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SJA YOUTH TIMOR-LESTE PROJECT REPORT 
Summary 
In October 2025, six young people from the Bega Valley travelled to Timor-Leste with the support of the 
Social Justice Advocates. The journey gave the group an extraordinary opportunity to experience Timorese 
culture, visit communities connected to SJA, learn directly from local people and participate in the 
International PermaYouth Convergence. The trip was challenging, exciting, educational and, at times, 
wonderfully unpredictable. It brought the group closer together, introduced us to people and places we 
may never otherwise have encountered and gave each participant memories, skills and friendships that 
will remain with them for many years. We are sincerely grateful to everyone who supported the project 
financially and practically. Without that support, six young people from our regional community would not 
have had access to such a significant international learning experience. 
 

The Trip 
The delegation consisted of six people from the Bega Valley and was coordinated by SJA Youth Convenors 
Jack Gray and Robin Spinks, and greatly supported by SJA member Dave Crowden. 
 
During the Timor-Leste component of the journey, the youth group was also accompanied by Dave 
Crowden, John Champagne and three other members of the Bega Valley community. Throughout much of 
the trip, we were supported by José, a trusted Timorese guide and long-standing friend of Dave. José 
assisted us with transport, interpretation, local coordination and communication with the communities we 
visited. His local knowledge and generous support were essential to the success of the journey. Both Dave 
and the youth group contributed small payments to José in recognition of the considerable time, work and 
assistance he provided during the trip. 
 
The group began the journey by driving together from the Bega Valley to Sydney. Our vehicles were left in 
long-term airport parking while we flew from Sydney to Darwin. We spent four days in Darwin before 
travelling internationally. This time proved extremely valuable. It allowed the young people to become more 
familiar with one another, settle into the rhythm of travelling as a group and prepare mentally and practically 
for Timor-Leste. We stayed together in an Airbnb, which gave participants access to individual spaces, air 
conditioning and opportunities to rest away from Darwin’s heat. Having room to decompress was 
particularly helpful before entering a much more demanding and unfamiliar environment. A hire vehicle 
was organised under the names of the two convenors, Jack and Robin. This allowed us to explore parts of 
Darwin, purchase supplies, replace forgotten items and ensure that we had the equipment needed for the 
next stage of the trip. These preparation days helped the group develop trust and confidence before 
travelling overseas. For future delegations, we would strongly recommend allowing similar preparation 
time rather than moving directly from a long domestic journey into an international program. 
 
The group flew together from Darwin to Dili and stayed at Timor Lodge. We spent several days exploring Dili 
and nearby areas, becoming familiar with the climate, food, language, roads and pace of life. Even ordinary 
activities such as travelling through the city, sharing meals and visiting local shops became valuable 
opportunities for cultural learning. For some participants, this was their first substantial experience outside 
Australia. Timor-Leste oXered a very diXerent environment from the Bega Valley, and the group approached 
it with curiosity, humour and openness. The heat was intense throughout much of the journey. It required 
patience, regular hydration, flexibility and a willingness to slow down when necessary. Although the climate 
was physically demanding, the group adapted well and continued to support one another. 
After several days in Dili, the delegation travelled south to Natarbora. 
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We were met with remarkable hospitality and were generously welcomed into a local convent. The nuns 
provided the group with rooms, meals and a safe place to stay. Their kindness made a lasting impression 
on the young people and demonstrated the generosity we experienced throughout Timor-Leste. 
While in Natarbora, we were given tours of the local school and university. We learned about how these 
institutions have developed, the challenges they face and the practical ways they are working towards 
greater self-suXiciency. The university visit was particularly interesting because it allowed the group to see 
how education, agriculture and community development can be connected. The lessons were not 
theoretical; they were grounded in the everyday realities and needs of the surrounding community. By 
complete chance, our visit also coincided with Natarbora’s first community music concert. 
 
The concert had been organised by a newly formed group of young local musicians who had worked hard 
to source their own stage, speakers and musical equipment. The entire village attended, and the event 
continued late into the night. For our group, this was one of the happiest and most memorable surprises of 
the journey. It showed the creativity, determination and leadership of young Timorese people.  
 
After leaving Natarbora, the group continued travelling through regional areas before eventually looping 
back towards Dili. These journeys gave us the chance to see the extraordinary landscape of Timor-Leste, 
including mountains, coastlines, villages, farmland and areas far removed from the capital. We met 
welcoming people, ate a wide range of local food and learned a great deal simply by observing daily life and 
speaking with those we encountered. Many of the most meaningful moments were not formally scheduled. 
They came from shared meals, roadside conversations, unexpected invitations, music, laughter and the 
generosity of people who welcomed us into their communities. José’s presence was particularly important 
during this stage. His interpretation and understanding of local customs allowed us to communicate more 
respectfully and helped the young people gain a deeper understanding of the places they were visiting. 
 
The central purpose of the trip was attending the International PermaYouth Convergence in the mountains 
outside Dili. The group camped on the mountainside for five days alongside thousands of young people 
from Timor-Leste and many other countries. The convergence was energetic, busy and unlike anything 
most of the group had previously experienced. There were workshops, music, performances, community 
activities and people moving throughout the site at almost every hour of the day. Participants attended 
practical workshops led by local people on permaculture, sustainable agriculture, environmental care and 
community resilience. These sessions demonstrated approaches that had been shaped by Timor-Leste’s 
climate, geography, available resources and community needs. The learning was practical and grounded. 
Rather than discussing sustainability only as an abstract idea, participants saw how permaculture 
principles could support food production, water management, soil health and community independence. 
 
The convergence also gave the group the opportunity to meet young people from many diXerent countries. 
Friendships were formed through workshops, shared meals, music and the common experience of 
camping together in a challenging environment. The SJA Youth group performed on stage several times 
during the convergence. This became a major highlight of the trip. Performing for such a large and diverse 
audience helped the young people build confidence and gave them a way to contribute creatively to the 
event rather than attending only as observers. The conditions were physically demanding. It was extremely 
hot, the days were long and camping oXered limited comfort. Despite this, the young people maintained 
their humour, looked after one another and continued participating enthusiastically. After the convergence, 
the group returned to Dili and spent two days resting and recovering at the hotel. 
After a week of camping, the opportunity to shower, sleep in a proper bed and enjoy quieter surroundings 
was very welcome. These recovery days gave us time to process the experience before beginning the long 
journey home. The group then flew back to Sydney, collected the vehicles from long-term parking and drove 
together to the Bega Valley. 
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Outcomes and Benefits 
The project achieved its primary aim of providing six young people with an international experience focused 
on culture, environmental learning, leadership and community connection. 
Key outcomes included: 

• greater confidence travelling and participating in unfamiliar environments 
• practical learning about permaculture and sustainable agriculture 
• direct experience of Timorese culture and community life 
• new international friendships and connections 
• a deeper understanding of the importance of local knowledge 
• greater appreciation for the resources and opportunities available in Australia 
• strengthened relationships between the Bega Valley and Timorese communities 
• increased confidence through performing at an international youth gathering 

The trip also gave participants a clearer understanding of resilience. We saw communities creating 
meaningful projects with limited resources, young people organising their own music events and 
educational institutions working towards greater self-suXiciency. These experiences encouraged the group 
to think more creatively about what young people can achieve in the Bega Valley. 
 

Financial Summary 
The project received total approved funding of $14,542, provided equally by SJASC as a grant and a 
repayable loan. 
 

Planned Youth Concert 
The principal fundraising activity intended to complete the loan repayment is a youth concert being 
developed with Sam Martin, owner of Sam’s Caravan. 
Sam has very generously agreed to organise and host the concert as one of his own events, with all 
proceeds returning to the SJA Youth Group. Based on his experience running local events, Sam has advised 
that raising a little over $5,000 is a reasonable target with suXicient planning and promotion. 
 
The Youth Group remains fully committed to repaying the loan and maintaining clear records of all 
payments. Based on the funds already repaid, the money currently reserved and the expected concert 
proceeds, there is a practical and responsible pathway for the full loan balance to be returned. 
 

Closing Reflection 
This project became much more than a journey to a festival.  It gave six young people from the Bega Valley 
the opportunity to travel together, experience another culture, learn from local communities, develop 
practical environmental knowledge and form friendships with young people from around the world. 
 
The group returned with greater confidence, stronger relationships and a deeper appreciation for 
community, resilience and the value of learning directly from others. 
There were diXicult moments, long days and an impressive amount of heat. However, these challenges 
became part of what made the experience meaningful. Participants learned how to adapt, support each 
other and remain open to unexpected opportunities. 
 
We are genuinely grateful to the wider SJA, community supporters and everyone who trusted the group with 
this opportunity. Your support created an experience that will continue influencing the young people 
involved and the future direction of SJA Youth.  We remain equally committed to meeting our financial 
responsibilities and ensuring that the loan component is repaid transparently and in full.  Thank you for 
making this journey possible. 


