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Bridging the backstreets
and the world

Travel and philanthropy combine to make a positive impact on impoverished
communities across Asia.
projects that SMU afforded. With every
trip a learning opportunity, “that helped
build the model we currently work with,”
he explains.
Their passion stood out—Jamon,
speaking at a TEDxYouth event on behalf
of Gazaab in 2011, was an inspiration to
many. Few guessed that the peer leader
was out of his comfort zone. “I felt my
biggest problem (before university) was
not being able to speak up,” he told The
Straits Times in an interview years later.
“Among SMU’s biggest gifts to me were
the confidence to speak and the ability to
communicate clearly.”
The undergraduates’ work with Gazaab
grew, and before long, another idea
was born.

Jamon signing an MOU with Mr. Samundra Paudel,
President of NGO Alternatives.
When Singaporean Jamon Mok, from the
Lee Kong Chian School of Business, met
fellow freshman Akash Gurung from the
School of Information Systems, he found in the
Nepalese a mutual desire to make a difference
for the underserved. Working together on an
overseas community service project in their
first semester at the Singapore Management
University (SMU), they built a network, “where
I made the best friends of my life,” Jamon
says. Later, “this network really helped when
we met with challenges, as there was always
someone we could turn to for help.”

Among those advising them was
Akash’s brother Anil from the School
of Economics, four years their senior.
Project Gazaab (“awesome” in Nepali)
soon turned into Gazaab Social Ventures,
a micro venture capital enterprise
invested in the young winners of
their business plan competition. They
continued to run this even as they juggled
their studies, taking time to lead teams
of students into rural communities.
Looking back, Anil remains grateful for
the numerous opportunities for overseas

Breaking new ground
In 2014, during their final year at SMU,
Jamon and the Nepalese brothers launched
Backstreet Academy. Anil, who was by then
working as an analyst, relates, “Although
the idea of a social enterprise had always
captivated us, to actually design and build
a model we could sustain and scale was a
challenge from the get-go.” Though he knew
that “finding that sweet spot between creating
impact for the communities we worked with
while generating profits would not be an easy
balancing act”, he left his high-paying job to
join the start-up.
In melding technology, travel and social
enterprise, the endeavour is proof the
university friends “complement each other
well,” Jamon says.
Their company is a peer-to-peer travel
platform that brings tourists off the beaten
track to learn from artisans in the backstreets
of cities around Asia. Says Akash, “Learning
how to learn effectively while a student at
SMU put me in good stead. We often have
to venture into unfamiliar territory to get
the business moving forward. A lot of selflearning is involved, and that’s something
I am now comfortable with.”

Breathing new life into
communities

Jamon (centre), with fellow
volunteers and local students from
Bhakhunde Village, Nepal, during
Project Gazaab in 2009.

Backstreet Academy lets potential visitors
book such unique experiences as Kuhkuri
crafting (fashioning the legendary curved
blade of the Gurkhas), and trains locals as
translators and facilitators. Their efforts clear
the barriers of language and technology for
these craftspersons to share their skills with
outsiders. The aim, to recreate for other

A local host coaching a tourist on the art of Javanese archery, an
experience available on Backstreet Academy.
and translator-facilitators are able to hold their
heads high as they see their incomes doubled
or even tripled.
As Akash notes, “Sowing the seeds of
self-respect and self-worth among our
hosts is something that we think has had a
tremendous impact.” His brother adds, “It’s
something I am extremely proud of. The way
we see it, every interaction between a host
and a traveller that we facilitate literally brings
the world a step closer together.”

Learning how to learn
effectively while a
student at SMU put me
in good stead. We often
have to venture into
unfamiliar territory to
get the business moving A future full of promise
“Seeing how local people can quickly and
forward. A lot of selfdirectly benefit really motivates us,” Jamon
learning is involved.
says. “It’s fulfilling when you have a business
Akash Gurung, Backstreet
Academy co-founder.
travellers the Academy’s personal inspiration
point: an “authentic, real experience with
tradition, with culture, with craft”.
Whether this takes the form of an intimate
lesson in crafting bows or carving masks, they
are changing mind-sets. Not just of tourists,
who gain a new respect for these master
craftsmen, but also of the locals, who find
themselves empowered to help their own
communities. Backstreet Academy artisans

which adds value to and makes a difference in
the lives of others.”
Backstreet Academy has since curated
over 1,200 experiences in 40 cities, in 10
countries. They have hosted over 30,000
tourists. They have been featured in National
Geographic, Forbes, Conde Nast, BBC Travel
and Lonely Planet. They have won industry
awards—the Web-In-Travel Best Inspiration
Award and People’s Choice Startup.
Above all, Backstreet Academy has allowed
artisans in Asia to stand tall, just as our alumni
Jamon, Anil and Akash do—tall enough to
see a way forward.
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Banking on women

A beacon of light in the maritime sector

Having achieved financial independence just five years after graduation, this SMU
alumna is on a quest to empower more women through greater financial awareness.

With fresh eyes and a relentless approach, this young start-up is slowly but surely
piloting the shipping sector out of inefficiency into the digital age.

“First love”

Anna, a force of nature who is
inspiring women and transforming lives
through financial literacy.
“I want to know how smart financial
management can impact my life,” Anna
Haotanto writes on her company website,
The New Savvy. Not just her life but others’
as well, it turns out. As a mentor to other
women for all matters financial, Anna has
been recognised as one of FORTUNE’s Most
Powerful Women (2017, 2016 and 2015).
“In my university years, I benefitted from
having great mentors,” Anna explains. “They
taught me about life, work and money.” Now,
the Singapore Management University (SMU)
alumna mentors up to five young people at
any one time, guiding them over coffee. Her
reward comes when she sees their selfesteem and confidence bloom.

A different game plan
Anna’s decade of experience working across
different verticals in the finance industry and
her voracious reading of finance books paid off
early, as by age 28, she had earned enough
not to have to worry about finances any more.
In 2015, she set up The New Savvy,
believing that sound financial knowledge
could help other women the way it had helped
her. “I think it’s crucial for women to be active
in managing their finances,” says Anna. “We
are not competing for the most returns or to
make the most money, but to be empowered.”
Her company is currently Asia’s leading
online platform for financial and career issues
for women, drawing 320,000 monthly page
views and 30,000 subscribers. From being
dismissed at its start as “just another blog”
with a too-narrow focus, The New Savvy has
since been featured on CNBC, Forbes,
Reuters and Business Insider, among
other publications.

Anna traces her inspiration to her
Junior College years, when she started
volunteering with various welfare groups.
“I noticed how many women were stuck in
unhappy situations, incapable of earning
enough to move on,” she shares. “That
motivated me to protect myself financially.”
The 32-year-old considers SMU as
the launch pad where her passion for
Finance was ignited. At the time, her
family was in financial straits, with debts
from her parents’ textile business to clear.
Anna took on various part-time jobs,
from sales to waitressing and tutoring,
while studying.
Money was a concern, but everything
came into focus once her lessons started.

I wanted to work in
the finance industry,
but being at SMU
made me certain that
I wanted to make a
bigger impact helping
others, beyond
developing myself.
Anna Haotanto,
The New Savvy Founder & CEO.

maritime sector; more of the same just is not
going to cut it. Since we came onto the scene,
we have seen the industry embrace digital
advancement, albeit cautiously. ‘Blockchain’,
‘machine learning’, ‘Internet-of-things’ and
‘big data’ are now part of its vocabulary.”
Timothy also believes they have enabled
greater transparency through their work.

The wind beneath his sails

Eric addressing the Iranian Ambassador to Singapore at a luncheon.
Singapore Management University (SMU)
undergraduate Eric Chean and alumnus
Timothy Ong are at the helm of Marine
Nexus, the company they founded in 2016.
With it, the Chief Executive and Chief
Technology Officer, respectively, plan to
steer Singapore into the future as a maritime
thought leadership hub.
In a sector steeped in history, this entails
changing mind-sets and persuading industry
giants to change course— no easy task for what
Eric acknowledges is “still a small start-up”.

Pushing the boat out
Anna (bottom row, centre) at ‘The Future is Female’ conference, Asia’s
largest women-only personal finance conference, organised by her company,
The New Savvy.
From being fascinated by the intricacies
behind the workings of money, she fell
in love with the subject. Her enthusiasm
stretched to the point that she would find
ways and means to sit in on more lectures
from different modules, even though she
would not be awarded credits for them.
Did she already have a vision for the
future, then? “Strangely, having my own
business was the last thing I imagined,”
she muses. “I wanted to work in the
finance industry, but being at SMU made
me certain that I wanted to make a
bigger impact helping others, beyond
developing myself.”

Transforming lives
Anna’s experiences at university also
shaped her desire “to touch hearts”, and
the entrepreneur now actively engages
in her other passions—children’s issues,
education and human rights. Studying in
SMU had widened her perspective, and she
felt enabled to pursue anything she wanted.
Promoting financial literacy remains
Anna’s core pursuit, because she is

Anna welcoming the crowd at
the SMU Women Alumni launch
as President.
convinced it can transform lives. “I’ve met
many strangers at various events who tell me
that they read and love The New Savvy,” she
beams. “Such feedback is precious to me,
and these women are my motivation.”
There’s no slowing down. The
businesswoman also heads Women
in FinTech for the Singapore FinTech
Association, and last year founded
the SMU Women Alumni, which she is
President of. Anna states: “I’ve always
wanted to help people and this is the best
way I know how.”

Eric notes, “Despite amazing technological
advances, this is an industry just rife with
poor business practices.” He points to the
slow, laborious process by which maritime
companies traditionally source vessels and
suppliers, which involves travelling to
tradeshows around the world to make a pitch.
Instead, what Marine Nexus offers is an
online network connecting buyers, charterers
and brokers to asset providers, at no charge.
In particular, small vessel owners and small
suppliers are able to access a bigger pool of
potential clients.
Despite the win-win scenario, they faced
scepticism and disinterest at first. Timothy
shares how they went through a painful
period trying to discover and woo those
maritime professionals and companies
willing to embrace new ways of doing things.
At this time, “the most valuable skills I
gained at SMU—communication and project
management—helped to get many things
done effectively and efficiently,” he says. The
early sceptics were soon won over.

All on board
Within just a few months of launching,
Marine Nexus made its first 100 customersupplier matches, and numbers have since
more than doubled. Today, the company
boasts more than a thousand vessel listings,

I have met the brightest
minds in my peers
and professors, from
whom I have learnt
so much. The SMU
Institute of Innovation
& Entrepreneurship
has been tremendously
supportive … allowing
me to turn my ideas
into reality.
Marine Nexus founder and
CEO Eric Chean, who says enrolling in
SMU was a life-changing experience.
with hundreds of maritime companies from
South Asia, the Middle East, South-East Asia
and East Asia interacting on their platform.
Recently, they scored a coup when Satumarin
Sdn Bhd, one of the most established vessel
inspection companies, signed a partnership
agreement with them.
Still, there are challenges ahead.
“The industry, particularly the offshore
sector, is still undergoing one of its most
difficult times in history,” Timothy says. Eric
feels they can do more for it, declaring, “I am
impatient to break the status quo.”
Current market conditions make this
a time when companies need to be more
efficient than ever. “I believe that we have
definitely contributed to the changing mindset of maritime professionals, in Singapore
especially,” Eric imparts. “We’ve helped them
see that going digital is the new future of the

On the personal front, balancing work
and studies has been “intensely difficult” for
Eric, though he laughs it off. “What isn’t a
challenge?” he shrugs.
After a year in Dubai where he wet his feet in
the marine trade, the entrepreneur returned to
fulfil a promise to his parents to get a degree.
Enrolling in SMU turned out “outstandingly
well”, he admits. “I have met the brightest
minds in my fellow peers and professors,
from whom I have learnt so much. The SMU
Institute of Innovation & Entrepreneurship has
been tremendously supportive of my start-up
and some of my peers have even joined me
in my ventures, allowing me to turn my ideas
into reality.” He adds, “I have always wanted to
lead an impactful life. I hope that my passion
and idealism can make a positive dent.”

Eric and Timothy receiving their
award for Best e-Service Startup at The
University Startup World Cup, in Denmark.

Edging forward
Timothy, who was completing his last
semester at SMU when they started Marine
Nexus, echoes this when he says being able
to “create something meaningful and build
something of value” inspires him as their plans
get underway. The alumnus says, “I think
Marine Nexus has contributed to a fresh wave
of optimism within the maritime industry.”
As for Eric, for whom it all started as an
adventure abroad, “just contributing to the
value chain in this eco-system makes me
feel like my work is helping move humanity
forward”. He says, “I do hope that Marine
Nexus contributes tremendously to the
future-readiness of Singapore’s maritime
and shipping sector on the world stage.”

