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Dear all, 

First, I’d like to introduce myself - I’m Ershen, 
and I have been the deputy editor of Khwaish 
for a year now. I’m training to be a teacher, and 
like many of our Sikh youth, I’m passionate 

EDITOR’S NOTE

about bringing together our community in meaningful and 
interesting ways.

It goes without saying that 2020 has been a strange and 
trying year for us all - and more so for those who have 
been disproportionately affected by the pandemic. Be it 
retrenchment or access to mental health care, or sickness 
and loss of loved ones - each member of our community 
has experienced this pandemic very differently. In this 
issue, read about how over the Circuit Breaker we at YSA 
brainstormed over how we could lend our support despite 
the safety constraints placed by Covid-19 restrictions - and 
produced a successful video-fundraising initiative. 

All our hitherto in-person events were taken online this 
year: the Khwaish Lecture and Graduate Reception Tea, 
which are featured in this issue as well, were successful run 
through online platforms. The Graduate Reception Tea was 
particularly interesting: instead of a traditional reception, 
we sent our recipients Grab Food vouchers so they could 
have a meal to celebrate their success. Pulling off this live 
online event was no easy feat, but we were glad to explore 
new frontiers. 

Speaking of new endeavours, in this issue we also feature 
our newly-minted Conversational Punjabi classes, which 
took place via Zoom. Personally, I was happy to see that 
this effort provided an opportunity for - among other 
participants - a close friend of mine who is half-Punjabi and 
half-Chinese, to explore the Punjabi language. Besides our 
own ground-up events, we had the opportunity to work in 
concert with various organisations this year. In this issue we 
feature our collaborations with the Indian Heritage Centre, 
SINDA Youth Club, and Narpani Youth. You can also read 
Exco member Maltrish’s reflections on Catalyse 2020, 
a series of online Masterclasses she and Exco member 
Pelwinderpal helped organise. 

As you can tell, it’s been a busy year at YSA as we shifted to 
the online mode. I’ve been thinking a lot about community 
this year, and how amid such difficulty there exists beauty in 
how we find novel ways to build ourselves up collectively. 
I’m reminded of Obama’s words in his memoir Dreams 
from My Father, “Communities have to be created, fought 
for and tended like gardens. They expand or contract with 
the dreams of women and men.” I hope you will enjoy 
reading about our community efforts in this issue. 



FROM THE 
PRESIDENT’S DESK

Dear Readers,

From all of us at YSA I wish you a Happy 
and Healthy New Year! 

We are all getting into the new year 
with hope and optimism that 2021 will 

be better for all of us. With the announcement and 
availability of vaccines around the world including here 
in Singapore, we can look forward to resuming some of 
our activities. All of us would surely agree though that 
it cannot simply be a resumption to business as usual 
pre COVID-19. There are several lessons we can draw 
from the impact of this pandemic and I want to take 
the opportunity to reflect on some of the implications 
for YSA.

When Singapore went into circuit breaker, and our 
version of lock down was a protracted one lasting longer 
than most of us expected and wanted, there were some 
real and valid concerns among our team at YSA. Simply 
put, our team put in much work into organising physical 
events, platforms and initiatives to develop and engage 
youth in the community. Very early on our team already 
had to make the judgement call and significant decision 
to indefinitely postpone our annual Racial Harmony 
Football Tournament. How we would proceed with our 
other initiatives and projects planned for the year was 
therefore a tremendous source of anxiety for us. We 
feared that all the effort and work put in not only by 
the present team but even those before us would come 
to naught. To be clear, we were prepared if it meant 
we would need to start over and rebuild. The question 
though was, how would we go about doing so under 
conditions that continue to remain very much fluid and 
even volatile?

There is no denying that the affordances of technology 
prevented some of the disruptions we anticipated 
due to the pandemic. In my opinion though the more 
critical factors were the determination to adapt and a 
persistence to find ways to continue to make a positive 
impact in the community. Nationally and in broader 
society, there were also the many selfless acts and 
kindness demonstrated by others to help individuals 
and groups adversely affected by the pandemic. This 
spirit of community and looking out for one another 
was also a motivating factor for our team to find ways 
that we could contribute. 

We were able to quickly regroup and decided to do 
a fundraiser by having EXCO members video record 

and share stories from YSA’s SG50 
publication, Singapore at 50 – 50 Sikhs 
and their contributions. Through this we 
were able to meet several objectives. 
These include: create online content to 
engage members during the extended 
stay at home, increase familiarity in the 
community with all our EXCO members, 
boost morale through the sharing of 
inspiring stories of Sikh pioneers many 
of whom also overcame significant 
adversities and challenges in their lives, 
and most importantly direct funds 
raised to support individuals and groups 
affected by COVID-19. As we worked on 
some of these new efforts and changed 
the format of what are now staple 
initiatives for YSA, such as the Khwaish 
Lecture 2020 that was done completely 
online, I would go as far to state that our 
team relished the learning opportunities 
that were presented before us. Many if 
not most of our initial anxieties dissipated 
and the process of acquiring new skills 
and developing and deepening our 
capacities became an enjoyable one. 

A fitting analogy for us at YSA given 
all the changes we have had to adapt 
to and learn from would be play in 
a sandbox. Like the sandbox of our 
childhoods, the developments in the 
world we now find ourselves in provides 
us with new and possibly even endless 
opportunities. While there may remain 
some trepidation, we recognise and 
acknowledge the privilege to find 
ourselves going forward into 2021 in a 
sandbox with opportunities to create, 
explore, share ideas, and deepen and 
form new friendships. 
 
I want to end on this note and by 
extending an invitation to you into our 
sandbox. Our team, as always, remains 
open to your contributions and ideas 
to engage youth and serve in the 
community. As we discover possibilities, 
share with us how to make the most 
of these opportunities to learn as we 
explore this sandbox.

On behalf of the entire team at YSA, I 
wish all of you a wonderful year ahead!



Stories of Hope and 
Inspiration 
The Covid-19 Circuit Breaker saw a halt to some of our 
planned activities this year. The Circuit Breaker was uncharted 
territory for many of us - but it also a time to reimagine YSA’s 
initiatives and see how we could support frontline workers 
and communities impacted by Covid-19. 

This led to the birth of our Stories of Hope and Inspiration 
initiative - a series of videos uploaded to our social media 
pages, in which we read stories from our 2015 publication 
Singapore at 50: 50 Sikhs and their Contributions. From 2 May 
to 24 August, we published videos of the YSA Exco reading 
out these stories and sharing our individual reflections - how 
these narratives connected to us, and what they made us think 
about. Members of the public were encouraged to nominate 
a particular story to be read and posted, and subsequently 
make a donation to our fundraiser for Covid-19 relief efforts 
within and beyond the Sikh community. 

Reintroducing the stories of our pioneers in a newly-
imagined format was an enriching experience. It was a critical 
opportunity to reflect on our roots as a Singaporean Sikh 
community, as well as appreciate the pioneers who made 
various strides in their fields and built up this community. It 
was especially poignant to reflect on their efforts in the trying 
time that is Covid-19: their resilience and the knowledge that 
difficulties can certainly be overcome was a much-needed 
source of comfort to us. 

The initiative was a great success, with all 50 stories read out 
over the course of four months. This would of course not have 
been possible without the generous contributions of various 
members of the community. 

Separately, it was also an opportunity for us to share with 
members of the public the faces behind YSA - our Exco team. 
At the start a handful of us fumbled with our video cameras, 
but as the weeks progressed we picked up the necessary 
skills and produced videos of ascending quality. It was indeed 
a learning opportunity as well for our team as well, and we do 
feel more confident in producing video content necessary in 
the digital age. 

The initiative was certainly one of our highlights this year - we 
hope to continue to be able to reimagine community work, 
and allow it to weather through turbulences such as Covid-19. 



Punjabi Conversations 
by EXCO Member Sonya  Kaur
I came up with the idea of teaching our peers some basic conversational Punjabi when our Community, 
Culture and Conversations initiative in YSA was launched! This initiative entailed bringing folk of other 
races and religions to the gurduwara’s to introduce them to our culture and religion. I felt to enhance 
their experience, it would be beneficial if they could understand some words that are frequently used 
in our place of worship. These include words like Langar (food hall), pani (water), number to 20 and 
how to introduce yourself in Punjabi!

A team of 6 of us hosted a total of 5 sessions - each with one theme for the week! In the first week, 
we introduced the origins of the language along with how to great and introduce yourself. The theme 
for the second week was food and drinks were we shared with everyone how to describe the taste 
of their favourite foods! In the 3rd week, we made it more personal and went through the different 
feelings and emotions! We wrapped it all together for the session in week 4 - everyday conversations! 
In the final and 5th week, we discussed how to Navigate a Gurduwara. 

As it was the first of such an initiative, we did not expect a large turn out and were prepared to host 
15 people for each session. However, we were pleasantly surprise to have received over 30 interested 
individuals for our 1st session. It was very encouraging to have received so much of support from our 
community. 

To keep things exciting, we would host a kahoot quiz at the end of every session and it was truly 
enjoyable to watch our participants have a friendly contest on who would be the top. 

The response from our first series truly got us motivated to launch a second series, which we are 
planning to bring to you in 2021! I personally looked forward to interacting with such a wonderful 
group of people who made all our efforts so worthwhile!



Happy Birthday Singapore!
While the safety restrictions borne from Covid-19 still in place, a different way of commemorating 
National Day 2020 was in order. YSA decided to invite family, friends, and members from various 
communities for a special filming session to share their National Day memories and wishes. The product? 
A 9-minute video featuring individuals from all walks of life sharing their special National Day moments 
and thoughts. From funny stories to tender Primary School memories of assembly celebrations, the 
video captured perspectives from a diverse range of individuals. 

Ultimately, the video was YSA’s way of wishing our nation and bringing together our volunteers and 
community networks. It is available for viewing on our social media pages.

We got some families, friends, and volunteers in the 
community to share their favourite memories of National Day. 

They also told us their birthday wishes for Singapore



Taking It Online: Leadership, 
Community, Culture 

‘Zooming’ and video-filming was the order of 2020. YSA was pleased to collaborate with the Indian 
Heritage Centre (IHC) for two such online projects. The first was IHC’s digital Culture Fest 2020, in 
which our President Sarabjeet Singh spoke alongside panelists Swedha Rajaram, Durga Rajendran, 
Ian Jeevan, and Jayavarman Gnanansekaran on the topic “Indian Culture & Insights on Leadership”. 
The session was moderated by stand-up comic Sharul Channa.

During the sharing, panelists spoke on topics such as the influence of Indian culture on leadership, 
essential qualities of leaders, and youth concerns. On the question of what is the most important 
quality of a leader, Sarabjeet reflected on the incident in 2019 in which YSA reached out to a young 
influencer whose viral Instagram post attracted a lot of backlash. He noted, “empathy is the most 
important quality but it is also something that can be the hardest to do...it is a source of tremendous 
pride that I am part of a team of young people at YSA that showed kindness.” 

A second collaboration with IHC happened in lieu of the festive season: IHC gathered representatives 
from various Indian organisations to film a conversation as the Deepavali season approached. During 
this session, YSA Exco Member Ershen shared about how Sikhs commemorate Bandi Chhor Divas, 
and what this event means to members of the Sikh community. 

Both videos are available for viewing on our social media pages.



2020 Indian Youth Conference

Indian Youth Conference (IYC) made its debut in 2019 with the goal of being a platform for youths in 
the Indian ecosystem to network, learn from each other and have meaningful conversations on topics 
that matter. Having been a part of the conference in 2019, YSA was invited back in 2020 and this 
time as part of the organising committee. As part of the objective of developing a collaborative spirit 
within the community, three organisations were part of this year’s organising committee – Young Sikh 
Association, Sinda Youth Club and Narpani Youth. 

Many weekends were spent on Zoom calls, brainstorming on topics, flow of events, training for 
facilitators, invitations for panellists as well as participants. Not to mention the much-welcomed jokes 
in between to lighten the mood in a seemingly tense virtual room as the conference was drawing 
closer. 

IYC 2020 took place over the span of two weekends, the first being the conference itself and the 
second week was a sharing session with a group of panellists. The topics for IYC 2020 involved 
discussions on COVID, Mental Health and Youth Employment. 

To start off the conference, an icebreaker discussion occurred on how COVID has impacted everyone 
and the work of their organisations. COVID has inevitably had an impact on everyone and the 
committee thought it was a good topic to bind participants and create a safe space for everyone.

Research done by the team on issues affecting youths in Singapore revealed the importance of 
discussing topics related to mental health and youth employment. This was not aided by the circuit 
breaker that Singapore had to undergo in order to curb the spread of COVID, which saw a spike in 
cases related to mental health issues. COVID has also brought about uncertainty in youths especially 
in their prospects for the future and hence the topic on Youth Employment was chosen. 

To shed light on these topics and what are some of the steps we can take as a community to help youths, 
a group of subject matter experts from various fields were invited on Day 2. The panellist included 
Rahul Daswani, Shilpa Jain, Jasbir Singh and Veerappan Swaminathan. Strength in collaboration and 
having an innovative mindset were the key takeaways from these panellists. 

YSA has expressed its interest in being part of IYC 2021 as both a participant and part of organising 
committee. We truly believe that if all organisations in the community come together, we can avoid 
duplication of efforts and have far greater outreach in our initiatives. 



Graduate Tea Reception 2020 
One of the flagship events that the YSA organises 
is the annual Sikh Graduates Tea Reception. 
This annual event recognizes the achievements 
of Sikh Graduates from ITEs, Polytechnics and 
Universities in 2020. It also provides a networking 
opportunity for the graduates and encourages 
them to connect with representatives from 
organisations within and outside of the Sikh 
community. Given the COVID-19 situation this 
year, we were unable to proceed with a physical 
event thus recognising and celebrating this 
imperative milestone achievement of graduates 
in the Sikh Community through an online event 
via Zoom.

The Guest-of-Honour for this year was Mr Alvin 
Tan, Minister of State for the Ministry of Culture, 
Community and Youth Ministry of Culture, 
Community and Youth - MCCY and the Ministry 
of Trade & Industry. One key takeaway from Mr 
Alvin Tan’s speech to the young graduates was 
how the youth can continue to navigate through 
these uncertain times as he shared, “We can Step 

Back in adversity, Step Up to face it and help one 
another, and/or Step Out of our comfort zones 
to explore and make a future for ourselves!”

This year, the Valedictorian was Mr GurJeevan 
Singh Balrose who graduated with a Bachelor of 
Film (Hons) from LASALLE College of the Arts. 
GurJeevan has produced films as school projects 
that were shortlisted for national awards such 
as the National Youth Film Awards 2020. “What 
I learnt during my time in school, was having 
support around is important but, the only the 
person who can make the impossible possible, 
is you. If you want anything, you are the one to 
make it happen. You are the only one to make 
your dreams come true,” GurJeevan shared with 
the group of 20 Sikh graduates viewing the Tea 
Reception virtually.

The event culminated in a moderated panel 
discussion where both Mr Alvin Tan and Mr 
GurJeevan Singh Balrose discussed on the topic, 
Navigating a Changing World with Confidence.



On the morning of 25th October, over 30 volunteers from YSA joined SINDA volunteers to enact 
Project Shine - a cleaning and engagement initiative aimed at helping elderly from the Indian 
community clean up their homes ahead of Deepavali season.

Before the project kicked off, we engaged with Habitat for Humanity Singapore to familiarise ourselves 
with the best practices for home visits and cleaning. Doing so enabled us to understand how to 
approach the elderly and ascertain their needs. It was also a joy to work alongside SINDA’s volunteer 
team for the planning and execution of the initiative. 

The day itself was busy but immensely rewarding. We met with elderly Indian residents living in 
different areas around Singapore, brought them lunch, and engaged in conversation. We assisted 
with cleaning hard-to-reach places such as ceiling fans and furniture nooks. Bathrooms were mopped, 
floors were scrubbed, and surfaces were dusted clean. 15 homes were cleaned that morning - but 
importantly, we got the opportunity to speak with and engage 15 sets of eldery residents. 

On another note, the cleaning initiative this year was particularly different, owing to Covid-19 
precautions. With meetings conducted over Zoom and efforts to ensure social distancing, as well as 
learning how to effectively communicate with the elederly from behind our masks, this was another 
instance of adapting to situations to ensure that YSA’s aim of sewa is not neglected. 

Shining the Homes of our Elderly 
 



We have seen significant interest for YSA’s new initiative Community, 
Culture & Conversations (CCC) since its launch towards the end of 
2019. It is especially heartening that diverse groups have approached 
YSA to organise CCC sessions in order for them to find out more about 
the Sikh Community in Singapore. Two of these groups include the 
members of the Hong Kah North Residents’ Committee and National 
University of Singapore Geographical Society (NUS Geog Soc.). 

The visit by members of the Hong Kah North Residents’ Committee 
took place on 11 January 2020 at the Silat Road Gurdwara. A total of 8 
of their members including the Committee Chairman were invited to 
a dialogue and visit to the Gurdwara. The CCC sessions are designed 
for smaller group sessions which encourage more dialogue and 
exchange, in addition to a guided visit of Gurdwaras in Singapore. 

Mr Kendrick Goh, a long serving member of the Hong Kah North 
Residents’ Committee shared that his experience being a part of the 
CCC, ‘provided insights to the Sikh Community that we would not 
otherwise be able to understand. The YSA members shared their 
experiences as individuals from inside of the Sikh Community. They 
were candid and honest during the dialogue. This helped participants 
understand the Sikh Culture and community in Singapore, including 
the various initiatives and contributions they have made to nation 
building’. 

The visit by the NUS Geog Soc. included current students of the 
university, alumni and faculty members of the Geography Department. 
As each CCC session is tailored to the profiles of participants, which 
means no two CCC experiences are similar, members of the NUS 
Geog Soc. worked closely with YSA on what aspects of the Sikh 
Community and Gurdwara they wanted to learn more about. Their 
visit was organised and held on 29 February 2020 at the Central Sikh 
Gurdwara with a focus on how the Gurdwara serves both the religious 
and community needs for the Sikhs in Singapore. 

Dr. Menusha de Silva, Lecturer at the Department of Geography 
at NUS explained that, ‘Even though I have Sikh friends, the CCC 
experience with YSA was an eye opener to the specific history and 
even present day concerns of the Sikh Community in Singapore. The 
YSA’s openness to questions about their everyday lives and candid 
answers offered a rare learning experience’.

We thank all groups who have participated and reached out to YSA to 
be part of the CCC initiative. The interests from diverse groups reflects 
a desire to find out more about the various communities in Singapore 
and YSA hopes to resume the CCC once COVID-19 measures allow us 
to do so. If you are interested to be part of a CCC and work together 
with us to organise a session for your family, friends or colleagues, do 
reach out to us!

Community, Culture & 
Conversations 2020



In order for any team to work well and effectively together, it is important for them to take the time 
to build bonds and determine their shared vision. Thus, the YSA Retreat is an important event on the 
calendar as it provides the team with the opportunity to bond and understand one another better 
and to also set out our intentions and aims for the year ahead.
 
In 2020, we were lucky to have scheduled our retreat at the start of year, before Covid-19 infections 
exploded in Singapore and the necessary safe measures were put in place. Our day started with an 
interesting tour of Geylang by Mr Lee, the creator of the Geylang Serai Heritage Trail. Mr Lee showed 
us around the area and shared with us the history and many fascinating stories of the various sites in 
Geylang such as GrandLink Square which was the Former Queens Theatre. Many of us youth probably 
also never gave a thought to the sanitation system of Singapore in the past and so when Mr Lee asked 
us what we thought a rectangular hole in the back wall of a row shophouses was, many of us gave wild 
guesses like an entrance for pets but we later learned that it was for the night soil bucket. The tour 
truly made us see Geylang through new eyes and allowed us to learn more about Singapore’s history.
 
After a morning of fun, we then got down to set out our intentions for the year 2020 and came up with 
a plan and a rough calendar of events for the year ahead. We also took the time to better understand 
our individual roles within YSA as well as the role of YSA in the community. This session was incredibly 
helpful as it put all of us on the same page for the year 2020. However, little did we know at that time, 
that we would have to tweak and adjust many of those plans for the year but nevertheless, it was still 
a very important and helpful session and we are currently looking forward to our retreat in 2021.

Retreat 2020: 
Exploring Geylang



YSA had its 10th Khwaish Lecture on the 22nd of August this year; a biennial event in the calendar 
where distinguished international and local personalities provide the opportunity for Singaporeans 
to gain a further understanding of global affairs. At YSA, we are always looking to evolve and adapt, 
while meaningfully engaging with our stakeholders. With the pandemic limiting physical gatherings, 
we decided to take it online. 

This time around, we settled on a topic close to our hearts; one that the team felt has been overlooked 
and discounted. Animal welfare is a rather recent, yet troubling argument in society and has been 
increasingly being paid attention to internationally. We had an exciting panel to provide insights 
and an expert’s opinion on the matter.  We were joined by Dr. Luis, Executive Director, Society for 
the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (SPCA), Ms. Jessica Kwok, Group Director Community Animal 
Management Division under Animal and Veterinary Service (AVS), and Dr. Jaipal Singh Gill, Director 
of Zoology for Wildlife Reserves Singapore (WRS). 

Animal Welfare relates to the concept of the safety and rights of animals, the prevention of cruelty, 
malicious intent, neglect, and torture to pets and animals by people. Dr. Luis summed it up by 
commenting that it is the “sum of how animals relate and cope with the environment. What matters 
is that the good experiences outweigh the bad experiences.” Ms. Kwok further added that we are 
all involved in animal welfare, whether we are members of public or private owners. The question is, 
“What can we do to promote animal welfare?”. Dr. Jaipal harmonized with Ms. Kwok and emphasized 
that “There is no one organization or group to move animal welfare forward, I think there is a lot of 
power in people who ask for higher standards”. 

Social change starts with the individual, which begets the question; “What can we as individuals 
do as members of the community?”. Dr. Jaipal elucidated that as individuals, it can be as simple 
as volunteering and donating or fostering and adopting.  Even the act of speaking up is a lot more 
important than what people think. 

If we were to look at organizations, Dr. Luis described how WRS has taken effort to commit to multiple 
campaigns to promote public education and actively communicate with stakeholders. They have also 
been actively coordinating with international efforts on research to better provide animal welfare. The 
common perception is that organizations have been working on their own, which was disputed by Ms. 
Kwok. She gave an example of how AVS has been working with SPCA on their Trap-Neuter-Release-
Manage (TNRM) program. This brings in the role that government bodies play. Policy changes have 
been made and accelerated in the 2010s. However, it was a consensus that more could be done in 
the aspect of coordination and further policy changes. 

A common topic brought up by participants was public education, to which Ms. Kwok highlighted 
a recent program for pre-school kids to better understand animal welfare. “The key is outreach and 
education, covering the community of all ages.”. Participants were also curious about relevant tertiary 
education. Dr. Jaipal eloquently explained that “It takes a whole community to build an organization.”; 
that many different skill sets such as law or communications for outreach. Dr. Luis echoed that one 
doesn’t need to be a vet or zookeeper to help and that it “boils down to passion”. 

10th Khwaish Lecture: 
An Inconvenient Harmony? 
– The State of Animal
Welfare in Singapore 



Catalysing Entrepreneurship: 
Reflections on Catalyse 2020 
by Exco Member Maltrish Kaur

Catalyse 2020; Startup with a Heart, was organised with the aim of empowering aspiring entrepreneurs 
in the Indian community by providing them with the opportunity and platform to be agents of change 
for social challenges. This initiative is brought together with the collaborative efforts of various 
organisations in the Indian community. 

Through this initiative, participants are trained and guided through a series of Masterclass. This is 
followed by a competition where participants were provided an opportunity to pitch their ideas. 

We kicked off the initiative by organising the first Masterclass with special thanks to Mr Martin Tan 
of The Majurity Trust; speaker of the Masterclass titled ‘Doing Good: Social Enterprise as the way 
Forward’. The Masterclass, held on Zoom, was an interactive session where participants were engaged 
in contributing their opinions, ideas and had the chance to meet with other like-minded individuals. 
Coming in with their own backgrounds and expertise, individuals from various walks of life attended 
the Masterclasses with the common intention of gaining better insight into how they could be social 
entrepreneurs and contribute towards sparking positive changes in the community. 

It was rather heartwarming to see the passion and willingness of the participants and the organisers 
of Catalyse 2020, propelled by their intentions of making these impactful changes. Collaborating 
with my fellow Exco Member Pelwinderpal Singh was especially enlightening. He took the lead by 
attending the weekly meetings and delegating tasks as a representative of YSA on this project. I’m 
grateful have worked alongside a helpful peer with leadership qualities. 

This project has taught me that it doesn't matter what your background is, as long as you have the 
heart to support others and provide assistance, your ideas of developing social changes can go a long 
way.


