@ n the 20" - 28" of July the 13" Asia Pacific
Youth Conference took place in the
beautiful southern tropical city of Pagadian in
Zamboanga del Sur, Philippines. With 60 dele-
gates from 11 countries arriving by plane and
then bus, they were received with an over—
whelming royal welcome as children lined the
streets waving national flags dancing and drum-
ming bands played. Presented with leis as they
walked off the bus delegates knew that this small
city of 150,000 was going to make them feel
more than at home for the next 9 days.

At the closing ceremony

The theme of APYC was, “Change Begins With
Me: Who I Am Today Will Make A Difference
Tomorrow”. The core belief of the conference
was building a space for the delegates to get to
know each other and to start to open up and
share their lives and struggles. Each morning
started at 7a.m.with a reflection and time in si—
lence before sharing in family groups, which also
met in the afternoons to share their life stories to
each other. Participants were provided with
many topics to explore in the plenary sessions
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and discussions in the morning and workshops in
the afternoon exploring family relationships, Art
Therapy, Traditional Dance, Corruption, Music
and Environment.

During the conference many Filipinos spoke in
the plenary sessions. Mrs Carmen Santillan with
Mr Edilberto Espiritu from the US spoke on
family relations; local politician Roger Saniel
speaking on his experience in combating cor-
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ruption;
campaigning for the environment;
spoke of their interfaith work between Christians,
Muslims and the Subanen (the local indigenous
people). Sreng Bunkheng from Cambodia, Rico
Belarmino, and Andrea Yu, a local business
woman, shared their personal experiences of
losing family members and how they battled
against hopelessness in their lives.

The film “The Imam and the Pastor” was shown
after an interfaith discussion between a Muslim
Sultan and a Catholic priest with delegates re-
lating their views and experiences. Interfaith
dialogue was seen as particularly valuable as a
peace building tool although at a deep level it
was discussed that it is not easy mediating be-
tween religious cultures and that different
groups needed to work amongst themselves
before connecting with other groups.

During the outing day we rode horses, planted
trees with the army and were taken cared of by
the neighbouring mayor of Tukuran as we played
volleyball on the beach and munched on tradi-



tional Filipino snacks before we were whisked
away to the Philippine Cultural night. Here APYC
was joined by many local families as we watched
schools present traditional dances with a live
band and a local choir, all finished off with more
local snacks.

Philippine Team during the Regional Meeting

This APYC was built on the conviction of a small
team of four people: Efren Buendia, Aries Gam-—
boa, Jenny Padua, and Star Parulan. With Star
working in Pagadian building a local team to help
take on the conference it was a miracle as young
professionals from different sectors came to-
gether, the manager of the resort where APYC
took place, a young hotelier, an Army captain,
head of the employment and youth department to
the mayor, each joined without knowing exactly
what Initiatives of Change was but feeling that
this conference might make a difference in their
town.

As the time came closer to the opening of APYC,
more support was given from local businesses,
Rotary Club members and other Pagadianon
families opened their homes to delegates for an
overnight stay, two local Councils gave generous
support through dinners, transport, and staff
helping to arrange events and the department for
tourism arranged bus tours with the winners
from the recent Miss Pagadian competition. Se-
curity was provided by seven army personnel
and seven police men. At the end of the confer-
ence one delegate who works with Mayor
Sammy Co said that their office could be used for
the newly formed lofC team in Pagadian. They

met as soon as the conference was finished to
work out what their next steps will be together.
They started by singing a song together that they
had learned during the conference.

APYC always aims to go beyond mere cultural
exchange and challenge delegates to bring
change in their own lives and to live out their
faith and values in their own community and
families once they return home. Change begins in
people first. Bong Balimbingan Jr was challenged
to start putting things right in the relationship
with his brother—in-law; others were challenged
to start rebuilding relationships with their par-—
ents. Naomi Tate Kelah from the Solomon Islands
felt that she had to go back to basics with her
team at home and begin with building trust in the
team again. Martin Moali from the same place
hopes to start an honesty campaign in his city.

The next APYC will be held in South Korea in
2008.

Here are some of the commitments participants
made in the final session:

“As a Muslim, I often slept over my morning
prayers. Now I am committed to following my
prayers 5 times a day.” (an Indonesian Muslim)

“I am committed to helping out a community
between Vietnamese and Cambodians in Los
Angeles.” (a Filipino American who lives in Los
Angeles)

“I will start addressing the issue of hopeless—
ness among youth, starting with my own Stu-—
dents.” (an Indonesian teacher)

“I will stop complaining about the problems but to
become the solution.” (a Fijian youth)

“I am committed to having Quiet Time together
with my wife everyday.” (a Taiwanese inter-
preter)
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