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Takuu boys dancing in 'There Once Was An
Island'. Photo / Supplied

Movie Review: There Once Was An Island

By Peter Calder

7:00 AM Saturday Jun 25, 2011

Unsensational, intimate and quietly passionate, March's meticulously
observed examination of the crisis facing the small atoll of Takuu is an
object lesson in patient documentary film-making.

March's first documentary feature, the excellent Allie Eagle and Me,
traced the pioneering feminist artist's journey from lesbian separatist to
fundamentalist Christian.

For this film, she made two trips to the atoll, 250km northeast of the
island of Bougainville in Papua New Guinea, charting the inexorable rise
of the oceans swallowing the island and compiling a lucid, compelling
and often visually ravishing portrait of Takuu life.

The sea is a constant, menacing presence in the film but, March's camera finds the ineffable beauty in the
environment too, sharpening the poignancy of the loss happening before her (and our) eyes.

More important she shows plainly what is at stake for the islanders as they debate what they should do.
Ethnically and culturally Polynesian in a Melanesian country, they are far from comfortable with the plans to
relocate them to the mainland - to a plantation, far from the sea and surrounded by a decade-long civil war.
The proposal, which seems to be not much more than bureaucratic hot air in any case, takes no account of
the cost in economic, never mind cultural, terms of uprooting a people from their ancestral home.

Rising oceans will displace hundreds of millions over the next half century and Takuu is the canary in climate
change's coal mine. This sobering and important film is a warning to the world, if only it would listen.

Director: Briar March 
Running time: 80 mins 
Rating: Exempt. In English and Takuu with English subtitles

Stars: 4/5 
Verdict: Sobering, handsome and passionate.

-TimeOut

By Peter Calder

Copyright ©2011, APN Holdings NZ Limited

http://www.nzherald.co.nz/peter-calder/news/headlines.cfm?a_id=37
http://www.nzherald.co.nz/peter-calder/news/headlines.cfm?a_id=37
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My Afternoons with Margueritte

There Once Was an Island

My Afternoons with Margueritte; There Once Was an Island;

Russian Snark

By Helene Wong | Published on June 25, 2011 | In Film | Issue 3711 | Tags: Film review

Jean Becker’s My Afternoons with Margueritte is like a matching

bookend for his Conversations with My Gardener: a chance meeting

between two people of disparate backgrounds, followed by bonding,

learning and healing. It’s also just as soft-hearted, and bathed in warmth and the romanticism of French

village life. So, yes, sentimental and thematically light, but also touching and anchored by engaging

performances.

Because, sentiment or not, Becker attracts top talent. Conversations had Daniel Auteuil; Afternoons has

Gérard Depardieu. Like Auteuil’s artist removed from his milieu, Depardieu’s character, Germain, is also

a little on the social margin, burdened by an eccentric mother and constant teasing about his less than

sharp mind. But whereas the earlier film had the urbanite learning from the country cousin, here the

social status of the roles is reversed. Germain’s chance meeting is with Margueritte, a friendly and highly

intelligent 95-year-old who infects him with her knowledge and love of literature. It’s a slightly long bow,

but the actors charm you into not minding.

Depardieu, a lumbering oaf in overalls, plays his soft and comic sides here without overreaching.

Emphasising gentle rather than giant, he plays Germain good-naturedly tolerant of life’s provocations,

and capable of inspiring affection. Gisèle Casadesus, a veteran actress in seemingly constant demand

(seen recently in The Hedgehog and Sarah’s Key), is a wonderfully bright-eyed and spry Margueritte, her

fragility just discernible beneath a dignified elegance. And she knows how to convey, fleetingly, a lovely

sense of shrewd understanding.

So where, among all these warm fuzzies, is the drama? Part of it comes from Germain and his mother’s

back-story, revealed in flashes to layer in enough mystery to move the story forward. It’s melodrama by

comparison, and thematically isn’t knitted in especially well or convincingly. The rest comes from the

mild complications in Germain’s and Margueritte’s relationship.

But, really, drama isn’t what this film is about. As in Conversations, it’s more the rare satisfaction of

watching two people open-heartedly delighting in each other’s company, free from obligations and

expectations, engaged in the simple act of responding to each other’s humanity.

MY AFTERNOONS WITH MARGUERITTE, directed by Jean Becker, session times here [1].

Al Gore’s An Inconvenient Truth notwithstanding, the issue of climate

change has never been conveyed more powerfully to laypersons than in Briar

March’s documentary There Once Was an Island: Te Henua e Nnoho. Where

http://www.rialto.co.nz/vistait/village/Default.aspx?Control=Sessions&CinemaID=&MovieID=HO00004077
http://www.listener.co.nz/author/helene-wong/
http://www.listener.co.nz/category/culture/film/
http://www.listener.co.nz/tag/film-review/
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Gore did show and tell, March does show, don’t tell – and quietly sheets

home the implications with greater force.

Not that there isn’t some telling, which turns out to be her secret weapon. Satty, Endar and Teloo are

Takuu, a Polynesian people on the atoll of Nukutoa, 250km from Bougainville. Each relates how the

rising sea-level affects them and their families, revealing different sides of the debate as the island

grapples with decisions about its future. Perceptive, articulate and personable, they transform climate

change from being vague and “out there” to something immediate and highly personal.

March, who also operates camera, enhances our empathy even further with scenes, some graphic, of the

effects of the rising water. But there’s another subtext to her visuals: water might be a threat, but it’s also

beautiful and the lifeblood of the community. Therein lies the dilemma – do they stay or do they go? As

March patiently and unobtrusively observes the pragmatism of the islanders, the efforts of visiting

scientists to explain and help and the Papua New Guinea government’s neglect, the dilemma – and film –

are completely absorbing. Because this isn’t about theories and fancy charts. It’s real.

THERE ONCE WAS AN ISLAND, directed by Briar March, session times here [2].

Humour, whimsy and visual beauty turn Stephen Sinclair’s Russian Snark from a typical migrant tale into

something near-poetic. As Russian artists Misha and Nadia struggle to find their feet in Auckland,

Sinclair gently takes shots at artistic pretentiousness (Misha’s making a black-and-white film of naked

bodies in the landscape), exposes the painful choices migrants have to make and draws fine, natural

performances from Stephen Papps and Elena Stejko as the couple, and especially Stephanie Tauevihi as

their wise and compassionate neighbour.

RUSSIAN SNARK, directed by Stephen Sinclair, session times here [3].
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Check out 'There Once was an Island'
Monday, 30 May 2011 13:15

This June, the award winning festival
gem There Once was an Island, will
hit NZ cinemas, documenting the
devastating effects of climate change
on the Polynesian community of
Takuu. This poignant documentary
follows how the Takuu community
experiences the effects of climate
change first hand after a terrifying
tidal flood rips through their already
damaged home. In this verite-style
film, three intrepid characters Telo,
Endar and Satty, allow us into their
lives and their culture and show us
the human impact of an
environmental crisis. Two scientists
investigate the situation with our
characters and consider the impact
of climate change on communities
without access to resources or
support. Intimate observational
scenes allow Teloo, Endar and Satty
to take us on their personal journeys
as they consider whether to move to
an uncertain future in Bougainville or
to stay on Takuu and fight for a
different, but equally uncertain, outcome.

Director Briar March gives a human face to the direct impacts of climate change in the Pacific,
challenging audiences everywhere to consider their own relationship to the earth and the other people
on it.

Check out some of the beautiful imagery from the film below...
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Catch There Once was an Island from the 23 June 2011 at Rialto Cinemas Newmarket and Dunedin;
Waiheke Cinema, Paramount in Wellington, Arthouse Cinema in New Plymouth and Gecko Theatre in
Motueka. 
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Published on The Jakarta Post (http://www.thejakartapost.com)

A Disappearing Island

The Jakarta Post   |  Fri, 02/25/2011 8:35 PM  |  

A new film documents the life-altering effects of climate change on Pacific Islanders.

By Hana Miller

 

“As a New Zealand filmmaker I like to pay attention to what is happening to our island

neighbors,” says Briar March, director of the recently released film There Once Was an Island.

The documentary explores life on a tiny and remote island in the Pacific, as the community there

faces the decision of leaving the island to escape the impending natural disasters that threaten

their homes.

“I was inspired by the way in which the story of an island had the potential to work as an allegory

for the entire planet, and its small community, a microcosm for how society at large responds to
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environmental change,” March explains.

March, who is currently pursuing her master’s degree in documentary film at Stanford University,

spent several months on the island during the four years it took to make the film. In addition to

the initial challenge of actually getting to the island, which is located on the remote atoll of Takuu

in Papua New Guinea, March and her crew experienced firsthand what it was like to live – and

film – in a place largely without electricity, telecommunications or, indeed, contact with the rest of

the world.

On their second visit there, as if Nature knew the cameras were rolling, the crew experienced the

effects of a flood, of a magnitude the island hadn’t experienced in more than 20 years.

Takuu, like many populated islands, is facing the dire consequences of rising sea levels. As the

island’s shoreline shrinks, the community continues to build sea walls to try and keep the water

at bay. However, as oceanographer John Hunter points out in the film, these seawalls interfere

with the shore’s natural process of rebuilding itself by blocking the sand from being washed back

up onto the island.

“The changes in the shape of an atoll island are caused by varying weather patterns, hence

different wave regimes and overall higher or lower water levels, and partially by what the

islanders do,” says Hunter. “I think that much of the change we observed on Takuu was due to

human interference.”

Confronted with the risk of losing the rich cultural traditions so closely linked to their lives on the

island if they choose to leave, and with the changes that they must initiate if they are to safely

remain, the islanders are forced to assess their relationship with their environment in the most

literal way.

“Sea-level rise will ultimately be a big problem for these people,” says Hunter, when asked how

the circumstances in Takuu – an island no more than 500 m long, only 1 m above sea level and

home to 400 people – might represent serious considerations for other islands and seaside

towns. “They need to learn ways of coping with these inundation events and to refrain from

stopping the process of island building by putting this sand back in the sea.”

In an archipelago such as Indonesia, with densely populated areas and the shore never too far

away, this message carries an added weight.

“For relatively undeveloped islands like Takuu, this is not too difficult, given that their
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infrastructure is mainly composed of huts,” he continues. “However, in places with more modern

infrastructure … the problem is greater.”

Asked about the challenges tackled and the lessons learned through the process of creating

There Once Was An Island, a film that has already won several international awards, Briar March

gives us the filmmaker’s perspective on what it was like to make a documentary with such far-

reaching implications.

Why make this film?

Overall I think that the central message of the film is summed up by Satty, one of the film’s

characters. He eloquently explains, “When you lose something small in the world you lose a lot.”

Satty’s words make us realize how everything is connected – a small island out there in the

Pacific Ocean might seem insignificant in the larger scheme of things, but if it were to disappear,

it will directly impact the ocean’s fragile eco-system, and potentially destroy a rich and valuable

culture. With this in mind, everything in this world is in some way connected – and it’s worthwhile

making small differences in our own lives, as the little things are just as valuable and count as

much as the big things – just as Satty has said of his island and people.

Ultimately I hope the film will encourage developed nations to not only consider the pending

reality of environmental refugees but to think about adaptation – so that the less advantaged

communities such as Takuu can still maintain a sense of their land and culture.

What is it about Nature and human nature?

I think human nature is very predictable and in many ways universal. When there is a problem

we don’t want to deal with, we like to sweep it under the carpet or we quickly go back to our old

ways, the way we have always done things – not always the most sensible solution in the long

run.

There are two instances that occurred while making the film that make me think of this. For

example, after we witnessed a major flood on Takuu, which destroyed over half the houses on

the island, the scientists we brought to the island advised the community to build their homes

further inland, in order to prevent being flooded again. However, most people quickly rebuilt their

houses in the very place they were before, as they wanted the convenience of being close to the

water.
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Similarly, the non-biodegradable rubbish on the island is usually chucked into the sea, only to be

washed back onto the beach, causing a major safety hazard for swimmers, who are in danger of

cutting their feet on broken glass and the edges of old tin cans. Throwing rubbish into the sea

dates back hundreds of years, but when once the rubbish only consisted of food scraps, it now

includes car batteries and coke bottles, which don’t breakdown like banana skins!

Such scenarios reminded me of similar situations in my own country or elsewhere in the world.

Adjusting to change doesn’t come easy – but if we want to avoid getting our feet cut every time

we go for a swim, or losing our house from flooding, this community, just like all of us, will need

to start rethinking the way we have been doing things.

How did the islanders react?

It has taken us a long time to get a copy of the film to the community. This is mainly because of

the remoteness of the location, and the very few boat trips that are made to the island each year.

We would have loved to go back to Takuu and show the film to the islanders ourselves, but

because of a lack of funds and the difficulties of getting there, we gave a DVD to Richard Moyle

– the ethnomusicologist who indirectly introduced me to the island of Takuu when I read an

article about his studies on the island’s customs and music – who traveled there a few weeks

ago.

He told us that overall the community spoke with gratitude of the film, mentioning it was

something important in their lives. This news makes me really happy, as I have always hoped

that the film might eventually be used by the community as an archival resource and historical

document.

There are very few photographic records of the island or its people other than what Richard and

we have recorded. In this sense, making this film has had a significant cultural impact on the

community, in comparison to most other films, where there is more access to media and

cameras.

What does it feel like to be a documentary filmmaker?

I love filmmaking for its potential to change people in positive ways. In this instance, through the

scientists, filmmakers and participants’ active engagement in the process of making the film, a

transformation took place. Documentary has a unique way of creating a ritual out of an event.

Through the apparatus of the camera, participants being filmed respond in a certain way. When

confronted with the camera’s lens there is a particular gravity to what is being said and a sense
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of permanence.

We can’t always say how a film is going to change the world. Sometimes it’s a little change, like a

seed planted inside the mind of the viewer. And sometimes it is a big change – consider the

dramatic impact of a film such as An Inconvenient Truth. But whether it’s big or small, it is a

change, and I really feel all these changes count.

— JP

Copyright © 2011 The Jakarta Post - PT Bina Media Tenggara. All Rights Reserved.

Source URL: http://www.thejakartapost.com/news/2011/02/25/a-disappearing-island.html
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The Disappearing Pacific Island

I wanted to alert you to look for a documentary I learned about at

an event last night. The film is called, There Once Was an Island,

and tells the story of a tiny atoll in the South Pacific that faces an

uncertain future. I haven't yet seen it, but it looks fascinating.

The island's future is uncertain because it appears to be sinking

into the sea--a problem of some urgency for its isolated
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(Prisoner of love. Blue sky above.

You can't put my heart in

jaaaaaaail.)
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population of five hundred people.

The young woman who produced the film--thirty-year-old Briar

March--is a New Zealander working on her MFA at Stanford

University. She read about the atoll in 2006 and, with great

difficulty, worked to tell its story. 

The difficulty came because the island--near-but-not-so-near to

Bouganville, in the Solomon Islands--can be reached by ship only

once every two or three months and has no electricity. She and

her crew had to use solar panels to charge their equipment,

remaining on the island for months at a time and living, along

with the natives, in thatched huts without indoor plumbing.

March is from an arty family of Kiwis--(she described her parents

as hippies!)--and she's already won a Fulbright Fellowship in

addition to her scholarships to Stanford University, so she is

clearly a talented young woman.

Briar March, center, with her parents in New Zealand.

I found her point of view interesting because she did not

immediately attribute the island's problems to global warming.

Instead, she did real research on what is happening there: ("It's

wondering if my scarecrow is

replicating. (See scarecrow story at

left ... )
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complicated," she said). She also worked to make a difference:

bringing a scientist with her on one visit, so GPS mapping could

be used to help the population make informed decisions about

evacuating.

While she was there, there was a flood. I hate to call that a

filmmaker's dream--because it clearly wasn't a good thing for the

locals--but it is the kind of thing that clearly helped her tell the

story.

As a television news reporter, it took me several years to realize

that my job was like the job of a documentarian (though slightly

more low brow): I was making little non-fiction movies every day.

A good story was almost never difficult to tell. If a story was

difficult to tell, it generally wasn't a good story.

Not a problem with this tale. Keep your eye out for this award-

winning film.
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There Once Was An Island: Te Henua e Nnoho, produced

by Briar March and Lyn Collie. For more information click on:

THERE ONCE WAS AN ISLAND WEB SITE
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Film on Pacific climate change clinches Leipzig revolution prize

Stephen Brown 
26 October 2010

Leipzig, Germany (ENInews). A film charting the dilemmas facing a community of 400 people on a Pacific

atoll threatened by rising sea levels, due to climate change, has clinched a prize to commemorate East

Germany's 1989 "peaceful revolution".

Trailer for There Once was an Island: Te Henua e Nnoho from On The Level Productions on Vimeo 

The New Zealand film, "There Once Was an Island: Te Henua e Nnoho", is the first production to receive

the "Leipzig Ring" prize awarded by the Peaceful Revolution Foundation, during the 53rd International

Leipzig Festival for Documentaries and Animation Films. 
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"The film took four years to make. A lot of that time I was struggling to find funding for it. Many people

thought I was crazy," producer Briar March said after being presented with the award in a 23 October

ceremony at Leipzig's Nikolaikirche (St Nicholas' Church). 

The church was the scene of peace prayers that in 1989 preceded mass protests calling for democracy in

communist-ruled East Germany. 

"The people of Leipzig have shown the world that societies and systems can be changed non-violently

through civil courage," said Rainer Vor, the chairperson of the Peaceful Revolution Foundation, founded in

2009 to promote the non-violent values of the protests. 

Its film prize is for a documentary that portrays civic engagement for democracy and human rights or where

the producer has demonstrated personal commitment or great personal courage in making the film. 

"There Once was an Island" follows the Polynesian community of Takuu, a string of islets on a reef around

a central lagoon in the south western Pacific. People live on the islet called Nukutoa. 

Takuu is located about 250 kilometres northeast of Bougainville and part of the Autonomous Region of

Bougainville which is in turn part of Papua New Guinea. 

As a tidal flood rips through the atoll, the island community faces the choice of whether to move to an

uncertain future in Bougainville or to stay on Takuu and fight for a different, but equally uncertain, outcome. 

Explaining the difficulties she faced making the film, March recounted that there were only four boats a year

to the island and they do not follow a regular timetable. The island has no mains electricity. "I want to thank

the Takuu community," she said. "They are the ones who made this film possible." 

The jury praised the way the film portrays the islanders' calm, composure and determination in responding

to the threats facing the island. It said it helps those seeing the film in places such as Germany to see "that

our lifestyle and the resulting climate change is a reason why the island faces such threats". 

The award is a sculpture in the shape of the Leipzig inner city ring road where the pro-democracy

demonstrators marched in 1989, and a cash prize of 5000 euros. 

Ten films were shortlisted for the award, dealing with themes such as the Russian-Georgian conflict of

2008, civic rights activists of East Germany during the transition to democracy, an environmental cover-up

in Kyrgyzstan, and Iran's political protests of 2009. 
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• Film Web site: www.thereoncewasanisland.com 

• Peaceful Revolution Foundation Web site (in German): www.stiftung-fr.de 

• ENInews ' managing editor Stephen Brown is a member of the World Association for Christian

Communication's Europe steering committee, one of the contributors to the prize. 
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Still in Motion

October 24, 2010

Award Winners at DOK-Leipzig

First of all, apologies for all the different font sizes and

styles going on for the last few posts.  Typepad has a

habit of occasionally re-jiggering their templates (with

no notice), so I have to settle into finding a new look

and size that I like.  Helvetica never disappoints.

So I'm just back from Leipzig where I jammed my eyes and brain full of animation--it was lovely.  It

was, without a doubt, one of the most superbly organized events I've ever attended and downright

relaxing.  I don't experience that at too many fests.  I did manage to see a few "live-action" docs, as

well, and am pleased to see that the juries picked some really outstanding films from the program on

which to bestow awards, with generous award winnings totalling 71,000 euros.

The winner of the inaugural Leipziger Ring Film Award,

presented by the Peaceful Revolution Foundation, went

to New Zealand filmmaker, Briar March, for her film

There Once Was an Island: Te Henua e Nnoho.  The

jury awarded March with a 5000 euro prize for her film

which tells the story of the struggle for survivial of the

400 residents that inhabit the small South Pacific island

of Nukuta, a place that is disappearing due to climate change.  This prize will go a long way in helping

the filmmaker with her primary goal: raising global awareness about this very specific environmental

issue and highlighting the spirit of solidarity that needs to be created with the inhabitants of Nukuta to

save their homeland from perishing.  (Still from film pictured.)

Here is an overview of most of the award winners:  the

International Jury for Documentary Film gave the

Golden Dove to Jerzey Sladkowski's Vodka Factory

from Sweden (still from film, pictured); the Silver Dove

went to Miesten vuoro (Steam of Life) by Joonas

Berghäll and Mika Hotakainen (Finland, Sweden).  The

jury also gave honorable mentions to Goodnight

Nobody by Jacqueline Zünd (Switzerland, Germany),

and Samir Abdallah's Gaza crève l'écran / Gaza on

http://www.thereoncewasanisland.com/
http://stillinmotion.typepad.com/.a/6a00d834525c8d69e20134886f0990970c-pi
http://stillinmotion.typepad.com/.a/6a00d834525c8d69e20133f54f273c970b-pi
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Air (Egypt, Palestine, France).

The German Jury for Documentary Film gave the top

prize to Gereon Wetzel and Jörg Adolph for their How

to Make a Book with Steidl.  Chris Wright and Stefan

Kolbe received an honorary mention for their beautiful

and deeply moving film, The Home / Kleinstheim,

about adolescents growing up together in a group

home.  (Still from The Home, pictured.)

The International Jury for the Young Talent

Competition gave a prize to Brazilian filmmaker, Rodrigo Siqueira, for Terra deu, terra come / The

Earth Giveth, the Earth Taketh.  The prize of 10,000 euros will go towards initial funding for his next

documentary.  Prizes from this jury also went to Macarena Aguiló for El edificio los chilenos / The

Chilean Building (honorable mention); Polish filmmaker, Marta Minorowicz, for Kawalek lata / A

Piece of Summer (Golden Dove for mid-length); and, Anja Strelets for Natascha (honorary mention

for mid-length).

The International Jury for Animated Film awarded the

Golden Dove to François Alaux, Hervé de Crécy and

Ludovic Houplain (France) for their brilliant film,

Logorama.  The Silver Dove went to Matray (France)

for the delightful (and way too short!) Babioles.  The

best German animated film went to Felix Gönnert for

his wonderful film, Apollo, definitely one of my

favorites out of the 75 animated films I saw at the fest. 

(Did I mention that I left Leipzig with an eye infection? 

Too many cartoons?  Who knows.)  Honorary mentions

for animation went to Anita Killi (Norway) for Sinna

mann (Angry Man) and Vessela Dantcheva (Germany, Bulgaria) for Anna Blume.  The coveted

audience award also went to an animated film.  Called "the mephisto 97.6 Publikumspreis," the award

went to Bastien Dubois' Madagascar, carnet de voyage / Madagascar, A Journey Diary (another

brilliant and stunningly beautiful piece that was way too short--still from film, pictured). 

Read about these films and other award winners on the festival's website here.  There are also

podcasts available for downloading off the site including the master class with Sergey Dvortsevoy,

the Animadoc Podium, and the DOK Podium on Crowdfunding--all well worth a listen.

For my new screening series in Berlin called Kino Satellite, co-produced and co-curated with Andrew

http://bentenfilms.com/
http://stillinmotion.typepad.com/.a/6a00d834525c8d69e20134886f0c13970c-pi
http://stillinmotion.typepad.com/.a/6a00d834525c8d69e20133f54f27ea970b-pi
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Grant, we will be collaborating with the new head of the animation program at Leipzig, Annegret

Richter, to bring our audience in Berlin some selections from the animated documentary and new

German animation programs.  Look for that soon.

Also, look for more of my extensive coverage on the animation program in the next issue of DOX. 

For those of you that don't subscribe (but you should), once the issue is published, I will re-print the

article here on SIM.

Congrats to all the winners from Leipzig!
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Boost Pacific climate change ‘frontline’ coverage and analysis,
educator tells media

Posted By Rua On September 18, 2010 @ 3:50 pm In Articles,Asia-Pacific Journalism,Fiji,NZ,Pacific

Headlines | 4 Comments

[1]

David Robie speaking at the creativity and climate change

conference in Suva, Fiji. Photo: Shailendra Singh/USP

Pacific Scoop

Report – By Pacific Media Watch in Suva

News media need to boost their coverage and analysis of Pacific environmental issues to meet the

critical challenges facing the region, says a journalism educator.

Associate Professor David Robie, director of the Pacific Media Centre, told a creativity and climate

change conference at the University of the South Pacific this week that most media were not doing

enough about the issues.

http://pacific.scoop.co.nz/wp-content/uploads/2010/09/david_conference_100915.jpg
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 [2]With up to 75 million Asia-Pacific climate change refugees being

predicted by 2050 by many science reports, news media needed to urgently “up their game” on

environmental reporting.

Describing some of the environmental indicators confronting the region and the failure of Australia

and New Zealand to adopt more radical carbon emission reduction targets and to give greater

support to adaptation strategies in the Pacific, Dr Robie told the conference [3] developing nations in

the Pacific were in the frontline of global climate change.

News media needed to adopt “frontline” news reporting and analysis strategies to challenge policy

priorities.

The survival of countries such as Kiribati, Tuvalu and remote parts of the Cook Islands, French

Polynesia, Papua New Guinea and Tonga were at stake.

[4]

A king tide strikes on Takuu Atoll,

Papua New Guinea. Photo: Still

from There Once Was an Island.

Climate change had the potential to have an impact on almost every development and poverty

issue in the region.

Part of solution?

“So where does the mainstream media fit in the middle of this complex scenario and the digital

technologies revolution? Is the media part of the problem or part of the solution?” Dr Robie asked.

“For the most part, it is probably part of the problem. The relentless pursuit of ratings, short-term

circulation spinoffs, the dumbing down of content and ruthless cutting back of staff are examples of

this.

http://pacific.scoop.co.nz/wp-content/uploads/2010/09/High-waves-Once-Island.jpg
http://pacific.scoop.co.nz/wp-content/uploads/2010/09/usp_conference_logo_sml.jpg
http://www.usp.ac.fj/index.php?id=9020


1/11/11 11:22 AMPacific.scoop.co.nz » Boost Pacific climate change ‘frontline’ coverage and analysis, educator tells media » Print

Page 3 of 4http://pacific.scoop.co.nz/2010/09/boost-pacific-climate-change-frontline-coverage-and-analysis-educator-tells-media/print/

“And there are many instances of poor editorial judgment or downright sensationalist opportunism

that accentuate this problem.

“These frequently overshadow the times when the news media does a credible job and puts in

considerable effort over public social justice and environmental issues and other agenda-setting

reports such as climate change.”

Dr Robie talked of several innovative information initiatives on climate change and the effective use

of social and independent media that challenges mainstream “sluggishness” on the issues.

He praised the experimental new media project headed by the University of Technology, Sydney,

based on the website Reportage-Enviro www.reportage-enviro.com [5] which is linked to the Global

Environmental Journalism Initiative (GEGI) – run cooperatively by several international journalism

schools – and Pacific Scoop.

 

[6]

Young girls on Takuu Atoll. Photo:

Still from There Once Was an

Island.

Climate refugee film

One of the highlights of the conference was the screening of the new film There Once Was an Island

: Te Henua e Nnoho [7] directed by New Zealander Briar March, which tells the story of an isolated

Polynesian community on Takuu  Atoll in the Mortlocks in Papua New Guinea losing their culture and

their homes as some prepare to relocate in Melanesian Bougainville more than 250 km to the

south-west.

They are among the first of the climate change refugees in the Pacific and their on-screen story was

greeted with emotion by the audience.

More about There Once Was an Island [7].

The USP creativity and climate change conference. [3]
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Breaking the Waves:
There Once Was An Island

BY JACOB POWELL | JUNE 14, 2010

Climate change reaches the shoreline of south-west Pacific atoll Takuu in Briar

March’s poignant eco-documentary.

Like fabled Atlantis of old, an isolated Island in the South Pacific is being slowly consumed by the

ever-rising tide. There Once Was An Island: Te Henua e Nnoho—the second feature from

young New Zealand documentary filmmaker Briar March—gets right amongst the sun-drenched

palms and ocean spray of Takuu (aka the Mortlock Islands) to discover what is to become of a land

and people in crisis. Inspired in part by the work University of Auckland anthropologist Richard

Moyle, the filmmakers document the intimate journey of a people struggling to maintain their place

in our world—both culturally and geographically—as their home slowly disappears beneath the

breaking waves. This illustrates a broader narrative about the global impacts of accelerated climate

change; a story in which, ultimately, we all play a part.

Shooting was accomplished during two trips to the island: first in 2006, then again in 2008. Director

March, along with producer Lyn Collie and team, decamped from New Zealand to the balmy if

occasionally hazardous climes of Takuu in the South Pacific. 250 kilometres off the coast of

Bougainville, Takuu’s tiny population (approx. 400) are of Polynesian rather than Melanesian origin

(the latter being the prevailing ethnic group in the region). Indeed, watching the film, I was surprised

at how similar the islanders’ language is to Te Reo Maori. Braving challenging filming conditions—as

simple as lack of electricity to run equipment if batteries failed, through to encountering a storm

which saw waves wash over whole sections of the small island—the filmmakers worked hard to pull

together the various threads of the Takuu Islanders’ story.

Beautifully filmed, March frames and constructs her shots with the eye of an artist. The colours,

captured in high definition digital, are crisp and alive, creating real immediacy for the viewer and

contrasting the aching sense of loss evoked in the unfolding story. In pure aesthetic terms I found the

opening and closing shots of the open sea particularly memorable and poetic.

March’s documentary style flits between personal interview and fly-on-the wall. She canvasses the

various positions held by different factions in the tribe (as represented by particular interviewees, in

community debate and family discussion) but rather than advocating for the relocation of the island’s
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inhabitants to (a non-coastal area of) Bougainville, it is clear the director favours a solution that would

see the Islanders remain where their roots are for as long as they are able. Fair enough. The argument

for the latter is certainly compelling, particularly when a couple of Australian scientists (an

oceanographer and a geomorphologist!) are shipped in to assess the situation during the filmmakers’

second stay.

An Island’s micro-to-macro structure echoes Marc and Nick Francis’s deconstruction of the global

coffee trade through the lens of a specific Ethiopian grower cooperative in their 2006 documentary

Black Gold. Likewise, An Island successfully connects the viewer to the plight of Takuu by

highlighting our part (insignificant though it may seem) in its slow but steady submersion—

reminiscent of the way in which Edward Burtynsky illustrates our indirect complicity in negatively

impacting our physical environment as seen in Jennifer Baichwal’s similarly themed Manufactured

Landscapes (2006). On occasion the film’s various story elements lose their sense of cohesion, which

might, in part, be attributed to the unusual constraints the filmmakers had to contend with. So

isolated is Takuu that its primary connection to the outside world is via charter boat from

Bougainville which is too expensive to keep to a reliable schedule. Costly and difficult to get in and out

of, no additional shooting was possible. Nevertheless, March manages to keep the logical flow of her

picture clear and works well with the footage she has available.

An Island derives its significant emotional impact primarily from the vulnerability and artlessness of

the Takuu islanders. The director wisely ensures they are kept to the fore. These people are confronted

with the kind of tragedy few of us will ever have to face and of a magnitude that is difficult to fathom.

To lose your entire land would be to lose your sense of place in the world. One scientist, in a poignant

statement to the camera, outlines the cruel irony that these people, who, though paying the highest

cost of global climate change, have made the least contribution to its advent. Despite the serious

themes, it is to the credit of the filmmakers and the people of Takuu that March’s documentary does

not leave you feeling cynical and disillusioned, but rather with a strong sense of hope. Positive

outcomes are still possible: both in terms of Takuu’s situation and the broader arena of global climate

change. There Once Was An Island lets us know that the ending isn’t written and that we’re holding

the pen. A challenge is left at our feet; will we take it up? Will we play our part in making the

necessary changes to benefit our neighbours and future generations to come?

Dir. Briar March

New Zealand, 2010; 80 minutes

In English, Takuu and Tok Pisin, with English subtitles

Screening: Auckland, Wellington, Christchurch, Dunedin. For New Zealand International Film Festival

dates, programme details, and screenings in other regions, visit nzff.co.nz.
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Making There Once Was An Island

Clive Neeson on Last Paradise
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Quotes from Educators 

 

“This emotionally charged documentary had audiences in tears… It will 

completely change your outlook on life.” 

- Raindance Film Festival 
 

"There Once Was an Island powerfully depicts the islanders’ struggle to come to 

grips with their changing world.  I anticipate using this film for introductory 

classes in cultural anthropology, Pacific ethnography, and social and 

environmental change.” 

- Richard Feinberg, Professor of Anthropology, Kent State University 
 

“It is one thing to sit in a classroom and be taught about climate change, but it's 

another thing to be completely enraptured by the true reality of climate change 

taking its course. This movie explores many different teaching possibilities and 

can be used across numerous contexts…” 

- Kapisha Patel, Social Sciences High School Teacher, One Tree Hill College, 

New Zealand 
 

“The sinking of an island can signify the end of the world to a village elder, a 

logistical problem to an engineer, or merely an afterthought to a government 

official. The film eloquently tries to reconcile these opposing perspectives by 

gradually convincing us of the weight of small things.” 

- Sean Gilbert, Film Reviewer, London 


