(LY, Daniel Teoh and Temuan mative Faizul looked on at
ter's unfinished house, with piles of bricks and equipment
that Faizul had painstakingly bought linle by linde to build a
shelter for his voung Family. “What would vou sav if we could
actually build your house?” asked Teoh, finally, Faizul stared ot him, How
was this voung Chinese boy going to help? “He thought 1 was crazv!”
recalls Teoh, laughing,

The young civil engineering student had been visiting Kampung Sungai
Lalang on the fringes of Selangor for a while trving to seek out solutions 1o
help raise the standard of living for this reclusive community,

The Temuans are just one of the tribes of Malaysia® 200,000
indigenous Orang Asli, which loosely transiates as “aboriginal people™
Theyre the oldest inhabitanis of the Malaysian peninsula, and for
centuries lived as nomadic hunter-gatherers,

But, far from being valued and respected for their knowledge and way
of life, the Orang Asli have been subjected in recent years to various
“relocation”™ and “integration”™ programmes, which have often proved
counterprodictive. Despite efforts to uplift their Hfestyle and assamilate
them into the mainsiream of modern development, the Oramg Asli
community remains caught unwittingly in a cycle of poverty.

For Teoh, the \I[ng{. offered an oppartunity for him 1o do something
that was rne:mmgful ‘I was floored when 1 was first exposed to their way
of life. The glring disparity between the haves and the haves-not ol me
wondering 'Llh\ the brldgg, berween ‘us’ and ‘them” couldn't be baile,"” he
shares, zldslqu, pointediy: “After all, we're all natives to this nation we call
home.”

After speaking with the Tok Batin (village head) and leaming that
howsing issues topped their list of woes, Teoh and his university mates
approached the university and managed to secure a RMS0000 grant.,
Faizul's house got built, and s the walls of Faizul's house rose up, the walls
bertween the young student and the Temuan father-ofstwo broke down,
“He became my best buddy in the village!” says Teoh, chuckling,

The friendship would evenmally lead 1o a formation of a social
enterprise designed to improve the standards of living for this community,
“1 got the inspirstion from spending time with Faizul, What if urban
visitors could experience the same kind of hospitality offered by this
community while enjoving the wonderful natural setting of forests, streams
and wildlife? he muses.

Like many Orang Ashi villages scattered throughout the nation,
Kampung Sungai Lalang offers a vignette into the lifestvle of the
once-nomadic tribe who had settled by the forest 1o cke out a modest
living,

‘fgcl s the tides of time goes by, many traditional Temuan ceremonics,
dances, cuisine and even games seem 1o be fading inte history as the
commumity strugales to shed their old ways to keep up with the rest of the
mation. “I1's such a shame,” he exclaims. Teoh wanted to showease that
and more. “We want them to tzke pride in their culture and 1raditions, and
display their uniqueness 1o the rest of the world” he avows, adding that
Mative aims to do just thay,

“The social emterprise. the affable young mian explains, was founded as a
commumnity-based tourism venture that aims o provide travellers with
immersive cultural experiences hosted by the indigenous communitics in
Malaysiz. “..and Faizul became the first from his village (o bead and host
our very first tour group,” he adds proudly.

SOCIAL ENTREPRENEURSHIP

As an mereasing number of yvoung people today are looking for
meaningfulness in their job, working at a social enterprise or non-profit
arganisation for a cause they're passionate about can seem allractive; even
if passion sometimes doesn™t pay the bills,

But onee they decide they can mike a difference, these enterprising
youths can often change the world, and in this case. the lives of thevillagers
it Kampung Sungai Lalang. Through Native, 25.vear-old Teoh offered o
chance o raise their standard of living through ecotourism as well as give
them the opporunity to bridge the gap that inadvertently exists between
these often marginalised communitics and the outside world,

“This journey wasn't planned,” Teoh insists, smiling, before adding
wryly: “It certainly doesn't quite pay the bills.” Yet the up-and-coming
social enterprise scems o be striking all the right notes, Native was

Native : A social enterprise
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recently awarded a grant of SGL 200000 by the Singapore Imernational
Foundation™ (SIF) Young Social Entreprencurs (YSE) 2019 programme,
edging out other social enterprises from across the region including
Singapore.  Cambodia, Pakistan, Thailand, Malavsia,  [ndoncsia,
Bangladesh and India,

The 15 social enterprises, including Teoh's, were shortlisted into the
seven-month programme atter 3 four-day workshop which took place in
March in Singapore. Over the next few months, they went Ihmubll a
mentorship  with  leading  business  professionals  and  experienced
entreprencurs as well as an experiential study visit in China, “Tt was
intense,” admits Teoh, recalling: “I'd applied for the YSE before, but this
time [ was a lot more prepared!” He was determined 1o get Native off the
ground with the invaluable assistance provided by SIF, and as fate would
have it, he wan the pitch,

There are several startups like Teoh's that are committed to creating a
positive impact on society by investing their resources in building a social
enterprise, as it cnsures a beneficial outcome for all,

Recognising the impact of such ventures, the YSE Programme secks to
inspire, equip and enable youths of different nationalities 1o embark on
social enterprises in the region. “The SIF experience proved invaluable
and gave me the building bocks 1o build Native into what it is today,”
asserts Teoh.

VEERING OFF THE PATH

Fresh from his recent YSE success, Teoh is surprisingly a picture of
awkwardness as 1 iry 1o get him to pose for the camera, “What do [ do?” he
asks disperately, Fold your arms, stand this way, [ instruct and he obliges,
squinting gingerly into the camera, He's not used to heing in front of the
camera, he admits. Relax, [ tell him. Relax, the NST photographer repeats.
s she trains the camer on him,

He doesn't relax, Squaring his shoulders, he stares unsmiling back at
the lens, Smile, 1 urge. He gives a foreed smile. It's not a mugshot, |
comment drolly and he finally chuckles, Snap! It's done, | tell him and
Teol visibly relaxes. “1 was abways the awkward kid at school,” he explains
sheepishly as we make our way to a quiet cormer for o chat,

Hailing from Penang, (he's from Bayan Lepas, he tells me ;,m:mn,g. ihe
not-so-popular part of Fenang Is!mnd). Teoh studicd civil engmcenng at
the University of Nottingham in Semenyih. “Towasn™t really my choice.” he
admits, with a shrug of his shoulders: *1 come from a very traditional
Family.

As all traditional parents are keen on their offspring following the well
beaten path to pursue law, engincering, accountancy or medicine, Teoh's
parents were no different. All his siblings took the approved route — his
eldest sister is a lawyer, his brother is a doctor and another sister is an
accountant.

When it was time for Teoh 1o further his studies at the university, his
parents sal him down and presented him with the same choices — be a
doctor, lawyer, accountant or an engimeer. “All that was left was
engingering, so [ took that up!™ he quips.

But during the second vear of his university, Teoh realised that civil
engincering wasn't quite his cup of wea, ~1 was looking for something
1nc.1nim{ui to do,” he recalls, He went online, searching for things to do.

“After all, T thowght | sl bad a few years 1o [ t‘gulﬂhmgaoul o mvself, s
why not explore what else | could do to broaden my horizons?” he muscs.

He diseovered Epic, asodial enterprise with their flagship initiative that
mobilises volunteers to build hemes with marginalised communi “At
that time, 1 wasn't too caught up with the plight of the Orang Ash,” e
, adeling: “T was just enamoured with the prospect of building a

He tried 10 vops in his friends 1o come along with him on his first trip
with the Epic vohunteers, but “...I ended up going alone on bus ride at the
break of dawn wondering what the heck did 1 get myself into!”

EPIC ADVENTURE

“The decision 1o join Epic as 2 volunteer, trned Teoh's life aromnd, ©1
suddenly discovered that there’s so much [ don’t knew about the world!”
e exclaims, adding: °1 mean,.. if vou can convince a bunch of people to
get together so early in the moming and build 2 house in the middle of
nowhere, the possibilities of doing so much more seemed endless.”

The trip opencd his eves to the plight of the indigenous community who
seermed 10 lag behind and in need of basic necessities 1o get by Vs
shecked to see the conditions in which they lived,” he recounts, admitting:
“Ivwas the first time 1'd come into contact with the Oring Asli, and a lotof
questions mced in my mind, How can [ do more to help?”

Brimming with ideas, Teoh returned 1o his university and tris
T could connect with the Orang Aslicommunity living nearby, g
he found avillage, Kampung Sungai Lalang through one of his friends who
wiks running a project there, but the praject died a while later once funding
ran owt, However, ‘Teoh kept going back 1o the village after thar, I was
there that he met Faizul and helped rebuild the katter's home while doing
Tis final thesis before gradunting,

In the meantime, Teoh comtinued 1o volunicer with Epic, and
connected with its founder John-Son Oci, who fater offered him a position
with the social enterprise once he graduated from university, What did his
parents think about him shelving more luerative job offers for Epic? “Well
they weren't happ!™ replies Teoh candidly with o chuckle, “They kept
wondering il | was u.w_;_,mn}, logeta “real” job!™

Teoh joined Epic’s community engagement team, and had settled 1o
work for the social enterprise when they recerved an email from Airbnib
who was Jooking to do sociul impueet experiences, and invited Epic 1o
collaborate with them.

BEING NATIVE

Oci encouraged the young lad to pitch ideas and Teoh turned 1o his
Temuan friend Faizul to ask if the later was keen on bringing people 1o
visit the village and the surrounding forest. izul only agreed at first
because he felt he was doing me a favour,” reveals Teoh, adding with a
chuckle: “_..that's friendship for you!”

They |:ul g the first “experientizl tour™ on Adrbob and charged only
RMG0 at that time. Teoh was pessimistic about ihe response but 1o his
surprise, the towr wis completely booked within the first four hours, With
hat first success, Native was born,

Ta date, the social entenprise has worked with two communities and 13
different native houscholds, helping them grow their familics” income
through part-time work. They've since established a community fund,
offering the entire community capital for development and what's impon-
ant, Native has helped villagers recover their scise of pride in their own
culture and traditions.

s l'li\‘i. he asserts, 15 on a mission to redefine what it means 1o be a

“mative”. The social enterprise aims o provide a pl itform for both the
Orang Ashi and tnwellers alike 1o tell their stories, cultivate genuine
nl'lhnn\h1|15., learn about the different traditions in the world and their
cultural sirengths,

There's so much we can learn from the Orang Ash, asserts Teoh. "Asa
global community, we've lost our way; we've forgotien what it means 1o
have a relationship with the land and with this wonderful community of
Mitlaysians who has so mueh to offer.”

To find it again, we have great guides, he says, “Indigenous people have
mastered the an of storytelling, they have unparalleled knowledge of the
forest and continue 1o teach and lead by example,”

As Faizul leads yet another group of visitors imto the forest (and into his
world) with Teoh in tow, it's evident that the power of fricndship which
ignited Native will continue to create ripples that will hopefully bring com-
munities closer together. Concluding with a smile, Teoh says: “We all
share something in commaon. .. we're all natives somewhere.”
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