
COUNTRIES around the world are bracing for a 

‘silver tsunami’ of rapidly ageing populations 

and  an  impending  spike  in  demand  for  

long-term eldercare. On hand to discuss the key 
issues of this dilemma – which include demen-

tia, active ageing, as well as end-of-life care – 

were four experts on a panel at the Credit Suisse 
Philanthropists Forum 2017.

Zulkifli Bin Baharudin, who sits on the board of 
the Ang Mo Kio - Thye Hua Kwan Hospital, spoke 

of the challenge of getting families to bring their 

elderly home from the community hospitals 
where they can age in dignity.

“The length of overstaying in the community 

hospitals is growing everyday. The patients 

should be in their homes, which is the best place 
they can age,” said Mr Zulkifli, who is also Singa-

pore’s Non Resident Ambassador to the Republic 

of Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan. 
That said, he noted that Singapore’s high 

standards of public housing – which feature lifts 

that stop at every floor, for instance – has played 
a big part in helping the elderly to age in place, or 

the ability to live in one’s own home independ-

ently.

“There is no place far more ready to help our 

elderly age in place. However, there is still a high 
concentration of people who can’t move up from 

the rental flats that don’t have these facilities. 

This is an area we can focus on to help this 
group,” he said.

Dr Christopher Lien, senior consultant geriatri-
cian; director, community geriatrics, Changi Gen-

eral Hospital, touched on the related issue of dis-

charging elderly patients successfully from hos-
pitals. 

“Elderly patients end up staying a long time in 

hospitals. Discharges tend to be unsuccessful; 
one in five older patients come back within 30 

days,” he said.

“If this is an unavoidable consequence of age 
it will lead to a burden so immense I’m not sure 

how any society can bear it.” To tackle this chal-

lenge, Dr Lien proposed that “rehabilitation” and 
“enablement” needed to be part of the solution.

Meanwhile, Dr Kua Ee Heok, professor and 
senior consultant psychiatrist, Department of 

Psychological Medicine, National University Hos-

pital, shared with the audience the details of a 
wide-ranging study of ageing and dementia in 

Singapore. Prof Kua leads the Dementia Preven-

tion Programme (DPP), collaboration between 

NUS and the People’s Association. 

The DPP is an extension of the NUS-led, 
10-year Jurong Ageing Study started in 2013, 

which showed that activities like music, art, 

mindfulness therapy and taiji reduced anxiety 
levels and symptoms of depression. This is relev-

ant because studies have shown that there is a 

link between depression and the risk of demen-
tia.

A perspective from Down Under was brought to 
the discussion by Paul Robertson, who is the 

Chair of St Vincent’s Health Australia, the largest 

non-profit, non-government diversified health 
care provider in the country.

Mr Robertson said that the role of caregivers 

to dementia sufferers is significantly underes-
timated, and that this group of people needs 

more support to carry out their roles effectively. 

“The closer you are to someone with dementia 
the worse the health outcome,” he said.

To overcome this problem, short courses are 

offered to caregivers who can hear from more ex-
perienced carers, who can give them an idea of 

the challenges ahead and how to deal with them. 

He said: “These programmes are partly funded 
by the government, but a lot by philanthropy.”

AT age 86, Tsao Ng Yu Shun established the 

Tsao Foundation in Singapore to help the eld-

erly lead a higher quality of life. Among other ob-

jectives, the late Mrs Tsao wanted the founda-

tion to help the elderly to be in better control of 

their own lives, revealed her granddaughter 

Mary Ann Tsao, the chairwoman and founding 

director of the Tsao Foundation. 

The Singapore-based foundation is focused 

on elderly care and ageing issues that was 

chartered by her grandmother in 1992. It has 

since gained a reputation for providing high 

quality  and  innovative  community-based  

elder-centric services and programmes. 

With the belief that the best place to age is in 

their own homes, the Tsao Foundation focuses 

on providing home care services to the elderly.

“Nursing homes are still needed for the very 

old or those with severe dementia, but most 

people are able to live at home with support 

from home care,” said Dr Tsao in the keynote ad-

dress at the Credit Suisse Philanthropists Forum 

2017.

She noted that when the foundation started 

in 1993, there were older people dying in their 

homes without anyone knowing. The founda-

tion’s homecare services allowed them to reach 

such people in the community who need their 

help.

She said that as today’s families become smal-

ler and members more mobile, there is a gap 

between what an elderly person needs and what 

their families can offer in terms of support. 

Said Dr Tsao: “That's where philanthropy dol-

lars can come in and fill the gap so that families 

can carry on.”

INSIGHTS from a report commissioned 

by Credit Suisse, titled Silver threads 

amongst the gold: Philanthropy and age-

ing in Indonesia, Malaysia, and Singa-

pore, revealed five key messages for phil-

anthropists interested to take action in 

this sector:

1. Ageing is not always the most attract-

ive topic, but it is a strategic choice for 

donors who want to make a significant 

impact in a highly relevant area.

2. There are particular opportunities in 

Indonesia and Malaysia for those who 

take a venture philanthropy approach – 

providing long-term investment and 

softer support to nurture promising 

non-profits and new initiatives.

3.  In Singapore, government covers 

many of the most basic needs in this sec-

tor – meaning philanthropic donations 

can stretch a long way, especially when 

donors take a bolder approach.

4. Small is beautiful, but we need to 

think big: for example, one of the most 

pressing issues in all three countries is 

long-term care. Here donors can make a 
discrete impact by funding individual 
nursing homes, but their money may 
reach further by investing in more scal-
able  solutions  such  as  com-
munity-based care.
5. For the real change-makers, philan-
thropy is a personal quest: “Philanthrop-
ists need to know the issues but also 
need to see for themselves.”

A
GEING has not traditionally 

been a popular cause for 

philanthropists  in  South-

east Asia. However, the is-

sue is becoming more diffi-

cult to ignore, particularly in Singapore, 

Malaysia, and Indonesia, which will face 

an increasingly ageing population in the 

next few decades.

By 2050, the population above 60 

years old will rise to 2.1 billion globally 

from 900 million in 2015. In Singapore, 

one in four Singaporeans will be aged 65 

years and above by 2030, double the 

level today. That said, the relative lack of 

action on the eldercare front provides 

opportunities  for  philanthropists  to  

make a difference in this sector.

A report titled Silver threads amongst 

the gold: Philanthropy and ageing in In-

donesia,  Malaysia,  and  Singapore  

showed six themes that were present in 

Singapore,  Malaysia,  and  Indonesia.  

These are active ageing, financial secur-

ity,  mental  wellbeing,  dementia,  

long-term care, and end of life. 

The independent report by research 

firm Just Cause was commissioned by 

Credit Suisse to investigate ageing and 

eldercare needs. The report, which was 

released at the Credit Suisse Philanthrop-

ists  Forum in  Singapore  yesterday,  

provides insights on how philanthrop-

ists can use their wealth to maximise so-

cial impact in the healthcare-eldercare 

space.

While governments are increasingly 

aware of the issues, they have struggled 

to prioritise attention and resources for 

this area given the many competing de-

mands on their limited budgets, the re-

port said. Meanwhile, there are very few 

donors and non-profit organisations ex-

plicitly focusing on the issue. 

“Some of the (report’s) data remind us 

of the formidable tidal demographic 

change that will sweep over us in the 

next three decades,” said Francesco De 

Ferrari, head of private banking Asia-Pa-

cific and CEO South-east Asia and Fron-

tier Markets, Credit Suisse, in his wel-

come speech at the forum.

“Therefore ageing will pose major 

funding challenges, bringing the need 

for private funding to a new level as gov-

ernment-funded old age programmes 

will not be sufficient; at the same time, it 

will drive the private sector to come up 

with innovative and most cost effective 

health care that is more accessible to a 

larger population,” he added. 

Against this backdrop, the need for 

private philanthropy in health care has 

become more urgent. In Malaysia, age-

ing is an emerging issue that has re-

cently started to attract serious atten-

tion, as there are significant unmet 

needs that are forecast to become even 

more pressing as the population increas-

ingly ages. 

“At present there are very few private 

donors with an explicit focus on this 

area.  There  are  also  relatively  few 

non-profit organisations – and those 

that do exist all struggle to attract signi-

ficant funds to enable research, innova-

tion, and the ability to impact lives at 

scale,” the report said.

In Singapore, meanwhile, ageing has 

increasingly moved up the agenda over 

the past decade, and has been cham-

pioned by several high-profile philan-

thropic foundations such as the Lien 

Foundation and the Tsao Foundation. It 

is also starting to gain attention from 

other private donors. 

Relative to Malaysia and Indonesia, 

there are many well-established and pro-

fessional non-profit organisations in the 

sector. 

And  there  are  opportunities  for  

donors that include supporting govern-

ment-funded nonprofit programmes to 

boost their quality, seed-funding new 

and innovative initiatives, and commis-

sioning research, the report said.

In his keynote speech at the forum, 

Minister for Health Gan Kim Yong said 

that the spirit of philanthropy in Singa-

pore’s health care is most evident in the 

intermediate and long-term care sector 

that is largely run by voluntary welfare 

organisations (VWOs).

“Driven by passion and the desire to 

do good, VWOs in the sector have played 

a crucial role in rehabilitating patients 

after discharge from hospital, caring for 

frail seniors in the community, champi-

oning the needs of those with specific 

medical conditions and providing com-

plementary medical treatments such as 

traditional Chinese medicine,” he said.

Mr Gan noted that there is a healthy 

level of philanthropy in the healthcare 

sector in Singapore today. In 2015, dona-

tions amounted to S$334 million in the 

healthcare sector, he said.
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