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Introduction 

Ecoventure is Earthlink NTU’s annual youth overseas community involvement programme. 

From 2014 to 2016, Ecoventure focused its efforts in introducing renewable energy to different 

rural community schools in the northern regions of Lao PDR with the partnership of Young 

Men’s Christian Association (YMCA) of Singapore. Over the three years, Ecoventure installed 3 

kW, 2 kW and 1 kW solar panel systems in three different primary schools at Oudomxay 

Province, Lao PDR.  

In Ecoventure 2018, the team partnered with YMCA for the fourth time to install a 2 kW solar 

panel system with lights and fans at a primary school in Ban Lad Kuem, Oudomxay Province, 

Lao PDR. In addition, the team also introduced a social entrepreneurship programme to the 

community to bring light to their homes. On top of developing new infrastructure for the 

community, enrichment programmes were conducted for the local children to cultivate greater 

interest in learning and to impart skills that may be useful in their daily lives. 

Project Details 

From 11 to 22 June 2018, a team of 17 NTU students embarked on Ecoventure 2018 to Ban 

Lad Kuem, Oudomxay Province, Laos to install solar panels, conduct enrichment programmes 

and introduce a social entrepreneurship programme in the village. 

There were two phases to the installation of the solar panel system. First was the assembly of 

components and mounting of the panels at its appropriate location that was accomplished by 

the team with the help of the locals. Concurrently, 16 lights and 5 fans were installed on the 

ceiling and wiring connections were made by a local electrician. The second phase was to make 

the connection between the batteries, solar panels and inverter. This phase was done by an 

engineer from Rezeca Renewables due to a lack of professional expertise within the team. With 

assistance from various parties, the team successfully completed the installation of the solar 

panel, lights and fans and ensured its functionality, up till the last day at the village. Through 

these efforts, the learning environment in the school was improved and with access to 

electricity, their standard of living was enhanced.  

Enrichment programmes were organized for the local children for two main reasons: to 

cultivate greater interest in learning in hopes of motivating the children in Ban Lad Kuem to 

pursue higher education, as well as to impart skills that may be useful in their daily lives. The 
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enrichment programmes ranged across sessions involving English, Arts & Crafts, Hygiene, 

Sports and Science. Some skills that were taught include basic counting in English, brushing 

teeth, washing hands and folding origami. The children were extremely eager to learn and 

were actively engaged in the programmes, and the feedback given by the children were 

positive. 

The social entrepreneurship programme proposed to the village was intended to provide light 

to homes in Ban Lad Kuem through a rechargeable powerbank rental system. The team 

provided 4 sets of powerbanks attached with a USB LED light each to be used as a portable 

light source at home. In this way, each household could rent a set from the primary school at 

a small cost and once the powerbank was depleted, they would return the entire set to the 

primary school. The principal or school teachers would recharge the powerbank with the solar 

power harvested by the panels and the set could be rented to another family subsequently. 

Money earned from this social enterprise would be managed by the primary school principal 

and used to maintain the solar panel in the long run or to replace faulty parts if required. This 

proposal was met with acceptance by the villagers after it was clearly explained. 
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Reflections from participants 
“This trip to Laos has opened my mind to the outside world, and reminded myself of 

how fortunate I am to be part of a comfortable, well-sustained life. 

The first lesson that I learnt was the importance of being appreciative. Most of the 

children in the village did not have clean clothes, and they lived in wooden houses 

without electricity and proper ventilation. I also noted that some of them lack healthy 

meals which might lead to malnourishment. However, despite the lack of basic needs, 

they were very cheerful and appreciative of what they possess. When the children 

received donated clothes from us, their hearts were filled with contentment. Moreover, 

the children also found joy in broken bamboos lying on the ground as they can be 

used as their toy. In other words, these children gained satisfaction and fulfilment in 

the simplest things without any complaints. After experiencing the simple, carefree 

lifestyle of the children, I felt ashamed of the ungrateful attitude that was rooted in our 

urban culture.  

Secondly, I have also learnt that plastic waste is a problem that affects every corner 

of our world. A common perception is that an isolated village will be free from 

pollution, but my observation on the village has told me otherwise. I have noticed 

plastic litters hidden among the grass and soil in the school compound. These plastic 

litters generally came from food packaging and plastic bags. To make matter worse, 

the villagers here showed no regards to these plastic waste as they were not 

educated to do so. It was also upsetting to realise that my team indirectly introduced 

more plastic waste to the villagers’ living environment. For example, most children 

didn’t dispose the food packaging appropriately after finishing the snacks given by 

us unless we told them to do so. Besides that, the children also treated the Styrofoam 

packaging from the solar panel boxes as toys, and some even played with plastic 

pieces scavenged from our trash bags.  Furthermore, I was informed that this village 

lacked an efficient waste disposal system, and incineration was their only method to 

remove waste. This phenomenon is alarming, and the plastic pollution will pose a 

serious threat to the villagers’ living environment if left untreated.    

Last but not least, the final message that I learnt was the importance of doing charity 

the right way. As the saying goes: ‘Give a man a fish, and you feed him for a day. 

Teach a man to fish, and you feed him for a lifetime’. Our YMCA partner shared with 

us the downside of charity projects like ours, which was the unhealthy dependence 

of the villagers on external parties to support their living. In the long run, this might 

breed a culture of laziness among the villagers, which will not lift them out of poverty 

and into the modern world. To minimize our contribution to this negative mentality, we 

organized a mini carnival for the children to ‘earn’ the items they wanted through 

active participation in the booth activities. Most of these booth activities also tested 

the children’s thinking and knowledge taught in our teaching sessions. To summarize, 

I think this idea should serve as a reminder to all charity organizations so that the 

charity projects are designed to leave a long-term positive impact on the targeted 

community.” 

- Jonathan Seow Jun Nyap, Member 
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“Looking back, it was the first time in my life that I traveled to deliver social impact 

and to achieve personal growth at the same time.  The curiosity of how Laos is and 

the mission of bringing real benefits to the locals motivated me to sign up for this. 

Almost 10 months prior to our real trip days, the team had been carefully planning 

every single detail. Through the process I familiarized myself of the fact that the village 

was of very simple and rough living condition and we might face the potential 

problem of having no water for shower. A bit worried and excited, we embarked on 

the trip. 

Previously, my imagined village life was boring, miserable, people being worried of 

having no money and nothing to eat. But in reality, both Luang Prabang and the 

village seemed to be so peaceful, and people were contented. Surrounded by 

beautiful nature, the people live a very simple but happy farming life. They grow rice, 

vegetables, and jackfruits. Chickens and pigs are running around while the kids 

dashing and playing in the fields, laughing loudly. I hadn’t seen such simple happiness 

for a while.  

By teaching the kids, we brought new language and new life styles to the locals, and 

tried to inspire their curiosity to learn and to see the world. By playing with us, the kids 

brought pure happiness to us, and taught us how to stay contented and why we 

should appreciate modern opportunities that we took granted of. By installing the 

solar panels, we helped the village to harvest solar power and lit up the school. By 

performing the sacred Baci ritual to us, the village thanked us wholeheartedly and 

blessed us luck and health with the power of nature.  

Delighted, impressed and feeling achieved, I was checking the performance of the 

solar panel-battery system almost every hour after it was installed. It was working just 

as how I thought it should be. I hope this project will not end here. The long term 

impact of our service to the village will be as everlasting as the long term impact of 

this trip to each of us, making us staying contented, grateful, and happy.” 

- Xu Haoxin, Member 
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“We were embarking on the journey ahead – with excitement, curiosity, and for me, 

a very open mind. It was a known yet unknown expedition. We had a programme 

planned, but we were uncertain about how the children would respond to us. How 

would we then respond to them? Many questions filled my mind as I made my way to 

Ban Lad Kuem in Laos. 

We spent the days warming-up with the children, playing games, and teaching them 

some basic lessons. It didn’t take too long for us to build rapport with the children at 

village. But little did I know that while I was teaching these kids how to read and write, 

they would also be teaching me things. Every time a child was scared to write or read 

it out, they taught me patience. Every time a child looked at me, it taught me that 

they depended on me, that I was important in their life, and every time they 

accomplished a task with success it gave me a sense of accomplishment. But most 

importantly, they taught me to give.  

When I was much younger, my parents were generous with granting me freedom. I 

felt immense pride and independence as I was allowed to go out with my friends as I 

wished. But in Ban Lad Kuem, the independence was on a whole new level. The 

children, as young as 6 years old, were carrying their younger brothers and sisters on 

their own. In Singapore, it seems common to see a child bawl after a ‘great fall’. But 

the children I met fell harder, yet they laughed it off as if it were the norm. Sometimes 

I wonder if these children are more resilient than I am, as they come back stronger 

and stronger after each fall. I envy them because they know how to have fun, to be 

happy, to be thankful for what they have. 

Community involvement has always brought question marks to my mind because 

many activities are often touch-and-go experiences, like a charity performance, a 

one-off event for a home, what difference are we making? Indeed, happiness for the 

day might be a meaningful contribution, but I always felt that efforts should be 

sustained on the longer term. Volunteerism is not only about giving, for we receive 

much more from the experience. This trip makes me realise how lucky I am, to be 

grateful for the extent of it, with the smiles of those I help as one the greatest gifts I 

receive. As I continue to contribute, I will continue to receive more and again, want 

to give more in return, or at the very least, this is how I felt during this amazing journey 

with Ecoventure. 

There are many ways to volunteer and many projects that you can contribute and 

help with, that can in turn open your heart and your mind. And the thing is that you 

can do it anywhere. I was lucky enough to be in the fortunate situation where I could 

travel and educate myself about global issues. I believe that my trip away has opened 

my eyes to so much more than the issues that exist in Laos. It has given me the 

inclination to think, to act, to want to donate more of my time and my efforts and my 

heart to help others.” 

- Yeap Yoon Hui, Member 
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Photos and Video 

 
Figure 4. Moving the assembled solar 

panels to mount on wooden beams 

 
Figure 5. Connecting the solar panels to 

the inverter 

 

Figure 6. Group photo after completing the solar panel installation 

 

Figure 7. Video of Ecoventure 2018 

 
Figure 1. Volunteers interacting 

with the children at a carnival 

organized 

 
Figure 2. Classroom teaching on 

basic counting in English 

 
Figure 3. Hands-on activity on clock 

making and reading time  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UDOd8zh_uJw
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Conclusion 

This project is evidently beneficial to the Ban Lad Kuem community. The solar panel system 

installed provided electricity, making it possible to have lights and fans in the primary school. 

The social entrepreneurship programme, which could potentially be scaled up in the future, 

brought light to the homes of Ban Lad Kuem and generated income for the village to maintain 

the solar panel. The enrichment programmes conducted for the children would hopefully 

inspire them and pique their interest in learning and education, which is a stepping stone 

towards bringing them out of poverty. With access to electricity and lights now, the community 

has an improved living environment and better amenities. This marks the beginning of greater 

possibilities for other community service groups to serve the village and develop more 

infrastructure for the community in the future.  

The project has been a meaningful one for all participants of Ecoventure 2018. Besides serving 

the community, the experience led them on a journey of self-discovery, of understanding other 

cultures and perceptions and to appreciate the privileges they take for granted in our modern 

society. They were also more inspired to promote and continue the spirit of volunteerism in 

Singapore and abroad. As such, Ecoventure 2018 would like to thank MyLaoHome for 

partnering us in this initiative, empowering us with the opportunity to be change-makers for 

the community.  
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Front cover: Village children of Ban Lad Kuem having dinner together with participants of 

Ecoventure 2018. 

Back cover: A photo collage of past Ecoventure solar panel projects (2014-2016) in Laos. 
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