
from India to Singapore through different periods of Singapore’s history. 

Its sequel, We Are Like This Only 2, was staged in 2016. In the same 
comedic spirit, the series of skits portrayed the continuing rift in the Indian 
diaspora and tries to bridge it by showing that Indians have been migrating 
to Singapore for decades.

Faith Lau, a Singaporean stage manager who worked on the sequel pro-
duction, enjoyed the experience tremendously. As a Chinese working in a 
predominantly Indian environment, she worked well with her colleagues who 

We Are Like This Only cast, 
2013. Courtesy HuM Theatre. 
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made her feel like she was part of the team, something she appreciated very 
much. “Working on this production gave me the chance to learn about and 
experience so many lovely sides of the Indian culture—from its people to 
their traditions, food and costumes. This opened my eyes to the challenges 
that both ‘new’ and ‘old’ Indians face in Singapore,” she said.

SMU ROOTS
SMU (Singapore Management University) Roots, a student club under 
SMU International Connections (ICON), welcomes and helps interna-
tional students adapt to life in SMU and Singapore. They organise events 
throughout the year to promote intercultural interaction among local and 
international students. Their efforts over the years have included: Cele-
brating Singapore’s National Day, Craft and Culture Revival, Let’s Cook 
Local Food and Pulau Ubin Kampong Escapade.

Celebrating Singapore’s National Day
To celebrate National Day in 2016, SMU Roots organised an Amazing 
Race around Singapore, infused with a distinct Singapore flavour from 
start to finish to mark our nation’s birthday. Before the main race, lo-
cal and international students were paired up to play Singapore-themed 
teambuilding games such as charades and quizzes.

The main event that followed saw the teams racing around to visit tourist 
locations such as Orchard, Bugis, Esplanade, Arab Street and Chinatown, 
and landmarks in heartland neighbourhoods, such as the iconic Dragon Play-
ground in Toa Payoh. The challenges that awaited the teams at each station 
required them to display some knowledge of Singapore—for example, iden-
tifying local drinks and play traditional games. The students also had to 
approach members of the public from the different races in Singapore and 
talk to them to find out about local norms. 

For many international students, this programme gave them a wonderful 
opportunity to learn about the culture of their host country, and a valuable 
chance to interact with locals.

“Working on this production gave me the chance to 
learn about and experience so many lovely sides of the 
Indian culture—from its people to their traditions, food 
and costumes. This opened my eyes to the challenges 
that both ‘new’ and ‘old’ Indians face in Singapore.”
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Craft & Culture Revival in Singapore
Consisting of two guided tours—a dragon kiln tour and hands-on work-
shop at Thow Kwang Pottery Jungle, and a Peranakan Culture Appreci-
ation tour—this programme was organised specially to immerse students 
in Singapore’s Chinese culture. The 30 local and 30 international student 
participants formed mixed teams of 6 students each for the activity.

At Thow Kwang Pottery Jungle, the students learnt about the history 
of traditional pottery-making in Singapore using dragon kilns. It was an 
enlightening experience for many of the participants, as they reflected on 
Singapore’s progress and development whilst learning about the dying craft 
of pottery. The students also crafted simple pieces of ceramics as keepsakes 
that they could take home.

The Peranakan Culture Appreciation tour was all about immersing the 
students into Peranakan culture, which stands as a unique facet of Singa-
pore’s culture. Students visited Joo Chiat to learn more about the Per-
anakans—their history, architecture, costumes and jewelry—and completed 
their rich experience with a taste of delicious Peranakan food.

National Day Parade Amazing Race, 2016. Courtesy SMU Roots.
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Let’s Cook Local Food
Local and international students were paired up for this culinary workshop 
session to learn how to prepare local favourites such as popiah, Roti Jalah, 
curry chicken, ondeh ondeh and cheng tng by local chefs.

“I really enjoyed learning about local Malay and Chinese cuisines! It 
was also very interesting to see how food from different cultures have been 
adopted into Singapore’s food culture,” shared Nawinda Tichachol, a student 
from Thailand. 

Pulau Ubin Kampong Escapade
The island of Pulau Ubin is home to one of Singapore’s last kampongs, 
making it a unique repository of Singapore’s cultural history. In 2018, 
SMU Roots organised a day tour to Kampong Durian at Pulau Ubin to 
give both international and local students a glimpse into this aspect of 
Singapore’s culture that is fast being replaced by modern city living. The 
Malay family who lived in the kampong welcomed the visitors warmly 
to their home, showing them how they lived and sharing some delicious 
home-cooked dishes.

Beatriz Garcia Quiroga, a student from Spain, found herself deeply 
immersed in the kampong culture. She shared, “I come from a country 
where the different ethnicities are not very well-integrated, so I really 
admire how the different races and cultures live together harmoniously in 
Singapore. I also enjoyed getting to know the kampong residents and the 
other students on the trip, as well as learning about the local flora and fauna.”

Even student Kendrick Low Wei Ming, who is born and raised in 
Singapore, found the kampong visit eye-opening, “Seeing how the residents 
who live in Pulau Ubin have no tap water or electricity makes me really 
appreciate these resources in our daily lives!”

“I come from a country where the different 
ethnicities are not very well-integrated, so I 
really admire how the different races and cultures 
live together harmoniously in Singapore. ”
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Big Red Button’s Stand Up 
for Our Mondays, 2016. 
Courtesy Big Red Button. 

BIG RED BUTTON PTE LTD: STAND UP FOR OUR MONDAYS
As part of its campaign Stand Up for Our Mondays, homegrown market-
ing agency Big Red Button invited working professionals for a meetup in 
the Central Business District to a cup of coffee (or tea) over four con-
secutive Mondays. For those who needed a little push to get conversation 
going, there were cards containing questions prompting more personal 
interactions such as, “As a child, what was your favourite snack?” and 
“What is your recipe for ‘home’?” What ingredients do you put in it?” 
These interactions paved the way for new friendships and for locals and 
foreigners alike to get a glimpse into each other’s backgrounds. 
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I remember one conversation between a foreigner and a Singa-
porean that centred on how they thought Singapore is amazing 
because there is harmony not only among people of different 
races but also people of different nationalities. Even though 
Singapore is a small country, they feel that it is very welcom-
ing to people from diverse cultures—this sense of bonding and 
openness makes immigrants feel safe. 

In another discussion, a Japanese man shared that he found 
Singapore’s work culture to be quite different from Japan’s in that 
employees in Japan are expected to work very hard around the 
clock and work practices were less flexible. The response from 
his local counterpart was that work is never-ending; as such, it 
is important for people to make time to relax and enjoy life. This 
reply prompted the Japanese man to share that he is very happy 
working in Singapore precisely because people here work hard but 
still find time to live meaningful lives. For me, this conversation 
shows that cross-cultural exchanges can be very enriching. 

In a third conversation, an Indian national, who has worked 
here for about six years, shared with a Singaporean that the warm 
welcome he received here has made him feel comfortable enough 
to settle down in Singapore to work and raise a family if the op-
portunity arises. 

From these exchanges, I feel particularly thankful to be born 
and raised in Singapore, where we have racial diversity and social 
harmony, instead of ethnic intolerance and violence. Being able 
to openly share our thoughts and accept each other’s differences 
is a wonderful mark of how everyone can live together cohesively. 

Jiaxuan
Facilitator for Stand Up for Our Mondays

SINGAPORE POLYTECHNIC: S RAJARATNAM ENDOWMENT 
YOUTH MODEL ASEAN CONFERENCE
Hosted by Singapore Polytechnic as part of NIWG-Schools, the annu-
al S Rajaratnam Endowment (SRE) Youth Model ASEAN Conference 
(YMAC) is a prestigious event that brings together student delegates 
from all five polytechnics. During the conference, representatives 
of the polytechnics—from ASEAN countries and East Asia—foster  
international friendships and promote greater awareness of ASEAN-re-
lated issues among youths. 
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Simulating a regional conference, the youth delegates gather to explore, 
discuss and debate current issues, develop greater awareness of ASEAN’s 
challenges and propose solutions that can make a difference. 

The 2018 theme, “Our ASEAN, My Future”, focused on the shared 
identity, vision and ownership of the future of ASEAN. As part of the con-
ference programme, student delegates went on learning journeys related 
to specific conference topics, and also had the opportunity to network and 
connect with other international attendees.

Loke Jia Hui, a Singaporean youth delegate who participated in 
SRE-YMAC 2017, shared, “I feel very honoured to be part of the Singapore 
University of Social Sciences delegation that participated in the conference. 
SRE-YMAC has widened my scope in understanding the delicate relations 
within ASEAN and allowed me to befriend so many talented and brilliant 
individuals from across Southeast Asia.” 

Arjiyana Lilya, a delegate from Indonesia representing Politeknik Negeri 
Ujung Pandang in SRE-YMAC 2017 agreed with Jia Hui. “SRE-YMAC 
2017 helped me to make new friends and memories. I also had the in-
valuable chance to share ideas with people from different countries with 
different cultures.” 

LIANHE ZAOBAO: FACES AND STORIES OF CROSSROADS
“Crossroads” is a weekly column that chronicles the lives of new immigrants. 
Running since 2009 in Lianhe Zaobao—Singapore’s largest Chinese-lan-
guage newspaper and the Chinese-language flag-
ship of Singapore Press Holdings—readers have 
empathised with the challenges faced by new im-
migrants upon arrival and understood what it took 
for them to adapt to life in Singapore.

Faces and Stories of Crossroads, a bilingual com-
pilation of 49 selected stories written for the column 
over the years, was published in 2016. It received 
CIF support for its role in facilitating mutual under-
standing between locals and new immigrants.

During the book launch, Grace Fu, Minister for 
Culture, Community and Youth and Chairman of the National Integration 
Council, applauded Lianhe Zaobao for the instrumental role it has played with 
its “Crossroads” initiative. “ ‘Crossroads’ has provided useful information 
about Singapore society, norms, and values, and profiled new immigrants 
from all walks of life, nationalities and cultures. In doing so, it has highlighted 
role models for new immigrants, and encouraged readers to better under-
stand and appreciate people with diverse backgrounds who are now their 
friends, neighbours and co-workers,” said Ms Fu.

Faces and Stories of Crossroads, 
2016. Courtesy Lianhe Zaobao. 
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Rehearsal time for Asian Youth 
Theatre Festival, 2017. Courtesy 

Buds Theatre Company. 

BUDS THEATRE COMPANY:  
ASIAN YOUTH THEATRE FESTIVAL 
Established in 2007, Buds Theatre Company is a not-for-profit group 
that gives young theatre graduates a platform and space to practice their 
craft. It launched the Asian Youth Theatre Festival in 2017, a three-day 
theatre festival for youths to come together to share their art forms, 
cultivate dialogue and challenge perspectives on the theme of cultural 
identity. The participants came from many different countries, including 
Singapore, Bangladesh, Indonesia, Malaysia, Vietnam and the Philippines.

Held at *SCAPE, the Asian Youth Theatre Festival featured theatrical 
performances, workshops, local and regional art showcases, as well as a flea 
market, and arts and craft stalls. The Festival offered a platform for cultural 
exchange to encourage greater mutual understanding, appreciation and, 
most importantly, respect for each other’s societies.
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NIWG-SCHOOLS
As members of NIWG-Schools, educational institutions and schools 
spearhead many initiatives to promote interaction and integration of their 
students, regardless of their nationalities. By nurturing a culture of mutual 
respect and understanding amongst students and promoting opportuni-
ties for friendships between local and international students, our youths 
develop cross-cultural skills and networks are essential for them to thrive 
in a diverse workforce and community.

Ngee Ann Polytechnic: Cross Cultural Symposium
The Cross Cultural Symposium, an annual conference hosted by Ngee 
Ann Polytechnic, focuses on the importance of building an inclusive 
culture on campus and introduces foreign students to local social norms 
to help them settle down more easily in Singapore. Featuring keynotes, 
plenary and breakout sessions, the half-day event attracts local and inter-
national students and staff from Singapore’s five polytechnics.

While the Symposium theme changes each year, it shares a similar 
message of developing cross-cultural competencies and fostering mutual 
understanding amongst attendees. For example, the 2016 Symposium’s 
theme of “Embrace Our Differences” encouraged participants to discuss 
issues pertaining to racial differences, beliefs and expectations in our diverse 
social landscape. The sessions were carried out in a “fishbowl” method, with 
students leading the discussions in the inner circle whilst staff members 
observed from the outer circle.

It also featured keynote speaker Divian Nair, local media personality and 
founder of the We Are Majulah initiative, who shared personal anecdotes 
of his experiences growing up bi-racial in Singapore. 

Temasek Polytechnic: 
Global Community Day
Organised by Temasek Polytech-
nic as part of NIWG-Schools, 
Global Community Day is an an-
nual event that gathers interna-
tional and local students and staff 
to celebrate Singapore’s diversity 
and culture.

Recognising that we now 
live in an increasingly connected 
and multicultural society, Global 
Community Day was born from the desire to instil in students a global 
mindset, to help them embrace differences as they meet and work with 
people from diverse backgrounds. 

Global Community Day held 
at Temasek Polytechnic’s 
Glocal Connect Village, 2015. 
Courtesy Temasek Polytechnic. 
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With its aims to promote global awareness, country engagement and 
integration, the event features a full-day programme of arts and cultural 
performances, seminars and discussions led by various cultural groups, and 
community engagement projects run by students. These activities provide 
an excellent forum for people from different backgrounds to meet, interact 
and share more about their cultures.
 
Nanyang Polytechnic: Singapore Quest
As a NIWG-Schools member, Nanyang Polytechnic runs the annual Sin-
gapore Quest—a team race challenge that takes participants on a journey 
to explore different parts of Singapore, in addition to participating in a 
service project that benefits the needy. 

To encourage cross-cultural interaction, participants from all five poly-
technics compete with each other in teams that comprise students of at 
least three different nationalities, one of whom has to be Singaporean. 
Together, they solve puzzles, visit different checkpoints and cooperate to 
complete activities as a team. 

In 2018, students visited cultural landmarks such as Tekka Centre and 
Bencoolen Street, and helped out at Dignity Kitchen in Serangoon Road, a 
community food court run by people with disabilities. Visiting these check-
points gave the students insights to the diversity in Singapore’s history, 
culture and society, while also introducing them to the special needs 
community in Singapore. The year before, participants visited the Ang Mo 
Kio-Bishan neighbourhood and spent time at the Teck Ghee Residents 
Committee Centre distributing donated food packs and making Chinese 
New Year craft decorations with the beneficiaries.

Helping out at Dignity 
Kitchen as part of Singapore 

Quest, 2018. Courtesy 
Nanyang Polytechnic. 
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SINGAPORE NATIONAL EMPLOYERS FEDERATION: 
WORKPLACE INTEGRATION PROGRAMME
The Workplace Integration Programme (WIN), an initiative by the Singa-
pore National Employers Federation and supported by NIWG-Workplac-
es, was launched in 2013 to help employers understand the need to foster 
harmonious workplaces for all employees, in the face of an increasingly 
diverse Singapore workforce. A well-managed and integrated workforce 
benefits both employees and the organisation: employees can work har-
moniously together and support each other, while companies gain from 
the unique experiences, ideas and insights that employees from different 
backgrounds bring to the table.

To facilitate the sharing of workplace inte-
gration best practices, about 30 human resource 
practitioners and departments from leading or-
ganisations across key industries were appointed 
as Diversity Champions to exchange ideas and 
lead initiatives to foster workplace harmony. 
By the end of the programme in 2017, they had 
reached out to more than 81 CEOs and 300 
companies, including IBM, InterContinental 
Hotels Group, Jebsen & Jessen (SEA), KPMG, 
MOH Holdings, Raffles Singapore, Standard 
Chartered Bank, Scania Singapore, Starhub, ST 
Microelectronics and Temasek Polytechnic. 

Tracey Ho, a Diversity Champion and an active supporter of WIN since 
its inception, has played an integral role in expanding the programme’s reach 
and activities. “Diversity and inclusion are not just about integrating cultures 
and nationalities. It’s also about the inclusion of people with disabilities and 
special needs,” she said. “For many busy people in the workforce, diversity 
and inclusion may not be priorities unless it affects them directly. There is a 
strong need to change this mindset so that members of our workforce will 
feel more welcomed, respected and valued. This will create a much better 
work environment in the long run, and dare I say it—it will literally be a 
win-win situation for all!”

Through these efforts by NIWG-Workplaces, more companies and trade 
unions have developed a stronger interest in helping foreign employees 
settle into Singapore. Cultivating Diversity Champions has also contributed 
towards increasing networks of integration supporters on the ground, who 
advocate for the importance of workplace integration.

“Diversity and inclusion 
are not just about 
integrating cultures and 
nationalities... Members 
of our workforce will 
feel more welcomed, 
respected and valued.” 95
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Fortunately, there are organisations that can 
help migrants with their relocation experience, 
such as the Singapore Federation of Chinese 
Clan Associations (SFCCA), the umbrella body 
for Chinese clan associations in Singapore. 
Established in 1986, its council members are 
deeply passionate about helping immigrants 
learn and adapt to local culture and norms. As 
the clan associations are typically organised 
around geographical ties or dialects, SFCCA is 
uniquely positioned to help build bridges among 
the many clans and associations in Singapore, 
including new immigrant associations.

As Chairman of SFCCA’s Youth Committee, 
Charlie Lee is keenly aware of younger immi-
grants’ needs and their desire to fit in. “Many new 
immigrants don’t want to just come to Singapore 
for work, they yearn to settle down and adapt 

to their new environment and to the lifestyle 
in Singapore. Initially, it may be challenging as 
Chinese immigrants come from a different envi-
ronment from Singaporeans,” he explained. “If we 
want immigrants to integrate and fit in, we need 
to help them bridge these differences by helping 
them understand the local norms and practices.” 

Hence, what SFCCA has set out to do is run 
a variety of programmes in collaboration with its 
clan members for new immigrants. The purpose 
of these programmes is to facilitate an open 
exchange between new immigrants and locals 
about Singapore’s heritage and culture. 

A recent trend SFCCA has observed is that 
young families make up a growing proportion 
of new migrants from China. To engage them, 
SFCCA has introduced new activities that offer 
more opportunities for families to interact, the 

Helping Hands for New 
Chinese Immigrants
It was a blazing hot day, and to top it off, the humidity was particularly cloying—
typical weather in Singapore, which locals complain about but are well-accustomed 
to. For newly-arrived migrants, the unabating tropical heat may feel overwhelming. 
Much like the feeling of relocating to a new land.
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“If we want immigrants to 
integrate and fit in, we need 
to help them bridge these 
differences by helping them 
understand the local norms 
and practices.”

most popular of which are sporting activities. 
Veteran council member Francis Phua, Deputy 
Secretary-General of SFCCA, elaborated, 
“Sporting activities are a great way for younger 
migrants and families to bond with each other 
and local Singaporeans. Each year, we organise a 
Youth Sports Festival where we invite immigrants 

and local groups such as schools and neighbour-
hood residents from different ethnicities to join. 
Friendships are formed on the playing field. We 
have seen people from multiple communities 
come together to help each other out, such as 
when someone gets injured. It is also heartwarm-
ing to see many immigrants come back to help 
out at these events as they want to show their 
support and give back to the community.”

Indeed, the SFCCA has its eye very much 
on the future. Francis emphasises the need to 
reach out to an even younger group—children. 
He smiles as he recounts the many SFCCA 
events that they have organised for parents 
and young children. “It’s never too early to start 
helping them discover Singapore’s culture! Going 
forward, some of our events—such as the annual 
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is best done experientially. “Gone are the days 
of sit-down lectures. Cultural knowledge is 
best imparted through hands-on learning. This 
includes guided tours to historical sites, with a 
varied line-up of interactive activities such as 
workshops and games.”

He said, “We’ve brought immigrants to 
iconic places like Fullerton Hotel to show them 
Singapore’s historical landing sites; the National 
Museum, where they played games to learn about 
Singapore’s history; and the Singapore Science 
Centre, where we organised a drone workshop 
to pique the interest of the younger participants. 
New immigrants can relate to these experiences, 
which help them better understand our Singapor-
ean identity and interests.” 

Duan Wu Carnival—will have customised pro-
grammes to appeal to families. These will offer 
something for everyone, regardless of age.”

Beyond bonding, it is important for 
newcomers to have a good understanding of 
local culture. From Charlie’s experience, this 

“New immigrants can relate 
to these experiences, 
which help them better 
understand our Singaporean 
identity and interests.”
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Highlights of SFCCA’s Integration Initiatives
Singapore Heritage Visits (Yearly)
By visiting places of interest that bring 
to life Singapore’s diverse cultures, new 
immigrants can understand Singapore’s 
multi-cultural heritage and the 
contributions of Singapore’s immigrant 
forefathers of different races.

Youth Networking Sessions (Yearly)
Local and foreign-born youths discuss 
issues that matter to them. The intiative 
also faciliatates networking between youth 
leaders from different associations for 
future collaborations.

Singapore Society Series Seminar (Yearly)
Sharing sessions on a variety of social and 
cultural topics that enhance new immigrants’ 
understanding about life in Singapore.

Micro Film Competition (Biennial)
Through short videos based on themes 
related to Singapore identity such as My 
Singapore Style, My Singapore Future and 
My Singapore Story, participants creatively 
documented their stories, memories and 
experiences in Singapore, and illustrated 
the spirit, culture or values symbolic of 
Singapore’s diversity.

As Singapore continues to welcome immi-
grants to her shores, the need to help them adapt 
to our local cultures has become more important 
than ever—for both new immigrants and Singa-
poreans alike.

Charlie summed up, “Going forward, SFCCA 
and the clan associations will continue to provide 

common platforms for new immigrants and locals 
to get to know each other better. As new im-
migrants learn more about Singapore society, 
culture and values, it is our hope that they too 
will share with Singaporeans their unique cultures. 
This can start a ripple effect of sharing that will 
enhance mutual understanding and bonding.” 

“As new immigrants learn more about 
Singapore society, culture and values, it 
is our hope that they too will share with 
Singaporeans their unique cultures.”
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“To have ownership and be active contributors to 
the future of their country, what youths need is a 
shared vision and proper empowerment, through 
education, training and guidance,” shared Amy 
Daga, creator and current Programme Director of 
the Diversity. Inclusion. You. Programme (D.I.Y.), 
which trains IAs across all five polytechnics. 

“The IA programme equips staff and students 
to become youth ambassadors for integration 
in an increasingly diverse Singapore. Working 
together, they become positive multipliers of 
diversity and inclusiveness in their circles of 
influence—from their campuses to their com-
munities,” she added.

The two-day D.I.Y. programme inculcates 
in-depth knowledge, practical skills and real-world 
experience that IAs need to lead and manage in 
diverse, multicultural environments. “We decided 
to name the programme ‘D.I.Y.’ as this was catchy 

and easy to recall, and the meaningful play on the 
acronym for ‘do-it-yourself’ would also help IAs 
remember that building a cohesive society begins 
with each of us,” explained Amy.  

Since its launch, D.I.Y. has trained more than 
770 students and 180 staff as Student IAs and 
Staff IAs. Student graduates who returned to 
assist in subsequent D.I.Y. runs earned the title 
of Senior IA. 

Moulding a new generation 
Staff and Senior IAs play an instrumental role in 
grooming good listening skills, mutual understand-
ing and respect, which are critical skills for IAs. 

As Nanyang Polytechnic’s lead Staff IA, 
Joseph Lee has been personally involved in fa-
cilitating integration initiatives since he was 
trained in 2013. Joseph noted, “D.I.Y. training 
makes us aware of the barriers to inclusion that 

Empowering the 
Next Generation
Young people have the potential to be powerful agents of change. They possess 
creativity, motivation and energy that can be harnessed to support worthwhile 
causes, for social, economic, national and global good, both in the present and future. 
We spoke to polytechnic staff and students who have been actively involved in the 
Poly Integration Ambassador (IA) Programme—an initiative launched in 2013 to 
promote diversity and inclusion. Reflecting on their IA Journeys and experiences, 
they share ideas to prepare and inspire new generations of Singaporeans to build an 
even more inclusive and cohesive Singapore.
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are all around us in society. In turn, this drives us 
to create safe spaces—such as facilitated open 
dialogues and sharing sessions —for students and 
staff to respectfully discuss sensitive or contro-
versial issues and clarify questions they may have 
about societal norms and practices. By uncovering 
and addressing hidden biases and misperceptions, 
which are often the root cause of many conflicts, 
we enhance understanding and harmony amongst 
people from different backgrounds.”

For Justin Scott, an American citizen who 
lived and worked in several other countries before 
coming to Singapore, the diversity he encoun-
tered here was eye-opening. 

“What struck me was that Singapore’s mul-
ticultural diversity is distinct and valued, as it is 
the result of collaborative effort from all quarters 
of Singapore,” said Justin. “Joining D.I.Y. as 
Programme Manager in 2015 showed me how 
focus and determination can turn a potential 
challenge, like diversity, into an opportunity and 

a competitive advantage. I have found it very 
rewarding to help youths understand the benefits 
of a more inclusive Singapore society, and to 
motivate and equip them with skills to become 
change-makers and active contributors.”

Empowering future integration ambassadors 
Eric Lim, a Senior IA and Ngee Ann Polytech-
nic student from Malaysia, shared about the 
new skills he acquired to manage cross-cultural 
issues and support his aspirations for creating a 
more culturally-aware society as he helps facili-
tate training of new IAs. 

“Callous jokes and remarks about other 
nationalities or races are sometimes heard on 
campus, and people aren’t always aware that what 
they say can be upsetting and cause offence to 
others,” said Eric. “Many times I wanted to say 
something but I just didn’t know how to say it. 
Through the D.I.Y. workshops, which used case 
studies, role-play, and real-life stories from other 
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participants, I learnt practical and appropriate 
ways to respond. I have gained confidence to 
speak up in discriminatory situations and am able 
to share this experience to encourage new IAs.” 

Industry exposure through D.I.Y. inspired 
Muhammad Nursyafiq bin Abdul Rashid, Senior 
IA and Republic Polytechnic student. He said, 
“Whilst moderating a panel discussion, I heard 
first-hand from senior industry executives how 
diversity initiatives have the power to change 
people and organisations for the better. It struck 
me then that what we learn and do in D.I.Y. 
can make a difference in the real world and this 
motivated me to reach out more to my peers.” 

Nursyafiq shared about 
an encounter which rein-
forced his belief that youths 
can contribute to building 
a socially inclusive world: 
“Meeting a youth delegate 
who appeared quite gangster- 
like in his dressing, brought to 
mind what I had learnt in D.I.Y. 
about not being too quick to 
judge others. I decided to strike 
up a conversation with him and in the process, 
learnt about his ambitions to serve in public office 
and champion social causes in his home country. 
I was glad to meet him again at another ASEAN 
youth conference where he shared about his 
efforts to reach his goal. We can learn so much 
when we are open to others, despite differenc-
es that may exist, whether in race or religion, 
between the ‘old’ and ‘young’, or, in this case, 
physical appearance.”  

Expanding world views and horizons
To encourage participants to put their skills 
into practice and sustain the learning process, 
IAs organise and participate in cross-cultural 

events that celebrate diversity and inclusivity 
which the different polytechnics host through-
out the year.

Since receiving her IA certification, Senior IA 
and Temasek Polytechnic student Lock Hui Ying 
has actively facilitated IA training and led inte-
gration programmes, including an interest group 
community project trip to India. Hui Ying said, 
“Being a senior IA has connected me to many 
people I wouldn’t normally meet, such as people 
from other schools and nationalities, and working 
adults. Learning about different cultures, and 
sharing ideas and skills with new friends during 
these varied experiences have enriched my life.” 

Building inclusion requires everyone’s active 
involvement and skills
The IA programme has grown from strength to 
strength since its launch, even as Amy contin-
ues to receive positive feedback and support 
from participants. 

“The number of dedicated Senior IAs who 
want to return to train and share their learnings 
with future IAs continues to grow,” said Amy. 
“We are now looking at creating an IA alumni 
network to keep them updated on our initia-
tives and involved to further the good work they 
started. There’s much more all of us hope to do 
to build an even more vibrant and cohesive mul-
ticultural Singapore.” 

“We can learn so much when we are 
open to others, despite differences 
that may exist, whether in race or 
religion, between the ‘old’ and ‘young’, 
or, in this case, physical appearance.”
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SMU ICON Camp, 2017. A programme 
that helps incoming international students 
adapt to university life and interact with 
local students. Courtesy SMU. 



The NIC was set up 10 years ago, in response to the social cohesion chal-
lenges arising from increased immigration and foreigner presence. The 
NIC has since worked with many partners across the community, schools, 
workplaces and media, to cultivate greater understanding and trust among 
people from different backgrounds, including helping foreigners and im-
migrants understand and adapt to Singapore’s culture and norms. Efforts 
by the National Integration Working Groups (NIWGs) and key partners 
across society have not only helped newcomers settle more comfortably 
into the community, but have also made an impact towards fostering open 
mind-sets and strengthening social cohesion in Singapore. 

The work by NIC and its NIWGs complement governmental policies 
on immigration and integration, reinforcing the importance of working 
together across whole of society. Government measures to calibrate the 
inflow of immigrants and foreigners, and ensure infrastructure adequacy, 
have helped address concerns about over-crowdedness in Singapore. As the 
foreign workforce remains important in complementing our local workforce, 
manpower policies have been strengthened to promote fair employment 
practices. At the same time, the NIC’s initiatives like the Singapore Cit-
izenship Journey and Citizenship Ceremonies serve as important rites of 
passage that have strengthened new immigrants’ sense of belonging and 
rootedness to Singapore. 

Building a Cohesive, 
Harmonious 
Singapore: Our 
Present, Our Future
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As integration is a long-term process, it needs to be sustained by the 
efforts of everyone living in Singapore. The NIC has also supported partners 
by providing various resources, including the Community Integration Fund, 
to encourage community and business leaders to play a part and start 
ground-up initiatives.

It is only through the support of our partners that NIC has made progress 
in promoting better integration of foreigners and immigrants, and creating 
many opportunities for Singaporeans to establish friendships with people of 
different cultures and nationalities. We would like to thank all our partners 
for walking the past 10 years with us. 

LEARNING POINTS AND ASPIRATIONS FOR THE FUTURE
Looking back on our journey over the last 10 years, two things stand out as 
critical for upholding our multicultural Singaporean identity and for build-
ing a nation for future generations that continues to be socially cohesive, 
inclusive and harmonious. 

Safeguarding Singapore’s Open and Diverse Society
The first is the need to value and safeguard Singapore’s 
strength as an open and diverse society.

While the NIC was formed only a decade ago, 
diversity, along with integration, has long been part of 
Singapore’s history. Commemorating Singapore’s Bi-
centennial in 2019 gives added impetus for all Singapor-
eans to reflect on how welcoming different nationalities, 
cultures, ideas and talents has enriched our nation, our 
communities and our lives in so many ways. 

Leveraging Singapore’s strength in diversity, un-
derpinned by a foundation of strong shared values—
including a commitment to openness, multiculturalism 
and self-determination—enabled earlier generations of 
Singaporeans to overcome challenges and chart a better 
future amidst uncertainties. It has helped Singapore 
transform from a trading settlement of less than 1,000 
people in the 1800s into a thriving global economy with 
a population of more than 5 million today.

This has impressed upon us, as Singaporeans, the 
importance and value of diversity and integration. Locals and new citizens 
with their varied backgrounds, skills and talents add richness and vibrancy 
to Singapore. At the same time, we also come together to live and work as 
one united people, with shared aspirations to forge new possibilities and a 
brighter future.

Participants at the NIC 
Engagement Series 

community dialogues, 2019. 
Courtesy NIC. 

108

Notes of Gratitude: Celebrating 10 Years of the National Integration Council



Dr Alexius Pereira, NIC member and President, Eurasian Association, 
said, “I hope that in the near future, we will be able to use ‘citizens’ to refer 
to everyone and the term ‘new citizens’ will no longer be needed. Singapore 
will be much stronger if every one of us pulls together in the same direction.”

Sustained Commitment and Effort
The second is the need for sustained commitment and effort to success-
fully foster integration. 

Concerted efforts by individuals and organisations, supported by the 
NIC over the last decade, have resulted in the roll-out of many ground-up 
projects that have opened doors for locals, new citizens and foreigners to 
share their worlds. 

While much has been done, it is clear that integration not only requires 
time but is an ongoing process. The NIC’s 10th anniversary theme, 

I became a Singapore citizen in 1994. That same year, I start-
ed bringing together new immigrants from Sichuan to help 
widen their social and business circles in Singapore. In 1998, 
I founded the Singapore Tian Fu Association as a platform to 
help newcomers adjust to life in Singapore. By sharing with 
them insights on local societal practices, we nurtured a sense 
of belonging that helped them to settle down quickly. We also 
found ways to cultivate a spirit of gratitude and to give back to 
Singapore society. 

The association has about 2,000 members today. As this 
foreign land became home to them, many put down roots and 
started their own family here. My two grandsons were born here 
and will be doing their national service. 

Having read about the Singapore story—its founding history, 
growth and vulnerabilities—I have developed deep respect and 
love for Singapore. It was my honour to join the first NIC in 
2009 as we all recognise that national integration is an enduring 
“mission”. We need to encourage people from all ethnicities to 
communicate and get to know each other better. As we learn to 
appreciate and respect one another, we can work together to 
make Singapore a better place! I am looking forward to SG100—
my wish for Singapore and every Singaporean is a future of 
harmony and prosperity!

Tony Du Zhiqiang
NIC member (2009–2011) and President, 
TianFu Association (Siungapore)
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“Together in SG”, sets the stage and reinforces the importance of coming 
together across communities to grow our common spaces. Everyone, regard-
less of where they come from, both local or foreign-born, can step up to make 
a difference, and make a positive impact in our daily lives and experiences. 

Looking around Singapore today, we see countless opportunities to 
build bridges and celebrate diversity. It is a conscious choice we make to 
maintain open mindsets and relate with the many different people whom 
we meet in our everyday life, at work, at school and in our communities. We 
choose to venture out of our comfort zones to meet new people and discover 
new places, and share each other’s fascinating cultures by expanding our 
common spaces, in social activities around neighbourhoods, kopitiams and 
parks. Beyond these, we welcome new ideas and initiatives for integration 
that are innovative and wide-ranging. These hold the potential and promise 
of bringing together different segments of Singapore society.

NIC’s Commitment: Supporting and Strengthening Singapore
As the texture of our society continues to evolve, it is important for us to 
continue building our identity, norms and values together, and to ensure 
our social fabric remains resilient and cohesive. The NIC and its NIWGs 
will continue to actively facilitate this process, by developing and resourc-
ing partners and programmes that encourage positive interactions, grow 
mutual understanding between locals and foreigners, and provide plat-
forms for everyone in Singapore to jointly contribute to society.

Our desire and conviction to value diversity as a strength will remain 
integral for us as a nation. We will need the continued support of everyone 
in Singapore to build a harmonious, multiracial and multicultural society that 
stands the test of time. 

 A future anchored on a distinct national identity, a gracious community 
we care about, a safe home we cherish and a united nation that is harmonious 
and inclusive—these will continue to be the common threads that bind us, 
as we come together to shape Singapore’s future.

Our Hope For Singapore
The next chapter of the Singapore story and our shared future will be built 
on the diverse skills, strengths, experiences and aspirations of all Singa-
poreans. We hope to join hands and work together to forge an even more 
vibrant future for Singapore.
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