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Their Songs rang out in the Corridors of Power! 

a report on the pilot project of the Kiribati-Australia-Tuvalu 

Exchange Project (KATEP)aimed at building capacity in young 

Pacific Island climate leaders 

 
Since it began in 2006, the Pacific Calling Partnership (PCP) has worked with young and not 

so young climate justice advocates from Pacific Islands – mainly from Kiribati and more 

recently from Tuvalu. We, and they, have been attempting to call the local, regional and 

global communities to face up to the challenges that global warming poses.  

 

Though we have drawn attention mainly to the highly vulnerable low-lying Pacific Islands – 

at risk of ultimately of losing their countries – we also try to alert people to the fact that we 

are all in this together.  

 

As climate justice advocates, we have all had to develop new skills and knowledge, new 

alliances and strategies to equip us to respond to this looming, human caused, complex, 

puzzling and scary phenomenon. 

 

I remember, the first time Maria Tiimon, PCP’s Pacific Outreach Officer, addressed an 

audience. It was May 2008 in a church hall in the chilly Blue Mountains west of Sydney. A 

twenty eight year old year old Maria had newly migrated to Australia, knew almost nothing 

about climate change and didn’t really know much about PCP. But, she loved her country and 

she wanted to help. She was nervous yet determined to share that love with the audience and 

so, after showing people the short video ‘Kiribati and Global Warming’ she talked with pride 

and immense feeling about life back home: no such thing as homelessness; community 

sharing and caring, her people’s ignorance about climate change and its causes, their simple 

life that contributes almost nothing to greenhouse gas emissions… and we wept with her at 

her fears for the future… 

 

Six years on Maria has lost none of the dignity, warmth and charm that characterized her very 

first advocacy experience. Through mentoring, training opportunities and experience she has 

learnt to channel her sadness into a deep and strongly passionate commitment to reach out to 

even the most difficult media and advocacy openings. Maria has become confident, organized 

and in demand. She has been invited to address rallies in Sydney and Canberra, met with 

numerous politicians from many countries, been on international speaking tours, various UN 

conferences, Pacific Regional meetings and her life and work were filmed in award winning 

documentary, ‘the hungry tide’. 

 

Having seen the growth in Maria and in ourselves in our struggles to put a human face to 

climate change, we in PCP decided that the world needs many more Marias. For young 

people living on remote Pacific Islands it is difficult enough to find educational opportunities 

let alone the experience needed to develop media and advocacy skills. What if we could bring 

young people identified as having leadership qualities by climate justice communities in 

Kiribati and Tuvalu to Australia for training?  
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Hence, in consultation with our good friends in Kiribati Climate Action Network (KiriCAN) 

and Tuvalu Climate Action Network (TuCAN) we set up the Kiribati-Australia-Tuvalu 

Exchange Program (KATEP), designed an application process and planned the pilot project 

for May - June 2014. This two week program was open to four applicants - one male, one 

female - from each of Kiribati and Tuvalu. It aimed at enriching leadership skills and 

developing confidence in advocacy and in handling the media. It consisted of a participatory 

workshop component and an outreach component that blended learning and relationship-

building.  

 

Besides helping to improve communication in English, the workshop component provided 

cultural preparation and training in making effective presentations; sharing stories; 

contributing to discussions and meetings; financial responsibility; climate justice; food and 

climate change; the ‘see, judge, act’ process; participatory leadership; spirituality; preserving 

Pacific Culture, understanding the effects of climate change on Pacific Islands; preparing for 

media events and media releases; how to deal with the international media, preparing for 

meetings with Members of Parliament and tips on how to use Facebook to enhance 

campaigning. Throughout the program there were regular reflection and debriefing 

opportunities and lots of singing and dancing.  

 

The outreach component provided a variety of opportunities to put all these new 

understandings and skills into practice, receive advice  and share experiences by meeting with 

other advocacy organisations, church and community leaders, young leaders from  school and 

university. We saw the results as they increased in confidence and fluency in speaking out 

and sharing stories on the many different occasions we made available to them. 

 

The high point of the outreach was the two day visit to Canberra to meet with Members of 

Parliament and their staff. We divided the ten member delegation into two teams mixing 

experience, nationality and gender and planned the basic structure of our parliamentary 

meetings. One team consisted of Maria Tiimon Chi-Fang(leader - Kiribati), Apisaloma 

Tawati (Kiribati), Seimila P Filoma (Tuvalu), Vincent Sicari (note-taker) and Jill Finnane 

(facilitator). The other team was made up of Maina Talia (leader - Tuvalu), Boraueanimakin 

(Tebby) Tiannere (Kiribati), Theresia Nakankwien (Papua New Guinea), Marita McInerney 

(note-taker), Geraldine Kearney (facilitator). In all, we met with thirteen members of 

parliament, received several apologies from some who could not be available, the staff teams 

of two ministers and we had to decline two late responders as we had no appointment times 

left. 

 

We weren’t sure when we turned up for the media event on the Senate Lawn in the middle of 

parliament house whether any media would respond to the media alert or the phone calls 

Sean Cleary made for us. But sure enough there were cameras and journalists there waiting 

for us. How exciting a moment that was!  Maria Tiimon Chi-Fang  introduced each Pacific 

person to give their testimony. Everyone sang and Tebby danced. And everyone, journalists 

and photographers included, cried.  

 

Making the final choice of who to send to an opportunity like this is never easy and we are 

very grateful to KiriCAN and TuCAN for choosing such dedicated talented and hardworking 

young people to represent them. From KiriCan came Tebby and Apisiloma. Tebby (28) with 

her ready smile, beautiful dancing and courage to speak out her stories no matter how new or 

challenging the situation, won hearts and minds wherever she went. Apisaloma, (19) the 
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youngest, was able to convey his deep caring for his country and his people using his gift of 

song and his heartfelt pleas to be able to bring up his future children in Kiribati.  

From TuCAN came Seimila and Maina. Seimila (27) left a young 15 month old daughter at 

home in Tuvalu. She put huge efforts into ‘finding her voice’ motivated by her love for her 

daughter and hopes for her daughter’s future but never forgot that it was all the people of 

Tuvalu that she was here for. Maina (29), with his involvements as a church worker and 

several international trips behind him was the most experienced of the young participants and 

so he became the media spokesperson for the team in the media releases they prepared as part 

of the training. Along with Maria, he provided a model of what a difference practice makes.  

 

Theresia Nakankwien RSM, from Wewak in PNG who was at the time working for a short 

time with PCP during her sabbatical joined in a couple of the workshops and the delegation to 

Canberra. Her warmth and wisdom helped us all as she grappled with learning for the first 

time about the effects of climate change on the big island of P.N.G. 

 

It is a tribute to the work put in by everyone concerned that their powerful testimonies 

presented in word, song and dance were covered extensively on national radio, television and 

in newspapers. 

What did I learn? 

 This whole program came together because of many months of preparation and 

enthusiastic contributions by people here in Australia and across the Pacific Ocean. 

So what was reinforced for me over and again as it all played out was the value of 

teamwork and the huge contribution that dedicated and professional volunteers can 

make.  

 Story, dance and song were extremely helpful and maybe even essential in reaching 

out to the media.  I think we need to make an even greater effort than we already do to 

include cultural renditions in our education,  advocacy and media events.   

 I found that dealing with the sadness of the possible future for Kiribati and Tuvalu 

was something we all had to face a lot of the time. I feel that the need to handle this 

sadness may need to be increasingly a part of the work of PCP.  

 

Our sincere thanks to all the organisations and individuals who contributed funds or made in-

kind contributions to the KATEP program. It would not have been able to get off the ground 

without your help.   Jill Finnane 

 http://www.pacificclimatechange.net/index.php/new/7537-pacific-nations-urge-

climate-change-action-ask-australia-for-help   
 http://www.abc.net.au/news/2014-05-27/pacific-countries-make-climate-change-

appeal/5481050   

 https://unwomen.org.au/news/pacific-island-delegation-climate-change-

%E2%80%9Cif-we-lose-our-land-literally-we-are-lifeless%E2%80%9D 

 http://theglobalpanorama.com/pacific-nations-urge-australia-to-address-climate-

change/  

 http://www.southsydneyherald.com.au/delegates-urge-action-on-climate-change  

 http://www.abc.net.au/news/2014-05-27/pacific-countries-make-climate-change-

appeal/5481050 
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Reflections from others in the team: 
 

Maria Tiimon Chi-Fang (PCP team) 

I did really enjoy and learnt a lot from this program. The program though was very intense 

but we as a team made it. The three youths from Kiribati and Tuvalu were really 

overwhelmed with everything and even though they told me that they were so exhausted, but 

they still keep going. They just wanted to do it because they enjoyed it and were learning a 

lot from each event. Above all the program went really well and we did all make the effort 

and at the end we succeed. 

What I learnt from KATEP 

 Their singing and personal stories are so powerful  

 As a Pacific islander among the group, I feel that I was very useful to both sides, 

Pacific Islanders and PCP team 

 I could see myself in the three youths when I first started working with the PCP and 

feel very proud of their courage’s and their determination to voice out their stories. 

 Our individual weaknesses also make us strong as a team. I really feel that we all 

respect each other’s personalities and this is really brings us together as a strong team. 

 

 

Marita McInerney (PCP team) 

Reflecting upon such an intense period of preparation and work to bring together such a 

successful program for the four participants and indeed all those involved, makes me realise 

that being part of something like this is very rewarding and teaches you the absolute value of 

working together as a team.  

There are many ups and downs in participating in such a program but the feedback from the 

participants makes it very worthwhile, with the ups very much outnumbering the downs.   

The four participants in the program all had different stories and backgrounds, listening to 

them and the realities they and their communities face on a day to day basis makes me realise 

just how much more work there is to do. 

However one thing I learnt from these very bright & happy young people is the value they 

place on the simple but central things of life; family, community and culture.  Culture being 

integral to how they live their lives, song and dance was very much a natural expression of  

everyday life for them. 

Thank you to everyone involved – it was a privilege to be a part of this program. 

 

Seimila P Filioma (Tuvalu participant)  

(I enjoyed) meeting with all of you PCP members, and learning lots from each and everyone. 

The whole program was excellent/ brilliant. (Visiting Parliament House) is the most amazing 

thing I’ve known. Going inside the parliament house and talk(ing) with important people 

about climate change, I find myself has been lifted the heavy burden by telling them my 

story…. Continue doing it. It really helps us.… Love you guys – hope you won’t forget us 

when we leave your country. 

 

Maina Talia (Tuvalu participant) 

Program should be continued - very practical way to get youth to fully participate. 

 

Apisaloma Tawati (Kiribati participant) 

The last two weeks has been a great experience for me and it’s all important to me and my 
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people. I’ve enjoyed all my courses in the last two weeks as I (have) never done any courses 

like these before. 

 

Boraueanimakin (Tebby) Tinnere (Kiribati participant) 

(The course) makes us strong and more confident on what we have learned…. We returned 

back home and we all do and apply what you all teach us during the time we all with 

you….We need more times to study it and learn to make us more strong and more confident 

on our issues we are facing now a days. God bless you the best and wishing we are the one 

who will act first in our own land and country........ 

 

Vincent Sicari (PCP team) 

The message from the four young Pacific islands people was very strong and moving. The 

message was very successfully delivered to the parliamentarians in Canberra, and through the 

press went out to the people of Australia. The four young people turned out to be marvellous 

ambassadors for their countries and for Climate Change in general. Their stories touched all 

who heard them. It was made more poignant by their singing and dancing. Their traditional 

costumes called the attention of all who met or saw them through the media. 

 

I was personally moved by the stories the young people delivered and felt privileged to take 

part even in such a minor way. I would highly recommend the KATEP program continues. I 

also recommend that contact be maintained by PCP with the young islander people.  

 

Theresia Nakankwien RSM (on sabbatical - from PNG) 

It has been a very enriching experience for me. Climate change is a new topic for me and it 

has been (an) overwhelming experience as I learned a lot and take to heart the stories and the 

experiences that I have learnt…. At all the interviews/meetings in Canberra we were very 

well received and heard. For my observation it was a big job well prepared and a job well 

done…. I pray that what we shared with the politicians may turn into positive action for 

climate change in our homelands. 

 

Geraldine Kearney sgs 

I think these four [young people] will go on to be delegates at the international level. We 

were pleased with what they achieved and what they gave to us as well. At no time did we 

experience any off-handed treatment in our meetings with Members of Parliament - I’ve been 

on other delegations where it hasn’t been as receptive. It was certainly for me a tremendous 

privilege to be part of; it was inspiring and I think it made me more determined to be part of 

their ongoing struggle.  
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Maina Talia prepares his presentation     Pacific cultural day at the ERC 

 

                     
 

 

 

Apisaloma Tawati interviewed by the Media  

in Canberra                                                                Boraueanmakin Tiannere shared her  

       stories to the media 

               
 

 

Jill Finnane runs a workshop on   Katei Kaikai presenting Ecology  

Food and Climate Change                              and climate change to the Mercy girls 

 

           
 

The Mercy Action Group meet up   Advocacy workshop and meeting with Lawyers 

with the KATEP team               and a Diplomat 



 

7 
 

 

 

 

                
 

 

 

 

 

Seimilia and Apisaloma preparing their    Advocacy workshop run by Judge Michael 

Presentation        Finnane 

 

              
 

 

 

 

 

  Meeting with MP Melisa Park    Graduation Day!  

                                                                              
 


