
AS many people in Asia believe that de-

livery of healthcare services is the gov-

ernment’s role, philanthropic organisa-

tions in this sector may face obstacles 

in carrying out their mission.

“In most Asian countries, govern-

ments attempt to provide universal 

healthcare coverage with the state sub-

sidising the cost of hospitalisations, 

medicines, vaccines or elderly nursing 

care. Some philanthropic organisations 

would hesitate on engaging political 

leaders or dealing with bureaucratic 

red tape,” says David Zuellig, a trustee 

of the Philippines-based Zuellig Family 

Foundation, in an interview with The 

Business Times ahead of the Credit 

Suisse  Philanthropists  Forum 2017  

held on Nov 16.

“Public health is also tied with issues 

of poverty, inequality, security, infra-

structure, cultural, religious bias and 

lack of education. Some donor organisa-

tions find these interrelationships quite 

complicated and almost impossible to 

break through,” he adds.

The Zuellig Family Foundation fo-

cuses on improving health outcomes 

through sustainable healthcare pro-

grammes and services, with a focus on 

health inequalities in the rural areas of 

the Philippines. 

He notes that local donor organisa-

tions in the Philippines are limited and 

not very organised. Instead, healthcare 

philanthropy in the country is mostly 

carried out by international agencies 

such as UNICEF, USAID, Oxfam and Save 

the Children. 

“There is a lot of duplication in the 

programmes, though only a few are 

scaled up on a regional or national 

level. There is not much private philan-

thropy being done alongside the Health 

Department. Healthcare philanthropy 

is also often done only as a component 

of bigger programmes such as poverty 

alleviation, community development, 

and education,” he says.

The Philippines can do better in im-

proving healthcare facilities in rural 
areas by training more healthcare pro-
fessionals to serve in the countryside, 
implementing programmes on prevent-
ive medicine particularly for cardiovas-
cular disorders, diabetes and obesity, 
he explains.

Mr Zuellig believes that maternal 
and infant mortality, malnutrition and 
stunting, and vaccination are probably 
the most urgent problems for Asians, 
as intervention in these areas would cre-
ate the greatest social impact. 

By Francis Kan

AT the Philippine General Hospital (PHG), a govern-

ment-funded institution, charity patients receive free 

medical services. However, with increasing costs and 

growing healthcare needs, philanthropy is playing a vi-

tal role in supporting the institution’s ability to subsid-

ise costs, says Gerardo Legaspi, director at PGH.

The neurosurgeon was speaking at a panel session 

at the Credit Suisse Philanthropists Forum 2017 held 

on Nov 16. Moderated by Professor Tommy Koh, Am-

bassador-at-large, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the 

panel also included Anita Fam, vice-president of the Na-

tional Council of Social Service; Philip Ma, director, Tai 

Sang Land Development, Tai Sang Bank and Tung Wah 

Group of Hospitals; and David Zuellig, a Trustee of the 

Philippines-based Zuellig Family Foundation.

“The biggest role that philanthropy plays in a gov-

ernment institution is the availability of funds when 

we need it. Although we get money from the govern-

ment, the inefficiencies don't allow us to use it prop-

erly,” says Dr Legaspi. 

One of his biggest concerns is how to improve ser-

vices to charity patients, specifically to those in 

neurosurgery. To that end, he was involved in the es-

tablishment  of  the  Pediatric  Neurosurgcial  and  

Craniofacial Unit, supported largely by private dona-

tions. This has enabled operations to be performed for 

more than 300 children and helped to ease the backlog 

at the PGH.

Dr Legaspi also notes that while 60 per cent of 

health care is delivered by private hospitals in the Phil-

ippines, only 30 per cent of the population can afford 

it. “So you can see the inequality. We want to equalise 

opportunities for our patients so that they get the 

same level of care as private patients.” 

Around 400 beds of the 1,500-bed PGH are dedic-

ated to private patients, and this private wing gener-

ates revenue that helps to fund the subsidised patients 

in the rest of the hospital. Dr Legaspi hopes to further 

develop the private portion of PGH so that it is equal in 

quality to its peers and able to attract more patients. 

He says: “I believe that you should invest in some-

thing that gives continuously.”

By Francis Kan

O
RGANISATIONS that rely on 

donations to finance their activ-

ities need to go beyond just 

holding  fund-raising  events  

and work towards cultivating 

long-term supporters. 

Anita Fam, chairman of Assisi Hospice, be-

lieves that one way to do this is to promote 

the concept of “leveraged giving”, where the 

government matches private funds on a dol-

lar-for-dollar basis. 

As today’s philanthropists are keen to max-

imise the impact of their donations, a model 

that produces two dollars for every dollar 

they give is an attractive one, she argues. 

She cites the example of Assisi Hospice, 

which needs to raise about S$17 million every 

year to plug the gap in its funding. However 

as the government's Community Silver Trust 

initiative provides matching donations, the 

amount required is reduced to just S$8.5 mil-

lion.

“We used to just give with the heart, but 

donors  today  want  to  see  their  funds  

stretched in terms of impact and also in dol-

lar terms. That’s where the leveraged model 

comes in. I believe that is the way forward for 

philanthropy,” says Ms Fam in an interview 

with The Business Times ahead of the Credit 

Suisse Philanthropists Forum 2017 held on 

Nov 16. 

Ms Fam, who is also the vice-president of 

the National Council of Social Service, spoke 

on a panel on healthcare giving at the forum. 

A former lawyer, she sits on various boards 

and committees including Caregivers Alli-

ance, National Healthcare Group, SAS Founda-

tion, SG Cares, Singapore Totalisator Board 

and St Andrew’s Autism Centre.

A bigger role

With growing healthcare needs, she believes 

that philanthropists have to play a bigger role 

in this space. “Gone are the days that we can 

be totally reliant on the government for fund-

ing. The reality is we can’t get all the re-

sources we need from one place; there is a 

space for for-profits, social enterprises and 

philanthropists to support the innovative 

work in this space.”

Ms Fam also touched on the importance of 

giving support to caregivers. “If you talked 

about caregivers 10 years ago, it was a fairly 

alien topic; they got very little support. But 

people are recognising more and more that if 

you support the caregiver well, then they can 

give better care to the recipient,” she said.

For the philanthropic sector to develop in 

Singapore, Ms Fam urges donors to allocate 

more of their dollars to investing in profes-

sional talent for the agencies they support. In 

the longer run, this would result in more ef-

fective outcomes for their money.

“In the past, it was mostly the manage-

ment and boards of charitable agencies that 

would raise funds. But that is an area that 

needs to be professionalised. Getting higher 

quality people in this space would mean 

more value,” she explains. She cites an ex-

ample of an agency which hired a senior fun-

draiser whose key performance indicator in-

cluded not only raising enough funds to 

cover the organisation’s deficit, but also to 

cover the person’s own salary. She says: “This 

is the kind of thinking we need going for-

ward.”

On a personal note, she is heartened by 

the generosity of donors she encounters in 

her work. Earlier this year, for instance, a Brit-

ish couple living in Singapore left a S$6 mil-

lion legacy to be divided equally among three 

charities here: Assisi Hospice, National Kid-

ney Foundation and the Society for the Pre-

vention of Cruelty to Animals (SPCA).

“It was a really heartwarming gesture from 

people who are extremely generous,” she 

says. The hospice has named a hall used for 

staff clinical training, talks and seminars Es-

sery Hall in appreciation of the couple’s gener-

osity.
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