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As the Singapore diaspora grows,
some are also returning home
temporarily, between spending
months or years abroad

Venessa Lee

In recent years, Ms Mariana Ah-
mad, 38, has Hwed amd workesl in
places like Delfast, Georgia ami
Tstambal.

After aniversity, she worked i
the television amd infoco mmuni-
wations inchstry in Singapone for
wight years before besding to
Europe.

In between stinds abroad where
she worke in hostebs and gl volon-
tary work, trovelbed and taughi
Englash, she returmed hers m 2060

prpareans may be coming bock bt
they might muve abroad aguin, if
ot heropportunities come noand.”

The number of Singapesreans
Irving overseas increased nearty 200
per cent between 2008 and [ase
year — from 1319040 b 2EGa00,
Mgures from the Department of
Satistics show.

There is no data asailable for the
nmber of Singaporesns who kae
resturmesed basense From lnving abroad.

Dr Aidan Wong, Assistant Pro-
Frssmor ol TTumanitics { Cdacation) ag
Singapore Manyrement University,
sy 3 burgeoning dinspora is not
suprising as the Government has
been emphasizing the Republic’s
need for a ghibaleed outlook soce
the 199 0.

En the short term, howenser, Sicgga-
ot may be viewed as a refuge in
e fimes, sach as mew, with
the trade dispute between China
and the United States, an omgse-
dictable political sitoatim in the
U5, Brexit and the unsest i ong
Ky, sy Dr Wong,.

“Hafety considemtions an: parti-
cularty significant for overseas Sin-
papareans with familics. They may
come back fo Singapore for a

very transferadle. P'm seeing more:
of such cancidal es wanting to oo
ek o Singapore eartier, who ane
in their bxte 20=, comparsd with
ithasir Lt 32ks, prewioushy.

“Theryare thmking about hevinga
shot at the lucal market and may
ounsidergoing back tothe Us later.”

Frelancers like Ms Crunch Ran-
jami Rajandran, 30k, also find it easy
terwsrk hoth meerseas and i Singga-
e,

Upon grachasting from Singapone
Managrmnent University, the Singa-
porean taught English at an enrich-
ment centre bene for a pear antil
20

She then spent maore than a year
travelling in Nortt e Sowth Amer-
ica, Tolhwved by a year-long stint
tesaching Englishin Costa Rica.

After Lhat, she wrole content B
Ammerican and Caneslian websites,
whibe living in countries like Laos
arel India For wesks or months 2t 2
time.

I e, M= Cronch ket Panama
t bive in Singapore for three
mrmths to belp her older sister Gure
for her newhorn and toddler. Last
vear, she returmed from Dormeo and
spent seven momihs takdng cane of

oe for
17ENS

children’s education,” she says.

Converscly, family consider-
NS cian also comped returoees e
mene back averseas,

M Janell Lia-Trestmaner, 45, relo-
cated to the south of Germanmy s
19494 after marrying a Germean citi-
oL He was later posted to Singa-
prare i 2007 un account of his job in
the pharmaceutical industry. The
compliz, whio henve two chilren aged
14 amal 1, returned o Simgapone Fir
Trwes yiaars:

Afteer they went back fo (eermany
in ZULE, however, their marmiage
broke down.

“fix a Singaporean who had el
ot everseas because of marriage.
1 bl completely leaned on owar
marriage,” says Ms Lia-Tineitmayer.

A honsewife Fur 14 years, shoe had
o build a carcer as 2 loreigner amd
start a new [ifeasasingle mom

Shie had not had the time or opporc-
ramity b Foem deep fiendships a=
ber famnihy hesd moved fregeently i
Germany because of ber former
Insbamfswork.

“ely Father todad me: b come home,
bt my childrem would have b
chumngs their muther tongue from
German to English,” says Ms Lia-

F 2
=

hgital nomad
Cnpnch Hangani
Ragandran {left,
im 3 photo tzken
im Xochimiloo,
Mmoco) has a
thewinle wiibng
carcer that
ftakes her
around the
world She can
return fo
Singapore when
she necds to,
such as ko take
carc of her
mathes. PHOTCG
DOURTERY OF

R Rl b

P sRIHAR

AT TRy sijourn, then deave o another  hermother who bad sorgeny. Breditmayer, wha now warks i Iwoll-"dthtG‘rEturn
=T Furee contacts, [ koow wha to country ance socio-commomic and “My Mewible schedule leaves me Stuttgart as an educational oonsul- to slngapgre in the

talk to, | know the jub marker. 1 political cerainties become more  relatively free to Al ogdatiesand . ane at the Youth Foundation of the I t It's friend

know that if anything adverse  assered,” hesays. abligations. There is no necd forme: stabe of Baden-Woentbembeny,. ﬂﬁg ST IT S ITIenas,

happens, 1 can always return o The ease of retwming typically b take habl~<lays off and 1 contine: Shizalied mvist wairat bos st beer clangzh- fam"!lr‘ my ch“dhnnd'

Singapore and gt a job,” says Me depends onone’s line ol work. e work when I'm in Singapore,”  ter amd som, who are in German ”

Marizna, who now lives in | felsinki, Sinee 200, Bohert Walters Sinpa-— says Ms Cmunch, spraking to The  schools, throsgh sneh upheaval the sme 5y the trees,

Finkenel. She married a Finnish
software developer ket year.

Mz Mariana exemplifies the “re-
vilvimg dinor” dymamics inoan in-
creasingly globalised Singaporeamn
alispora, which hos prown steadily
Forat ksast Byears, expserts sy

Dr Lewng Chan-llosng, a senior
research fellew at the Institute of
Paolicy Suxles, says “COversess Sin-

prre, o recruitment corrsubancy,
has been rmumning Balik KEampung, a
programane that helps overseas
Sngapureans fnd work amd move
back toSingapare.

b= fvy Low, the firm's Interma-
vl Caneliclate Mamager whioover-
sty thee programme, says: “Candi-
dates i techmobogy  jobs, for
imstanee, koo that their skills are

Sumlay Tomes by telephone Ffrom
the Mexican city of Guanajuato.

Theere am: mamy resons to oo
home, temporrily orotherwise.

Overwheimingly, though, over-
sz Singaporeans returm for their
Families, says M Low frum Eohert
Walters Singapore.

“Fraple aften come back for the:
sakoe of their ageing perents or their

She sy “Tweould ke to return b
Singapore in the hmg terme I's
friends, Family, my childhood, the
smells, thetrees, the fumsl

1 harwer bt homies:, Singapone and
Germany, bat my  homekand
*haerimat” in Cetorrman - B Simgapone.”

veressaiisphoomsy

the food.

M5 JANELL LIA-EREITHAYER shover)
o £ S bty i ey for e sake
ol heor Tw incnage chilkdmsn atbor divincrg
Frpoy Caerrran heestiand. T sangic rram fcks

WS N Shuthaan i an poucationad
ot ant, bt hopes bo rrtsm evcrbually

Theywant therr
childrentohave
Chinese lessons

Singaporeans wholived abroadtell
Venessa Lee why they moveback

WHY THEY RETURN HOME

Mr Ruchsaed

Euppsamy

[ this 20018

file phata] Mr Ermic Vioon, 41, decided o ne-
says he built turn ko Singapore just three years
a successhul imnby b s First overseas posting.
architectural Ironically, Chinese lessans
career in the UK, winich huve made some peaple hene
bt retumed want b flese the eduacation system -
hcemic in 2012 wass Lhechvief put] Bsctor back.

for better job Wi think it is importand to be
praspects. tilingaal  becoase we'ne Singa-
Inough his skills porean,” says bMr Voo, who maoved
are peabie, he ey the Metherlands in 2005 on a job
says hes family psting with Nike, 2 muitinational

ET FALE MEFED

sporiswear cungeny - he worked
with For L years,
He and his homemaker wil:

Ca-ryn Lim, 3%, had tried home- : A 'I ¥ 5, % h Adtor inemg
1 ! e 1 schooling  their elder daophier : E a‘]'j[]ng'j t{} ]ﬂtenbe paLe E[-E. in the Unsted
| Or Faye Lsm [with her daugiter Elena, hushand Chan Jo Hoe and son Alesdair Natasha, who attended interna- } States for 19
¢ ini Lomdon duning the school holidays in Jurse thes year} came back to tronal school there, m Chinese. D yeaas, Hr lan
¢ Singapare for her children, FAOTS COURTESY oF FRVE LM they had little suoowss. ¢ In 2005, Mr Tan Chan received an 1T hael tar oot pmed] o eating lunch:  Chan and Fus
: Natasha, mow cight, would wana: | emuergency phone cafl from his  at hisdesk and a more intense pace wife Janice
k z . ler hands and say “bu zhi disn”™ {1 ¢ dad’s docior, who said his eldedy of work inSingapore. Chisa had to
K d -+ d Fl I don't Eoow”™ im Mamkirin). Their father had a kikdney infection and Iiis wifie, wio used to work in adapt to the
: I :'J r].ee SE'“SE D }E' [}ngi.r].g ymnger danghiber Maomi is far. I gt mot poll through. banking and sold her cafi- business— different work
H Mr Voon had  initiazlly been ¢ legot the Singaporean the eldest  in California  before  retarning, ooftune here,
i dlnamtesd by the prossns of the s | s inihe iy, thinking alsoot  Foamsdit haed b forgeanewcareer. bt they wast
i The Undbed Kingdom el ke bome - chaldren t know where they come waatiom system in Simgapore Dot ne- | comingg bome. Ms Chua, abse 4%, says “In Cali-  to be hene G
or Dr Faye Lim, wiho hed lived  From.. They'ne mot British. We ot mioves by the Educition Min- = In 207, he and bis wile anioe fomiowheene Thad st upacalfie, 1t they netire.
H f - f.-' 'I l h d' I_ i d ~ 'll f.-' l ' - i there for 20 years. wankeed them o appreciate their istry, sach as the scrapping of coam- + Chua packed up, after living inthe like [was sencbocy. I wasa business 57 oo
ere Ul a:rrl:[ y, let t e Im j e E'J-tl a{:‘e ‘Ja_rrler}_‘l She stodied there as a teenager,  oultune, their amily. They will imatioines for Primary 1 and 2 pupils, ¢ United States for 19 years, and  owneramd Tachacabed for small busi- — DEssonn /o
: entered medical schoolond worked made him “feel more comforide”

Mr Richard Kuoppusamy carned
threr degrees in architeoturs amd
had a swecessful coreer in the
United Kingdom, where he lives
[ Wi years, mainky in Scotlnd.

Gt theer 42-year-ibill chovse b me-
turn to Singapone for better waork
sl i 200E

The financial crises in the e
200D i e UK Jeft people strug-
pling to kecp their jobs. Within
three vears, his architectural firm
tmamsized From Frl employees to
Ferwrrer tham £20, he says.

e Feli he was md sdbvancing in
hiis eameer despite specialising ina
sought-ufter arca of expertise:
building  information  modelling

{BIM}, a 30 mudel-tased process
that enhances the plinning, de-
sign, construction and manage-
ment of baildings and infasinc-
ture. e was “ready for 2 fresh
start” in Singapone and  also
wanted o spemd more me with
hi=ageing parenis.

Since his return, he has worked
on projects such as the award-
winmning Kamguang Admiralny com-
plex, which integrates residences,
ships, headtheame and other fcili-
ties, and childeare and eldercare
cenknes.

Mo heasd of digital engineering
for Asia at Lemdiease, an internea-
thrrl property group, be is also

prosidient of the Disabled People’s
Association (DPAL Torn with
spima bifida, a condition where the
ez and spinal ool doe mot form
properly, he has been using a
wheslchairsinee be was 249,

Mr Koppumamy, who has a fi-
ancer, says he coald not haee: oe-
turmed carkier, chae o acoessibilily
isswes the disabled Face bere
Whenever be coume bome  for
Christms, be Fced barriers that
miade him Feel like "2 second-clas
citizen”, such 2= a lack of whesl-
vhair-accessibile publie toilets.

“Thani ir 2002, thie prossibility of re-
bawsting my carcer outweighed the
strugzle to be abde o live here. It

+ inhospitals therse

tewsk that many years to butklup a
specilist skillset and a reputation
=0 that peaple hen: waonld hanve to
ser beyond my disabilsty, ™ he says.
Tt wehiile ehe phoysical infrastmoe
ture has improved, be laments that
social barriers remain for persons
with disshility. Even biying shoes
s challenging, with salespesple in
shoe shops unwilling to belp him,
he sayx, adding “even peoph: in
wheelchairs need shoes™.

M such, he sans e may consider
wurking elsewhereinthe Anare. ¢
“My skills are portable amd T
warrk frvan MNC, sehich is portable.
What's keeping me here i1 really
ey oty sl Thawe Farmily™ I

Deuk afterr heer Birsi chald was borm,

- the rabatin oncologist and ber

phifabmobagize Bushand decided

1 o retum Singapers becawse they
¢ wanted to give their son “a sense of
¢ belonging”™.

I Lim, 44, and Dr Chan o T,

1 4H, a Malaysian permanunt resi-

dent, bawe two chikiren, Alisdair,
mine, anel Elena, seven. They moved
mom Lomdon to Singapore eighit
years aga. The couple’s paremts live
mSingapon.

Dir Lim, wha has three younger
iblings, say= “We wanbed our

know whare ome i, even il they
go ot to explore the rest of the
wuorldlater”

The sound educstional system
there wes another drmwe.

“Im e ways, coucation in the
UK is no different from Singapon:.
It's competitive. People  mowe
house to get into gowd schoels
Thery enrol their children im enrsch-
ment classes to gt ahead. Al pri-
vate eeurcation is expemsive,” she
E e
“The reality is, thee pull of fumily is
wvery stmng,. You hawe to come back
te ok after your parents,” she
el

Mr Ernie Woon (weth his wife Ca-ryn Lem, and dasghters Natasha and Kzomi)
brought his family back to Singapore from Holand because he wanted his
children to leam Chimcse and be bilngual. 19010 COURTES: OF ERME Wk

et heinging hiis famnihy bomie.

e kinded a mew job ehrough Ha-
lik Kampung, a retornes pro-
gromme mn by recroitment frm
Roben Walters Singapore, Initially
apprehensie abomt switching jobs
art bl b i nowe peneral mamagger of
the professional prochects division
at global beauty bramd L'Oreal,
where he had worked early i bis
CAMELT.

The Family retomesd list yesr
whim Matasha started Primany 1.

Watching the Matienal Day Fa-
rade preview here last pear, e
recommt=s: T felt super emotional
armid trmvred up. Yow realise that you
missed  Singapore when  you
weren't here™

£ meturned heere bo spend more time
© with thesir respective Eamillies.

Seven months lafer, Mr Chan's

Father diesd ot e e

Although the couple’s decision o

relurn wias unequivocal, Mr Chan,
a4, an electromics engineer, found

it challenging to And a commen-

¢ serate job bere. “The pay wasn't
i comparabhe,” he says.

He eventoally found a job that

{ mastehend his salary in the U5, ata
¢ firm that makes customised elee-
| tromic systems.

But be had to get used o the

¢ different work cultwre here. His
 compamy inothe 175 had a laidhack,
t “pradumte  school™  atmosphere,
- which revolved aroumad  colbegial
¢ dlismmsions on work amd research.

s, | e, Twasa nohaody.

“T had to =tart all vwer again.
Thiugh [ was coming back to my
hetseme derwery, Tt lider o stranger.™

Eventually, realising that she
liked interacting with people aml
miking a differenoe in thesr lives,
she retrained as a life coach and
sranted her own cosching business.

Tworyears oo, the coaphe ane get-
timg mwee combuntabie here. Buot i
i bl el Towt bovmader Friemils, as i
is challenging to fin:d commaon
ares of cunversiion. Unlike many
uff thedr peers, thiry do not harve chil-
aren.

But buth say Singaporne & Enally
Feeling more like home. “T'm ms
louking o go back. Wie'll e e
enkilwe retire, ™ saps e Chan,




As the Singapore diaspora grows,
some are also returning home
temporarily, between spending
months or years abroad

Venessal ee

In recent years, Ms Mariana Ah-
mad, 38, has lived and worked in
places like Belfast, Georgia and
Istanbul.

After university, she worked in
the television and infocommuni-
cations industry in Singapore for
eight years before heading to
Europe.

In between stints abroad where
she worked in hostels and did volun-
tary work, travelled and taught
IEnglish, she returned here in 2011
tocarn money.

“l have contacts, I know who to
talk to, | know the job market. |
know that if anything adverse
happens, | can always return to
Singapore and get a job,” says Ms
Mariana, who now lives in Helsinki,
Finland. She married a Finnish
software developer last year.

Ms Mariana exemplifies the “re-
volving door” dynamics in an in-
creasingly globalised Singaporean
diaspora, which has grown steadily
for at least 10 years, experts say.

Dr Leong Chan-Hoong, a senior
rescarch fellow at the Institute of
Policy Studies, says: “Overseas Sin-

gaporeans may be coming back but
they might move abroad again, if
other opportunities come round.”

The number of Singaporeans
living overseas increased nearly 20
per cent between 2008 and last
vear - from 181,900 to 216,400,
figures from the Department of
Statistics show.

There is no data available for the
number of Singaporeans who have
returned home from living abroad.

Dr Aidan Wong, Assistant Pro-
tessor of Humanities { Education) at
Singapore Management University,
says a burgeoning diaspora is not
surprising as the Government has
been emphasising the Republic's
need for a globalised outlook since
the 1990s.

In the short term, however, Singa-
pore may be viewed as a refuge in
uncertain times, such as now, with
the trade dispute between China
and the United States, an unpre-
dictable political situation in the
US, Brexit and the unrest in Hong
Kong, says Dr Wong.

“Safety considerations are parti-
cularly significant for overseas Sin-
gaporeans with families. They may
come back to Singapore for a
sojourn, then leave for another
country once socio-economic and
political certaintics become more
assured,” he says.

The ease of returning typically
depends onone’s line ofwork.

Since 2014, Robert Walters Singa-
pore, a recruitment consultancy,
has been running Balik Kampung, a
programme that helps oversecas
Singaporeans find work and mowve
back to Singapore.

Ms vy Low, the firm’s Interna-
tional Candidate Manager who over-
sees the programme, says: “Candi-
dates for technology jobs, for
instance, know that their skills are

very transterable. I'm seeing more
of such candidates wanting to come
back to Singapore earlier, who are
in their late 20s, compared with
their late 30s, previously.

“They are thinking about having a
shot at the local market and may
consider going back to the US later.”

Freelancers like Ms Crunch Ran-
jani Rajandran, 30, also find it easy
to work both overseas and in Singa-
pore.

Upon graduating from Singapore
Management University, the Singa-
porean taught English at an enrich-
ment centre here for a year until
2013.

She then spent more than a year
travelling in North and South Amer-
ica, followed by a year-long stint
teaching English in Costa Rica.

After that, she wrote content for
American and Canadian websites,
while living in countries like Laos
and India for weeks or months at a
time.

In 2016, Ms Crunch left Panama
to live in Singapore for three
months to help her older sister care
for her newborn and toddler. Last
year, she returned from Borneo and
spent seven months taking care of
her mother who had surgery.

“My Hexible schedule leaves me
relatively free to fulfil my duties and
obligations. There is no need for me
to take half-days off and | continue
to work when I'm in Singapore,”
says Ms Crunch, speaking to The
Sunday Times by telephone from
the Mexican city of Guanajuato.

There are many reasons to come
home, temporarily or otherwise.

Overwhelmingly, though, over-
seas Singaporeans return for their
families, says Ms Low from Robert
Walters Singapore.

“People often come back for the
sake of their ageing parents or their

children’s education,” she says.

Conversely, family considera-
tions can also compel returnees to
move back overseas.

Ms Janell Lia-Breitmayer, 45, relo-
cated to the south of Germany in
1999 after marrying a German citi-
zen. He was later posted to Singa-
pore in 2007 on account of hisjobin
the pharmaceutical industry. The
couple, who have two children aged
14 and 16, returned to Singapore for
five years.

After they went back to Germany
in 2012, however, their marriage
broke down.

“As a Singaporean who had relo-
cated overseas because of marriage,
| had completely leaned on our
marriage,” says Ms Lia-Breitmayer.

A housewife for 14 years, she had
to build a career as a foreigner and
start a new life asa single mum.

She had not had the time or oppor-
tunity to form deep friendships as
her family had moved frequently in
Germany because of her former
husband’swork.

“My father told me to come home,
but my children would have to
change their mother tongue from
German to English,” says Ms Lia-
Breitmayer, who now works in
Stuttgart as an educational consul-
tant at the Youth Foundation of the
state of Baden-Wuerttemberg.

She did not want to put her daugh-
ter and son, who are in German
schools, through such upheaval.

She says: “I'would like to return to
Singapore in the long term. It's
friends, family, my childhood, the
smells, the trees, the food.

“I have two homes, Singapore and
Germany, but my homeland -
‘heimat’ in German - is Singapore.”

venessal@sph.com.sg
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They want their
children to have
Chinese lessons

Mr Ernie Voon, 41, decided to re-
turn to Singapore just three years
into his first overseas posting.

Ironically, Chinese lessons -
which have made some people here
want to flee the education system -
was the chief pull factor back.

“We think it is important to be
bilingual because we're Singa-
porean,” says Mr Voon, who moved
to the Netherlands in 2015 on a job
posting with Nike, a multinational
sportswear company he worked
with for 12 years.

He and his homemaker wife
Ca-ryn Lim, 39, had tried home-
schooling their elder daughter
Matasha, who attended interna-
tional school there, in Chinese. But
they had little success.

Natasha, now eight, would wave
her hands and say “bu zhi dao™ ('l
don't know” in Mandarin). Their
younger daughter Naomi is four.

Mr Voon had initially been
daunted by the pressures of the edu-
cation system in Singapore. But re-
cent moves by the Education Min-
istry, such as the scrapping of exam-
inations for Primary 1 and 2 pupils,
made him “feel more comfortable”
about bringing his family home.

He landed a new job through Ba-
lik Kampung, a returnee pro-
gramme run by recruitment firm
obert Walters Singapore. Initially
apprehensive about switching jobs
at 40 he is now general manager of
the professional products division
at global beauty brand L'Oreal,
where he had worked early in his
career.

The family returned last year
when Natasha started Primary L.

Watching the National Day Pa-
rade preview here last year, he
recounts: “1 felt super emotional
Mr Ernie Voon [with his wife Ca-ryn Lim, and daughters Natasha and Maomi) and teared up. You realise that you
brought his family back to Singapore from Holland because he wanted his missed Singapore when you
children to learn Chinese and be bilingual. PHOTC COURTESY OF ERRNIE YOON weren't here.”
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