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Labour of love putting the poor to work

28-

helps artisans

rear-old behind start-up that

and communities

by connecting them with tourists
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Senior Writer

Jamon Mok scrunches his face into
a grimace when asked o describe
hischildhood

Painful.”h

1 was always bullied because |
wasvery.very continues.

ake things worse, his English

was poor and he had abad stutter

My stutter was worse when |
was under stress or whenever | got
ied. No one could understand
he says.

One wonders what his taunters
would make of him now.

The spluttering butterball is now
astrapping 28-year-old, one whoar
tculates s thovghts snd ideasco

m

was not being able to speak up be-
cause of the issues | had before. SMU
tion of making its un-
dermrahuaces spenk ma) be mtica
e 1 felt that 1 really needed to get
outof mycomfort zone,” hesays.

To prepare for his course, he
started reading business books
while he was i th These in
cluded stories about the founding
of companies like Google, and the
autobiographies of Richard Bran
son, the British airline maverick;
Mubammad Yunus, the Bangla
Jeobi sacial eatrepeuneis whe
founded the Grameen Bank
the late CK Prahalad,the infiuen
tial Indian ma

Prahalad's boa
‘The Bottom Of The Pyramid made
anespecialydeep mpresson

% was saying that

enterprises can doa bt o
both making money
by providing

vices to them. | saw that as
the models 1could follow,” he says.
That plan became firmer when he
backpacked through countries in
land,

e lunch
yeel:How could thisbe
happening? How could people be
living this way?" says My Mok, who
decided he would set up a social en.
terprise while he was in university.
In his first semester, he started
Project Gazaab (“gazaab” means
awesome” in Nepali) as a commu-
nity service project with a couple of
other students in Nepal. The idea
was (0 organise business competi

gently. P

Healso exudes  confidence born
of his experience in building a so-
clal enterprise which helps poor
communities in 10 countries and 40
cities, as well as his love for what he

oes.

Mr Mok is the founder and chief
executive of Backstreet Academy,
a start-up which curates localised
experiences, tours and activities -
m knife-making in Luang Pra
bang to insect cooking in Siem
Reap and archery in Yogyakarta
for travellers.

More than just a money-making
venture, however, the peer-to-
peerplatform sets out to help art
sans and communities which live
below the poverty line of USS1.90

)aday

matwe do puts us right in the
middle of technology, traveland so
cial enterprise, things we are inter
ested in. If everything works out
wel, Backsreet Academy may be
me as big as Airbnb,” he says,
ferting to the online marketpisce
and hospitality servi

Polite and engaging, Mr Mok
who picked his first name because
of his love for Spanish ham - is the
second of three children of a man
agement consultant and a house

is early years were spent w
ig with weight and self-esteem

“I was totally round, couldn't run
ldn't play sports. And if you

c play sports, nobody wa
ed to play with you,” says the
former pupil of Tao Nan Primary

shed academically too
because of his poor command of
English

1 had 1o go for supplementary
asses from Primary 2 onwards,

¥
nese-speaking home.
f things 1 wanted to or

go for the
ask for anythi

undwhen hisun
K him undet his

a huge shot of confids
Irea \*u“«ulmf dowell f wanted
s the 1.76m-tall man who
shed kilos and had a growth spurt
when he started playing footbs

und this time, his English

grants for
budding rural entrepreneurs in vil
lage schools.

“Our project was based on pover
ty alleviation, how we as business
students could help villagers get
out of poverty through social entre-
preneurship. We taught them basic
business concepts like marketing,
accountingand business plans.”

Teams with winning ideas were
givenagrant tolaunch them.

As part of the competition, par-
ticipants had to take part in the
Gazaab Game where they were giv-
en 20 Nepalese rupees (30 Singa-
porecents),

“They had to grow it within 24
hours as though their family de
pended on it. They'd complain but
instances, they would
the money. Some grew it by
e or four rupees but there

20 ru

e didi, Mr Mok says by making
several trips up the mountains to
buy tomatoes and lemons and scll-
ing them in his village where the
frts commanded higher prces.

pees.

towina busi

ness grant of $500. He used it to set
farm whichh

i

Mr Mok, founder

Mr Mok at a wine-making workshop in Laos, and Sourets staading a dovanes rchery woskshoy b ldonesle srasged by clotres Academsy

The peer-to-peer platform,

2014, curate:

travellers. 71

out at least a few million dollars, a
fund would not be sustainable.
So_he applied for grants and
knocked on the doors of investors,
judges and other contacts he met
during b hoy

down with him for the next five
hours and learnt how he did the
masks. At the end of the session, we
peid bima small sum of money a2
token ¢

tually grew to five. In fact, the
20-something became so success
ful that he now operates a coopera
tive, and is helping people in his
community
Mr Mok says: “Before the compe.
tition, he didn't know what he
wanted inife. He just dreamt of be-
nga migrant labourer, but sudden
was given the opportunity
and the exposure, and he discov

ered skills he never knew he had.

to a mini celebrity: he was invited
to speak about it at a TEDxYouth
event in Singapore in 2011

It grew bigger and other teams
have since taken it to different vil
lages incountries like India, Indone
siaand Cambadia.

Spurred by its success, Mr Mok
raised 515,000 through a crowd:
funding campaign to launch
GazaabSocial Venu 1

"We were hoping to turn it i
more sustainable business.
wanted toinvest in promisi

abig fanof fantasy fiction. and espio
els by the likes of Terry
Brooks and Jeffrey Archer

Hedid wellin his O levels at Dun-
Secondary, and went to Nan-
yang Junior College where he
made it to the football team. In
fact, he became so fit that he was
in the commando unit during his

preneurs.
vestinothers,” he say
Through a competition in Kath
mandu, they invested amounts -
ranging from $2,000 to $6,000 - in
four businesses including a candle-
making outfit anda knitting firm
“All of them made money and are
still rumning except one, a pest co
trol company. The people we ht‘|pn]

His A-level results were solid; he
got into the course and university
he wanted: business management
atthe Singapore Management Uni
versity (SMU).

1 felt my biggest problem then

sustainable. We needed a bigger
quantum of money to make it work."

This, he explains, has to dowitha
fund's complex structure, and how
money can be taken out of only
‘management fees and profits. With

ing 10 raise $5 millon to siat a
self-sustainable fund.
hey managed to raise only

$150,000. The amount, however,
was put to good use after things
tookan interesting turn.
day, he and Mr Anil Gurung,
one o his ey co-founders visite
a master mask maker in Ka
du to find out how m.\ muhl }hl“
himscale up his business

“We asked a lot of questions
about his skills and he offered to
teach us on the spot. So we sat

Whatwedo putsus
rightinthe middle of
technology, travel and
social enterprise,
thingsweare
interestedin. If
everything works out
well, Backstreet
Academy may become
asbig as Airbnb.

MR JAMON MOK who's exploring:
ch a3 Arica and Myarenas

Mr Mok says the session was not
onlyamagicaland authentic experi
ence for Mr Gurung and him, but al
so did wonders for the mask
naker’s confidence.
When the mask maker asked the
duoifthey could get hm more stu
ts, the idea for Backstreet Acad
emytookroot
“We hit on the idea of focusing
on taurism, and creating a whole
ecosystem of tourism entrepre

neurs and getting people to learn
from_them,

Besides increasing
ps these ar
ve th v.mumlpm
on their skills

Mr Mok and histeam spent sever.
onths identifying suitable tour.
hem,
,,w atform and marketing

Baclatreet A
ations in 2014 when Mr Mok was in
his final year. Besides the $150,000
raised, he and his co-founders in
vested $10,000 into the company
The mask maker Kedar Dhanuki
was one of the early beneficiaries.
“We taught him how to host tour.
ists, helped him investa bit in his en-
vironment to make it more pleasant
for his students and also set up a
translator system. Every time there
is 2 bouking.a transiater woukd be

cademy started op

do not have smartphones to handle
bookings.

“We bring the tourists and the
translators to them,” he says,

Mr Dhanuki’s life, Mr \1u\ adds,

fekike some produc
tion worker, Bt now people see

sster. He s isoableto
e his income by two or three
times just by teaching a few classes
aweek.” he says.

Positive reviews by travellers on
blogs and sites such as Trip Advisor
gave Backstreet Academy a fillip,
and it soon expanded to other coun-
tries including Cambodia, Vietnam.
Laosand the Philip

is already exploring new n
such as Africa and Myanmar

Although it } cam of
about 10 staff, Backstreet Acade
my has already started making
PIofit, and It now makes about
$500,000a year

Mr Mok, whose girliriend works
in networking service LinkedIn, is
aware that many of his peers draw a
bigger pay cheque than he does but
itdoes not bother him.

‘We can see our value. If we con
tinue like this, we would outpace
them in a few years and we would
stilowna |nmm<u says Mr Mok,

up the tour-

40 per centof

155, take them (o the shop and be
the nterpreter” says M Mok, add-
that takings are split between
thedifferent paries
What is unique about Backstreet
Academy, Mr Mok says, is its use of
technology which cnables artisans
who do not speak English and who

des, I've never quit
the idea of a daily sludge working
for others. It’s more fulflling when
youhave a business whichadds v
ue to and makes a difference in the

kimhoh@sphcomsg




