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S FAR BACK AS IN 1994, 64-YEAR-OLD BUSINESSMAN
and amateur magician Robert Kee would make regular
visits to orphanages in the Philippines, Cambodia and
Nepal where he would leave the children in awe with his
magic shows. But even magicians can get tricked. Like
many, Kee first got involved in philanthropy by funding
various overseas projects. He donated money freely, rarely

questioning how the funds were used, but when the money got into the wrong
hands one too many times, he decided to stop the donations.

“I could not guarantee how the money was
being used and with charity, you never know
the other party’s agenda, so sometimes you get
tricked,” says Kee, whose newly released book
Changing Lives: Hard Truths About Helping the
Poor offers his personal insights into running
overseas charities in under-developed countries.

Focusing on “How”
Despite the negative experiences, Kee wasn't
about to put charity behind him. “I realised that
the only way to give substantial help to the poor is
through long-term projects,” he shares.

In 2001, he co-founded Operation Hope
Foundation (OHF), which helps impoverished
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experience, OHF manages all its overseas projects,
setting up orphanages and seeing to every last
detail. This kind of direct control not only allows
for greater accountability but also a high benefit-
to-cost ratio (where cost is the total cost of the
project and benefit is the estimated value of what
the beneficiary actually receives). This unusual
approach sharply contrasts with the majority

of charities working overseas - they tend to act
more like middlemen, dispensing financial aid to
local charities who then carry out the work, not
realising that often, as much as 90 per cent of
funds can go to an organisation’s costs.

Citing the example of the floods in Nepal, Kee
“If a team of 10 flies over, is put up in hotels,
a Paiera and nrofescional nhataoranhers are

Charity as an Investment
Kee, who is the managing director of Applied
Digital Systems, an electronics manufacturing
company, brings his business savvy to the
foundation, offering a more effective way to give.

Since its inception, OHF has kept costs low and
given maximum benefit to the beneficiaries at its
120-child orphanage and livelihood training centre
in Prey Veng, Cambodia, and a 40-child orphanage
in Kathmandu. Kee readily shows the monthly
report, which details expenses for everything from
transport usage to dry food consumption, to prove
that every cent goes to the child.

Preferring to have a tight control over operating
costs and not rely on third party operators, Kee is
involved in all aspects of the orphanage operations,

from securing land title deeds to creating computer

lesson plans for the training centre. He runs the
foundation with the micro-management style of
asmall business owner, and is convinced that a
charity all about heart and no brains is a lost cause.
“When you venture into charity as a businessman,
your objective is to make money (for the charity),
so everything is very clear,” says Kee, who visits
Cambodia every two months (he finances all his
trips, with no salary or expense claims).

A penny counter he is, but the OHF orphanages
he runs are no shabbv outfits. The one in

“Donors must not focus on
the what’ of a charity’s

efforts, but the how™

In June, OHF secured a 360,000sqft land parcel
in Bukhara, Nepal for a social enterprise project
called FLIp (Finding Life in Paradise) Nepal, which
will comprise a hotel and an orphanage.

“Part of the hotel’ profits will go to funding
OHF, and we are exploring other job-creating
possibilities such as a tourist agency, a spa and
restaurants,” says Kee excitedly.

Apart from the immediate benefit of job
creation, the project will reduce the foundation’s
dependence on donations and allow it to sustain
its own projects even in times of economic
uncertainty. A model like this also supports OHF%
vision of having 10 orphanages in countries such
as Indonesia, the Philippines, Laos, Vietnam, China
and India by 2014. But how will OHFs strategy
of micro-management fit in with ambitions of
such scale?

“Just look at how Starbucks does it,” he says. “It
operates in many countries, but the product quality
is consistent. If the operating system is in place, a
businessman won't find this hard at all.”

What is key, however, is finding the right
people who will rise to the challenges of a job in
charity. “Many people have a good heart, but they
do not know how to run a charity,” laments Kee.

In his case, he feels almost like a developer,
buying land, managing and operating, all while
staying in touch with his 160 “grandchildren”.

“An orphanage runs 365 days a year - you can't
stop, really. Problems are endless but you get used
toit,” says Kee, who hasn't had a break in 11 years.
. itk all worth it for thic father of three:
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