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WHAT IS A STUDY TOUR? 

Engineers Without Borders New 

Zealand has set up a new initia-

tive, Dialogues on Development, 

to engage their members on an 

educational tour around Samoa.  

Before embarking on an interna-

tional development project, as an 

enthusiast do-gooder or a brainiac 

with great intentions, it is helpful 

to know what on earth you’re 

getting into; not just yourself, as 

an unsuspecting foreigner in an 

exotic new culture, but the com-

munity around you who indeed 

have to put up with you and your 

unfamiliar ways. 

The purpose of the Dialogues on 

Development study tour is first and 

foremost to respect differences in  

opinion, operation, and overall 

objectives; and understand how 

societies function and why. 

In November 2014 the inaugural 

group of Engineers Without Bor-

ders delegates visited Samoa’s 

array of organisations that are 

passionate about the develop-

ment of their nation. 

The trip included professional 

branches of the Government, such 

as the Electric Power Corporation 

and the Ministry of Health; donor 

agencies such as the New Zealand 

High Commission; and an array of 

Non-Governmental Organisations 

working in fields from Agriculture 

to Biogas to Craftsmanship. 

 

 “ ...to share with you Samoa’s 

ongoing development and have 

a better understanding of its 

people and culture; to gain fur-

ther insight by meeting people 

who understand the structure, 

politics and skills needed for 

Samoa’s continued advance-

ment. ” 
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WATER, SANITATION &  

HYGIENE (WASH) 

Most kiwis are potty trained as 

toddlers and then swiftly progress 

to a common flushing toilet. They 

are taught to wash their hands 

afterwards, which they do with 

oodles of soap and an abundance 

of water that rushes through any 

one of the household taps. It is 

therefore hard to comprehend 

that basic sanitation and hygiene 

is such a major global issue, and 

staggering to understand that in 

fact 2.5 billion people (of the 

world’s 7 billion total) do not have 

access to basic sanitation.  

Samoa celebrated World Toilet 

Day for the first time this year, 

with two garden toilets, a statue 

and $1 million Tala worth of septic 

tanks donated to rural villages to 

commemorate the day. The Engi-

neers Without Borders group had 

the privilege of attending this in-

augural event, with thanks to the 

Ministry of Health (MoH) for rec-

ommending it. Not only did they 

visit the myriad of water and sani-

tation related exhibits, meet the 

MoH team who perform the sani-

tation inspections in public build-

ings and schools, they also experi-

enced the great community spirit 

of the toilet themed singing com-

petition! 

In July 2010 the United Nations 

officially recognised Water and 

Sanitation as a basic human right, 

and in 2013 they designated 19 

November as World Toilet Day.  
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“As we all know, the consequence of 

poor sanitation is diseases, diseases, 

diseases and lots of diseases”  
Acting Prime Minister, Fonotoe 

Pierre Lauofo 



traditions and customs at the Sa-

moan Tourism Authority’s cultural 

village, where Chris knowledgea-

bly and passionately explained 

Fa’a Samoa – the Samoan Way! 

As the trip progressed, the cultural 

experience expanded into the 

more authentic villages. One Sun-

day morning was shared with the 

elaborate, generous character of 

Sasa Milo, the current CEO of the 

Independent Water Schemes As-

sociation, whereby they prepared 

a traditional umu feast. This in-

cluded an early trip to the fish 

market before listening to the 

most beautiful singing at the local 

church service.  

Indeed culture is imbedded into 

each and every one of us, and our 

goal essentially was to study the 

differences. Understanding the 

reasons for differences in view-

points is essential to a good part-

nership, and can ensure that deci-

sions, solutions and ideas are 

made with the greatest impact for 

a particular society.  

The EWB group were first intro-

duced to the Samoan  

UNDERSTANDING CULTURE  

A culture is a way of life for a group 

of people, be that a business group, 

a sports team, a family, or an entire 

nation.  

Generally without thinking, we ac-

cept certain behaviours, beliefs, 

values, and symbols which are 

passed along by communication 

and imitation from one generation 

to the next. 

Engineers Without Borders howev-

er did not set out to learn the word 

culture as a noun.  
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DON BOSCO 

Chris Ford, the current Principal of 

the Don Bosco Technical Centre, 

Alafua, facilitated an insightful 

workshop on Youth in Samoa. The 

main learning outcome was the 

family structure and how youth, 

particularly boys, are placed among 

the hierarchy. The group were able 

to wander through the technical 

classrooms – a visit thoroughly en-

joyed by engineers – to see some of 

the products created by the young 

men and sold to the community. 

The EWB group were fortunate to 

also visit the Don Bosco College and 

Vocational Centre in Salelologa, Sa-

vaii. Here the students were in the 

midst of exams, but still managed to 

produce a spectacular performance 

of singing and dancing full of pas-

sion and energy. 

 

Our special thanks to Principal Fr 

Mosese Tui who welcomed us and 

took the time to share his experi-

ence and ideas on a myriad of inter-

esting topics. 

Juliet at the Fish Markets 

SUITABLE? 

While scientists 

experiment with 

the most elaborate of technology 

and discoveries, engineers are con-

fined to solutions which fit a certain 

scope and budget. Designing a solu-

tion that is appropriate often re-

quires more thought and considera-

tion than a state of the art machine. 

Understanding the context is vital to 

begin deeming appropriateness. This 

study tour is not about marching in 

with engineering brilliance, but to 

observe and analyse the current 

technologies that appropriate people 

have devised. 

Our first visit was with Tupa’i Mau 

Simanu, Chief Executive Officer, and 

his team at the Electric Power Corpo-

ration (EPC).  4



Here we spoke with like-minded 

engineers and compared each 

other’s challenges in the field. It 

turns out that life as an engineer 

in Samoa is not too dissimilar to 

that of a kiwi engineer! As part of 

our visit the EPC staff showed us 

one of their diesel power stations 

and control rooms, while also 

sharing with us their vision of be-

coming entirely renewable in the 

near future.  

The Scientific Research Organisation 

of Samoa (SROS) was the second 

organisation that EWB felt privi-

leged to meet.  

Here they showed us their impres-

sive facilities and walked us through 

their latest ideas, including gluten 

free flour made from breadfruit and 

coconut biofuel. SROS is a govern-

ment formed initiative to not only 

provide scientific research, but to 

also develop technologies that will 

ultimately benefit the national 

economy. Tilafono David Hunter, 

Chief Executive Officer, and his 

team have a brilliant ethos regard-

ing community development; their 

designs all created for family and 

village-scale production. 

The EWB team spent a day with 

the wonderful family belonging to 

Usufono and Sose Fepulea’I, 

founders of Youth With A Mission 

(YWAM) in Samoa. At their base 

they have a variety of sustainable 

technologies and foods, the most 

interesting of all being the Biogas 

Reactor. Here they have many pigs 

whose waste gets collected in a 

tank, methane is then produced 

and used for cooking in their large 

communal kitchen. They also have 

a great recycling system whereby 

pigs are donated to families, who 

then donate the new piglets to the 

next family. 
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DISASTER RECOVERY 

A disaster is only a disaster when a 

hazard affects a community that 

cannot cope. An earthquake in the 

dessert for example, probably 

won’t cause a disaster because of 

the absence of people. How a 

community is affected depends on 

their initial vulnerability and how 

able they are to recover.  

Samoa has been unfortunate 

enough to suffer from a major tsu-

nami and a cyclone in the past few 

years, however a tremendous  

 

team of relief operations has seen 

the country back to normal quite 

quickly. 

There were two organisations on 

the study tour that managed to 

give an insight to the recovery 

efforts, primarily the Adventist 

Development and Relief Agency 

(ADRA) who, alongside the Gov-

ernment of Samoa and the United 

Nations Development Plan 

(UNDP), are maximising the les-

sons learnt from Cyclone Evan and 

building new, more resilient shel-

ters for families who lost their 

homes.  

The group also talked to the build-

ers at the private enterprise Coco-

nuts Resort and Spa. Here the re-

cent natural disasters have had a 

major impact on the tourism in-

dustry and the group learnt about 

some of the difficulties putting it 

all back together again. The day 

finished on a high, enjoying a cool 

drink in their refurbished lounge! 
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LIVELIHOODS 
THE PINNACLE 

Ultimately, improved livelihoods 

are what we’re all trying to 

achieve: Reliable and permanent 

sources of food, income and em-

ployment. And surely health 

should be on the list too. With this 

in mind, livelihoods integrates all 

of the above (WASH, Culture, 

Technologies and Resilience) top-

ics to secure personal worth, sta-

bility and happiness. 

The Engineers Without Borders 

group travelled to Savaii for the 

remaining few days, to visit the 

impressively reputable organisa-

tion Women In Business Develop-

ment Incorporated (WIBDI).  

“ We empower and equip rural 

families to cultivate sustainable 

businesses that maximize farm-

based resources.” 

The day included two visits to rural 

villages, the first of which the 

group watched the production of 

virgin coconut oil from start to 

finish. The second visit was to a 

fale full of women who spend 

their days weaving mats. Meeting 

these people and learning about 

their way of life was fantastic. 
WIBDI works with village commu-

nities and partners with large or-

ganisations who certify the pro-

duce as Organic and Fair Trade. 

The Body Shop is an example of a 

niche market that WIBDI has 

tapped into, with Samoan families 

capitalising on virgin coconut oil.  
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The Engineers Without Borders New Zealand team would like to thank 

all the participants for making this trip such an enjoyable, educational 

experience for everyone involved. A special thanks to the Samoan or-

ganisations that hosted us so beautifully  -  we look forward to seeing 

you all again! 

Ennes Lodge  
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