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GIFF JOHNSON   
What is remarkable in modern day 

planning in the Pacific islands — ev-
erything from education and health to 
economic development — is the lack 
of appreciation for cultural skills and 
pride as key foundational building 
blocks for success.

In most urban areas in the Pacific, 
thousands of youth have dropped out 
of school and sit idly with little hope 
of a future. Many dropped out because 
they have neither the academic skills 
to make it, nor the cultural foundation 
to help them persevere through dif-
ficult times. Yet, as community-based 
programs in the Marshall Islands are 
demonstrating, these same youth are 
ripe for cultural learning and life skills 
development. It is the islands’ culture 
fueling their ability to succeed.

“We’re changing the kids’ attitudes 
toward life,” said Waan Aelon in Majel 
(Canoes of the Marshall Islands) Di-
rector Alson Kelen. He has managed 
the canoe-building program since the 
late 1990s. 

“It’s too free (in the urban center) 
nowadays, there is no control over 
when youth get up or what they do. A 
lot of kids and adults don’t know what 
they are going to do next. Many just 
play ukulele all day or talk story. It’s 
the same every day.” 

The canoe program selects 25 youth, 
most of whom are primary school 
leavers, for intensive six-month canoe 
building, carpentry and life skills 
trainings. These are young people on 
the fringe of society, what government 
officials describe as “at-risk” youth.

During the Christmas holidays, the 
25 trainees who were mid-way through 
the latest six-month training, were 
assigned to various businesses to get 
practical work experience. “It was eye-
opening for them,” said Kelen. “Now 
they are saying things like, ‘can you 
help me with a resume.’ There is some-
thing productive in their lives. They are 
thinking about jobs, higher education 
and trainings in other places.”

No less impressive is the University 
of the South Pacific-supported “jaki 
ed” weaving program. Jaki ed is the 
art of fine weaving that in the 19th cen-
tury was a signature skill of Marshall 
Islands women, who wove jaki ed for 
clothing. The designs woven into the 
mats told stories about the person’s 
family and history. 

But, like outrigger canoe building 
until the intervention of the Waan 
Aelon in Majel program, jaki ed skills 
had nearly died out. The quality of 
Marshall Islands weaving — baskets, 
purses, mats — is recognized around 
the region, but jaki ed was on the verge 
of extinction. 

Only a few such mats remained in 
private collections and at the Bishop 
Museum in Honolulu when Maria 
Fowler, eldest daughter of Amata Ka-
bua, the first President of the Marshall 
Islands, joined with USP Campus 
Director Dr. Irene Taafaki to organize 
the first jaki ed weaving program. 

They have been supported by pro-
gram patron Iroij Michael Kabua. In 
the mid-2000s, they brought together 
expert weavers and showed them 
photos of the jaki ed style mats. From 
that, jaki ed was reborn. Each year 
since, a jaki ed exhibition and auction 
is held in September in conjunction 
with the national holiday for Culture 
Day. This helps create enthusiasm for 
weavers. Last year, expert weavers 
and their many apprentices netted 
more than $13,000 in sales and prizes 
at the auction.

USP, with funding from AusAID, 
built a weavers’ house at its small 
Majuro campus. Daily the women 
weavers gather there. It is doing 
much more than simply teaching a 
skill, said Tamara Greenstone Alefaio, 
USP’s Coordinator of Community 
and Continuing Education. “We see a 
significant boost in confidence (among 
the apprentice weavers),” she said. 
Like the canoe program, most of the 
apprentices had dropped out of school. 
“They are learning a skill few people 
know. But it’s not just weaving. Jaki 
ed is special. It makes the weavers part 
of something bigger. They start to live 
weaving.” 

The weavers’ house at USP provides 
a location for the young women to 
gather with the elder expert weavers. 
“The weavers’ circle is a traditional 
space for cultural transmission,” said 
Alefaio. “After a while, they start to 
bring up their problems. It is a comfort-
able place to talk. It’s a place of trust 

that brings people together.”
Life in the urban centers has un-

dermined cultural norms that held 
Marshall Islands society together for 
countless generations. Western video 
and music culture, alcohol, the glitter 
of consumer products, and western 
education all contribute to undermin-
ing pride in a unique culture. Without 
pride and self-esteem, young people 
drop out of school in droves and see 
little future for themselves, leading to 
alcohol abuse and anti-social behavior.

“Young people don’t feel comfort-
able with themselves because they 
don’t know their value,” said Kelen. 
“A hundred years ago, everyone had a 
position in life as fishermen, weavers 
and so on. Everyone participated in the 
culture. Today, kids are lost. They don’t 
know where they fit in.” The reason the 
canoe program focuses heavily on life 
skills in addition to teaching carpentry, 
math and English is because the train-
ees “need a positive attitude in order 
to use the skills put in their hands,” 
Kelen said. 

“Cultural pride and self-esteem are 
important to success. These young 
people (in the program) are proud of 
their culture and of being part of it.” 
He also emphasized the point that 
canoes, like the jaki ed program, are 
about management, coordination, com-
munication and sustainability — all 
key ingredients for successful national 
development.

The current canoe program trainees, 
under the supervision of three master 
builders, have built a model canoe 
that will go for display, together with 
a video about Waan Aelon in Majel, 
to a museum in Japan. “Because of 
things like this, the trainees esteem is 
boosted,” said Kelen. “It’s the same 
with jaki ed. From the annual jaki ed 
auction, the weavers know so many 
people are displaying their mats in 
their homes. People are proud to put 
the weavers’ work on their walls so 
visitors can see.”

Cultural pride combines with a 
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marketable skill for both the 
weavers and canoe builders. 
The annual auction has dem-
onstrated the marketability 
of jaki ed mats and gener-
ated significant money for 
both expert weavers and the 
apprentice weavers. “This 
is a sustainable livelihood,” 
said Alefaio of the jaki ed 
weaving. “One hundred 
percent of the profit goes 
to the girls.” Jaki ed skill 
development also leads to 
young women learning to 
make other types of mats 
and handicrafts, further in-
creasing their ability to earn money.

From its start in Majuro, the jaki ed train-
ing program has been expanded by USP to 
Ebeye, Namdrik, Ailinglaplap, Arno and 
Mejit so 60 apprentices have been or are 
being taught by experts weavers. The canoe 
program has trained more than 230 over the 
past decade, including 50 young women. 
The government’s National Training Coun-
cil funds the jaki ed weaving skills program 
and Waan Aelon in Majel canoe trainings. 

“When the trainees come to us, they are in 
their late teens and early 20s,” said Kelen. 
“They have no social security numbers and 
I wonder if they have ever thought about 
a job.”

Waan Aelon in Majel prepares the trainees 
in important ways in addition to life skills 
and carpentry. During the program it gets 
photo identification and Social Security 
cards made for the trainees. They open sav-
ings accounts for each trainee into which 
modest stipends are deposited, and get them 
health clearances from the hospital. When 
they graduate from the program — the 
canoe program has an extraordinarily high 
graduation rate in a country known for poor 
student achievement — they are prepared to 
enter the working world.

Both the weaving and canoe programs 
open horizons for the youth participants, 
which has a ripple impact on their families. 
“A lot of our trainees won’t be canoe build-
ers (when they leave the program),” said 
Kelen. “But they can be carpenters or work 
in a kitchen or drive a taxi. From the train-
ing, they have the whole picture of life.” 
Participation of the youth improves their 
relationships with their families. Kelen said 
that in some cases, parents were not proud 
of their children because they had gotten 
into drinking, sniffing gasoline or chewing 
tobacco and betelnut. 

“But seeing their kids’ names in the news-
paper, seeing their activities, the parents can 
now say, ‘that’s my kid.’ The success of each 
trainee brings their households together,” 
said Kelen.

Kelen said he hopes that funding agen-
cies will look beyond the carpentry skills 
developed by these trainings to see the big 
picture — how the less tangible life skills are 
producing a foundation for success. This in 
turn fuels the success of their communities.

“My payment,” said Kelen, “is I’m one of 
the richest men in the world because I can 
put a smile on parents’ faces, and get the kids 
motivated to be up at 7:30am to go to work.”
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young women.


