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| spent many years conducting research in the field of
fracture mechanics, and so the opportunity and challenge
of leading NUS appealed to me, and | moved from the
world of mechanical things to the world of human
systems. Singapore in the 90s wanted to move into the
Knowledge Economy. One of the best things we did was to
unleash the energy of entrepreneurship among the young
at NUS. But we knew that only a small minority of them
would have the gumption and enthusiasm to make a go at
it. We simply had to experiment. So, we looked for such
students, and sent them to experience life at Silicon Valley
start-ups, hoping it would spark them return to do
something different.

This is what | call “I-oriented” entrepreneurship, which is
unleashing the energy of the mavericks, so that as
individuals they can make a difference and be rewarded
for their efforts. These small number of “l-oriented”
entrepreneurs created unicorns, start-up companies with
valuations over USS$1 billion, and have made a big impact
for a select group of shareholders.

But the unicorns’ impact on the “we” — whether lower-
level employees, local communities, or the environment —
is limited and may even be negative. This winner-take-all
paradigm can create great wealth, but that wealth is very
unevenly shared as evidence the homeless tent cities
sprouting under the highways in the Bay Area and beyond.
The Silicon Valley Success Story, which so inspired many,
has its limitations, and its unintended consequences.
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Today, our problem is not a lack of ambitious individuals
wanting to push ahead and win. We have them and we are
glad to have them. Our problem is that I-oriented
entrepreneurship, even as it enables economic growth,
does not enable well-being. If economic growth and
wealth creation does not address collective well-being, it is
not good enough in our time.

Our problems are increasingly that of the collective. Just
think about climate change, pandemics, resource scarcity,
social polarisation ... these are all crises of the collective.
Yes, science and technology can make a difference, and a
few ambitious individuals can scale those technologies. But
what we really need is for the vast majority of people to
come together and work with, and for, one another.

The “W” “E” in WE-empower stands for We-oriented
Entrepreneurship. We-orientation is about individuals
whose entrepreneurial energies intentionally benefit the
larger community. We are not talking about forced
equality, nor about doing away with l-orientation. We are
re-imagining an inclusive future, not a world of the winner
takes all, but where the winners also contribute to
alleviating environmental degradation and social ills. In a
we-empowered world, entrepreneurship deliberately and
systematically regenerate both the biological and human
ecosystems that support our life.

The last few years should have shown us how we are
indeed one world. Covid 19 showed us we breathe the
same air. The floods and wildfires raging across many
continents tell us we share the same Earth. Yet, the world
cannot seem to unite. Since leaving university
administration, | have spent time internationally working
on climate issues, especially renewable energy. Over that
time, | have spoken of setting aside differences to work on
common problems with solutions we already have. But it
has been an uphill climb because the rise in suspicion,
especially with geopolitical rivalries, has made cooperation
harder even among scientists.

Last year, EU top diplomat Joseph Borell said, “Europe is a
garden. We have built a garden ... The rest of the world ...
is not exactly a garden. Most of the rest of the world is a
jungle.” Borell’s words have been perceived by some to be
racist and reveals a belief that “The strong do what they
can and the weak suffer what they must.” (to quote
Thucydides)
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My response to that is: Humanity is lucky that the rest of
the world, including Southeast Asia, has jungles. The
biodiversity of flora and fauna in our jungles is precisely
what is keeping the planet alive. And we, who live outside
the garden, are not weak. We do not need to suffer what
others think we must. On the contrary, we can thrive if we
organize ourselves. ASEAN is the most diverse region on
Earth. We are 660 million people, half of whom are under
30. We have many religions, languages, ethnicities, and
political systems. We know how to live together as a
diverse We. So how do we organise in ASEAN? At WE-
Empower, our immediate focus is to grow the potential of
grassroots enterprises by enlisting the support of Business
Families.

Thousands of enterprises working at the grassroots level
across ASEAN form the economic lifeblood of many
communities. They provide any number of goods and
services to millions of ordinary people. Yet many struggle.
This is even though some of them are regenerative. Like
the bamboo restoration forest-to-factory initiative in
Indonesia we are exploring with SUSS.

Key to grassroots enterprises achieving their potential is
the role that Business Families can play. They themselves
were once grassroots, and today, they have the means to
provide the philanthropic capital to help others thrive.
Business Families also have know-how, and this
collaboration between WE-Empower and SUSS now
enables them to collaborate in developing human capital
via internships, and applied entrepreneurship courses that
can be co-created with the grassroots enterprises.

Finally, what is unique to WE-Empower, is that we can
meet the most important need that Business Families
have. That need is the development of the human, social
and emotional capital of their Next Generation. Family
legacies that endure are the ones where the Next Gen can
regenerate itself.

WE-Empower believes that the Next Gen can develop
themselves into grounded leaders, even surpassing their
elders, if they go back to the grassroots. There, they leave
their bubbles, come face to face with complex social
issues, and take up the internship of life. In addition to
developing a better sense of self, they stand to gain
wisdom from the practical people at the grassroots.
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Family Offices coming to Singapore from outside can
achieve their own enlightened self-interest by developing
their own Next Gen, and establishing a positive reputation
for themselves in their new homes through philanthropy.

Today, | want to thank Bapak Charles Menaro and the
Menaro Family for being the inaugural donor and pledging
SS1m to our proposed bamboo initiative in Indonesia. By
supporting this initiative, your family will be strengthening
the ecosystem. You will do so by restoring the land and
water, and by enabling knowledge exchange between
students, family businesses and grassroots enterprises.
Your pledge will enable SUSS to apply for a matching grant
of another SS1 million by the Singapore government. Your
generosity is multiplied. We hope that other business
families will also be inspired to contribute to their new
home and community.

Let me end the way | started. Some metals fracture under
pressure. Yet some other metals are strengthened by
pressure and heat. There is a nonlinearity to this. When it
comes to how some human beings thrive while others
don’t, the nonlinearity is found in how much they engage
with each other using their heads and hands, as well as
their hearts and spirit. So let us, with our hands, heads,
hearts and spirit, build a world that is inclusive because we
are one people, who share one earth, with one common
future.
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