“Malo e lelei”- Hello From Tonga
Thanks for the opportunity to share some of my experiences at the Emerging Pacific Leaders Dialogue. I feel very honoured and privileged to have participated in the Emerging Pacific Leaders Dialogue 2006. 
The theme of which was “Navigating our Future Together”.
The objectives of the EPLD 2006 were to

· Expose participants to diverse cultures
· Increase our awareness of the strengths as well as the emerging challenges facing the region 

· Develop participants’ leadership skills and broaden our horizons 

· Build enduring relationships across communities and nations and

· Promote a culture of leadership in the Pacific that is aligned with democratic principles and good governance. 

We started in Brisbane with three days of stimulating presentations given by prominent Pacific leaders under the inspirational guidance of Sir William Deane. The topics covered a wide range including - economic growth, regional co-operation and governance, security and stability, health, education, employment and the environment.
One of the most striking and yet simple messages that resonated with the participants was the interlinkage between the economy, environment and society. The fact that the economy does not exist without society nor without the environment that the society depends on. Therefore although the economy is hugely important, it needs to be measured in terms of what it provides to the people in our society and the environment around us. It has to add value, have real purpose and not be detrimental to peoples’ lives. 
Working in the area of climate change myself, I was also very interested to see how Pacific islands are dealing with the increasing climate change challenges facing them. The pacific is very vulnerable to many of the impacts, in particular to increasing sea levels and extreme weather events. Many countries such as Tuvalu and Kiribati are already facing significant problems with high tide levels.  And these countries have very limited ability to be able to control the risks
Great leaders of the past, such as Nelson Mandela and Gandhi, were also discussed where we reflected that true leadership is often judged by how the most vulnerable people in society are treated. We were also continuously reminded that these problems aren’t other people’s problems. They are our problems, It’s up to each and every one of us to create the community that we want to live in. If we do not step up to the challenge. Noone will. The future leaders come from us

Then came the tours to the different Pacific countries.

Participants were split up into smaller study groups. I was lucky to join Team Tonga. Team Tonga was diverse – We had a Lawyer, Government policy officer, Investment manager, Doctor, Youth NGO director, Environmental manager and even a Mayor and we came from all over the pacific including Fiji, Papua New Guinea, Australia, The Cook Islands, New Zealand, Vanuatu and Samoa. 

The timing of our trip was perfect - It was the week of the Heilala Festival which celebrated the 88th birthday of His Majesty King Taufa’ahu Tupou 4th . So the Tongan people were in party mode !

As past participants of CSC programs you will all appreciate just how hectic our schedule in Tonga was. It was crazy we wanted to fit in as much as possible so we got the most informed view of Tonga possible. With hindsight it was also a great opportunity to observe ourselves and others under those stressful and challenging conditions enabling us to be more aware of ourselves and the human condition in our life going forward. It also created lasting bonds between the people in our group.

To give some background on Tonga – Tonga is very unique it has a constitutional monarchy and is the last true kingdom in the world. It’s a beautiful country with great people. It has a population of 112,000 people – And just to visualise that it’s the same number of people that could attend a cricket match at the MCG. An equal number of Tongans live abroad.
It has a small, open economy with a narrow export base. It has a GDP per capita of US$2,249 and a GDP growth rate of 2.8%. Agricultural exports make up two thirds of total exports and include Squash, coconuts, bananas and vanilla beans. Remittances from Tongan communities overseas are the largest source of hard currency earnings followed by Tourism 
Like many regions in the pacific, Tonga faces many challenges. These include climate change, westernization, globalization, health issues. It also has a large youth population with 50% of the population under the age of 25. Many currently lack employment and education opportunities. 
Through this trip we were honored to meet some great Tongan leaders who have a deep understanding and love of the Tongan culture and people as well as a strong desire to improve their future together. The Pacific people hold tradition and family as very important – They are also a very spiritual people and there is many things we can learn from them
Tonga is on the cusp of important change. A national committee on political reform was established in November 2005 to undertake consultations with the people to develop a roadmap for political change. In March 2006, the first ever Tongan commoner (ie non-noble) was appointed as Prime Minister - The Hon Dr Sevele.  However Tonga has had a difficult and challenging year

Along with all Tongans around the world, Team Tonga was affected by the tragic death of Prince Tu’ipelehake and his wife Princess Kaimana, who were killed in a car accident on 7 July 2006, when we were there. In the following months on September 10th King Taufa'ahau Tupou 4th died after a long illness.  And in November 2006, violent riots erupted in Tonga as pro-democracy protestors torched and looted up to 80% of the buildings in the city’s business district. 
After our trip to Tonga, all study groups reconvened in Auckland to share our experiences and observations. We also discussed how we could relate our learnings back to our individual countries. These closing sessions which included formal presentations by each study group was chaired by Her Royal Highness the Princess Royal and The Most Reverend Sir Paul Reeves (ex Governor-General of New Zealand). 
Princess Anne commented that she had never seen so much dancing and singing in the formal presentations of study groups in any of the previous CSC conferences. They truly reflected the pacific spirit.
For me one of the interesting aspects of the 14 days was the running of the course through pacific eyes. We are often so used to seeing western documents on leadership but it was a great experience to see these learnings being told through different cultures, cultures that use’s metaphors and story tellings.

In summary the 16 days were challenging but very rewarding. I feel very privileged to have been able to observe learn and listen to the beautiful people of the Pacific. And I would like to thank the CSC for bringing us together. 
The Pacific region includes the world’s largest, most peaceful and abundant ocean with its many islands and rich diversity of cultures and traditions. The Pacific peoples are amongst the world’s most heterogeneous – a mix of ethnicities, indigenous peoples, mariners and settlers who have successfully navigated the oceans for centuries.
Personally it’s great to have developed some true and what I know will be lasting friendships with these people as we navigate our future together.
Elayne Grace,  June 2007
