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My way of CIR-ing

Moses Fonua
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I began work as a CIR for the Government of Okayama’s Interna-
tional Affairs Division in April of 2016. My work duties include inter-
preting and translating, providing consultations, and school visits.

Before I get into the details, please let me briefly introduce myself.
I am a Tongan-Australian born and raised in Sydney. I was exposed to
and grew up with two cultures. I had originally thought interpreting and
translating was a breeze until I encountered the Japanese language at the
age of 19. I finally realized why my parents weren’t able to properly
“translate” despite being fluent in their foreign language.

“Speaking two languages means you can interpret (and translate).”
This way of thinking often invites misunderstandings, and I too used to
think this way. I graduated from university with a major in Japanese Stud-
ies and obtained my Global Leadership Program recognition. Although I
had passed the Japanese Language proficiency Test’s N1 level on my first
go at the age of 23, I still find it difficult when translating and interpreting
between Japanese and English as opposed to Tongan and English.

There are many reasons for the difficulties associated with inter-
preting and translating, one of them the idea of thoroughly understanding
the culture, another being word choice. I have been in touch with many
parts of the Japanese culture but there are still other areas I have yet to
experience. Examples would be the Japanese education outside of lan-
guage school, family lifestyle, and conversations with people of the same
age group at work. These situations develop forms of expression and
thinking, and are helpful experiences for interpreters and translators.

This led me to my goal for the JET Programme: to be the bridge for
mutual cultural understanding starting with everyday cultural differences
and trains of thought between Japan and multicultural Australia. I wanted
to teach everyone that the power to learn is found within mistakes so uti-
lizing that will bring your 21st-century persona within the target culture. I
also wanted to facilitate the realization that differences and individuality
are to be encouraged because there are no set personalities for people
with blood type A.

However, all my work duties besides the school visits clashed with
my original goals for joining the JET Programme so I had to reconsider
what I wanted to get out of living in Okayama and revise my goals. Fast
track three months into the Programme and I didn’t think I could endure
my first year. The gears driving me to my goals in the workplace had
come to a stop. Noj; they had yet to begin. So I thought, “What have I ac-
complished these last few months, and how can I maintain my motivation
and sense of satisfaction while achieving my original goals?” I decided to
think outside the box.

Being the only April arrival in Okayama with no orientation, the
idea of reaching out to the JET community hadn’t crossed my mind. In-
stead, after hearing a lot about Okayama’s hero Momotaro, I went on a
little adventure down to a sports event. There were many people with var-
ious backgrounds and we talked about the cultural differences between
our countries while becoming friends. Here, I found out information for
other international events where I met people from different fields of so-
ciety leading to my friendship circle expanding, and again I’d be given
even more information. These growing communities would merge with
further development of understanding leading to many of my local friends
to apply for their first passport and jet around the world. At that moment,
I felt a sense of accomplishment.

Come September, and the President for AJET Okayama asked me
to be the Director of Maccas (Australian slang for Mc Donald’s) after no-
ticing my involvement with the local community. My role would focus
around casual and business interpreting, translating, and assisting with
events. Here, I was asked to MC for not only events such as the AJET
Halloween, but for farewells and birthday parties from other guests who
attended these events. As my circle expanded, my influence to help others
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understand the world grew exponentially. My motivation had returned.

I have a passion for volunteering. The scope of my activities has
been so diverse each passing month I can recall vividly what I had partic-
ipated in. From January to March these would be assisting and participat-
ing in AJET events with the Daisen skiing, the Saidaiji Naked Man Festi-
val, and the Hanami event. I would be volunteering at an English Camp
in April as it gets warm. May meant I would lead a group of people who
haven’t seen baseball out to their first baseball game, while in June I'm
out and about interpreting for an international church event. July sees me
harvesting potatoes and going on an outdoor camp. In August [ have a TV
crew following me for Okayama’s biggest dancing parade Uraja, while in
September I’m passing out beer and yakisoba for a yatai stall at a festival.
I have my long boots on for harvesting rice in October. Yakage’s Daimyo
Gyoretsu would conduct historical reenactments in November, and finally
in December I would be counting down the last 10 seconds before the
New Year with friends at Saijo Inari followed by throwing out 5-yen
coins. At each of these places I would question people about Australia’s
current image and in return I would receive stories to complete my image
of Okayama.

T hadn’t expected to be followed by a TV crew for a week during
that August parade nor be part of a traditional dance expanding close to
300 years out in Takahashi City’s Obon festival. Running in my first Mar-
athon and being put on live radio to talk about it was very interesting.
Helping to clean out a friend’s house after being hit by the recent torren-
tial rains in Mabi Town was eye-opening. And I won’t forget the smiles
from students and locals who would call out to me on the streets despite
my presentations at their schools and centres being held only once a year.

Looking back on my time, I remember how much I wanted to leave
my post because I didn’t feel like I was needed nor did I feel adequate.
People would compare me to my predecessor and that placed a lot of un-
wanted pressure on me like, “Your predecessor was very talented at inter-
preting and translating in both languages,” “The previous one before him
didn’t beat around the bush with his opinions,” and “She is basically Jap-
anese when she communicates in Japanese.” Of course, out of curiosity I
asked the Land of Sunshine its thoughts about me. Who’d thought I
would be “the most famous gaikokujin (1nternat10nal re51dent)” “that ap-
proachable older brother for advice” and “our Sese-sensei “(my nickname
is Sese in Tongan). Of course, most of these comments don’t relate to my
actual job duties but to a certain extent represent my original goal.

Thinking about work and my private life, I'm sitting at the Naka-
sange Rooftop Terrace, and I am greeted by the manager in English who
then passes me the English menu all in natural 21st century English (a
good friend and I taught them easy and relatable English). I have a mes-
sage for my JET kohais (future JET participants) who want to create a
suitable place for the 21st century. Take care of your work and private
life, and at the same time don’t abandon your goals. Society is weird and
interesting but your goal has an important power. Putting in a little bit of
effort outside of work to bring me closer to my goal has done wonders for
my motivation inside of work, so fight and ganbare!

Profile—

Moses Fonua is an Australian JET in his third year as a CIR for the
Okayama Prefectural Government’s International Affairs Division. He
previously worked for a travel company where he gained an interest in
bringing awareness toward cultural differences and behaviours, particu-
larly its effects on language ability, leading to his motivation for joining
the JET Programme. He seeks to further develop his knowledge in this
field through postgraduate study.
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