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FOREWORD
WELCOME TO STORIES OF CHANGE
FOR INCLUSIVE ECONOMIC GROWTH.
THIS COLLECTION OF STORIES AND ARTICLES
SHINES THE SPOTLIGHT ON THE LIVES AND
ACHIEVEMENTS OF TONGANS WITH DISABILITY.
Stories of Change has been developed
by Tonga Skills for Inclusive Economic
Growth, a key investment of the
Australian Government in Tonga.
The Ministry of Education and Training
is proud of its long-term partnership
with Tonga Skills to facilitate equitable
access to quality based and demanddriven skills development contributing to
sustainable economic growth in Tonga
together with the other key partner,
the Tonga National Qualifications
and Accreditation Board. This work
complements the Ministry’s own
national vocational education and
training and inclusion policies and
priorities.
One of the core functions of the
Ministry of Education and Training
is to ensure Tonga has a skilled and
competent workforce to support
sustainable development. The
Ministry cannot achieve this without
the support of government and
non-government education systems,
related service providers, external
agencies and international donors.
Further, access and equity are
important issues to consider in relation
to the Ministry’s theme of ‘not leaving
anyone behind in education’.
In Stories of Change, we meet
individuals who have overcome
significant barriers and inequality to
transform their lives through training
and education. These individuals
remind us that it is often physical,
societal and attitudinal barriers that
prevent people with disability from
being able to independently live their
lives and participate fully in society,
rather than disability itself.
Since its launch in 2016, Tonga
Skills and its partners have made
a significant contribution to skills
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development in Tonga that has
supported inclusive economic growth.
At the forefront of this approach
has been ensuring that people with
disability have the same access to
education and skill development
training as people without disability.
The stories in this publication
bring these contributions to life. In
doing so, they highlight how access
to supportive skill development
programs can change the lives of
people with disability in Tonga for
the better. The stories demonstrate
that reducing barriers for people with
disability results in transformative
social, economic and educational
outcomes for individuals, families and
communities.
A number of themes are shared
throughout the stories. Many of the
participants are open about the
barriers they have overcome, and
the stigma and discrimination they
have faced simply because of their
disability. When considering disability
in Tonga, we cannot shy away from
the discrimination and obstacles that
people with disability often experience.
As a society, we need to do better.
A testament to the Ministry’s focus
on access to education and training
opportunities and subsequently,
sustainable economic development,
is its inclusive policies of working with
students with disability. When people
with disability gain new skills that
enable them to develop a sustainable
livelihood, they are eager to share these
skills with others. Again and again,
stories in this publication contain
examples of people with disability who
have participated in training, who are
then motivated to share their new skills
with others. This includes individuals

who have gone on to provide
training, coaching and mentoring that
supports other people with disability
to be independent and participate
fully in society.
Disabled People’s Organisations are
key inclusion partners for Tonga Skills.
In Tonga, these organisations provide
vital hubs, networks and support
to people with disability. As you will
see in the stories, Disabled People’s
Organisations play a pivotal role in the
lives of many people with disability
by enabling inclusive participation in
education and training that frequently
leads to improved business or work
opportunities. The contributions
and advocacy of Disabled People’s
Organisations are critical to ensure
people with disability have a voice.
In the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic,
inclusive economic growth is more
important than ever to ensure our
people, especially those with disability
and those living in rural and remote
areas, are able to support and provide
for their families. As Tonga Skills
has demonstrated, inclusive skills
development is a powerful way to
build people’s economic opportunities
and contribute to a more stable and
equitable society.
I hope you will enjoy reading these
stories that showcase how quality
skill development is changing lives of
people with disability in Tonga.
Honourable Hu’akavameiliku
Minister for Education and Training

In Stories of Change, we meet
individuals who have overcome
significant barriers and inequality
to transform their lives through
training and education.
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An overview of
disability in Tonga
The Tongan Government signed the
United Nations Convention on the
Rights of Persons with Disabilities in
November 2007, but has not yet ratified
the international treaty. According to
the Convention, people with disability
‘include those who have long-term
physical, mental, intellectual or sensory
impairments, which in interaction with
various barriers may hinder their full
and effective participation in society
on an equal basis with others.’
People with disability are one of the
most marginalised and vulnerable
groups in Tongan society. They
often face stigma, exclusion and
discrimination, and lack voice and
influence over community and national
resources.
In 2018, Tonga conducted its first
comprehensive national disability
survey, collecting detailed information
from 4,647 households across the
country. The resulting 2018 Tonga
National Disability Survey is a
milestone document. It provides
vital information about specific
vulnerabilities for children and adults
with disability. It also documents
limitations to participation in services
and social activities experienced by
people with disability, including being
able to access education, training and
employment. The survey findings will
guide the development of policies
and strategies to ensure equity and
opportunities for children and adults
with disability.
The survey provides information about
the status and prevalence of disability,
finding disability to affect 7.6% of
the population. It acknowledges
that disability refers to a range of
circumstances for a person, from
minor functioning difficulties to severe
difficulties that have major impacts.
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Of those measured, the most common
form of disability was related to
mobility, which severely impacts the
lives of almost 1,900 people. Self-care
was identified to be the second most
common form of disability, affecting
more than 1,650 people. Out of
the total population of people with
disability, Tongatapu rural recorded
the highest prevalence of 47.1%.
Tongatapu urban recorded a
prevalence of 21.3%, followed by
Vava’u (13.4%), Ha’apai (10.9%),
‘Eua (6.4%), and Ongo Niua (0.7%).
The survey results showed that
disability in Tonga is largely
associated with illness and age.
A total of 60.4% of all disabilities
were identified amongst those aged
50 years and over, and vision and
mobility impairment were the most
commonly identified disabilities in
this age group. An increasingly high
rate of non-communicable diseases
such as diabetes (which may cause
amputations, blindness, renal failure
and stroke) is a likely contributing
factor.
The national survey confirmed
that people with disability in
Tonga experience a high degree
of discrimination and stigma,
demonstrating that they are much
more likely to have never attended
school or to have left school early. The
survey compared school attendance
of people with and without disability.
It found that 6.6% of children with
disability of school age were attending
school, compared with 38.3% without
disability in the same age group.
Many people with disability stay at
home, either hidden away or lacking
confidence and the daily living skills
that allow them to participate in their
communities.

There is stark disparity in
unemployment statistics. The survey
found that 75% of people with
disability were unemployed, compared
with 5.9% of people without disability.
People with vision, hearing and
mobility disabilities and/or their family
members consistently reported that
they had a lack of access to devices and
support. This was common throughout
urban and rural areas and indicates a
need for people with disability, through
which interventions and policy plans
could be aligned to assist and provide
the necessary devices to improve lives.
Across Tongan legislation, standalone
domestic disability legislation does
not exist, and there are few legally
mandated provisions for people
with disability. In addition to the
National Policy on Disability Inclusive
Development 2014–2018, an Inclusive
Education Policy was approved in 2007,

however there has been little progress
in its implementation with very few
children with disability attending
mainstream schools. Adults with
disability generally lack literacy and
numeracy skills, or the confidence
and means that enable day-to-day
decision making.
Advocacy regarding participation of
people with disability is progressed
by Tonga’s Disabled People’s
Organisations (DPOs) such as Naunau
‘o e ‘Alamaite Tonga Association, the
Tongan National Visual Impairment
Association, Ma’a Fafine mo e Famili,
Alonga Centre, Mango Tree Centre
and the Vava’u Island Group Disability
Services. All DPOs play a vital role
in providing advocacy, services and
programs for people with disability
and their families.

The Social Protection and Disability
Division was set up within the Ministry
of Internal Affairs in 2015 to increase
cooperation between government,
non-government organisation (NGO)
service providers and DPOs working
for and with people with disability.
The National Disability Task Force,
led by the Ministry, is a coordinating
body which brings together various
Ministries, NGOs, DPOs, faith-based
organisations, Tonga Skills and the
Tonga Paralympic Committee to share
information and progress priority
activities.

The Tonga Skills staff and trainers
have all undertaken professional
development training to provide
support and appropriate training
approaches so that people with
disability are supported to attend
and fully participate in the program.
Tonga Skills uses a capacity building
approach by inviting people with
disability to co-facilitate some of
its programs. Fundamental to this
approach is that the trainer provides
mentoring to the co-facilitator on
the knowledge and skills required to
design and deliver the training.

Tonga Skills promotes the inclusion
of people with disability in all of its
programs and activities.

The stories captured in this
publication highlight the impact
that training can have on the lives of
Tongans with disability by helping to
improve livelihoods and increase their
participation in society.

Image: People who live at the Alonga Centre
participating in Tonga Skills jewellery making training
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Sione Te’e

AN INTERNATIONALLY
RECOGNISED ARTISAN AND
DISABILITY ADVOCATE
‘When I was told by the doctor at [the age of] 22 that I
wouldn’t be able to walk again, I felt my world shattered. I did
not know how to digest that particular explanation.’
In 2010, Sione Te’e’s lower body became paralysed as the
result of an accident. He was informed that he would never
be able to walk again. ‘I was just lucky to still be breathing,’
he recalls.
Today, Sione is an internationally renowned carver and
artisan. Since the accident, he has drawn on his natural
talent and transformed his handicraft skills to gain
international recognition and to support himself and his
family. He shares his knowledge and skills through training to
support other people with disability to make a living out of
carving and crafts.
Sione was born in 1982, the eldest of nine children in a poor
family living in the village of Popua, Tongatapu island. Due
to his family’s financial situation, Sione left school in seventh
grade. He learned tapa printing with his mother and fishing
with his father to supplement his family’s income.
As the eldest child, Sione has always felt great responsibility
to support his family; a responsibility that was magnified
following the accident. ‘It was a tragedy when I realised I
was supposed to be out there helping my parents to raise
my younger siblings instead of lying on a hospital bed,
paralysed,’ he says.
This realisation helped to drive Sione’s determination not to
be held back by his disability. Through daily exercise, Sione
was eventually able to sit up in bed instead of lying down,
as he had been since the accident. These gradual physical
improvements motivated Sione to strive for more. ‘As the
days went by, I thought to myself, I cannot let my disability
hold me back from living the life I used to have or stop me
from helping and supporting my family,’ he says.
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Sione started developing practical ideas to generate income
by drawing on his existing skills such as producing bare kava
drinking cups made of coconut shells. He came up with new
ways to carve traditional designs onto kava drinking cups
and started making unique jewellery from coconut shells.
Through carving at the Tonga National Youth Congress
workshop, Sione began earning an income. ‘I managed to
pay the family’s bills and buy daily food for us from income I
earned selling my products,’ he explains.

'My artistic work not only helps
me financially, but it heals
me emotionally, mentally, and
strengthens me physically.'
In 2017, Sione was one of the first people with disability to
take part in training funded by Tonga Skills. He completed
pearl carving training and in doing so, developed new skills
that transformed his artisan practice. By combining his new
pearl carving skills with his existing wood carving abilities,
Sione was able to expand his range of artisan products. With
increased confidence, Sione started his own small business
from home to sell his fine carvings. He more than doubled
his income and was able to contribute more to his family.
Sione was invited to attend a Tonga Skills Design Workshop
with internationally renowned Tongan artisan, Mr Uili
Lousī. The workshop assisted Sione and other participants
to create high value artisan products and Sione’s work
attracted international attention when in 2018, one of
his carvings was showcased at the Royal Academy of
Arts Oceania Exhibition in the United Kingdom. Sione’s
international recognition, unique designs and high-quality
craftmanship have ensured that he now has many local
orders to fill.
Later in 2018, Sione attended another Tonga Skills workshop
on textile printing and picture making. He now invests
more of his time making authentic Tongan designs that are
printed onto tapa, tablecloths and t-shirts, and later sold on
the local market.

Sione is keen to support and mentor other people with
disability. ‘After participating in these trainings facilitated
and funded by Tonga Skills, I felt that my skills and
knowledge were overflowing and needed to be shared
with other people,’ he says. ‘I then called upon people with
disabilities that are interested in learning about what I do to
know that I can help them.’
As a teacher, mentor and trainer, Sione inspires other people
as he shares his carving, textile and printing skills and finds
joy in sharing his knowledge with others. ‘I cannot describe
the happiness my heart felt seeing my fellow brothers
with disability being able to learn and make really good
productions after our training. In this informal training, I
often encourage them to make use of their lives and look for
creative opportunities to generate an income to help their
families,’ he says.
Sione has adapted to his situation with hope and
determination to help his family and other people with
disability. The quality of Sione’s work as an artisan is
recognised internationally and has drawn attention to the
unique cultural heritage of the Kingdom of Tonga. Sione’s
passion for sharing his knowledge and skills has supported
many others with disability to develop new capacities to
create income and participate fully in society.

Sione describes the skills he has learnt through Tonga
Skills as ‘life changing’. He has been able to achieve greater
financial independence as he has diversified and improved
his skills, and increased his artisan product range. In the
years since his accident, Sione has established a thriving
business to support himself and play an important role as a
breadwinner for his family. ‘My artistic work not only helps
me financially, but it heals me emotionally, mentally, and
strengthens me physically. It is good exercise,’ he confides.
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Manu ‘Alamoni

A TALENTED WEAVER WITH A BRIGHT FUTURE
Manu ‘Alamoni plays an essential role as the co-breadwinner
in her family alongside her mother, Seini ‘Alamoni. This
story of Manu developing new skills and building a strong
reputation to make a difference for her family is told through
her mother.
Manu grew up with her family of six in the remote village of
Koloa on Vava’u island. Manu’s disability was identified early
in her life. ‘I first realised that my daughter was deaf when
she was one year old,’ Seini explains. While Seini has never
been able to communicate with her daughter using words,
they have a rich system of communication and Seini can
‘understand every impression and expression of hers.’
Seini describes Manu as a much-loved member of the
family, saying ‘Manu is the love of our lives. My husband and
I always ensured that her needs were provided for and we
would never to do anything that might cause her mental and
emotional distress.’ Manu shared a special bond with her
father, a fisherman who died in 2020. His death left her with a
deep sadness.
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Manu attended Koloa’s Government Primary School until
sixth grade. At this time, her parents were told that Manu
could no longer keep up with the rest of the class and that
she was not capable of continuing her education. Seini has
subsequently learned that teaching students such as Manu
is possible in Tonga’s education system. She believes that
Manu’s teacher was too lazy to give Manu the support she
needed.
Manu was an enthusiastic student and found other ways to
learn outside the formal schooling system. For example, she
taught herself to weave through watching her mother.
From an early age, Manu displayed considerable creativity
and natural talent in weaving. She gradually refined and
developed her skills and today, she is renowned for her fine
woven mats, woven accessories for women made from
traditional materials, and other unique handicrafts. Manu’s
fine mats are in high demand in Tonga, Australia and the
United States.

Today, Manu is renowned for her fine
woven mats, woven accessories for
women and other unique handicrafts.

In early 2020, Manu and her mother participated in a
program facilitated by Tonga Skills which combined the
training of tapa skills, pearl carving and other handicrafts.
The pair travelled to a nearby village to take part. ‘Manu
gained lots of new skills from this training such as carving
pearls and producing beautiful jewels,’ says Seini.
Before the training, Manu specialised in weaving fine mats
out of pandanas leaves. The training exposed her to new
techniques such as creating traditional ta’ovala mats, which
are woven with hibiscus strands and worn by Tongans
around their waists. She also learnt how to combine
pandanus, hibiscus and pearl shells to create one-of-a-kind
earrings, bracelets and necklaces.
As Manu has continued to diversify her skills and the range
of products she can sell, her contribution to the family’s
income grows. Manu’s traditional woven mats are popular
for weddings, birthdays and funerals, and are sold in Tonga
as well as overseas. Her jewellery and accessories are also
increasingly in demand. ‘If it were not for Manu and her skills
as a weaver, I do not know how else I could generate enough
income to pay for my younger children’s school fees and for
my daughter’s fees at Tupou Tertiary Institute,’ says Seini.
This income has been especially important following the
death of Manu’s father.

Manu is an active member of her community and
fortunately, she has experienced limited bullying and
stigmatisation throughout her life. ‘The biggest obstacle that
Manu faced as a person with disability was not being able
to complete her education,’ says her mother. When Manu is
not creating fine handicrafts, she leads daily Zumba sessions
for young people and children and enjoys attending local
sporting, social and church activities with her friends.
Seini emphasises that Manu has truly been a blessing to her
family since birth. ‘She was the apple of her father’s eye. I
know of some people who live with a person with disability
and I have seen when visiting their homes that they have
been treated badly and disrespectfully. I want others to
know that when they give the love and affection to a person
with a disability, they will immediately realise how much of a
blessing they are,’ she says.
Together, Manu and Seini show what is possible when
people with disability grow up in an inclusive environment.
With the love and support of her family, Manu has overcome
challenges to create her own path, support her family’s
income and bring joy to Tongans throughout the world with
her beautiful woven goods and handicrafts.
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Siaosi Vaka

A STRONG VOICE FOR
DISABILITY INCLUSION AND
SKILLS DEVELOPMENT

It took a long time for Siaosi to come to terms with his injury. ‘I
struggled with myself and it took me two years to finally accept
the fact that I would never be able to walk again,’ he says.

As a leader in Tonga’s disability sector, Siaosi Vaka draws on
his personal experiences to support people with disability
and be a strong voice for inclusion in the community. He is
committed to building the skills, income generation capacity
and confidence of Tongans with disability.
At the age of 20, Siaosi was involved in a car accident that
damaged his spine, leaving him paralysed from the waist
down. Siaosi explains that he felt a deep sense of grief after
the accident. ‘The day after the accident left my head with
many hurtful thoughts,’ he says. ‘I thought, “this is the end
of my life, I will be worthless forever now that I can no longer
walk.”’
Due to his injury, Siaosi was not able to continue working in
his permanent role at the Ministry of Works (now the Ministry
of Infrastructure) as a vehicle panelist and spray-painting
specialist. Since completing training with the Ministry
during his teens, Siaosi had enjoyed his role maintaining the
Ministry’s many vehicles. ‘I was really good at my job, but
it was impossible for me to thoroughly do it anymore as it
required me to use both my legs,’ he explains.
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As one of six siblings, Siaosi had been proud of his ability
to contribute to the family’s finances. After his accident, he
became increasingly conscious of his role in the family. ‘I had
financial responsibilities, but they could not be met due to
my condition and I did not want to be a burden to my siblings
as well as my parents.’
It was this sense of duty that helped Siaosi to find strength
and move forward with his life. He explains that 'this feeling
of responsibility gave me the courage to continue living and
find some new skills that can generate income and to make
use of my time regardless.’
In 2007, Siaosi was introduced to the organisation Naunau ‘o
e ‘Alamaite Tonga Association (NATA). He is quick to note that
this new connection was pivotal. ‘I was amazed when I was
told of NATA’s vision and goals, which include encouraging
its members to develop income generation activities rather
than heavily relying on others. Actually, it was my life’s
turning point.’
Siaosi became a member of NATA and soon after, he
completed an advanced computing literacy course
facilitated by Mango Tree Centre. This proved to be another
turning point. ‘I never knew I would be able to participate
in any study – technical or academic – ever again. I was
overwhelmed by the skills I gained from the training as I had
never known my way around a computer,’ he says.

'These skills did not just stir up business ideas
to generate income, but they also broadened my
mindset to reach out and lend a hand to others.'
Before he had even finished the course, Siaosi was offered
a temporary job at the Centre as a trainer, delivering the
same course to other people with disability. This provided an
important confidence boost, and an opportunity to connect
with and support other people with disability.
Siaosi continued to develop new skills. ‘In 2016, I was
privileged to participate in Tonga Skills’ tapa printing and
screen-printing training. I picked up a variety of skills from
these programs, which also included vital information on
how to start a small business from scratch,’ he says.
Siaosi also participated in Tonga Skills’ wood carving
training, which ‘instilled carving ideas which I knew I could
sell and generate an income.’ As he learned more skills and
techniques, Siaosi thrived. ‘There I was, thinking that my life
would be forever worthless, and this course helped me to
realise that my legs may be paralysed, yet my hands are still
healthy and active,’ he explains.
With newfound confidence, Siaosi used the skills he gained
through the training to produce and sell beautiful items
made of wood and other natural resources. Siaosi displayed
creativity and great skill in his carvings. ‘These items being
sold on various occasions generate a significant amount of
money to support myself and my family. I continue to use the
skills from the training to make a living.’
Siaosi was invited to showcase his artwork at Tonga Skills’
stall at the Agricultural Show in Tonga. ‘This was a success,
as I brought what I thought were my best products to the
Agricultural Show and most of them were sold at high prices,’
he says.

Siaosi quickly realised that the skills he had developed may
also be useful for other people with disability. Consequently,
he partnered with another member of NATA and the Tonga
National Youth Congress to provide training on carving
and handicrafts. This initiative has been very successful
and a number of people with disability have participated
and developed their skills in making various carvings and
handicrafts.
NATA has become a central venue for people to develop new
skills, create a range of handicrafts and discuss strategies
for generating income. In 2020, Siaosi was appointed the
president of NATA, replacing the outgoing president, Ms
Finau Tele’ahiva.
‘Throughout my years being a member of NATA, I have
learned a lot of things about people with disability and
their needs that should be addressed on many levels,’ says
Siaosi. ‘Now that I am NATA’s President, I have obligations
and responsibilities to ensure these needs are achieved.
This includes reaching out to people with disability in the
community who feel insecure about coming out of their
comfort zone.’
Siaosi acknowledges that the Tonga Skills’ training had a
positive influence on him. ‘These skills did not just stir up
business ideas to generate income, but they also broadened
my mindset to reach out and lend a hand to others by
delivering the same trainings to them informally in order to
uplift them.’
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Keliti Lasike

TURNING A DREAM INTO REALITY
THROUGH AUTOMOTIVE TRAINING

Keliti Lasike has always had big dreams
– and he hasn’t let his disability get
in the way of achieving them. He has
overcome numerous barriers with
determination and tenacity on his path
to becoming a qualified automotive
mechanic.
From a young age, Keliti dreamed of
becoming a mechanic like his father.
‘I’ve been fond of mechanical activities
and engineering since childhood
because that was what my father did
to make a living for our family,’ he says.
Keliti's father’s income ‘paid for our
education and household expenses.’
With support from Tonga Skills,
Keliti completed a Certificate IV
in Automotive Engineering from
the Tonga Institute of Science and
Technology (TIST) in 2020. Today, Keliti
is a licensed automotive mechanic
and through his business, he is able to
contribute to his family’s income.
Keliti lost the use of his right hand as
the result of an accident when he was
three years old. Following his accident,
Keliti, a natural right-hander, had to
learn to use his left hand. This created
many challenges. For example, Keliti
explains that growing up, everyday
chores could be difficult with the use
of one hand, and in primary school his
handwriting was often misunderstood.
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Keliti left high school early due to
barriers he faced in the education
system.

‘I cried knowing this money will be
given to our mother to help whatever
financial needs our family has.’

In addition to physical challenges,
Keliti reflects on the stigma and
discrimination he experienced in the
school system and in workplaces
because of his disability. He shares that
at times, he found these experiences to
be intimidating and demoralising.

Achieving a qualification in automotive
engineering has helped Keliti to
further develop his sense of pride and
self-belief, and has ignited a desire
to keep learning. He explains that he
now aspires to undertake a Certificate
IV in Automotive Engineering (Heavy
Commercial Vehicle), a course which is
only available in Fiji or Australia.

Keliti joined Naunau ‘o e ‘Alamaite
Tonga Association (NATA) in 2017,
where he gained confidence, especially
in relation to overcoming barriers and
stigmatisation. Through NATA, Keliti
was introduced to new opportunities
such as tapa printing training
facilitated by Tonga Skills. These early
experiences at NATA gave him the
confidence to apply for his scholarship
through Tonga Skills and successfully
complete his course at TIST.
When Keliti established a mechanical
workshop after completing his
training, at first his only customers
were relatives. As news spread about
his services, new customers started
visiting the workshop to have their
vehicles fixed. ‘At some point, I was
alone in my workshop this one week
and I earned around $470,’ says Keliti.

Following Keliti’s final semester at
TIST, he was required to undertake an
internship with a government Ministry.
At first a number of his applications
were rejected but fortunately, the
Ministry of Health offered him an
internship. He is now undertaking his
practical experience part time at the
Ministry’s engineering department
and devotes the rest of his time to his
mechanical workshop.
Getting paid for his hard work is a
source of pride for Keliti. ‘Sometimes I
don’t earn anything at all, sometimes I
earn less than $50. This does not hinder
my drive to do what I love to support
my family and to help people in terms
of their mechanical needs,’ says Keliti.

Keliti describes his educational
success at TIST as the most significant
milestone of his life. He also
acknowledges that his pathway to
employment has involved a committed
support system made up of his parents,
siblings and friends.
Keliti says he has experienced a lot
over a couple of decades as a person
with disability. He explains that he’s
seen many of the barriers and attitudes
towards people with disability persist.
But he is also noticing many positive
changes to support people with
disability, such as the scholarship from
Tonga Skills.

'I’ve been fond of mechanical
activities and engineering
since childhood because that
was what my father did to
make a living for our family.'

Keliti has overcome adversity to
achieve success and generate an
income. Having now achieved
a qualification in automotive
engineering, Keliti is able to work in
his dream job and is feeling ‘as light
as a feather’ thinking about what
he has accomplished. He shares his
mechanical expertise with other TIST
students in his village as a way of
building his new skills, giving back and
acknowledging the opportunities he
has been exposed to.
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Finau Tele’ahiva

A ROLE MODEL FOR PARENTS
WITH DISABILITY
‘Being born with a disability comes
with great obstacles, especially when
you are given labels and society
dictates your capabilities for you. I did
not let all these social impediments get
into my head or let it weigh me down,’
says Finau Tele’ahiva.
Raising children is challenging under
any circumstances, but there are
even greater obstacles for parents
with disability in Tonga. As a mother
with disability, Finau has worked hard
to raise her five children to be welleducated and independent adults.
Through her personal experiences,
Finau has become an advocate and
role model for people, and especially
parents, with disability.
Finau was born on Ha’apai island with
a disability that doesn’t enable her to
walk or use one hand. Consequently,
she has spent most of her life using a
wheelchair to get around. From a young
age, Finau has been driven by a strong
belief that she is capable of doing and
achieving the same as people without
disability.
‘I grew up refusing to let my condition
hinder my desire for a good education,’
she explains. ‘I attended primary school
like any other child up to sixth grade. I
was then enrolled in Tailulu College on
Ha’apai and completed Year 11.’
At school, Finau faced barriers to
gaining an education. However, her
focus helped her to overcome daily
challenges and be successful at school.
Finau attended school right up until
she was close to sitting the Higher
Living Examination.
Finau’s father passed away when she
was a child, leaving her mother to
take care of their five children. Finau’s
mother worked hard to ensure there
was always food on the table, the
children’s school fees were paid, and
other financial commitments were met.
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‘My mother wove fine traditional mats
and then sold them to generate income
for our family,’ recalls Finau.
As she grew older, Finau became
motivated to support her mother and
contribute to the family’s income. She
decided to move to Tongatapu island
to seek a job after high school. Initially,
she stayed with her older sister in
Kolomotu’a to babysit her son. ‘Later, I
was offered a job at Small Industries at
Ma’ufanga producing sandals, where I
earned TOP$100 weekly. I saved much
of my income to send back to my
mother on Ha’apai,’ says Finau.
After working for two years, Finau
moved back to Ha’apai to stay with
her mother. It was during this time that
Finau gave birth to her first two children.
Finau’s mother helped to raise the
young children until her death in 1997.
‘After my mother’s death, I decided to
bring my kids with me to Tongatapu
searching for more opportunities,
especially in education,’ says Finau.
‘We stayed with my older sister in
Kolomotu’a, and my brother offered to
financially help me raise the children by
paying for their education.’
Years went by and Finau gave birth
to three more children. Raising five
children was a real struggle, but also
provided her with immense pride and
joy. ‘My children all went to primary
school and completed secondary
school, too. My older kids are already
married, and each have jobs, except
for my youngest who is studying at a
tertiary college,’ says Finau with pride.
‘Watching them grow has given me
the realisation that you must shape
your own life, regardless of whatever
condition you have or challenges you
face. Who said a person with disability
cannot properly raise their children and
provide them with a good education?

'Who said a person with disability
cannot raise children and embed them
with lovely attitudes and personalities?
I am very proud of my children and
myself for I have lived 50 years of
hardships, yet I still manage,’ Finau
reflects.
In December 2003, Finau joined the
Disabled People’s Organisation Naunau
‘o e ‘Alamaite Tonga Association
(NATA) after being invited by a foreign
volunteer who advocated for people
with disability in Tonga. Finau has been
a member of NATA for many years since
then, including as its President from
2017 to 2020. She describes the lifechanging impact of being part of such a
supportive organisation.
‘Through NATA, I was eligible for many
great opportunities that would help
me living as a person with disability.
This included enrolling in an Advanced
Computing Literacy course, which was
facilitated by the Mango Tree Centre,’
she says. Through completing this
training, Finau was able to intern at
Digicel Group Company as a telephone
operator and to provide customer care
services.
Finau found the experience of interning
at Digicel Group Company to be
rewarding. However, she also realised
she needed more advanced computer
skills to work at a higher level. ‘I then
went back to Mango Tree Centre to
take further computing literacy training
to improve my knowledge and skills,
before doing further interning at other
companies,’ explains Finau.
As a member and President of NATA,
Finau participated in Tonga Skills’
training such as tapa printing. She
found this training to be eye opening.
‘I utilised these skills I learnt from the
training to generate extra income
for my family and cover some of our
financial costs by producing and selling
some handicrafts from tapa cloths.’

Finau emphasises how the skills
she gained through the Tonga Skills
training also inspired her to share
tapa printing with other members
of NATA during her presidency. She
acknowledges that ‘the training was
ideally helpful to share with people
with disability as it also introduced
them to business ideas and skills to
generate income.’
Through her experiences and attitude,
Finau has become a powerful
advocate and inspiration for parents
with disability. She has broken down
barriers and changed perceptions
about what people with disability can
achieve. ‘The utmost pleasure I have
found in life is knowing that despite
having a disability, I managed to
provide for my five kids with everything
other able parents provide theirs,’ says
Finau.

'Being born with a disability
comes with great obstacles,
especially when you are given
labels and society dictates
your capabilities for you.'
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Ofeina Leka

FROM SIGHT TO BLINDNESS TO A
NATIONAL VISION FOR INCLUSION
Ofeina Leka is recognised as a leading
advocate for people with disability
throughout the Kingdom of Tonga and
the Pacific. Through his commitment
to learning, perseverance and
determination, he is bringing to life a
vision for a more inclusive society for
people with disability. Ofeina states
that ‘what I want to do in the future
is to support every visually impaired
person in Tonga to achieve their
dreams.’
At the age of 11, Ofeina woke up one
morning to find he could not see.
Ofeina describes the terror he felt that
morning at the prospect of never being
able to see again, saying ‘I knew that
in my country, being blind meant I was
nothing. I would not achieve success
and that there was no future for me.’
Ofeina became isolated at his family
home, feeling lonely and discouraged.
His father, the chief of the village of
Nukuleka, tried to find a school that
would accept his son. He dreamed
of been able to send Ofeina to the
Fiji School for the Blind, however he
did not have the finances to do so.
Eventually, family and friends raised
the money necessary to support Ofeina
to attend the school.
Attending the Fiji School for the Blind
was life changing for Ofeina. There, he
met other young people struggling to
come to terms with their loss or lack
of sight. He also learned to navigate
his environment independently with a
cane.
On completion of his first year at the Fiji
School for the Blind, Ofeina returned
home for the December school
holidays. During this time, his father
died suddenly on Christmas Day.
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The family’s changed financial
circumstances meant that Ofeina was
not able to return to Fiji to complete
his schooling. Following this series of
events, Ofeina talks of becoming an
incredibly angry and lonely young man
and turning to ‘alcohol and smoking as
a medicine to numb the pain.’
At this exceptionally low point in his
life, Ofeina met a pastor who helped
him deal with his anger and gave him a
sense that he did indeed have a future.
With renewed belief in himself, Ofeina
searched for a high school that would
be prepared to enrol him. Eventually
the vocational school, Lavengamalie
College, accepted him.
Attendance at Lavengamalie gave
Ofeina the confidence to apply for
a scholarship to study at ‘Unuaki ‘o
Tonga Royal Institute. However, after
multiple rejections of his application
due to his disability, family members
raised enough funds to pay the tuition
fees and he was able to enrol.
Ofeina needed to adapt to new
challenges to be successful at college
level. One of these was learning to
use the computer program JAWS,
which allows users who are blind or
have a visual impairment to read the
screen with a text-to-speech output
or with a Braille display. Ofeina says
that the teachers at the college were
extremely helpful and adjusted the
assessments to cater to his needs. This
time at college provided important
opportunities for Ofeina to interact
with his peers without disability,
develop his skills in communicating
effectively and become more at ease
in his environment. Ofeina completed
his course and gained an Associate
Diploma in Business Administration.

Throughout his experiences, Ofeina
became passionate about the
importance of advocating for people
with disability. He collaborated with
four others to establish a Disabled
People’s Organisation called Naunau
‘o ‘Alamaite Tonga Association (NATA),
which advocates for the inclusion of
people with disability in the Kingdom
of Tonga.
In 2008, Ofeina met his wife Feofaaki
and soon after they were married.
Feofaaki is also a powerful disability
advocate and together, they have two
young children.
For many years, Ofeina had dreamt
of creating a specialist organisation
to support children and adults with a
visual impairment. In 2014, this dream
came true when Ofeina and Feofaaki
established the Tonga National Visual
Impairment Association (TNVIA), an
organisation that seeks to remove
barriers so that people with a visual
impairment are able to participate
fully and equally in Tongan society.
TNVIA currently has a membership of
more than 100 children, young people
and adults with visual impairment.
It undertakes multiple activities
including conducting skills training
for children and adults who are blind
or have difficulty seeing in areas
such as independent living, mobility,
computing, music, cooking, Braille
and participating in humanitarian
response.
In 2017, Tonga Skills provided funding
for Ofeina to study a Diploma of
Teaching at the Tonga Institute of
Teaching, which he successfully
completed in 2019.

'What I want to do in the
future is to support every
visually impaired person in
Tonga to achieve their dreams.'

In 2020, Ofeina applied to the
Tonga National Qualifications and
Accreditation Board to have the first
Braille course recognised in Tonga.
Ofeina’s application was accepted in
December 2020. This is a significant
achievement as it means children
and adults with a visual impairment
in Tonga now have access to training
in Braille, a written language of
characters represented by patterns of
raised dots felt with the fingertips.
Ofeina went on to co-facilitate Tonga
Skills’ Disability Inclusion ‘Making It
Real’ program, delivering training for
participants from government and
non-government agencies wanting to
be more inclusive in their approach to
supporting people with disability.

His contribution to the program was
invaluable as he was able to give the
perspective of a person with disability.
Ofeina’s involvement modelled Tonga
Skills' inclusive approach of ‘nothing
about us without us’.
In 2020, Ofeina successfully applied
for an Australian scholarship to study
a Bachelor of Education (Special and
Inclusive Education) at the University
of the South Pacific to provide him
with the knowledge and skills to
further his passion for inclusive
education. When Ofeina first lost his
sight at the age of 11, he never thought
he would become the first person with
a visual impairment from Tonga to be
a student at the university.

Ofeina believes that ‘no matter what
the disability, you do not have to be
limited by what God has given you’
and he acknowledges that every
human being is unique. This message
of hope to people with disability has
been Ofeina’s life’s work.
Ofeina is a beacon of light for people
with disability and their families. He
demonstrates that it is possible to
fully participate in and contribute to
Tongan society as a person with a
visual impairment.

Image: Ofeina and Tonga Skills Inclusion Adviser Annie
Dares delivering disability inclusion training in 2019
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Image (this page): People with
visual impairment learning to use
a cane at TNVIA training
Image (next page): TNVIA
members learning cooking and
food preparation skills

Tonga National Visual
Impairment Association
The Tonga National Visual Impairment Association (TNVIA)
seeks to ensure that people with a visual impairment have
barriers removed so they are able to participate fully and
equally in Tongan society.
The organisation has a membership of more than 200
children, young people and adults with a vision impairment.
TNVIA undertakes multiple activities and delivers training for
children and adults who are blind or sight impaired in areas
such as independent living, mobility, computing, music,
cooking and reading Braille.
The President of TNVIA, Ofeina Leka, is recognised as a
leading advocate for people with disability throughout
the Kingdom of Tonga and the Pacific. He was recently
appointed to the board of the Pacific Disability Forum as the
representative for Tonga, joining other respected disability
inclusion advocates from across the Pacific.
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TNVIA supports Tongans with
visual impairment to participate
fully and equally in society.

TONGA SKILLS HAS A LONG HISTORY OF WORKING IN PARTNERSHIP WITH
TNVIA. DURING AN INTERVIEW IN 2021, OFEINA SHARED HIS THOUGHTS
ABOUT THIS PARTNERSHIP.
There are so many things I want to discuss about
the relationship with Tonga Skills, not just about
TNVIA but for all people with disabilities in Tonga.
As the Tongan representative on the board of the Pacific
Disability Forum, I represent Tonga nationally and in the
Pacific region, and I therefore feel enabled to speak on behalf
of all people with disabilities [in Tonga and the Pacific].
'In the beginning, people with disabilities heard about
different opportunities around the world for them, for
example the schools for the blind – but we were not able to
easily access these opportunities.
'Then Tonga Skills came and supported Disabled People’s
Organisations such as TNVIA and the Naunau ‘oe ‘Alamaite
Tonga Association (NATA), and people with disability in
various communities throughout Tonga. For example, Tonga
Skills provided funding for me to attend the Tonga Teaching
Institute where I completed my Diploma of Teaching.
'It has been this opportunity that enabled me to then
successfully apply for a scholarship with the Australian
Government to study a Bachelor of Education at the
University of the South Pacific in Fiji.
'An important point I want to make is that Tonga Skills
creates livelihoods for people with disabilities. Many people
with disabilities have had an opportunity to develop new
skills by attending programs offered by Tonga Skills. For
example, my friends Sione Te’e and Siaosi Vaka attended
carving workshops followed by training and coaching on
how to establish a business. Both these men now have
successful businesses that not only support them and their
families but also, they contribute to their communities.
'Most importantly, when people with disabilities attend these
courses with Tonga Skills, they share their skills with other

people with disability. For example, Sione has conducted
informal training in carving and other crafts with people with
disabilities and coaches them on how to establish a business
out of the products that they make.
'Tonga Skills models the theme ‘no one left behind’. It
does this through its partnerships and networks, ensuring
that people with disabilities are invited to the same table
with government and non-government agencies. It is
these partnerships that create opportunities for people
with disabilities. For example, because of Tonga Skills’
relationship with the Tonga National Qualifications and
Accreditation Board, TNVIA was able to develop the first
accredited Braille program in Tonga with the support of
Tonga Skills.
'Also, Tonga Skills models the other important inclusion
principle of ‘nothing about us without us’ by ensuring that
people with disability are mentored and supported to deliver
training. I had the opportunity to co-facilitate Tonga Skills’
Disability Inclusion ‘Making It Real’ Training in 2019. I worked
alongside the trainer, Annie Dares, to plan and deliver the
program for 20 participants representing a broad range of
Tongan government and non-government agencies. Annie
provided me with some great tips on how to deliver a session
and plan activities to actively involve the participants. We
would always debrief at the end of every day to discuss what
could be improved and plan for the next day.
'Tonga Skills supports the breaking down of barriers for
people with disabilities. Not only social barriers, but by
building skills and capacities so that people with disability
can develop economically, support their families
and make
a positive contribution to Tonga.

Tonga Skills
Inclusion Strategy
2020–2021: A SUMMARY
Tonga Skills for Inclusive Economic
Growth (Tonga Skills) is an initiative
of the Australian Government. It
is managed by Scope Global in
partnership with the Tongan Ministry
of Education and Training and the
Tonga National Qualifications and
Accreditation Board.
Tonga Skills’ goal is to provide
equitable access to quality based and
demand-driven skills development
contributing to sustainable economic
growth in Tonga. Tonga Skills’ Inclusion
Strategy outlines the approach and
implementation strategies that are
employed to operationalise this
overarching goal.
The Inclusion Strategy guides and
coordinates the Program’s strategic
inclusion activities that are specifically
directed towards women, people with
disability and communities based
in rural areas and remote islands. All
activities and materials generated by
Tonga Skills demonstrate an awareness
of the challenges facing disadvantaged
communities and seek to remove
barriers preventing their participation
in inclusive economic development.
The Strategy is strongly aligned with
the Department of Foreign Affairs
and Trade’s Gender Equality and
Women’s Empowerment Strategy 2016
and Development for All 2015–2020:
Strategy for strengthening disabilityinclusive development in Australia’s aid
program, which reflects the Australian
Government’s commitment and
approaches to inclusive development.
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The Tonga Aid Investment Plan
also emphasises the importance
of addressing gender equality and
supporting the needs of people with
disability across all development
cooperation activities. Further, the
Strategy aligns with Partnerships for
Recovery to address the challenges of
the COVID-19 pandemic in the IndoPacific region by continuing to support
inclusive economic growth.
Globally, many people are excluded
from development efforts due to
their gender, ethnicity, age, sexual
orientation, disability or geographic
location.1 The effects of such
exclusion deepen inequality. Inclusive
development aims to reverse this
by seeking out and accounting for
marginalised sectors, places and
communities.2 Inclusion values and
incorporates the contributions of
all, including women, people with
disability and those from rural and
remote locations, and enhances the
impact of development cooperation
by promoting collaborative design,
implementation and monitoring of
inclusive development strategies.
Inclusive development is in line with
the Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs), a set of global goals that aim to
end poverty, protect the planet, and
ensure prosperity for all.3 The SDGs, in
particular goals five and ten, explicitly
seek to promote gender equality and
empowerment of women and girls,
and reduce inequality experienced
by disadvantaged and marginalised
populations, including people with
disability, women, and people living in
rural and remote locations.

The Government of Tonga has made
a series of policy commitments that
reflect its commitment to inclusion,
as promoted by the SDGs. The Tonga
Strategic Development Framework
2015–2020 positions inclusion at
the centre of the country’s core
development objective, stating that
it is ‘more than a simple focus on GDP
growth or even pro-poor growth. It is
about promoting the development of
equal opportunity for all people.4' The
framework also highlights the need for
people living outside of urban centres
and working within the informal sector
to more fully engage in, and benefit
from, economic growth.
More specifically, the Government
of Tonga has endorsed its Women’s
Empowerment and Gender Equality for
Tonga policy, which is the outcome of
the review of Tonga’s National Policy on
Gender and Development. In line with
Tonga’s Vision for Gender Equity by 2025,
the Women’s Empowerment and Gender
Equality for Tonga policy contains five
priority outcomes:
• Gender mainstreaming in
government policies, programs and
services, corporate budgeting and
monitoring and evaluation
• Domestic violence and sexual and
reproductive health and rights
• Women’s access to economic assets
and employment
• Women’s participation in decision
making and political representation
• Creating equal conditions for all
in response to natural disasters,
environmental challenges and
climate change.

Tonga Skills’ goal is to provide
equitable access to quality based and
demand-driven skills development.

People with disability and vulnerable
groups are integral to these five
priority outcomes. Additionally, the
Revised National Policy on Gender
and Development 2014, and the Tonga
National Policy on Disability Inclusive
Development 2014–2018 advocate for
the participation of men and women,
both with and without disability, and
seek to mainstream equality for all.
In accordance with these policies,
Tonga Skills aims to strengthen the
national skills development system for
inclusive economic growth outcomes,
and specifies an approach that is
gender sensitive, and disability and
geographically inclusive. In this way,
Tonga Skills is a key mechanism for
the Government of Tonga to trial
practical implementation models of its
inclusion-focused policies.
Contextual sensitivity and a
commitment to ‘do no harm’ underpin
the Tonga Skills’ approach to inclusion.
Implementation strategies are based
on sound political economy analysis
and ‘thinking and working politically’5
to navigate the deep social and cultural
norms, relationships and attitudes that
relate to inclusion.

The fundamental approach of Tonga
Skills more broadly is to establish
small-scale models of effective skill
development which lead to inclusive
economic growth. These models are
then communicated and advocated to
influence change within the broader
system. This approach also guides the
Program’s approach to inclusion.
Tonga Skills uses the twin-track
approach to inclusive development,
which involves the implementation of
two main strategies:
Mainstream approach – actively
integrating inclusion (gender
equality, disability inclusion and
outer island focus) across all areas
of implementation to ensure service
delivery and broader system and policy
development enables participation
and representation of disadvantaged
groups.
Specific interventions – targeted
supports to specifically address the
barriers and exclusion experienced by
disadvantaged groups and promote
empowerment.

The themes highlighted in ‘More
Prosperous Together: a gender equity
approach to economic development’
are integral to the Tonga Skills’
Inclusion Strategy. The approach uses
a range of activities to bring men and
women together, including those with
and without disability, to promote full
participation. Evidence from similar
programs to Tonga Skills in the Pacific
demonstrates that sensitivity towards
gender-based power dynamics in
families and the promotion of inclusive
family/community-based approaches
can reduce conflict and jealousy, with
shared investment in, and buy-in, to
productive economic activity.
Tonga Skills’ comprehensive inclusion
approach provides a solid foundation
for realising enhanced outcomes
for women, men and people with
disability. It is informed by regional
and national policy, and combined
with local strategies, to respond to
the COVID-19 pandemic and emerging
Program and country priorities.

1. United Nations, ‘Leaving no one behind: the imperative of inclusive development’, 2016, https://www.un.org/esa/socdev/rwss/2016/full-report.pdf
2. Gupta, J and Vegelin, C, ‘Sustainable development goals and inclusive development’, International Environmental Agreements: Politics, Law and
Economics, vol. 16, p. 433.
3. United Nations Sustainable Development Goals, https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/
4. Ministry of Finance and National Planning, ‘Tonga Strategic Development Framework 2015–2020’, 2015.
5. Thinking and Working Politically Community of Practice, https://twpcommunity.org
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Saifoni mEtui

A TALENTED SEWER
STITCHING A STRONG FUTURE
Saifoni Metui participated in Tonga Skills’ Basic Sewing
and Sewing Machine Repair and Maintenance training in
Ha’ateiho, Tongatapu in 2019. Saifoni, already a talented
sewer, embraced the new techniques she was exposed to
such as pattern making and basic sewing machine repair.
Drawing on these skills, Saifoni contributes to the wellbeing
of her family and those around her through sewing their
clothing and household needs.
Saifoni was born with profound sensorineural hearing loss.
By the time she was four years old, her parents realised that
their daughter had a hearing impairment as she hadn’t learnt
to talk like other children her age.
Saifoni grew up in the community of Fatai on Tongatapu
and was introduced to the Alonga Disability Centre by its
Manager, Ms Fungani ‘Oliveti. Fungani explains that she met
a young Saifoni quite fortuitously. ‘As part of the work that
we do at the Alonga Centre, I was visiting Saifoni’s neighbour
one day many years ago. I noticed Saifoni playing outside her
home and I asked her parents why their daughter was not at
school. They replied that she was deaf and unable to speak,’
says Fungani.
Fungani knew that the Alonga Centre could provide Saifoni
with the support she needed. ‘I asked the parents if she could
move to the Centre and into my care. At first, they resisted
this idea, then a week later they knocked on my door and
agreed to the idea. The parents told me they thought it was
probably God’s will that Saifoni be adopted this way so that
she would get the necessary support with her disability and
grow up in a loving environment.’
The Alonga Centre was established in July 1991 by the late
Queen Mother of Tonga to provide free 24-hour care for up
to 25 people at a time. The Centre is largely funded through
community contributions.
Fungani found Saifoni to be a highly intelligent girl with a
finely tuned capacity for observation. From a young age,
Saifoni used leftover fabrics to sew her dolls’ clothes and
mend her own clothes, as well those of other people living at
the Centre. As Saifoni’s skills developed, she taught herself
to create her own patterns to sew dresses and skirts. ‘I think
the fact that she is deaf strengthens her vision to thoroughly
capture whatever she sees and imitate it perfectly, be it
sewing, weaving or cooking,’ says Fungani.
In 2019, Tonga Skills contacted the Alonga Centre to promote
the upcoming Basic Sewing and Sewing Machine Repair and
Maintenance training in the neighbouring village of Ha’ateiho
and encourage people with disability to attend. The training
presented an opportunity for Saifoni to build on her natural
talent and skills in sewing.
The Tonga Skills’ trainer was accommodating of Saifoni’s
disability. ‘After the first day of the training, she [Saifoni] came
home with so much joy in her face and was excited to show
what she had learnt,’ recalls Fungani.
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‘After the five days of the training, Saifoni gained many
brilliant new ideas, sewing skills, drawing new patterns and
she was also able to fix whatever minor damage happened to
the Centre’s sewing machine. She was so full of confidence
with her new skills.’
Saifoni got married in 2012 and went on to have two beautiful
children with her husband. Following the training, Saifoni
focused on sewing and mending clothes for her husband, and
designing and sewing her children’s clothes, including her
daughters’ Sunday best dresses with matching hand-sewn
headbands. In addition, Saifoni was also able to draw on the
Tonga Skills training to sew her daughter’s school uniform
for her first day at Mata’aho Kindergarten. This beautifully
made school uniform attracted the attention of a youth
group from the village of Pea. The group asked Saifoni to sew
their youth group ‘puletaha’ (matching skirts and shirts). She
was delighted to do this as it gave her more experience and
motivated her to think of many new designs.
Fungani explains that while Saifoni’s sewing activities do not
generate income at this stage, they do ‘save a lot of money
which would have been spent on buying new school uniforms
for her children and clothes for those that live at the Alonga
Centre. Saifoni’s talent is indeed a blessing to the Centre,’ she
says.
People with a hearing impairment face a range of
psychosocial barriers that often impact their access to
services and employment. Through an interpreter, Saifoni
describes her experience.
‘Around my family and friends, I am normal, and they do not
have to make many accommodations. When I go out into the
world, it is quite a shock. People see you as deaf, not normal,
you don’t belong here. They can make it difficult for you to
access what everyone is accessing, earn an income, to do the
things that everybody is entitled to do. This can chip away at
your self-worth and bring you down and make you wonder
whether there is a place for you in society other than the
Alonga Centre.
‘For me, it was really a tough journey and it has taken me a
long time to get to the point where I am confident in myself.
It took quite some time to be able to stand my ground, but I
am able do many things as I work as hard as everyone else.
I appreciate Alonga Centre and my family as well as those
around me for being forever on my side.’
Saifoni acknowledges that she probably did not encounter as
many challenges as other people with disability because her
family played a huge role in helping her navigate the world.
Her family’s love and protection have ensured that Saifoni
has never been bullied.
‘For a moment, I think to myself that being deaf is the greatest
thing that has ever happened to me because I get to ignore
the negativities the world may throw at me,’ she says.

'It took me quite a long time to be
able to stand my ground, but I am
able to do many things as I work as
hard as everyone else.'
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Tuanga ‘Aisea

A LIFELONG LEARNER FINDING
JOY IN CREATIVITY
Tuanga ‘Aisea’s personal account
of diabetes reflects the experience
of many Tongans with this medical
condition. It highlights how Tonga
Skills’ targeted and inclusive training
can catalyse people’s sense of hope,
inspiration and confidence to develop
new skills and create a livelihood.
Tuanga was first diagnosed with
diabetes when he was 30 years old.
Later, his left foot became infected and
he needed to have his leg amputated
to avoid the spread of infection to his
whole body. ‘I am lucky that the wound
on my foot only cost me my leg instead
of my life,’ says Tuanga. ‘My condition
often reminds me that life can quickly
become chaotic with a disability and
ideas about control or fairness are an
illusion.’
Diabetes is one of Tonga’s most
common medical conditions. It has a
considerable impact on the health and
functional status of Tongans, including
on quality of life and life expectancy.
Complications from diabetes are also
a leading cause of disability such as
blindness, kidney failure and lower
limb amputation. The country’s
high prevalence of diabetes not only
impacts the livelihoods of individuals
with diabetes such as Tuanga, but also
their families and communities.
Some 25 years after his diagnosis,
Tuanga is a happily married father with
four children now residing in Koulo on
Ha’apai island. After overcoming the
initial shock of losing his leg and having
to make the necessary life adjustments,
Tuanga says his disability has not held
him back from catering for his family
with the help of his wife and children. ‘I
may have only one leg, but I can still fix
lawn mowers and washing machines,’
he says. Tuanga’s carvings have also
‘been increasing in demand’ since he
took part in Tonga Skills' wood carving
training in Ha’apai in 2020.
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The Tonga Skills training was designed
and customised to ensure people with
disability were able to participate to
develop their skills in wood carving.
Tuanga is quick to note that taking part
in the training reignited his creativity
and commitment to the craft of carving.
‘Everything you experience has an
influence on your creativity,’ he says.
‘This Tonga Skills training gave me a
newfound incentive to find my path in
life. I have been inspired to develop my
skills, find new techniques and to have
the patience to create beautiful pieces.’
Tuanga has been carving for most of his
life, but had struggled to make a living
from the craft until he undertook the
Tonga Skills training. ‘Previously, I had
started to lose hope in selling carved
items as a way of making an income
for our family,’ he says. ‘I just did basic
carvings such as decorating kava bowls
made from coconut shells but there
was no money to be made from these
items.’
After completing the training and
refining his skills, Tuanga’s work is
receiving increasing attention and
recognition, and he now makes an
income from his craft. For example,
Tuanga was asked by a beach resort
owner on Ha’apai island if he could
carve an entrance sign, which has
attracted a lot of local interest.
Tuanga is determined to establish a
carving business to apply his newly
refined skills. ‘The tourism sector
may be at a bad stage right now with
COVID-19 restrictions and lockdowns,
but I am sure by the time the borders
open, my business will be well
established and hopefully it will thrive,’
he says. He hopes that by establishing
his business he will be able to share his
carving skills with his son and other
young people in the community to
inspire them to create and generate an
income.

Tuanga is recognised as a leader in
his local community for developing
the skills of local unemployed young
people. He takes young people to clean
up abandoned lots in the village, and
then trains them to fix the appliances
they find such as old washing
machines. Through Tuanga’s support,
two of these young people have gone
on to pursue studies in engineering
at the Tonga Institute of Science and
Technology.
Tuanga’s own children have also
benefited from education and training,
and from their father’s strong work
ethic, independence and community
spirit. One of his daughters is now a
policewoman and another is studying
at tertiary level. ‘I have always worked
hard no matter what,’ says Tuanga. ‘I
gained confidence from earning my
own money and choosing what I did
with my own time.’
Tuanga believes in the power of
creativity and perseverance to find a
life path. ‘Creating something helps
us to make sense of the world around
us no matter what age we are or
condition we have. There is a door
open somewhere, you just have to
find it through hard work, confidence,
honesty and commitment,’ he says.
Opening doors for individuals and
communities by providing inclusive skill
development programs and inspiring
new paths to economic growth is what
motivates the facilitators and staff of
Tonga Skills in the work they do every
day.

'I have been inspired to
develop my skills, find
new techniques and to
have the patience to
create beautiful pieces.'
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Semisi reflects on his
own experiences and his
reactions to challenges
he has faced. ‘They are
not things that I would
say are negative, but
rather they strengthened
me and my faith.'
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Semisi Tauheluhelu

GAINING INDEPENDENCE THROUGH
OUTBOARD MOTOR REPAIR TRAINING
Semisi Tauheluhelu of ‘Utulei on Vava’u island is a
man of many talents. He is a primary school teacher,
a fisherman, a farmer and an active member of the
community in which he lives. He also lost his leg
through an accident several years ago.
Since losing his leg Semisi has adjusted his mindset
and, with flexibility and resilience, overcome numerous
barriers to support his family and community. ‘Of
course, disability comes with many life challenges,
especially when you have a family to look after and a
responsibility to contribute to your community,’ he
says. ‘I did not bother to look at life with any other
perspective than normal while growing up healthily
with two strong legs. When I lost one of them as a result
of an accident, it was a mid-life crisis perhaps, then I
managed to weather the storm and make it through
to where I am today. It was hard at first, thinking, “oh
my life ends here”, then I forced myself to change my
mindset.’

Semisi strongly recommends the outboard motor
repair training, as it has enabled him to be more
independent and self-reliant. ‘I can now fix any damage
that could happen to my boat’s outboard motor. That
is one step forward for me as a person with a disability,’
he remarks. ‘Beforehand, it would always be a person
without a disability that had to come and do this sort
of work. I silently am proud of myself for being able to
do it.’
Through taking part in the training, Semisi also feels
better informed about the potential skills fishermen
should be taught to fix faults on their boat and be safe
out at sea. ‘I personally feel that this training showed
me that as a person with a disability, I can do more to
triage my situation in a crisis at sea. It also encouraged
me to take ownership of maintaining my outboard
motor,’ he says.

With this sense of optimism, Semisi participated in
the outboard motor maintenance and repair training
facilitated by Tonga Skills in 2018. As a result, he can
now repair his boat’s outboard motor when he is out at
sea gathering fish for his family’s consumption or to be
sold at the market.

Semisi is not defined by his disability and he
approaches his life with realism and resilience. ‘There
is lots I can do, and there are some things I cannot do.
I drive, I invest money, I am not rich but I’m not poor, I
enjoy being healthy and being independent,’ he says,
before adding that life can be tough for anyone, and
that ‘people with disabilities are often just as capable of
doing extraordinary things as people who are not.’

The money saved by not needing to pay a mechanic
makes a significant difference to Semisi’s family.
‘Fishing is my family’s major source of income and
food,’ he says, going on to explain that if his boat
breaks down and he needs to pay for repairs, ‘there will
be a financial gap and less on the table for a week or
maybe a month.’ He mentions that major damage to his
boat and outboard motor can be caused by extreme
weather such wild winds and cyclones.

Semisi notes that he continues to see many barriers
and negative attitudes towards people with disability
persist. He also notes that he has seen positive
changes such as encouraging people with disability
to be physically active through recreational or income
generating opportunities such as fishing, farming and
handicraft making. He shares his desire for a world that
creates conditions for people with disability to thrive,
stating, ‘we will adapt – just make it so we can adapt.’

Semisi fishes to earn a living because he finds farming
difficult since losing his leg, although he enjoyed it in
the past. ‘I tend to fish, because it is easier for me at
sea, to just sit in my boat and gather fish for my family
or to be sold,’ he says. ‘I earn money and it buys us food
and covers all our other financial expenses. Farmers
buy my fish. I buy their produce.’

Semisi emphasises that adversity, whether large or
small, often brings out the best in people. ‘Everyone
faces hardship in different ways, but the people who
are ultimately successful in their pursuits are those who
find ways to create opportunities out of their adversity,’
he says.

Barriers are often present in Tongan society for people
with disability. Semisi reflects on his own experiences
and his reactions to challenges he has faced. ‘They are
not things that I would say are negative, but rather they
strengthened me and my faith. Whenever I encounter
some sort of verbal or physical approach that may
sound like stigmatisation or discrimination against my
disability, I count my blessings.’

Semisi’s philosophical and pragmatic approach to his
disability has earned him respect and a place in his
community’s heart as a man who supports his family
and makes a valuable contribution to his village.
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Naunau ‘o e ‘Alamaite
Tonga Association
Naunau ‘o e ‘Alamaite Tonga Association (NATA) is a nongovernment organisation that advocates for the inclusion of
people with disability. NATA’s vision is for people with disability
to have a strong voice to speak for themselves, make their own
decisions and be empowered to fully participate culturally,
educationally and economically in Tongan society.
NATA was established on 17 September 2004 with just nine
foundational members. It now has 43 registered members and 12
volunteers.
The President of NATA, Siaosi Vaka, is a passionate advocate for
the rights of people with disability and for promoting their full and
equal participation in Tongan society.
Siaosi was emotional when he recalled NATA’s humble beginnings.
The Association started without any physical office space and
consequently, the annual general meetings and staff meetings
were often held outside under the trees. In 2006 the Australian
and New Zealand Governments funded an office for NATA, based
initially in Kolomotu’a and now in a larger facility that it shares with
the Tonga National Youth Congress in Kolofo’ou.
NATA plays a vital role in advocating for people with disability by
undertaking outreach programs throughout Tonga and visiting
communities to educate the general public about the needs and
rights of people with disability. ‘We seek to educate Tongans
about people with disability,’ says Siaosi. ‘But most importantly,
we motivate and inspire our members to find ways to participate
in Tongan society by creating opportunities for more self-reliance
and to pursue their lives independently, rather than being closely
dependent on their families.’
Siaosi discusses NATA’s initial involvement with Tonga Skills. ‘A
close friend of NATA named Timote Solo introduced to us to an
earlier phase of Tonga Skills back in 2015 believing that it would
provide skills development programs suitable for our members to
improve their livelihoods,’ he says.
Tonga Skills has worked closely with NATA since 2016. An
important first step in the partnership involved conducting
extensive consultations with NATA’s members and other Disabled
People’s Organisations to identify how to include people with
disability in Tonga Skills’ activities and programs. Informed
by the consultations, Tonga Skills has delivered a wide variety
of customised and inclusive skill development programs and
business coaching to people with disability throughout Tonga
over the past five years. This consultation also informed Tonga
Skills’ approach to providing targeted support to address specific
barriers and exclusion experienced by people with disability and
to promote their empowerment.
Many of NATA’s members have participated in various trainings
facilitated by Tonga Skills, gaining skills in areas such as jewellery
making, wood carving, screen printing and tapa making, basic
sewing, and sewing machine maintenance and repair.
Image (this page): NATA's Office Administration Officer, 'Unaloto Halafihi
Image (next page): President of NATA, Siaosi Vaka
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'Tonga Skills inclusion
approach promotes the
inclusion of people with
disabilities in all it's
activities and programs.'

SIAOSI REFLECTS ON NATA’S
RELATIONSHIP WITH TONGA
SKILLS AND THE IMPACT THIS HAS
HAD FOR PEOPLE WITH DISABILITY.
These skill development programs highly
supported the Association’s vision and goals.
The training introduced our members to new
skills and ideas, and developed their confidence to create
their own income generating activities. Tonga Skills also
provided us with a platform to showcase the range of
creative products made by our members as result of the
skills that they had developed from the various training
programs. These items were displayed and attracted
much interest during Tonga’s National Agricultural Show
in 2018.
‘The support provided to NATA by Tonga Skills is
varied and includes the provision of scholarships for
people with disability to study. For example, one of our
members, Keliti Lasike, was supported to achieve his
dream to become an automotive mechanic. Tonga Skills
provided funding for Keliti to undertake a Certificate
IV in Automotive Engineering from the Tonga Institute
of Science and Technology, which he successfully
completed in 2020. Now Keliti is a licensed mechanic and
his workshop creates an income for him and his family.
‘As the collaboration grew between NATA and
Tonga Skills, we increasingly became aware of many
opportunities to enhance our members’ livelihoods
and socio-economic growth.

'A positive example of this is that one of our members,
Sione Te’e, has established a thriving business based
on the skills he learned from Tonga Skills’ wood carving
training. Sione’s carvings are in high demand and he
has been recognised internationally for the quality of
his craftmanship. The training did not just teach him
these new skills, but it also inspired him to share them
with other people with disability. Sione has established
carving and handicraft training programs for other
people with disability based at Tonga National Youth
Congress.
‘Tonga Skills inclusion approach promotes the
inclusion of people with disabilities in all it's activities
and programsx. Another example is that several NATA
members were invited to attend the Disability Inclusion
‘Making it Real’ program delivered over two blocks of
training in 2019. The training helped us to broaden our
perspectives and develop new ideas to improve our
approach to advocating for people with disabilities to
government agencies and the public about how essential
it is to be inclusive.
‘Recently, a follow-up Disability Training Approaches
workshop was delivered for trainers and other
stakeholders. Unaloto Halafihi, a past president of NATA,
co-facilitated this workshop alongside the Tonga Skills
Inclusion Adviser. Unaloto’s contribution to the training
was invaluable for the participants and it provided her an
opportunity to develop her own skills as a facilitator and
disability advocate.
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Minolu Paongo

A SHATTERED DREAM TO A
PURPOSEFUL LIFE
‘I once had a dream to become a successful rugby player, which
cannot be fulfilled now that I am in a wheelchair. When I reflect
on my disability, I understand it is something that can occur to
anyone at any time. When there are barriers in the environment,
the interaction between the individual impairment and those
barriers is really what creates a disability. I think that this
is a really important point to underline when talking about
disability.’ These are the insightful words of Minolu-‘Ofa-ki-Muli
Paongo who lives in Pangai on Ha’apai island.
In July 2019, Minolu joined a Tonga Skills wood carving program
that was delivered in his community. He describes how the
training not only helped him to gain new skills, but also to
change his mindset through creating a new sense of purpose.
‘Living with disability is challenging and often discouraging
when it seems a ‘normal’ life is not possible,’ he says. ‘However,
having a disability can be a catalyst to fuel a more spectacular
life, if a hopeful attitude combined with purposeful living is
adopted.’
Minolu is now 41 years old. The first half of his life was spent as
a very active and healthy community member. While Minolu
did not excel academically at school, he was an excellent rugby
player with a dream that one day he would be able to play for a
rugby club abroad.
This dream came to an end abruptly when, at the age of
20, Minolu suffered sudden and severe back pain and was
transferred to Tongatapu island to be treated at the Vaiola
Hospital. This catalysed a series of life-changing events. ‘I
think something went terribly wrong with my diagnosis and
treatment, as after having back surgery my spinal cord was
injured,’ he recalls. ‘A few weeks after my surgery, I sensed
that something was terribly wrong with my back and I was
finally told that the lower part of my body was paralysed. This
heartbreaking diagnosis shattered all my dreams in a moment.’
In the moments following his diagnosis, Minolu’s thoughts
moved to the impact the disability would have on his family.
‘Amongst the many fearful thoughts I had was that of my lovely,
widowed mother back home, thinking how much of a burden I
will be, not to mention the fact that I would no longer be able to
help my family financially,’ he remembers.
After his diagnosis, Minolu required extensive physical
rehabilitation and support for the mental trauma he
experienced as a result of losing his mobility. By the time he
returned home in a wheelchair, he was ready to start reaching
out to the people in his community in the hope that he could
become involved in suitable activities to make an active
contribution to his family and village.
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'having a disability can be a catalyst
to fuel a more spectacular life, if
a hopeful attitude combined with
purposeful living is adopted.'

‘When life gives you a wheelchair, you cannot let it become a
barrier, you must find a way out of it mentally so that you can
continue to live without self-pity,’ he says.
This positive attitude and adaptable mindset has helped
Minolu immensely since his injury. ‘Living life well does not
necessarily mean living life without a disability,’ he says. ‘I have
seen many people with no disability struggle more than I do.
There are things I can do that some people with no disability
can’t do. It is in a person’s mindset. If you think you are totally
disabled and unable to contribute to your family and the
community, nothing will matter in your life. Your self-esteem
will remain extremely low and could impact on your mental
health.’
Tonga Skills facilitates training throughout Tonga such as the
wood carving program held in Minolu’s village. Minolu spoke
highly of the training and how it added value to his life. ‘It gave
me financial ideas as well as providing much-needed space to
build up my self-confidence as I discovered skills that I thought
would be difficult for a person in a wheelchair to acquire. At
the end of the training, I managed to produce more than five
carved items,’ he says proudly.

‘I am looking forward to other trainings to be done here on
Ha’apai by Tonga Skills, as the skills were remarkably helpful,
and I have also got to know people who attended the training
from other surrounding villages,’ Minolu says.
Like many people with disability, Minolu is motivated to
help others. He is a community group leader, and with other
community members has been developing entrepreneurial
ideas and projects to raise money for scholarships to support
young people to study at secondary and tertiary schools.
Minolu reflects that he is very fortunate to have never felt left
out or stigmatised because of his disability in his community.
‘I find my participation and involvement in my community’s
activities healing and blissful,’ he says. ‘I get out and interact
more with the people, instead of creating a depressing and
insecure bubble for myself stuck in my house. One of the
most wonderful things I have learned when I contribute to
my community is that my disability does not matter, I get to
be treated like anyone else. Of course, not every community
in Tonga has the same kind of loving approach, but I consider
myself lucky to have lived here in Pangai my entire life.’

Minolu has not yet started selling his carvings but is in the
process of establishing a small business to carve items on
order. The training enabled him to master the basics of carving,
and now he is incorporating more creative ideas into his work.
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Tonga Skills has been working with MFF
for five years and during this time, has
provided support to build the skills and
capacity of the organisation's staff.

Ma’a Fafine
mo e Famili

Betty has strived for many years to find innovative approaches
to effect social change. ‘We have developed at MFF a wide
variety of strategies and programs to look for solutions to the
many complex issues that women, children and people with
disabilities are experiencing,’ she explains.

Ma’a Fafine mo e Famili (MFF) is a non-government organisation
(NGO) based in Nuku’alofa that was formally established in 2008
with a vision to develop a socially just and peaceful society
based on the principles of good governance, democracy and
human rights. This highly regarded organisation provides
services for individuals, families and communities throughout
the Kingdom of Tonga including early intervention programs
for children with disability, home and community-based aged
care, counselling and victim support, community research and
human rights monitoring.

‘In 2018, Tonga Skills and the Australia Pacific Training
Coalition collaborated to fund scholarships for 18 women to
study a Certificate III in Home and Community Care, which
was delivered in Fiji,’ she says. ‘On their return to Tonga, the
graduates continued their work in MFF’s aged care program.
They were able to share their specialised knowledge and skills
with other staff at MFF, helping to raise standards in providing
the best care for older people, many of whom have disabilities.’

MFF has a proud history of developing links with multiple
stakeholders and building partnerships to support the
achievement of its vision. Tonga Skills has been working with
MFF for five years and during this time, has provided support to
build the skills and capacity of the organisation’s staff.
MFF’s Director, Betty Blake, is a leader and activist in Tonga
who has advocated for the rights and protection of women,
children and people with disability for many years.
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Betty has valued MFF’s partnership with Tonga Skills. She cites
a number of examples that demonstrate how Tonga Skills’
training and professional development activities have built the
capabilities of MFF staff.

Betty discusses how Tonga Skills added value to MFF’s regular
strategic goals and workplan review process. ‘These MFF goals
include providing human rights awareness programs and
promoting independence, credibility and transparency as a
cornerstone to the promotion of women and families’ human
rights in the Kingdom,’ she says. ‘We found it most useful
when we were invited by Tonga Skills to a workshop that
brought together NGOs to monitor and review our strategic
plans to better suit today’s context. We found that some
elements of our plans were out of date, which needed to be
updated or replaced.

'Towards the end of this workshop, we were delighted with the
professional ideas that helped to update our strategic plans
and workplans accordingly.’
In 2019, MFF Case Managers Melenaite Fifita Blake and Manu
Vehikite were participants in the Tonga Skills Disability
Inclusion ‘Making it Real’ program. The training was designed
to expose participants to a broad range of knowledge and skills
to equip them to be more inclusive of people with disability.
The training, which was held over three weeks, required each
participant to develop a detailed Inclusion Plan to implement
at their organisation.
Melenaite and Manu are case managers in the Tonga Social
Services Pilot project, a partnership between the Tongan
Government and MFF to provide services to older people,
including those who have disability, and early intervention
programs for young children with disability. Melenaite and
Manu developed and implemented comprehensive Inclusion
Plans with the aim of delivering intensive training for staff at
MFF in Tongatapu and Ha’apai on disability inclusion. Their
training included practical strategies for staff to use when
providing support to older clients with disability in their homes.
In addition, the pair developed an Early Intervention Program
Inclusion Plan for children with disability. This focused on
developing a Parents’ Support Group to bring parents, their
children and MFF staff together to share experiences and
develop the parents’ skills in interacting with and caring for
their children.

Through this initiative, staff from MFF developed an individual
plan for each child and their family based on individual needs
and interests. Betty commended this initiative as it helped MFF
to develop a range of strategies to improve its care and support
for young children with disability, their families and the elderly.
Tonga Skills also facilitated a food safety and handling skills
program for MFF aged care staff. Betty said that she had
requested this training, ‘to improve the level of overall hygiene
and cooking methods by staff, to ensure the continued safety
and wellbeing of their elderly clients.’
Betty acknowledges MFF’s collaborative relationship with
Tonga Skills. She says that ‘the range of support has helped
MFF to deliver a diverse range programs and activities to
support women, families, children with disabilities and the
elderly.’
Tonga Skills values its partnership with NGOs such as MFF,
acknowledging that their contributions are essential to
providing inclusive and demand-driven skills training, and
contributing to a more inclusive environment for Tongans
with disability.

Image (left): MFF staff preparing to visit clients in the community
Image (right): MFF Director Betty Blake
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