
 

 

LETTER FROM THE PRESIDENT 

Dear Friends of Tonga Community, 
 

The past year has been unprecedented on many fronts: the pandemic, the reckoning of 
racial injustice, political upheaval, widespread economic uncertainty, and so on.  In some 
ways, the past year seemed to stretch into an interminable slog, with each day feeling like 
the day before.  At the same time, it feels like we skipped 2020 altogether and lost a 
year.  Regardless, for many of us, the past year has been a difficult one and I hope that we 
all are a bit more worldly, understanding, and kind because of it.   
 

Though there have been many challenges over the past year, FoT has remained busy and 
continued its programming (albeit a bit differently).  Due to the strain on teachers, two of 
our American pen pal schools decided to pause their participation in the program, which 
has reduced our overall reach.  However, we continue to make gains in other areas: 1) Our 
video resource library continues to expand and is now being actively promoted in Tonga by 
the Ministry of Education, which means every school in Tonga will have access to our read 
alouds. 2) We have grown our scholarship program from only serving students in Tongata-
pu (2019) to now funding scholarships in every major island group in Tonga (Tongatapu, 
‘Eua, Ha’apai, and Vava’u)!  The ability to reach students-in-need, from every island group, 
has been a goal of FoT from the very beginning, which means our impact and reach has 
increased dramatically over the past three years. 3) We have finally completed construction 
on the Ta’anga Kindergarten!  This is a tremendous success and both the children of Ta’an-
ga and surrounding villages now have a dedicated space for early-childhood education for 
years to come and the community has a weather resistant structure for the next cyclone.   
 

The impact of our programming and the ability to communicate our successes has resulted 
in increased brand recognition and engagement from our community.  In fact, our impact 
in Tonga caught the eye of the National Peace Corps Association, who honored Friends of 
Tonga with the Loret Miller Ruppe Award for Outstanding Community Service!  I hope that 
with completion of our kindergarten, we can continue to increase our community, fundrais-
ing capabilities, and ultimately our impact in Tonga. 
 

I want to make you all aware that we have recently had some changes to our board.  We 
say farewell to Katie Tongia and Autumn Thomas and thank them for their service to FoT 
and the Tongan community (pg. 7).  I also want to welcome our new Financial Officer Eric 
Hittle, who comes to FoT with a wealth of experience and will help us take the organization 
to the next level (pg. 7).  Lastly, we are expanding the board by three positions: Event and 
Outreach Coordinator, Tongan Outreach Coordinator, and Secretary.  For full role responsi-
bilities check out page 8.   
 

Our impact and ability to provide educational opportunities to the children and teachers of 
Tonga is a direct result of your generosity donating to our programming and pro-
jects.  Thank you for continuing to invest in Friends of Tonga and subsequently Ton-
ga.  Without you, we would not be able to serve this community.   
 

I sincerely hope this newsletter is a bright spot in your week and that it finds you healthy 
and happy.   
 

‘Ofa atu, 
Michael Hassett 
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Support Friends of Tonga 

 

Early Childhood Education Programming and Construction Projects 

 

We are raising money to support education opportunities for early-childhood education, which includes building Kin-
dergartens, providing resources targeting early-childhood education, and building safe environments where students 
can play. 

Scholarship Program 

 

Although it is free for students to attend public schools in Tonga, parents still need to provide school fees for ma-
terials and exams, which often they cannot afford. To help needy families overcome this financial burden, 
Friends of Tonga awards scholarships to the neediest students with their annual school fees. 
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Become a Member 

 

Become an official Friends of Tonga member!  It’s quick, easy, and FREE!   

https://www.friendsoftonga.org/campaigns/future-education-and-construction-projects
https://www.friendsoftonga.org/campaigns/2022-scholarship-fund
https://www.peacecorpsconnect.org/auth/signup?referrer=friends-of-tonga-npca


 

 

 

2020 Year in Review 

FoT Website Cash/Check GoFundMe 
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Financial Breakdown 



 

 

 

2020 Year in Review (2) 

Program Impacts 
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2020 Year in Review (3) 
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Friends of Tonga Reach 

World Wide Users by Density 



 

 

 

 

 

 

Friends of Tonga in the News 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

        Published and Proud! 

Two RPCVs from Tonga have written and released their memoirs about their time in Tonga.   
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News and Updates 

Our President Michael Hassett was published in early 
May in the Pittsburgh Post Gazette. His article discuss-
es the significance of Tonga for those who may not 
have heard of the small nation. We hope you enjoy it! 

 

Check out the online version here! 

Susan Greisen worked in Tonga 1973-74 as a volunteer supervising a TB and Typhoid vac-
cination campaign throughout the country, training district nurses.  Her book is titled  
In Search of Pink Flamingos. 
 

To purchase her book click here!  

RPCV and Friends of Tonga Member Robert Forbes was 
featured by the Peace Corps on how his service, in Tonga, 
shaped his career and life!  
 

Check it out here! 

Tina Martin has recently published her memoir about her Peace Corps service, in Ton-
ga, in the 1970s!  It is titled: Everything I Should Have Learned I Could Have Learned in 
Tonga.     
Tina is a returned Peace Corps Volunteer (RPCV) from Group 5. She served from 1970-

1971, in Ha’ateiho, Tongatapu where she taught at ‘Atele Si’i and at the Fasi and ‘Atele 
Teacher’s Retraining Center. 
 

To purchase her book click here! 

https://www.post-gazette.com/opinion/2021/05/03/Tonga-US-interests-why-it-matters-Other-Voices-Michael-Hassett-Friends-of-Tonga/stories/202105020019
https://www.amazon.com/Search-Pink-Flamingos-Forgiveness-Unconditional/dp/0999804847
https://www.peacecorps.gov/stories/how-peace-corps-service-in-tonga-shaped-one-mans-40-year-career/
https://www.amazon.com/Everything-Should-Learned-Could-Tonga/dp/1977239161/ref=sr_1_1?dchild=1&keywords=everything+i+learned+i+could+have+learned+in+tonga&qid=1622510165&s=books&sr=1-1


 

 

 

 

 

 

Farewell to Katie Tongia and Autumn Thomas! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Welcome Eric Hittle as the new Financial Officer  

 

Please welcome Friends of Tonga's new Financial Officer: Eric Hittle!  
 

Eric is a manager at Aronson’s Nonprofit & Association Services Groups. He has over eight 
years of public accounting experience, in which he has focused nearly exclusively on the non-
profit industry.  
 

Eric’s specialized expertise includes financial statement audits and Uniform Guidance compli-
ance audits for exempt organizations. He also offers significant internal controls testing expe-
rience and strong research and analytic abilities. 
 

Eric graduated from Montana State University-Bozeman with a Master of Professional Ac-
countancy. He also received a Master of Science in Cell and Molecular Biology from Tulane 
University and a Bachelor of Science in Microbiology from Montana State University. 
 

We are incredibly excited for the expertise and skills he will bring to Friends of Tonga and 
know that he will help us take our programming to the next level! 
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FOT Board Updates 

It is bittersweet to announce that two of our board members are step-
ping down to focus on new incredible job opportunities: Katie Tongia 
and Autumn Thomas.   
 

Katie is a co-founder of Friends of Tonga and served as our Financial 
Officer, since its inception.  She has recently relocated to Samoa and is 
serving as the Director of Management and Operations (DMO) for the 
Peace Corps there. 

Autumn served as the FoT Event Coordinator for the past 2+ years and 
coordinated all of our in-person and virtual events.  She is leaving us to 
focus on her role as a Human Capital Development Consultant.   
 

Their dedication and thoughtful contributions has helped guide FoT 
into the successful organization that it has become.  They will be  
greatly missed and we wish them well! 



 

 

 

 

 

 

Friends of Tonga is looking for three new people to join our board! Please see the position descriptions below and 
contact friendsoftonga2018@gmail.com if you are interested in serving in one of these roles. 
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Join the Friends of Tonga Board! 

Outreach and Event Coordinator 

 

Position Expectations: At least 1-2 hours a week working on FoT initiatives, attends all board meetings, re-
sponds to internal emails within 48 hours, responds to external emails within 1 week of receiving them, plans 
on remaining in position for at least 2 year.   
 

The Outreach and Event Coordinator position is responsible for: 
 

• Assisting in managing the Friends of Tonga email.  
• Designing and implementing our outreach strategy.  
• Recruiting members.  
• Cultivating the FoT community by coordinating the monthly spotlight program, assist the communications 

coordinator in editing the FoT newsletter, and collecting stories and media from the FoT community.  
• Overseeing the Time Capsule Program.  
• Outreach to potential event speakers; plan and coordinate events (online and in-person).  

Tongan Outreach Coordinator 

 

Position Expectations: Attend all board meetings, responds to emails within 48 hours, works intimately with the 
Event and Outreach Coordinator to build an online and in-person community to share ideas and fundraise; is inti-
mately aware with Tonga, the Tongan culture and language, and is able to reach out to the Tongan diaspora. Ded-
icated to reaching the Tongan communities. 

 

The Tongan Outreach Coordinator is responsible for: 
 

• Outreach to Tongan communities living outside of Tonga and within Tonga.  
• Connecting with Tongan communities to share knowledge with those communities about what FoT does 

and the projects we operate. 
• Communicating back to the board the priorities of the Tongan communities and what is needed.  
• Assisting in cultivating engagement with Tongan communities and increasing our membership and social  
• media follows.  

Secretary 

Position Expectations: Attend all board meetings, participate in one committee, respond to internal emails within 
48 hours.  
 

The secretary is responsible for: 
 

• Scheduling board meetings taking into account a variety of time zones.  
• Attending board meetings four times a year and taking notes.  
• Drafting the minutes from the meeting and send these to the board.  
• Assisting in managing the friends of Tonga email.  
• Assisting with other items as they arise (fundraising, coordinating with others etc.)  
 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

     

      

Friends of Tonga is excited to announce that the Ta’anga Kindergarten has officially been completed as of today, 
May 31st,2021!  
 

In 2018, FOT President Michael Hassett and Program Manager, Chiara Collette, returned to Tonga for their honey-
moon. At this time, the community was still reeling from Cyclone Gita, a category 4 cyclone and the most intense 
tropical cyclone on record  to ever hit Tonga. The Ta’anga Kindergarten, one of the only early childhood education 
centers on the island of ‘Eua, was tragically destroyed in this cyclone. With no building to use, the Kindergarten was 
being run out of a donated UNICEF tent. Finau, the kindergarten teacher, was working tirelessly each day to teach 
her students, despite the many difficulties of teaching in a tent, including the cramped conditions and flooding pre-
venting school from taking place whenever it rained. The community approached Friends of Tonga to ask for our 
assistance in rebuilding this Kindergarten, and as of today, these students will now have a cyclone and earthquake 
resistant building where they can learn for many years to come.  
 

This project has truly been a community led effort. Thanks to amazing donors like you and a partnership with the 
non-profit Schools for Children of the World, Friends of Tonga was able to work with local contractors and suppliers 
to rebuild the Ta’anga Kindergarten. Schools for Children of the World were able to offer the technical expertise of 
building cyclone and earthquake resistant buildings, with their engineers spending countless hours working with 
contractors on the ground. The Ta’anga community donated the land for the school, provided labor, and protected 
the building materials. Meanwhile, donors from all over the world contributed to this project, and members ran 
bake sales in England, hosted dessert nights in Florida and donated proceeds from photo sessions in Maryland.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Ta’anga Kindergarten Project is complete! 
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From UNICEF tent to Cyclone and Earthquake resistant school! 

 

The Ta’anga Kindergarten teacher 
and some of the students checking 
out their new space and furniture!  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We are so incredibly grateful for everyone who supported this project becoming a reality. We are very excited for 
our first class of 15 students to have a safe and supportive place to learn. We know that this building will give them 
the space to grow and develop and serve as the backdrop to the foundation of their education. We look forward to 
this school serving Kindergarteners from all over ‘Eua for many years to come.  
 

The community will be holding an opening ceremony on Wednesday June, 9th and we look forward to sharing addi-
tional photos of the event with you all soon! 
 

Friends of Tonga hopes to continue building projects in the future, and to continue to support Early Childhood Edu-
cation in the Kingdom of Tonga. If you would like to support future building projects, please visit our website here.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Ta’anga Kindergarten Project is complete! 
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School Teacher Finau and her  
students say Malo ‘aupito (Thank 
you very much!) to our generous 
donors! 

https://www.friendsoftonga.org/campaigns/future-education-and-construction-projects


 

 

 
 

NEW PEN PAL PROGRAM COLLABORATION 

 

Friends of Tonga is proud to announce that we will be extending our popular Pen Pal program to the land down un-

der as we will be working in partnership with the Queensland Tongan Language School in Australia. 

The Queensland Tongan Language School (QTLS) is a vision of the committee members of the Brisbane Tongan Com-

munity, Inc. (BTC).  The organization believes that the Tongan language is more than just a language, but instead a 

powerful cultural transmitter, and that knowledge and passion for language can contribute to strengthening the rela-

tionships between people and organizations in intercultural environments. 

Brisbane Tongan Community Inc. (BTC) is a Brisbane-based not-for-profit organization with a network of Tongan com-

munity members who celebrate their culture, faith and community both in the Kingdom of Tonga and in the Diaspo-

ra.  BTC works closely with community members and organizations whose values aim to ensure Tongans in Australia 

and the Kingdom of Tonga are fully connected, professionally represented, have a voice and foster development to 

grow and excel. 

Together, BTC and FoT hope to connect young members of Brisbane's Tongan Community with others around the 

world through the Pen Pal Program.  Stay tuned for more updates on this exciting development! 

Check out https://www.brisbanetongancommunity.com/qtls 
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https://www.brisbanetongancommunity.com/qtls?fbclid=IwAR1EUcQJ9Ye6hNYsCxnnCVEzo9qViLkvWvPfUI_wfrhUb7SSoJ1I8jtRH4w


 

 

 

Meet the Friends of Tonga Scholarship  
Recipients! 

Returning Students 

Ala Pale is entering Form 3 at Tonga High School. She lives in 
Ha'ateiho, Tongatapu with her widowed mother and sister. During 
recess, Ala likes to help her friends with their homework. Ala's family 
is originally from Vava'u but moved to Tongatapu five years ago. Ala 

hopes to study economics, accounting, and com-
puter science at university and eventually be-
come a business leader.  

Christopher Saimone is attending Tonga College ‘Atele for Form 2. 
He lives in Tofoa, Tongatapu with his parents, two sisters, and five 
brothers. Christopher is the 4th oldest. After high school, Christopher 
hopes to attend university and become a doctor.  

Folauhola Saimone is entering Form 3 at Tailulu College. He 
lives in Tofoa, Tongatapu with his parents and six siblings. 
Folauhola supports his community by picking up rubbish on the 
street and church grounds after school and on the weekends. After 
high school, Folauhola hopes to attend the university of the South 

We are incredibly excited to announce our twenty-four 2021 Scholarship recipients! Thirteen of the scholarships will sup-
port our 2020 recipients as they enter Form 2 and 3, while eleven scholarships will support students entering Form 1. This 
year we partnered with the government high schools in Tongatapu, Ha’apai, and Vava’u and are thrilled to expand our geo-
graphic scope with our first five Ha’apai scholarships and three additional scholarships in Vava’u. Thank you to all of our in-
credible donors whose generosity makes these scholarships possible. If you would like to donate to our 2022 scholarship 
fund to support the below students and future students, visit our website here. 

Sioeli Tonga is starting Form 2 at Tailulu College. He lives in Tofoa, 
Tongatapu with his parents, two sisters, and two brothers. Sioeli helps 
his community by cleaning the church compound and wants to be a po-
lice officer when he finishes secondary school.  

12 

https://www.friendsoftonga.org/campaigns/2022-scholarship-fund


 

 

 

 

Kilifi Vaka is entering Form 3 at Maamaloa Side School. He lives 
in Kolomotu’a, Tongatapu with his parents and younger sister. Ac-
cording to his mom, Kilifi is shy and quiet but loves watching car-
toons and playing with his friends. He likes to memorize bible 
verses for Sunday school and wants to be a Church Minister, like 
his father, when he grows up.  

Latu Ma'upule is starting Form 2 at ‘Eua High School. She 
lives with her grandparents in Ta’anga, ‘Eua. Her family prais-
es Latu for her hard work and kind personality. In Ta’anaga, 
Latu enjoys learning from the Peace Corps Volunteers (PCVs) 
and loves to cook and eat food with the PCVs. Latu supports 
her community by cleaning the village and participating in 
various youth programs. She wants to become a teacher and 
help the next generation of kids in her community.   

Kaveinga Latu is entering form 2 at Tonga College 'Atele. He lives 
in Ha'ateiho, Tongatapu with his parents. Kaveinga helps pick up 
rubbish in his community. He likes to play rugby and exercise. 
Kaveinga wants to continue to study science so that he can become a 
doctor. He hopes to attend university in Australia or New Zealand.  

Sateki Lomu will be attending Havelu Middle School for form 
3. He lives in Ha'ateiho, Tongatapu with his parents and three 
siblings. Sateki is the youngest in his family. Sateki has joined a 
service group where they help those in their village who need it, 
such as cleaning people's houses. He loves sports. Sateki hopes 
to study at BYU in the United States and become a soldier.  
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Are you interested in joining a committee? Friends of Tonga has 
four committees looking for volunteers: Scholarship, Education, 

Event Planning and Community Outreach. 

 

If interested, please contact us at friendsoftonga2018@gmail.com 

  

Malia Misiloi is entering Form 3 at Tonga High School. She lives 
in Tatakamotonga, Tongatapu. Malia supports her community by 
helping clean up rubbish and is a leader at her school. Her favorite 
subjects are math, movement and fitness, English, and science. 
Malia wants to go to university so that she can one day work for 
the Tongan government. 

Malia Ngungutau is entering Form 3 at Tonga High School. 
She lives in Lapaha, Tongatapu. Malia loves playing on her vil-
lage basketball team and is part of the New Life Church choir. 
Malia plans to study science at university so that she can be-
come a doctor.  

Ofa Taulani is starting Form 2 at Vava’u High School. He lives in 
Tu’anekivale, Vava’u with his parents and 5 siblings. Ofa supports his 
community by serving as a member of the village “green team” that 
is responsible for picking up the rubbish around the community. 
Ofa’s cousin, Ilaise, helped him apply for the scholarship, and says 
he loves food and swimming during the holidays. Ofa wants to be-
come a nurse so that he can keep his village healthy.  

Salote Piutau is entering From 3 at Tonga High School. She lives 
in Ha'ateiho, Tongatapu with her parents and six siblings. Salote 
helps her community by cleaning up rubbish and preparing for 
community shows. Salote likes to read and hopes to attend univer-
sity overseas so that she can become a doctor to help her country 
and family.  

Tandra (Ruby) Fungalei is entering Form 3 at Queen Salote College. 
She lives in Tatakamotonga, Tongatapu. Both of Tandra's parents passed 
away and she is looked after by her aunt and older sister, Elizabeth. Tan-
dra helps her community by cleaning up the village for visits by the nobles. 
She would like to go to university and study to become a doctor.  
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Are you interested in joining a committee? Friends of Tonga has 
four committees looking for volunteers: Scholarship, Education, 

Event Planning and Community Outreach. 

 

If interested, please contact us at friendsoftonga2018@gmail.com 

 

 

New Scholarship Recipients 
 

Isaaka Nicholas Houa is entering Form 1 at Tonga High School 
and lives in Tatakamotonga, Tongatapu. His mom makes tapa and 
his dad is retired and works in the bush planting yams. Isaaka is 
one of 10 children, with 4 brothers and 5 sisters. He is part of the 
local youth group and wants to attend university to further his ca-
reer and  
support his family. 

Malia Siena Peei is entering Form 1 at Tonga High School 
and lives in Maufanga, Tongatapu. Malia gardens at her local 
church and wants to become a nurse. 

Abraham Tu'ua Havea is entering Form 1 at Tonga High School 
and lives in Vaini, Tongatapu. Abraham’s father is a seasonal fruit 
picker in Australia and his mother cares for him at home. He has 3 
siblings and loves joining local youth activities. Abraham wants to do 
well in school so that he can attend university.  

Brandon Tukuafu is entering Form 1 at Vava'u High School. 
Brandon lives in Talau, Vava’u with his 6 brothers. His parents 
work in gardening and weaving and Brandon’s education goal is to 
attend university.  

 

Sunia (Sima) Vaisima is entering Form 1 at Ha'apai High School and lives in 
Tangoleleka, Ha’apai with her mother and 3 siblings. Sima’s father passed away 
in 2020 and her mother works as a weaver. Sima wants to become a “handyman”, 
like her father, and attend the Tonga Institute of Science & Technology. She 
wants to make her dad proud and support her family.  
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Are you interested in joining a committee? Friends of Tonga has 
four committees looking for volunteers: Scholarship, Education, 

Event Planning and Community Outreach. 

 

If interested, please contact us at friendsoftonga2018@gmail.com 

  

New Scholarship Recipients (continued) 
 

Sosilini (Jocelyn) Havea is entering Form 1 at Vava'u High 
School and lives in Kameli, Vava’u with her 3 brothers and 3 sis-
ters. Jocelyn’s mother weaves and sells matts. She helps clean the 
village every week and wants to become a teacher.  

Mafi Taulafo is entering Form 1 at Ha'apai High School and 
lives in Pangai, Ha’apai with his 3 siblings. His father is a fruit 
picker and his mothers care for the family at home. Mafi is a 
member of the Church of Tonga and helps the local youth fund-
raise every Friday. Mafi wants to become a teacher like his aunt. 
Mafi dreams of attending the Tonga Institute of Education to 
become a teacher and support his family so that his father 
would no longer need to pick fruit seasonally in New Zealand. 
 

 
Mele'utuvai (Mele) Po'uha is entering Form 1 at Ha'apai High 
School and lives in Lotofoa, Ha’apai. Mele lives with her grandpar-
ents who adopted her. Her grandfather is a farmer and grandmother 
cares for the family at home. Mele cleans the village with her youth 
group every week, and helped the Peace Corps Volunteer who 
worked at the local primary school. Mele’s dream is to become a 
nurse and support her grandparents.  

Sione Niu Mataevalu is entering Form 1 at Ha'apai High School 
and lives in Pangai, Ha’apai with his 3 siblings. Sione’s mother is a 
weaver and he belongs to the local LDS church, who he supports by 
cleaning the village. Sione has promised his mother to always work 
hard and wants to become a pilot to support his mother when he is 
older.  

Sione Tu'ivai Ta'ai is entering Form 1 at Ha'apai High School and lives 
in Lotofoa, Ha’apai with his 3 siblings. Sione’s mother passed away and he 
lives with his father who is a fisherman. Since his mother passed, Sione 
helps his sisters take care of the house and support the local church. Si-
one’s career goal is to attend the Tonga Institute of Science & Technology 
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Paula Kauvaka is entering Form 1 at Vava'u High School. Paula lives in 
Makave, Vava’u with her mother, a teacher, and 3 sisters.  



 

 

 

 

 

 

Do you have a great story about your time in Ton-
ga?  Do you have photos? Or perhaps you have written 
a poem or memoir about Tonga?   Whatever it may be, 
FoT is hoping you will share these and more!   

 

This year, we are launching the Tonga Time Capsule 
Project to collect stories and media from our communi-
ty to share on our website!  
 

We will have a dedicated page(s), divided by years, to 
curate memories for the wider FoT community and 
world to enjoy! If you would like further information or 
wish to participate, email us at friend-
softonga2018@gmail.com or message us on Face-
book!   

Want to Join a Committee? 

 

 

The Tonga Time Capsule Project 
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Check out our Monthly Spotlights! 
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November 2020: Melissa Cook 

https://www.friendsoftonga.org/cpages/
melissacook 

December 2020: Pulutomomoho Folau 

https://www.friendsoftonga.org/cpages/
pulutomomoho 

March 2021: Katy Stohlman 

https://www.friendsoftonga.org/cpages/katystohlman 

February 2021: Andrew & KT Barous 

https://www.friendsoftonga.org/cpages/andrewandktbarous 

 

January 2021: Mark & Alissa Cooprider 

https://www.friendsoftonga.org/cpages/coopriders 

https://www.friendsoftonga.org/cpages/melissacook/5fce919857912663e11d1634
https://www.friendsoftonga.org/cpages/melissacook/5fce919857912663e11d1634
https://www.friendsoftonga.org/cpages/pulutomomoho/5fedf74c96385f05be53a5f6
https://www.friendsoftonga.org/cpages/pulutomomoho/5fedf74c96385f05be53a5f6
https://www.friendsoftonga.org/cpages/katystohlman
https://www.friendsoftonga.org/cpages/andrewandktbarous/603920ec57912605c5d550b2
https://www.friendsoftonga.org/cpages/coopriders/60145b6596385f05c72db293


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

An Interview with Nik Karr, Director of Programming and Training (DPT)  for Peace Corps Tonga 

 

 

 

 

Nik has had the good fortune of being in Tonga for the duration of the COVID-19 
pandemic.  Thanks to the swift action on the part of the Tongan government to put 
strict controls on international borders and arrivals from overseas, Tonga is thankful-
ly one of the few places in the world that has managed to prevent the arrival of 
COVID-19!   
 

Friends of Tonga thought it would be a good idea to interview Nik to hear about his 
role with the Peace Corps and to get some insight on what life in Tonga is like during 
these strange times. 
 

 

 

Mālō e lelei Nik. What is your position and how long have you lived in Tonga? 

I’m currently the Director of Programming and Training (DPT) for Peace Corps Tonga. I’ve been in Tonga and in the DPT position 
since September 2017 – so going on 3.5 years now and 4 years in September. 
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Monthly Spotlights Continued 

 

May 2021: Gordon Muir 

https://www.friendsoftonga.org/cpages/gordonmuir 

April 2021: Sonia Muir 

https://www.friendsoftonga.org/cpages/soniamuir 

https://www.friendsoftonga.org/cpages/gordonmuir
https://www.friendsoftonga.org/cpages/soniamuir


 

 

 

An Interview with Nik Karr, Director of Programming and Training (DPT)  for Peace Corps Tonga (Continued) 

 

 

You were a Peace Corps Volunteer in Vanuatu, how does Tonga differ? 

Yeah, I served as a Peace Corps Volunteer in Vanuatu and worked for Peace Corps Vanuatu following my third year as a Volun-
teer. I was in Vanuatu for 5 years. Honestly this question seems like it would be easy on an objective level, but it’s always diffi-
cult to answer because I lived in both countries at very different times in my life. I’ve enjoyed looking more at the similarities.  
 

I remember landing in Nadi, Fiji on our way to Tonga and just feeling this sense of joy wash over me as I stepped outside the air-
port and I had the same experience driving from the Fua’amotu International Airport to town when we arrived in Tonga. Just 
seeing the shops and the signs and the roadside markets brought this sense of familiarity. There are differences for sure, of 
course, I think the one that always strikes me and I’ve never quite adjusted to is that there are paved roads everywhere and they 
cross entire islands – or the causeways that connect islands! 
Also the electricity everywhere – even the large generators 
providing electricity even a couple hours a day on the smaller 
outer islands. I traveled to 21 different islands, in Vanuatu, dur-
ing my time there and most didn’t have paved roads or any 
electricity outside of personal generators (and sometimes so-
lar), not to mention many places still don’t have phone recep-
tion let alone internet. The capital island of ‘Efate [in Vanuatu] 
just recently had power lines circling the island; when I first ar-
rived they only were really on the south side of the island and 
the paved road rounding the island had only recently been 
completed.  
 

There are a lot more efforts now for solar and hydropower. 
There are also few roads that cross the islands – that’s primarily 
due to the very hilly terrain and the challenges that creates for 
infrastructure projects. I think I still have that mindset when I 
travel in Tonga I will need to have back-up power supplies to 
charge things and protect things from water because I’ll have to 
hike across islands and that’s not usually the case. I’ve been to about 23 islands now, here in Tonga, and I get that wash of famil-
iarity and joy every time I travel around or especially on a small boat traveling across the ocean. That small island lifestyle is very 
similar in Tonga and it’s something I’ve learned a lot from in my own experience. I think there is always more to learn from these 
intercultural experiences and a lot to learn from Tongan culture just as there was always more to learn from the ni-Vanuatu cul-
ture. 
 

What has it been like without having PCVs in the field?  What have you been up to? 

Definitely shocking at first. I think there was an adjustment period as we all shifted into this new reality. The evacuation was 
hard on the communities, our partners, the staff, the Volunteers – everyone really in various different ways. Since then, it has 
been a process of discovery and growth. We’ve done a lot to turn a difficult situation into an opportunity.  
 

What I’ve especially appreciated that we’ve been able to do is work on intercultural development as a whole staff. We’ve been 
able to have very consistent and very in-depth and critical conversations. It’s been a very rewarding experience and is still ongo-
ing. Additionally, we’ve put a lot of work into transforming our Volunteer learning continuum to extend from pre-service 
through close of service and leverage technology and e-learning. This has been a very exciting process and all of the staff have 
been involved in this initiative. Lately, we’ve been visiting communities across Tonga and arranging project planning workshops 
and piloting some new materials. Everyone we visit wants Volunteers back as soon as possible and we’re preparing for that to 
come when the time is safe to do so for our partners, the communities, staff, and Volunteers.  
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Nik with community partners in the Lulunga District, Ha’apai  



 

 

 

An Interview with Nik Karr, Director of Programming and Training (DPT)  for Peace Corps Tonga (Continued) 

 

 

What are your thoughts on being in a country without any COVID-19 Cases? 

Surreal is the word I tend to lean on. It’s been strange to experience a relatively unchanged lifestyle with everything going on 
around the world. The reality outside of Tonga is always pressing in, but not always felt in the moment. It has of course been 
wonderful to not have the immediate concerns that COVID-19 presents and we’re always vigilant of that possibility so that we’re 
prepared, but overall we’ve been able to keep living relatively 
normally. I mean there have been a lot of new restaurants that 
have opened here and a lot of new small businesses via Face-
book and Instagram that are trying out new things and really lev-
eraging the social media business environment in Tonga. Takea-
way Taxi Tonga is like UberEats and has been awesome, there 
are all these small businesses baking scones and making donuts, 
and new cafes and coffee shops and so much more. I was just on 
‘Eua, for work, and they had three restaurants open daily, a new-
ly renovated guest house at Blue Water Retreat, and new and 
expanded stores. It was shocking to see the damage caused by 
TC Harold (like a whole part of the island just gone), but they’ve 
rebuilt in so many amazing ways. All of that has been surreal too. I know a lot 
of businesses have struggled, but there are also all of these new small businesses and restaurants opening up everywhere and  
trying new things. 
 

How could FoT better support future volunteers? 

This is a good question. My first inclination is supporting small project funding. This could be supporting Peace Corps Partnership 
Proposals (PCPP) via donations or promoting them and getting the word out. Additionally, we could connect and align on FoT 
projects where Volunteers could support the project planning on the ground. So if communities were interested in a project that 
aligned with FoT’s plans or vice versa Volunteers could be that connection and provide support.  
Honestly I would love to hear ideas from FoT members and would be happy to jump on a Zoom call to discuss possibilities. I 
know there are FoT members all over including in Tonga so I’m sure there could be some very beneficial connections. 
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Nik with Peace Corps Tonga team and partners  

Updates From Australia and New Zealand 

 

Friends of Tonga is delighted to announce it is partnering with the Brisbane Tongan Community Inc., starting with 
our popular Pen Pal program! 
 

The Brisbane Tongan Community (BTC) is a Brisbane-based not-for-profit organization with a network of Tongan 
community members who celebrate their culture, faith and community both in the Kingdom of Tonga and in the 
diaspora.   You can learn more about the BTC and its activities at www.brisbanetongancommunity.com.  

BTC has a range of exciting initiatives to share including:  
 

 Its popular Tongan Language School - open to anyone interested in the Tongan language, no matter what 
 level and wherever they may be located through online classes, and 

 

Pasifika TV and Radio which we’ve previously announced in our Summer/Fall 2020 newsletter. authentic 
content showcasing Tonga and Pasifika talent to the world. Viewers and listeners can enjoy Pasifika TV 
and Radio’s broadcast at www.pasifikatvandradio.com, on Facebook at www.facebook.com/
pasifikatvandradio or YouTube at www.youtube.com/channel/UCgnf4lTmuRhCDBCrViokYGg. Broadcasts 
are also made with local radio stations in Tonga.  

 

Stay tuned for more exciting collaborations between BTC and Friends of Tonga! 

https://www.brisbanetongancommunity.com/qtls
http://www.pasifikatvandradio.com
http://www.facebook.com/pasifikatvandradio
http://www.facebook.com/pasifikatvandradio
http://www.youtube.com/channel/UCgnf4lTmuRhCDBCrViokYGg
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News That Should Be On Your Radar 

 

In recent news in Tonga, his Majesty King Tupou VI made an unprecedented and historic speech to parliament 
during its annual opening ceremony earlier in May, chastising the members of parliament for failing to address 
the country’s most pressing issues in unequivocal and frank terms.  
 

According to English translations, his Majesty noted that "It is unsatisfactory how this house does not make an 
effort after the promises and responses to parliament's opening ceremony each year. Every year, our direction is 
focused on three foundations - they are  good health, education, and the country’s economy. But every year it is 
the same response, with no effort implemented." His Majesty also highlighted the growing problem of illicit drug 
use, and closed his speech with a request for his peoples to vote sensibly because “the people in [Parliament’ 
are those the people have voted for”. 
 

As is tradition, the parliament formally responds to the King's speech but this year, MPs voted to suspend the live 
radio broadcast of their debate. 
 

The move has been criticized as being undemocratic by some observers but the Speaker Lord Fakafanua 
claimed it is normal practice as "a fairly mundane process". "In Tongan custom, His Majesty should be the first to 
read it [the response] before anyone can hear it so that was basically the reason why the broadcast was 
stopped".   
 

When the record of Parliament’s debate was released, members of parliament had made aggressive proposals 
including a suggestion that the parliament committed $50 million to counter the use of illegal drugs, that all mem-
bers of parliament resign and a new election be called because they had to “address the dissatisfaction of his 
Majesty with the work of parliament”, and to make a traditional Hu Louifi presentation (to wear ifi leaves then ap-
proach and show his Majesty they had broken hearts, In the end, Parliament voted to pass a draft 6 paragraph 
response to his Majesty, which is available at Parliament’s website here.  

Culture Corner 

Kava is not only Tonga’s national drink, but it is also an important part of Tong-
an life for both ceremonial and socialization purposes.  It is also an important 
cash crop for many farmers, and kava from the islands of Vava’u, ‘Eua and 
Tofua is especially prized for its potency. 
 

Many Peace Corps Volunteers in Tonga (and other parts of the South Pacific) 
would have experienced the curious bitter taste and the unique but fulfilling 
sense of relaxation that kava provides. 

 

 

Kava bowls are called ‘kumete’ in the Tongan language, and they are a significant 
cultural artefact in Tonga.  Tongan kava bowls generally feature four thick legs, 
and they are made to accommodate large numbers of kava drinkers since Tongan 
kava sessions can often continue for many hours and late into the night.  A kava 
bowl serves as an anchor in a social setting, and it provides a center point and a 
connection between all who are present. 
 

Nik Karr (Director of Programming and Training for Peace Corps Tonga), who we 
interviewed in the previous section of this newsletter, is a regular kava drinker and 
commissioned the creation of this beautiful Peace Corps themed kumete.   
 

It was created by Chris (pictured here), a local Tongan carver and artist from Mala-
ni Artz.  To accompany the Peace Corps logo in the middle of the bowl, the words 
“Mate Ma’a Pisikoa Tonga” are emblazoned around the outer perimeter.  This is a 
play on the famous Mate Ma’a Tonga rugby league team and translates literally to 
“Die for Tonga”.  The saying itself illustrates the Tongan principle of giving all of 
your effort to things that represent heritage, family, country, and the collective 
community. 

https://www.parliament.gov.to/parliamentary-business/hansard-debates/2021/file/450-miniti-fika-3-aho-18-o-me-2021


 

 
Donation and Membership 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Become a member and follow us on Instagram, Facebook, and LinkedIn! 
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