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Dear Friends of Tonga Community, 

 I hope this newsletter finds you well and that your 2023 has been a beautiful one thus far. Looking out my window,
in Maryland, USA, it is a blue sky day with endless possibilities. At risk of being overly-sentimental, I think this is a
great metaphor for Friends of Tonga. The challenges from last year’s volcanic eruption and tsunami were
enormous and we were in the thick of it, working with our partners in Tonga, providing disaster relief. In fact, we
were the first nonprofit to provide money to the disaster relief efforts and that effort is ongoing. At a very high
level, we funded the following initiatives in direct response to the HTHH volcanic eruption: 

● 40+ ten thousand liter rainwater cisterns for outer island communities that provides clean drinking water to
10,000+ individuals
● 3 aquaculture farms in the Ha’apai island group
● Vegetable propagation and distribution to 439 families across 26 villages
● Water, Sanitation and Hygiene services to over 5,000 individuals
● Emergency Scholarships and student support to every student displaced by the tsunami.
● Counseling certifications for community leaders
● Funded disaster relief scholarships for every student displaced by the tsunami
● Partnered with private businesses and international nonprofits to provide 1,500 emergency kits and 5,000
sandals and distributed them across the Kingdom
● Funded the renovation of a warehouse that is used as the staging point for supply distributions

These efforts alone have touched over a third of the entire population of Tonga! Not too shabby for a volunteer
nonprofit! 

Likewise, our literacy and education programs continue to impact teachers and students across Tonga. We have
developed a new partnership with Educators of America to increase cross cultural exchange with Tonga and schools
in Hawaii. We have also funded 34 scholarships this year, which is our most ever in a given year! To date, we have
funded over 150 annual scholarships and the number continues to grow! A big malo to our program managers and
scholarship coordinator: Lose, Chiara, and Harrison for overseeing these programs and making them as impactful
as they are. 

I am constantly reminded of the Tongan proverbial word: femolimoli’i, which means everyone takes a share. That
word embodies how we operate as an organization and how we can be so impactful. Our greatest asset is our
community (board members, officers, donors, volunteers, and so on) and without everyone finding meaning in this
work, we would cease to exist. 

Looking to the remainder of this year, we are looking to break ground on two additional kindergartens, continue to
support the installation of rainwater cisterns, and fund our scholarship program. Moreover, we hope to have a slate
of online events for our community to attend. We will keep you updated! Please consider donating to our next crop
of scholars here: https://www.friendsoftonga.org/campaigns/2024-scholarship-program 

Thank you for continuing to invest in Friends of Tonga and subsequently Tonga. Without you, we would not be
able to serve this community

‘Ofa atu, 
Michael Hassett 

Letter from the President



Friends of Tonga Accomplishments
We are pleased to share our accomplishments via our StoryMaps webpage
below. Use the link to navigate to our active storymap to see photos and the
descriptions of our impact in Tonga:

 https://www.friendsoftonga.org/cpages/impact
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2022 Q4 and Full Year Financial Report
Executive Summary

Friends of Tonga continues to support re-building efforts in Tonga by sending funds

to the Civil Society Forum of Tonga (CSFT). In Q4, Friends of Tonga transferred a

total of $12,600 to CSFT. The most recent disbursement of funds to CSFT totaled

$11,400 and was used to purchase and transport 6 rainwater cisterns and transport 20

LightWaterLife emergency kits to the island of Niuafo’ou in the Niua islands, the

northernmost group of islands in the Kingdom of Tonga. CSFT oversaw the logistics

and shipped the cisterns on December 14, 2022.  

The fourth quarter of the year included the giving season, and during November

substantial social media marketing efforts were made to raise funds, primarily

through Facebook. The funds resulting from this effort showed in the balance for the

month of December, during which FoT collected a total of $4,218.14 in donations. 

In 2022 overall, Friends of Tonga raised a total of $282,042.66 in donations. A

breakdown of the donation sources throughout the year of 2022 can be found below

in Table-1.

Table-1
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Similarly, a breakdown of the donation sources for Q4 can be found below in Table-2.

Table-2

A breakdown of expenses in 2022 overall and Q4 2022 can be seen below in Table-

3 and Table-4, respectively. 

Table-3 

Table-4 
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Lastly, the current project balances (through December 2022) of Friends of Tonga

can be found below in Table-5 and visualized in Figure-1.

Table-5 

Figure-1

Peace Corps Volunteers are Back in Tonga

US Peace Corps Volunteers returned to Tonga on Thursday, March 23 – just over three years to the

day since the March 2020 global evacuation, Peace Corps Tonga welcomes back four of the

Volunteers that were evacuated. These four Volunteers will complete their service that began in

August 2019. In June Peace Corps Tonga will again welcome 15 more Volunteers to the Kingdom of

Tonga. Volunteers serve across Tonga in ‘Eua, Tongatapu, Ha’apai, and Vava’u. The four Volunteers

who just arrived will be serving in government and mission schools. Peace Corps Tonga is still

accepting Volunteer Request Applications from interested schools. Additionally, Peace Corps Tonga

has opened up a new avenue of collaboration and partnership with Peace Corps Response Volunteers

who are highly-specialized and work across any sector. Please reach out to Peace Corps Tonga if

your organization is interested in working with a Peace Corps Volunteer.

Peace Corps Tonga would like to thank all of our partners who have collaborated with us over the

past three years. While the time was certainly unique, the Peace Corps Tonga staff, our partners, and

the communities of Tonga were able to co-create and deliver on a number of exciting projects that

supported community reading programs, inclusive education, technology-enabled learning, COVID-

19 response and recovery, mental health counseling, disaster risk reduction, and community project

planning. Peace Corps Tonga looks forward to continuing this work with our Volunteers, Staff,

Partners, and Communities into the future.



2023 Scholarship Program

We are incredibly excited to announce our 2023 Scholarship recipients. At 36 scholarships, this is our largest
class to date and represents the greatest geographic diversity with 18 students from Tongatapu, 8 from Ha’apai, 6
from Vava’u, and 4 from ‘Eua. 

Thanks to the incredible generosity of you, our donors, we are providing scholarships to 14 new students and 22
returning students. For 8 of our students, we have had the privilege of supporting their entire secondary school
journey from Form 1 to Form 5.

After an incredibly challenging 2022 for Tonga with the lingering presence of Covid-19, the recovery from the
volcanic eruption and subsequent tsunami, and the education leveling changes, we stand in awe of the resilience
that our students, their families, and all of Tonga demonstrate each and every day.

In a first for us, two of our board members - Lose and Lori - were able to meet with many of our Tongatapu
students! It was an incredible experience to learn more about their lives and education in person. We can’t wait
to see what these students do next.
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Returning Scholarship Recipients

Ala Pale is entering Form 5 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 several

years ago. Ala hopes to study economics, accounting, and computer

science at university and eventually become a business leader. 

Christopher Saimone is attending Tonga College ‘Atele for

Form 4. 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 5 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

Pacific. 

Kilifi Vaka is entering Form 4 at Tupou College Toloa. Kilfi

previously attended Maamaloa Side School and was the head

prefect in Form 3. He lives in Kolomotu’a, Tongatapu with his

parents and younger sister. He likes to memorize bible verses

for Sunday school and wants to be a Church Minister, like his

father, when he grows up. Kilfi participates in indoor college

sports, competing in discus and shot put.  

Sioeli Tonga is starting Form 4 at Tonga College 'Atele. 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 police officer when he finishes secondary school. 
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Latu Ma'upule is starting Form 4 at Hōfangahau College. She lives

with her grandparents in Ta’anga, ‘Eua. Her family praises 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. 

Sateki Lomu is attending Liahona High School for Form 5. 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.

Malia Misiloi is entering Form 5 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 5 at Tonga High School.

She lives in Lapaha, Tongatapu. Malia loves playing on her

village basketball team and is part of the New Life Church

choir. Malia plans to study science at university so that she

can become a doctor. 

Ofa Taulani is starting Form 4 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 become a nurse

so that he can keep his village healthy. 
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Salote Piutau is entering Form 5 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 university overseas so that she can become a doctor

to help her country and family. 

Tandra (Ruby) Fungalei is entering Form 5 at Queen Salote

College and is a member of the soccer team. She lives in

Tatakamotonga, Tongatapu. Both of Tandra's parents passed

away and she is looked after by her aunt and older sisters,

Lisapeti and Kalesita. Tandra 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. 

Isaaka Nicholas Houa is entering Form 3 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 career and support his family.

Abraham Tu'ua Havea is entering Form 3 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. 
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New Scholarship Recipients
 

We are thrilled to support 14 new students in 2023:

 
1. Sepeti Latu is entering Form 3 at Tonga College 'Atele. He lives in Ha'ateiho, Tongatapu with his parents

2. Ilaisaane Taufeulungaki is entering Form 3 at Queen Salote College
3. Quincy Pomana is entering Form 3 at Tonga High School

4. Temaineta Paletiua is entering Form 3 at Tonga High School
5. Malianive Filimoe'atu is entering Form 3 at Tonga High School

6. ‘Elenoa Tonutonu is entering Form 3 at ‘Eua High School
7. Heilala Fifita is entering Form 3 at ‘Eua High School

8. Ana Pepa is entering Form 3 at ‘Eua High School
9. Paula Alalea is entering Form 3 at Ha’apai High School

10. Pauline Tohi is entering Form 3 at Ha’apai High School
11. Sione Houma is entering Form 3 at Ha’apai High School
12. ‘Olivia Mafile’o entering Form 3 at Ha’apai High School

13. Nofomuli is entering Form 3 at Vava’u High School
14. Tevita is entering Form 3 at Vava’u High School

 

Malia Siena Peei is entering Form 3 at Tonga High School

and lives in Maufanga, Tongatapu. Malia gardens at her local

church and wants to become a nurse. 

Sunia (Sima) Vaisima is entering Form 3 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. 

Mele'utuvai (Mele) Po'uha is entering Form 3 at Ha'apai High School and lives in Lotofoa, Ha’apai.

Mele lives with her grandparents 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. 

Paula Kauvaka is entering Form 3 at Vava'u High School. Paula lives in Makave, Vava’u with her

mother, a teacher, and 3 sisters.

Taniela Fonokalafi Tausinga is entering Form 3 at Vava’u High School.

Talaivosa Pulu is entering Form 3 at Vava’u High School.

Sione Vaka is entering Form 3 at Ha’apai High School.

Luisa Folau is entering Form 3 at Ha’apai High School.
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Video Read Aloud Library
 

Friends of Tonga has been hard at work trying to reach our goal of more than 200 books on the

Friends of Tonga Video Read Aloud Library (one for each day of the school year) by the end of 2023.

To date, we have 79 books. These books range from beginner to advanced English books with

corresponding materials for learners to practice English vocabulary, comprehension, and writing. Our

goal is for Tongan students, teachers and parents to use these books and to give all Tongan students

access to an English library - no matter where in Tonga they are! Check out the video library at:

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

If you are interested in supporting this project by reading books or creating materials, please contact

friendsoftonga2018@gmail.com

Partnership with Educators of America
 

 This past year, Friends of Tonga was approached by Educators of America to partner on a cross-cultural exchange program

between schools in Tonga and Hawaii. Educators of America are a “501(c)(3) nonprofit organization serving communities in

Kailua-Kona HI and Buffalo NY. They impact teachers and students across the world with PBL Training & Coaching and a

Building Cultural Bridges Program”  Previously connecting schools in Buffalo and Namibia, this is the first such program

Educators of America have done in the Pacific Islands.

 We are excited to announce that Friends of Tonga and Educators are currently trialing their Cultural Bridges program with

RPCV Carolyn Corson, who is piloting this program with her Tupou college students. They are exchanging letters with students

in Hawaii at Kealakehe Intermediate School with hopes for a video exchange to come. According to Educators of America the

Cultural Bridges Program provides “ tangible pen pal letters and video conferencing technology that brings students face-to-

face in real-time, the Building Cultural Bridges program enables students to connect with students in countries they have yet to

discover. Students are exposed to international ideas, customs, and ways of thinking. Experiences that are integral to building

future innovators, leaders, and mavericks of the world”.

 As Peace Corps volunteers return to the field, we are excited to expand this program to include more schools and connections.

If you are a Peace Corps volunteer or teacher in Tonga interested in participating in this program, please contact us at

friendsoftonga2018@gmail.com.

 

https://www.friendsoftonga.org/cpages/videolibrary/
mailto:friendsoftonga2018@gmail.com
https://www.educatorsusa.org/
https://www.educatorsusa.org/
https://www.educatorsusa.org/our-programs/bcb-program/
mailto:friendsoftonga2018@gmail.com
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Join the Friends of Tonga Team! 
 

Friends of Tonga is looking for a new Vice President!

Friends of Tonga will be looking for a new Vice President in the coming year. We are

requesting that those interested in this position send us a letter of intent, which includes their

experience and the reason for their interest in this position.

The Vice President will assist the President in the overall decision making and management

of Friends of Tonga, and will serve as a backup for the President when they are unavailable.

The Vice President will work with the President to develop partnerships with other

organizations and stakeholders, as well as managing correspondence with these stakeholders.

The Vice President will also work with the compliance and finance officer to manage Friends

of Tonga state and federal requirements, as well as compliance with donation platforms such

as Guidestar. 

 

 

1. Communications Coordinator 

a. Manage the Friends of Tonga social media accounts (Facebook, Instagram, LinkedIn) by

posting relevant updates. 

b. Manage and coordinate any messages received via social media

c. Assist in drafting press releases and work with the Website manager to send out these

releases to our community. 

To express interest or learn more about these positions, contact:

friendsoftonga2018@gmail.com

mailto:friendsoftonga2018@gmail.com
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Friends of Tonga T-Shirt Campaign  
 

We are excited to announce that t-shirts from our 2022, 2021, and 2020 t-shirt campaigns, as

well as other merchandise, are available on our Friends of Tonga Merchandise site! The

beautiful logos designed by each year’s design contest winner are printed on premium cotton

material, which is incredibly comfortable and durable. All sales proceeds go towards

enhancing the education experience in Tonga. Pick a few up for your family and support a

great cause!  www.bonfire.com/store/friends-of-tonga-store/  See the website for additional

styles and colors.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

News that Should Be on your Radar/Updates from Tonga
 

From the Environment Desk:

 

In March, Friends of Tonga board member Lori Osmundsen was in Tonga and met with community

groups No Pelesitiki Campaign (NPC) and Tonga Animal Welfare Society (TAWS).  Both groups are

working tirelessly to raise awareness in villages, schools and society at large about measures ordinary

citizens can take to control plastic pollution and improve the condition of pets and domestic livestock.

NPC conducts monthly coastal cleanups of plastic litter, part of which can be processed within Tonga

using donated shredding machines to break down plastic trash into reusable material.  In the past year

NPC has conducted popular workshops training participants in the re-use of collected plastic to craft

jewelry and household items.  Several women in Tongatapu are now earning a regular income from

making and selling repurposed plastic that would otherwise be non-degradable rubbish in the

environment.  

 

http://www.bonfire.com/store/friends-of-tonga-store/
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Among the many unique items being made by the newly-trained artisans are earrings and pendants

incorporating ash from last year's HTHH volcanic eruption.  The ash is melded with the repurposed

plastic to co-create eye-catching swirl patterns bearing the literal imprint of the Earth.

TAWS has been in existence for several years and is making great strides in improving the home

environment for pets and their owners.  At present Tonga lacks certified resident veterinarians.  To

partially address that gap, TAWS has been sponsoring basic vet service clinics with the help of visiting

trained animal health professionals.  TAWS has also been instrumental in obtaining donations from

overseas of flea/tick and de-worming treatments for pets.  One of the founders and leaders of TAWS

tragically lost her life in the tsunami generated by the HTHH eruption in January 2022.  The important

work of TAWS is carried on by her family, colleagues and dedicated volunteers, and is having a

substantial impact on overall animal treatment and health in the Kingdom.

Friends of Tonga participated from within Tonga in an online workshop conducted March 16 and run

by the International Trash Trap Network (ITTN), a joint initiative of the University of Toronto and

Ocean Conservancy.  ITTN's goal is to increase waste literacy in communities and reduce plastics in

local ecosystems.  Through this workshop, Friends of Tonga was able to gather information and

connections that we hope will lead to new partnerships and projects in Tonga that promote

safeguarding of clean marine and freshwater environments.  More information about ITTN can be

found here:  

https://oceanconservancy.org/trash-free-seas/international-coastal-cleanup/trash-trap-network/

 

CULTURE CORNER
 

During board member Lori's March visit to Tonga, she met with Friends of Tonga partners Civil Society

Forum of Tonga (CSFT) and Tonga National Youth Congress (TNYC) and visited several of their project

sites. These included the recently built storage facility in Sopu, which has already proven to be a crucial

and well-used structure for secure housing and pre-distribution staging of humanitarian aid and school

assistance supplies, such as thousands of disaster emergency kits and student sandals (see President Michael

Hassett's letter above).

One of many important endeavors of SCFT and TNYC that has increased in prominence and urgency

since the HTHH eruption is the development and revitalization of small-scale farming in Tonga.  This

project serves the twin goals of enhancing food security for Tongans countrywide and providing

employment opportunities for Tongans, especially young people.  CSFT and TNYC have set up organic

farms and greenhouse stations that are entirely youth-operated.  These stations sow a variety of vegetables

from seed, and when the young plants are robust and transplantable, they are re-potted and distributed for

free to village groups and families.  The organic farms are also cultivating traditional plants such as kava

and manioke (cassava), as well as fruit trees.  The farms make their own compost on site using food scraps

and seaweed, and instruct home gardeners how to do the same so as to perpetuate regenerative, sustainable

agriculture.
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Check out our member spotlights! Do you know a member who you think should be

spotlighted? Contact us at friendsoftonga2018@gmail.com

https://www.friendsoftonga.org/cpages/memberspotlight
https://www.friendsoftonga.org/cpages/memberspotlight
mailto:friendsoftonga2018@gmail.com


In Memoriam: Kevin Holmes

Group 14 1975-1979, written by Tom Riddle (RPCV Tonga)

 

I met Kevin in the 1970s when we were both United States Peace Corps volunteers in the

South Pacific Kingdom of Tonga.

Our job assignments didn't always put us on the same island, but in 1977 I spent a month or so

visiting Kevin on what was then a very remote island in the north of Tonga called

Niuatoputapu.

He was living in a simple one-room house, in which he gladly accommodated me. As carefree

young men, we had a great time wandering around the island together and enjoying life there.

Kevin, in addition to being a teacher in a local school, helped many people on the island by

giving them vegetables from his garden. His specialty was cabbage.

The next year, 1978, Kevin and I were both on the main island of Tongatapu where he married

the most beautiful woman on the island, Fane. He had me take pictures on their wedding day.

A few years later I was able to visit Kevin and Fane in Florida and once again, we had a

wonderful time. As you can imagine, when we visited the Busch Gardens, Kevin and I drank

the maximum amount of free beer allowed. It was wonderful.

He will be greatly missed.

Here are two photos of Kevin in Tonga. The first with his wife, Fane, and Tom Riddle on their

wedding day in 1978.  The 2nd photo shows Kevin and Tonga RPCV Bob Forbes, taken in front

of Kevin's house at Hihifo, Niuatoputapu, in 1977.
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