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As Junko Yoda quietly sits down to talk about her work, 
she certainly doesn’t look like a human rights crusader  
  taking on one of the biggest issues in the world. And as 

she tells how she worked her way up through investment banking 
giant Goldman Sachs to become their first female vice president 
in Asia, it seems even more unlikely that she would even talk 
about sex trafficking. Yet Junko moved to Singapore to work to 
eliminate what she calls the worst violation of human rights.

The Journey
When she was a student at International School of the Sacred 
Heart and Sacred Heart University in Tokyo, she developed an 
interest in human rights and knew that “one day I’m going to do 
something” to help save the world. She just didn’t realize where 
that urge would take her.

Even while she was attending university, Junko realized that as 
a woman in Japan she had little chance to become more than a 
tea person at any company she joined. To have an opportunity 
for a more rewarding career, she decided to get an MBA at 
Columbia University. She ended up being hired by investment 
banking giant Goldman Sachs right after graduation, becoming 
just the seventh staff member in its new office in Tokyo. Over 
the course of nearly a dozen years, she rose to become Goldman’s 
first woman vice president in Asia.

In 1996, Deutsche Bank hired her away to run its Japan office. 
Shortly after the Asian financial crisis, Deutsche asked her to 
move to Singapore and take responsibility for 14 countries.

After several years in Singapore, she went to work for a family 
office in Hong Kong. Then, in 2006, after more than 20 years in 
banking, she decided to retire.  
 

Transition to a Non-Profit
Retirement marked the beginning of a search for what she calls 

a second career. While she had enough to live a quiet life, she 
wanted to do more. “One of the issues in investment banking,” 
Junko said, “is that you’re so busy. I had ideas, but no time.” 

While Junko was interested in human rights after   
she retired, she didn’t know where to turn. She considered   
a multitude of options, thinking she might become a lawyer 

focusing on human rights or simply a donor to the social 
sector. 

After dabbling in several areas, she shifted her focus  
entirely and became serious about art. She took art theory 
courses, arranged exhibitions and supported emerging artists. “I 
enjoyed being an independent curator in the arts,” she said. “I 
was going to go for a PhD.”

Just before she started applying to art school, she happened to 
see an ad about Harvard starting up a new Advanced Leadership 
Initiative targeted at private sector leaders who might want to 
transition into the social sector. “You’re taking courses anywhere 
at Harvard to enhance your research,” Junko said. “You come up 
with the seed of an idea and you can create a project.” 

And it’s at Harvard that she indeed shifted her focus back to 
human rights. “The worst violation for human rights is girls in 

human sex trafficking,” Junko said.  She and fellow student Pam 
McCambridge found that they had had a similar passion. “We 
both had a visceral reaction towards the crime of human sex 
trafficking. We wanted to find a solution.”

Her Work at CLinked
She and Pam ended up co-founding Community Linked 
(CLinked), with the goal of reducing human trafficking 
of women and children for sexual exploitation. To make a 
significant impact in an underserved location, they decided 
to use radio to reach sex workers among children in small 
villages in Sumatra. The project, based in the fishing village of 
Panjang, is targeted at 16-to-17-year-old children living within  
five kilometers of the village. They launched the initiative in 
December 2011. 

“We organized radio programs on-air and off-air. We 
did interview sheets, journalism and music. It’s every day,  
4:00–11:00 pm, after school. There’s a talk show.  
They use Facebook, SMS and phones.” Off-air there are village 
board meetings, sex education programs and journalism  
training. There are also youth leadership, village education and 
health elements to the program.  continued on page 17

Unlikely Crusader,  
Saving One Girl at a Time

Junko Yoda

“We both had a visceral reaction towards the crime of 
human sex trafficking. We wanted to find a solution.”

Story by Richard Hartung, photos by Junko Yoda
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Singapore's Shepherd of Street Food

Some call him the Guru of Grub; others, the Makankaki Master, but KF 
Seetoh, by any name, is Singapore’s most recognized and celebrated expert on 
one of the country’s greatest and most beloved national treasures: food. Not 

just any food, but hawker food – the food of the street; the soul of Singapore.

Makanguru
Since 1996 Seetoh has dedicated his 
life to writing, photographing and 
understanding the street food of 
Singapore, heading to every place where 
queues for food form. “Back then there 
was no guide to the food here,” Seetoh 
explained, as we shared some carrot cake 
at Makansutra’s own Glutton’s Bay food 
center beside the Esplanade. So, he was 
inspired to compile information about 
the food and the hawkers. The hardest 
thing was identifying the places to try. 
“It took a lot of talking to people on 
the street, to taxi drivers and to people 
cooking food.” The result: Makansutra, 
Seetoh’s undisputed go-to guide for all 
things hawker in this land of the food 
obsessed. Over the years, Makansutra has 
sold countless copies, guiding locals and 
foreigners alike to hawker food that is 
good, great and “die, die, must try.” 

Today, Seetoh and Makansutra 
collectively is a Singapore food institution, 
with books, television programs, websites 
and an app. His makan-team consists of 
30 full-time employees plus a cadre of 
volunteers who are profoundly passionate 
about food. It’s uncontested that Seetoh’s 
contributions to food knowledge and 
accessibility is unparalleled in Singapore. 
He has promoted the nation’s cuisines 
into the world-renowned phenomenon 
that it is today. Many say that this 
accomplishment alone puts him in a 
special, iconic place. “Anyone who’s 
anyone in the world of Singapore food 
knows Seetoh,” says irreverent food rogue, 
Anthony Bourdain. The New York Times 
has written about him. Martha Stewart 

insists that he be her guide whenever she 
visits and has had him cook laksa live on 
her TV show. The list goes on and on.

It’s an impressive thing when someone 
works hard to reach the pinnacle of 
success and then decides to take it to an 
even higher level. And for Seetoh – who 
believes that street food feeds not just 
the stomach but the soul – the mission 
of making the cuisine of Singapore 
accessible to all is just a start. “I could just 
keep doing what I do,” he explained in 
his usual, affable manner. “But my life’s 
work still lies ahead of me and I won’t die 
comfortably until it’s done.” 

Fractured Food
“Street food is a global phenomenon,” 
Seetoh explains over our crunchy prawn 
paste chicken wings. “It’s an age-old, 
earthy profession that has sustained 
people since the beginning of modern 
society.” Indeed, the majority of people 
in developing countries today still depend 
on food prepared by individual cooks 
in simple outdoor or rustic kitchens. In 
Singapore, more than 80% of the local 
population eat at least one meal a day in a 
hawker center, food court or kopitiam; in 
Bangkok and Hanoi that number is even 
greater. But that tradition is changing 
and to some degree, dying.  “As societies 
modernize and the hawker legends get 
older there are fewer people to pass 
the street food heritage on to,” Seetoh 
explains. “Working a food stall is tough, 
solitary labor; hardly the favored path in 
today’s youthful, social network-driven 
society.”

Combine that with the nature of the 

By Kevin F. Cox

KF Seetoh

http://www.samadhiretreats.com
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A Twitter Journey Across America

To attract the world’s attention to the World Street Food Congress, Seetoh will host The World Street Food Congress 2013: From Street Market to World Market. 

From 31 May to 9 June in Singapore’s F1 Pit Building & Paddock. The event will consist of a 2-day conference alongside a 10-day street food jamboree featuring 

some of the world’s best street food masters serving up their cultural specialties. The event will also present the first World Street Food Awards to acknowledge 

and recognize the best street food cooks and their food. For more information about World Street Food Congress go to www.makansutra.com/wsfcongress.

street food world – a “fractured society” as Seetoh sees 
it – and what you have is a fading, fragmented industry 
composed of individuals working alone and selling their 
talent for a couple of bucks a plate. “Aside from possibly 
expanding the number of stalls, there’s little growth 
opportunity for hawkers and no sense of belonging to 
something greater than just their own thing.” And that’s 
where Seetoh comes in.

The World Street Food Congress
Recognizing the benefits of collaboration, Seetoh has 
masterminded The World Street Food Congress, the first 
forum designed to connect the splintered street food 
world. The WSFC aims to form a globally-unified body 
where new ideas, synergies and opportunities can be 
created over street food. The three principle objectives are 
to preserve the culture and craft of local street cuisine, to 
create a unified “industry” of street food with consistent 
professionalism and to develop new opportunities through 
collaboration among street food cultures globally.

But even KF Seetoh can’t assemble a global forum alone, 
so he’s formed a World Street Food Council, comprised 
of a collection of the best minds in different food-related 
disciplines around the world to join forces as vanguards 
of the industry.  We’re talking chefs, writers, food and 
beverage developers, food and lifestyle celebrities and 
innovative social thinkers who will spirit the cause of a 

unified street food world in ways that have never before 
been imagined. “Enthusiasm about WSFC is already 
spreading like wildfire and I’m just getting warmed up,” 
Seetoh says. “Everyone that I talk to about it wants to 
play a part.”

“Street food is not just about stuffing your stomach,” 
Seetoh explained as we dove into a plate of glistening 
mee goreng putih.  

“With street food, you may eat the food, but you digest 
the culture.” It’s that basic philosophy that renders KF 
Seetoh more a food culturalist than food critic. “Behind 
every hawker’s plate of noodles or bowl of soup is a story – 
usually an ancient one – and knowing that story preserves 
the heritage and makes the food taste better.”  And through 
WSFC, Seetoh will help the soft-spoken world of street 
food cooks have an organized place to tell those stories 
through their food – well into the future and all around 
the world. And in the course of doing so, new street foods 
will emerge and new stories will need to be told. Which is 
a valuable thing because, as KF Seetoh would say, “if you 
don’t eat the culture with every bite, you’ll always be left 
hungry.” 

Kevin F. Cox is a freelance food & travel writer for numerous 
publications in the region. Follow his blog, FoodWalkers, at  
http://foodwalkers.blogspot.com

“ d i e ,  d i e ,  m u s t  t r y . ”

Twittamentary

At a recent AmCham screening of 
the film, Twittamentary, I had the 
opportunity to explore the human 

side of Twitter and consider the good, the 
bad and the ugly of the popular micro-
blogging tool.

Twittamentary, by Singaporean 
filmmaker Tan Siok Siok, is a whirlwind 
road trip across the US. From New York 
City to Los Angeles, the documentary 
explores how lives connect and intersect 
among Americans who are part of a 
Twitter community. As the real-time web 
accelerates serendipity, bonds are forged as 
a result of unexpected encounters between 
strangers, as they share moments of their 
lives in real time.

Siok interviews a wide range of 
Twitter'ers, from a travel journalist turned 
"twilebrity," to a homeless woman who 
uses Twitter from a public library and a 
prostitute who uses Twitter as her personal 
GPS. Three years in the making, the film 

utilized 388 crowd-sourced stories.
The film is funny, through characters 

like Darren Williger, a sales professional. 
He shares, “Because I heard Twitter was 
a stupid place, where people just talked 
about what they wanted to have for 
lunch, and I said, ‘That is where I belong.’ 
Because I like lunch, too!”

It’s also touching and inspiring, through 
characters like Ann Marie, a homeless 
woman who finds escape through 
social media. She begins Tweeting at a 
local library in Chicago as a way to feel 
connected to the world. As time goes 
on, she becomes an advocate of Twitter. 
She receives gifts from other people in 
her community through the mail, they 
send her sheets, towels and clothes as a 
donation. She makes a speech at a social 
media convention, as a celebrity figure, 
then gets herself out of homelessness 
through the help of others in the Twitter 
community, who arrange a house for her 

to stay in.
Can Twitter change a person’s life? In 

an interview with CNNGo, Siok shares, 
“I think the only thing that can change 
a person's life is that person's resolve to 
change. Having said that, real-time social 
media tools like Twitter have a huge 
impact on our self image and sense of 
identity… While the individual tweets 
may seem trivial or even inane, the effect 
of the granular accumulation over time, 
of hundreds or even thousands of tweets, 
is that your identity starts to morph and 
change. In that sense, Twitter can be a 
catalyst for reinventing one's life. But it 

can just as easily lead to narcissism and 
delusion. The spark of change lies within 
the individual.”

Tan Siok Siok, a Brown University 
graduate, previously worked as an 
executive producer for Discovery Channel 
in Asia. She also visited as a lecturer at 
the Beijing Film Academy, where she 
directed a documentary about the Beijing 
Olympics, Boomtown Beijing, with the 
assistance of her students. 
If you are interested in seeing the 
film, you can rent it online for $5 at:  
www.twittamentary.com.

By Claire Slattery

Documentary character Anne Marie Walsh uses Twitter to get out of homelessness




