


Welcome 
to the 10th 

anniversary issue 
of Roots&Wings, the 

Filipino online magazine 
in Europe.

  
We started as a hard copy 

magazine way back in August 
2009, delivering to many parts 

Desiderata? “With all its sham, drudgery and 
broken dreams, it is still a beautiful world. Be 
careful, strive to be happy”. Or why not heed 
a harder call  “Follow me, and I will make you 
fishers of men?”

Last May, a group of Filipinos in Stockholm had 
the great honor and privilege to meet Cherrie 
Atilano in Stockholm when she attended the 
Swedish Institute Management Program on 
Sustainability. At first, you see a bubbly girl 
with twinkling eyes, then the eyes turn serious 
and wet, and if you are the deep type, you will 
soon discover why. Cherrie has taken upon 
herself the heavy task of lifting up the plight 
of the farmers back home. The farmers who 
are responsible for our survival, they who toil 
from the rising of the sun to the setting of the 
moon, eight days a week, rain or shine, hot or 
cold. Farmers are God’s gift to mankind. When 
we come to this epiphany, then there is still 
hope for mankind.

As ABBA from Sweden of course, have sang, 
“there’s no hurry anymore, when all is said 
and done” it does not apply to us. We need to 
hurry, even if all has been said, there is much 
to be done. Go, give, open your heart and see 
for yourself. 

Summer in Europe means ice cream, 
strawberries, barbecues. But soon it is over. 
We look forward to autumn, to harvest time. 
You literally reap what you have sown. Mine 
are artichokes and tomatoes, apples and 
plums. 

Mabuhay tayong lahat.

Rachel Hansen
Editor-in-Chief & Founder

Dear Kababayans the team

Do Filipinos in Europe need a soft copy 
magazine about Arts & Culture, People 
and Places? Oh yes, we do. Our magazine 
is a platform and a proof that Euro-
Pinoys creativity, talent and hard work are 
recognized, admired and accepted. Although 
there are myriads of challenges to conquer, to 
overcome and to tackle, sooner if not later, we 
come to a point when we discover or stumble 
upon our ultimate purpose and then we shine.    

Take the case of our five brave Filipina artist 
in Sweden, enjoying the freedom to express 
themselves unreservedly, or the joys of 
designing and distributing handbags and 
jewelries from Portugal to the rest of Europe. 
Or singing one’s heart out in the operas and 
concert halls in Europe, or parading, dancing 
and eating our way during Independence Day 
celebrations. 

Oh yes, we are aware of the dark clouds 
looming in the horizon. Crisis upon crisis. 
Catastrophes after catastrophes, wars and 
rumors of wars, even threats of communist 
infiltrations, to name just a few. What to do? 
Where to go? Who to turn to? Remember 

of Europe but turning out to be unsustainable 
we decided to switch to soft copies. 
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Last May, Cherrie was in Stockholm to attend 
the Swedish Institute Management Program 
on Sustainable Strategies.  A group of Pinoy-
Swedes gathered to meet and greet Cherrie 
and to find out more about AGREA’s projects. 
Cherrie shared with the audience a video 
fencompassing the ground activities of the 
AGREA team and glimpses in the life of the 
farmers. It was a film that really touched the 
heart and opened the eyes of the viewers. 
Now, not only is there hope but there is a 
bright future for farmers and farming in the 
Philippines. But more help is needed.

Farming in Sweden – a short background
One should not compare countries but one 
can see that farming in Sweden is one of 
the most technically advanced in the world 
and farms are state of the art. Farmers are 
highly respected members of the community, 
some are even engaged in politics. Just 
for inspiration worth mentioning- a 
former prime minister, the now deceased 

Cherrie De Erit Atilano is the founding farmer and CEO of AGREA, 
an innovative, inclusive business based in the island province of 

Marinduque, Philippines. AGREA aims to create a living model of a 
replicable, one-island economy with a social mission of cultivation of 

human beings through livelihood that is indigenous to the land.

Torbjörn Fälldin, was a farmer; he founded 
the Agrarian Party Farmers League, now 
renamed the Center Party. After his term as 
prime minister was over, he went back to 
farming and was proud to drive around in his 
tractor. Farming in Sweden is also a highly 
subsidized sector with farmers getting a 
lot of financial state support. Now with the 
latest recommendation/trend to save our sick 
planet, food should be plant-based. Therefore 
farming should be the number one most 
interesting and urgent activity human beings 
should engage in! Without crops, vegetables 
and fruits, life will not last very long. So, if 
we want a long and healthy life, we need to 
give our farmers all the love, support and 
encouragement they need. 

Back to AGREA and its Ongoing Projects

1. The Garden Classroom (TGC) – AGREA 
builds gardens in public elementary schools 
with high case of malnutrition. Through 
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this garden, they train the teachers, 
parents and pupils to plant their own 
organic vegetables that they then use 
for the school feeding program and 
sometimes the kids bring home for 
their parents to cook.

2. GROW: Dream Awake. Cultivate 
- This is a leadership and agri-
preneurship program to empower 
the youth from war zone areas in 
Mindanao to be game changers 
in creating livelihood community 
programs.

3. Self-palayance – AGREA provides capacity 
building programs (values formation, 
technology transfer and financial literacy) 
to small holder farmers to equip them to 
be farmer entrepreneurs focusing on rice 
integrated farming with livestock, poultry 
and vegetables. “Palay-ance” Palay is Filipino 
word for rice.

4. AGREA Spices (Better Price. Better Life) - 
provides inclusive businesses to smallholder 
farmers to plant turmeric and other spices 
on an ethical manner by circumventing 
traders. They are provided access to capital, 
technology support and fair-trade market.
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5. Leaders and Entrepreneurs in 
Agriculture Forum (LEAF) – AGREA 
conducts dialogue for all stakeholders 
in agriculture, public, private, NGOs and 
academe to discuss issues in the sector and 
provide action steps for each stakeholder to 
take actions in their own respective offices.

6. Women Farmers – AGREA launched in 
Siargao island a step first women-led island 
in the Philippines. Empowering the women 
to be farmers and agripreneurs to solve the 
islands problem in food security as the men 
left the farms to be service providers in the 
tourism industry.

7. Farm School - this is licensed and 
accredited by the Government of the 
Philippines. AGREA train farmers and non-
farmers who are willing to go into agriculture 
the fundamentals and skills development in 
agriculture and agribusiness.

Do more good! The world needs 
goodness and kindness.
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Q&A WITH CHERRIE

ROOTS AND WINGS AUGUST 2019 | PROFILE

as interviewed by Dan Mayor | Stockholm

You are the   CEO   and   Founding  Farmer  
of   AGREA.  When   did    you   decide  that   
this  is what  you  wanted   to  do?   And  
what  inspired  you  to want  to  do  this? 

I believe that it is my life’s mission and 
purpose to dignify the Philippine agriculture 
sector. The vision   to make our Filipino 
farmers world-class just pulls me to work 
and make  it  a reality.  I  believe  our farmers  
are  true-blooded  Filipinos – they   are  so  
connected  to  the  land. My parents were 
my main inspiration to this. I have learned a 
lot while growing up in a  sugar cane  farm,  
teaching  farmers   at   the   age   of   12, 
teaching  sustainable  agriculture   to ex- 
convicts, and working with farmers everyday.

You worked in  PTV4  and  as  a consultant  
with  the Department of Agrarian  Reform  
(DAR) prior to starting Agrea. Was this 
part of the plan? 

Yes, I have worked in PTV 4 as a morning 
show host, and also as a consultant at DAR. 
I did not plan to be doing both of these as 
sidelines, and to mention, I was a full-time 
volunteer at Gawad Kalinga all at the same 
time. But these unplanned engagements have 
been great learning experiences for me, and 
I have met great people who  are  influencers  
in  our agriculture sector. Now I can see how 
these unplanned pieces are all connected, 

and part of a bigger and beautiful plan – and 
that’s AGREA.

You have received many awards through 
the years, to mention just a few:
-2018 The Outstanding Young Men/Women 
(TOYM)
-2018 First Awardee of Women of the 
Future Social Entrepreneur in South East 
Asia
-2017 Inspiring Filipina Entrepreneur
-2016 The Outstanding Women in Nation’s 
Service Award
 One of the ASEAN Emerging Leaders 
(ANGELS) by Channel News Asia
 Visionary in Asia by Japan NHK World 
News. 
Which of these awards have been most 
significant to you?

I am always grateful and humbled for these 
recognitions. But it is always heartwarming 
to be recognized as an impactful individual 
to the Filipino people. That’s why, I consider 
The Outstanding Young Men/Women (TOYM) 
2018 award, the most significant so far. 
TOYM is a once in a lifetime award given to 
outstanding Filipino individuals, who have 
shown exceptional leadership in nation-
building. I am inspired with the awardees, 
and I am very grateful to belong in such an 
amazing group of Filipino changemakers.
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You started AGREA in Marinduque. You 
wanted that not only the farmers but 
the local government to buy in on your 
business idea. But then it must have been 
tough like all other start-up businesses. 
What was your biggest challenge? And how 
did you manage to get past the challenge?

Food security is not just the responsibility 
of our farmers; it’s everyone’s responsibility. 
We believe in our one-island economy 
model because we know it works, and 
we want to share it to the world. Starting 
AGREA has been challenging, especially on 
inspiring people to believe in your vision 
and implement it on the ground. And until 
now, different factors continue to challenge 
us. Some people laughed at us, pulled us 
down, and pushed us to give up. We learned 
a lot from these challenges. We learned to 
focus on people and institutions that support 
and believe in our vision and mission as an 
organization. Most importantly, we found 
home and family as AGREA Team. Now other 
islands want to replicate what we do in 
Marinduque to their communities, because 
they see our work works. Yes to more one-
island economies.

On top of all the awards you have received 
so far, your work has been recognized by 
world leaders, like Jacinda Arden (PM of 
New Zealand), Malcolm Turnbull (PM of 
Australia), Barrack Obama (former U.S. 
president) and even by Pope Francis. What 
did you get from these meetings? How did 
it help your advocacies?

I am inspired by meeting these people. 
They too, value humility despite being very 
powerful and impactful to their respective 
communities. I am humbled to have met 

and recognized by them. I believe meeting 
them widened my network of like-minded 
changemakers from all over the world, and 
also my perspective on serving communities.

A great part of your advocacy is working 
with farmers and teaching them. How 
is it received by the farmers and the 
communities?

When we engage with our farming 
communities, we are not Messianic - like we 
say to them “we can solve all your problems 
with our programs that we plan together”. 
We ask the farmers “what is your dream? 
Let’s dream together.” We develop our 
programs with them. We do a lot of values 
and leadership trainings with our farmers; 
we balance soft skills and technical skills 
trainings. This is received by our farming 
communities very positively, that they were 
the one recommending our programs to other 
farmers. They say “i-Agrea” nyo na ang farms 
nyo” (make your farms AGREA). Imagine, 
farmers use AGREA as an action word; I think 
that’s beautiful!

I consider you as an icon/ role model for 
Filipinos especially to the women. Do you 
feel like an icon/ role model? How does 
this affect your way of living? What would 
you like to say to the Filipinos aspiring to 
be entrepreneurs? Any tips?

It’s very humbling and inspiring at the same 
time, to be considered as a role model, 
especially to women. This keeps me grounded 
everyday and adds fuel to my mission in 
agriculture. To aspiring Filipino entrepreneurs, 
surround yourself with people who inspire 
courage, and empower you to be your best.
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You have some major achievements, met 
some really important people, yet you are 
very approachable and down to earth. 
Keanu Reeves was asked “How do you stay 
down to earth?” He replied with “Gravity”. 
What is yours?

I really value humility. I work in agriculture 
and with farming communities, staying 
grounded (literally and metaphorically) is 
a way of life for us. Our mission in AGREA 
to dignify the agriculture sector in the 
Philippines keeps my self-compass balanced 
– which makes me humbly aware, yet full of 
grit to focus on this mission at the same time.

You have projects at Marinduque, among 
others the Solar powered pumping 
stations, and you have started training 
women farmers in Siargao...What’s next in 
your agenda?

Our work in agriculture is our lifetime 
mission. We want to share these projects 
with our communities as a legacy. Now, we 

are looking into how we can inspire and 
influence national policy-level decision-
making to advance our agriculture in the 
Philippines. We are looking into women in 
agriculture, and financial inclusion as the 
focus of these policies. We believe when we 
influence policy, these are not just projects, 
but it will be encompassing guides and basis 
for agricultural development adopted by the 
whole country.

How can our readers help Agrea in its 
advocacies?

I always believe everyone has the capacity to 
be a changemaker. In AGREA, we want readers 
and communities to be inspired by what we 
do, that they will be movers and changemakers 
themselves. One can start by doing simple and 
small thing that makes one feel good and at 
peace to sleep at night. Yes, all are welcome to 
collaborate with us through sending a message 
to hello@agrea.ph.

Cherrie speaks at the 2018 ASEAN Agriculture Summit 2018.
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We have entered a challenging yet exciting 
time. The time of influencer generation and 
the time of weaponization of social media 
platforms. 

Amidst the noise of it all, is a quiet yet 
dignified revolution – one where women 
are making known their identities and 
fighting for their rights head on and one 
where women are working harder than they 
have ever been to let their voices be heard 
through arts. 

Women have always played an integral role 
in Arts yet there still exists an undeniable 
marginality and imbalance. True that a bit 
over 50% of visual artists today are women 
but the reality on the ground is that the 
statistics for the representation of women 

in galleries and exhibitions continue to 
be disheartening.

This is why the artists exhibition that 
took place in Stockholm, Sweden, at 
Gallery Movitz on May 31-June 6, 2019 by five 
brave Filipinas was a very welcome one. 

Artists in the persons of Helen Svendgaard, 
Emelie Eklund, Aya Sunga-Askert, 
Maria Nanette del Rosario and Mayline 
Tano Blomberg brought diverse voices into 
the small yet quaint art quarter in Stockholm.

Organized by Helen and Emelia, co-founders 
of Asian Women Artists in Europe, its goal 
is to support and encourage Filipinos and 
other Asian women artists living in Europe 
to develop their skills and trade experiences 

Narrative through 
Revolution of Filipino 

Women in Arts
Five Filipina Artists Summer Exhibition at 

Gallery Movitz in Stockholm, Sweden
words by Errah Cavallin | Stockholm
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so each of them may become better at what 
they do. After all, there is nothing better than 
women lifting each other´s chairs.

These five women who exhibited recently are 
working together to represent Filipinos 
and other Asian women in collections and 
galleries so that women in the world of arts 
may continue to be represented and rise to 
the top.

As innovators in artistic expression, these five 
women brought varying interpretations and 
inspiration. Below is a run-down of what they 
showcased at the gallery.

Times are changing. Important conversations 
are happening, and the spotlights are starting 
to turn to women. These five women artists 

are not sitting idly by, they are working. They 
are trying to change the narrative and shine 
light on the existence and under celebration 
of skilled women in the field of Arts.

There is still so much to be done but things 
are moving in the right direction. The right 
questions are now starting to be asked, 
demands are now being made, and soon 
enough segregation of women in the arts will 
be a thing of the past. 

Until then, these brilliant Filipina artists will 
continue to shine even bolder and brighter 
with a lot of class, innovation, inspiration and 
varied artistic expressions.

13



14



”Paris! My spontaneous visit to Paris last 
year generated an oeuvre that I named Cri 
de Coeur (cry of the heart) that consists of 
a bronze sculptured torso with butterflies 
that portrays my interpretation of the Eiffel 
Tower, three assemblages that depicts the 
bliss and adversities of love, and artworks in 
pop art style that illustrate my views about 
France’s recent conundrum - the yellow vest 
demonstration. 

Each of this artwork stemmed from an intense 
emotion. I make art not only to present beauty 
but also to tell a narrative with humor or with 
melancholic reflections. I always encourage 
people to disassociate their minds from what 

Aya 
Sunga
Askert
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they know and look at my works like they are 
looking at it for the first time, like a child - 
fresh with wonder. The nails in my assemblage 
don’t mean pain or the vibrant colors in my 
digital art don’t mean happiness. Every piece 
in my body of work has a story and it aims 
to provoke a viewer’s thoughts. I believe that 
art should comfort us with its beauty but at 
the same time it should feed our minds with 
knowledge and our souls with empathy. 

My art, whether inspired by a place like the 
amorous Paris or a situation, is always about 
humanity”.

- Aya Sunga Askert
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”Taking nature photography is a way for me 
to express my love for the two places I now 
consider home - Värmdö and Norrland. My 
works are composed of aerial and close-up 

shots of the archipelagos and picturesque 
sceneries taken either by my digital camera 
or by a drone. Capturing their beauty in all 

seasons through my lens gives me inner peace 
and serenity and sharing these images with 

others gives me satisfaction. 

Maylene Tano
Blomberg
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How wonderful it is to see faces smile when 
they look at my photography! I believe that 
nature has its healing power and I am glad I 
can deliver nature’s wonder to people through 
my art.”

- Maylene Tano Blomberg
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Emelia
White

Eklund
”Be it a landscape or a wildlife, nature 
is my favorite subject to capture. I 
love taking photos of flowers, insects, 
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and wildlife scenery for they give me 
simple joy and satisfaction. My works 
are taken during my travels, botanical 
garden visits, and strolls along 
coastlines. Nothing for me is taken for 
granted. I take every shot, every angle, 
and every opportunity what every 
thing of beauty in our nature offers, 
not only for myself but also to share it 
with others. My heart smiles when I see 
people look up to my works. 

When they appreciate my photography, 
they appreciate nature too.” 

- Emelia White Eklund
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Maria Nanette 
De Rosario

“My affinity for art is deeply 
rooted since childhood. At a 
young age, I’ve found sketching 
as way of escape and comfort. 
As a matter of fact, I’d dreamt of 
being an animator. I do portraits 
of subjects that I’m very fond of 
in charcoal, from my Yorkshire 
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terrier to fictional characters that come from 
my imagination. 

Recently, I have been experimenting with other 
mediums to create more art. I find painting 
abstract landscapes and human forms in 
acrylic enjoyable. I incorporate clay in my 
paintings to add dimension to my compositions 
and I apply gold appliqués to make them look 
more sophisticated. 

I want to learn more and to continue to grow 
as an artist. The only way for me to achieve 
that is to try out new techniques and to be 
open about making mistakes. I want to evolve, 
therefore I explore and make more art to my 
heart’s content”When they appreciate my 
photography, they appreciate nature too.” 

- Maria Nanette De Rosario
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Helen
Svendgaard

”I use vibrant colors in my artworks to 
convey a sense of vivre and happiness.The 

abstract images in most of my paintings 
are sceneries of places I accidentally 

stumbled upon or from an experience 
during my holidays in Sweden or abroad. 

My painting ”Red Fog Sun” depicts the 
thick fog surrounding the fiery sun that 
I saw one morning during my vacation 
in Morocco. My childhood is also one of 
my sources of my inspiration. In one of 
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my oil paintings, I portrayed 
the waterfall where I used to 

frolick about everyday when I 
was in my hometown Quezon. 

Photography is also a way 
for me to convey my artistic 

expression. Nature is my 
favorite subject to photography 

and I am fond of taking their 
inherently beautiful details. 

I also focus on capturing 
textures of ordinary things like 

moldering ropes, abandoned 
quays, and old walls and 

I try to make them look 
extraordinary in my images.

I create art for myself . The 
meditative effect I harbor from 

art gives me energy. I work in 
mental healthcare where I am 
a reservoir for people’s mental 
pain and grief and I use art to 

process what I experience at 
work. Creating art definitely 

gives me peace and harmony”.

- Helen Svendgaard
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ALERON, Latin for the winged one, soared 
higher into the European skies and sealed 

its victory at the second LIMBURGER 
MÄNNERCHOR FESTIVAL (Limburg Male Choir 

Festival) in Germany in May 2019.

the
winged

one
takes it

all
words by Betsy von Atzigen | Switzerland
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The Philippine-based all male choral group 
garnered championships in the MEN’S 
VOCAL ENSEMBLES and MALE CHOIRS OPEN 
CATEGORIES including the coveted Special 
Prize by the Hessian Prime Minister. The 
group earned the highest score in the whole 
competition and the distinction of being the 
only non-European choir in the roster.   

Christopher Amado Ong Arceo, Ensemble 
Director, baritone and voice coach, educated 
in San Francisco Conservatory of Music in San 
Francisco, California received the SPECIAL 
CHOIRMASTER PRIZE. Under Arceo’s direction, 
the choral group performed in Germany, 
Sweden, Denmark and Switzerland in its 2019 
European Tour.

ALERON’s special performance in the Swiss 
capital Berne on 15th June 2019 was hosted 
by the Philippine Embassy in Switzerland and 
Liechtenstein under H.E Denis Yap Lepatan, 

Madame Maria Teresa C. Lepatan, the 
Philippine Permanent Mission in Geneva and 
Berne diplomatic officials in commemoration 
of the 121st Anniversary of Philippine 
Independence. The event was graced by 
internationally acclaimed Filipino pianist Dr. 
Raul Sunico, ALERON, Filipinas Choral Group 
and celebrated Swiss-Filipino Chef Domingo 
Domingo of Mille Sens who catered the brunch 
for a large Filipino-European community.

In a brief encounter with Ensemble Director 
Chris Ong at the Embassy Chancery Grounds 
and again in Berne’s concert halls after the 
performance, here was a man who spoke 
humbly yet eloquently, sounding extremely 
determined and evidently worked tirelessly, 
step by step, piece by piece moving steadily 
toward a goal until its fulfilment. 

Between the morning Flag Raising Ceremony 
and late afternoon Concert, ALERON’s Social 

Photo courtesy of Aleron
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Media Manager and bass singer Leo Locsin 
spent appreciable time introducing the birth 
and growth of the choral group. It all began in 
2006 as the alumni ensemble of the Ateneo 
de Manila High School Glee Club under the 
musical direction of Chris Arceo. The group 
now consists of male choristers from diverse 
backgrounds, mainly from the Ateneo de Manila 
University and University of the Philippines 
musical networks. For recruitment of members, 
Leo asserts it’s open to students and career 
men who could sing and explore voices in 
a varied repertoire including the Filipino 
Kundiman. By the end of the conversation, 
Leo shared the story of a middle-aged host in 
Sweden who lost her job and felt lost in life. 
After listening and watching ALERON perform, 
it dawned on her a fresh direction to take.

Thirteen years on and a stout string of victories 
and performances, ALERON has stamped its 
name as an internationally formidable choral 
ensemble. Most notable are 2013 Manila 
First Prize Vocal Ensemble Category in 1st 

ANDREA O. VENERACION INTERNATIONAL 
CHORAL FESTIVAL; 2014 South Korea Gold 
Prize Classical Equal Voices Category and 
over-all Grand Prix winner of 10TH BUSAN 
CHORAL FESTIVAL and COMPETITION ; 2015 UK 
First master class by world-renowned KING’S 
SINGERS; 2015 Japan Gold Prize Folklore and 
Contemporary Categories and Overall Prize at 
31ST TAKARAZUKA INTERNATIONAL CHAMBER 
CHORUS CONTEST.

More in 2015, ALERON performed as 
Male Chorus in GIOACCHINO ROSSINI’S LA 
CENERENTOLA in Manila Meralco Theatre 
under Maestro Darrell Ang;  2015 Macau, China 
as Philippine representative to the inaugural 
INTERNATIONAL FEDERATION for CHORAL 
MUSIC (IFCM) WORLD CHORAL EXPO;  2015 
and 2016 Philippines ANI NG DANGAL AWARDS, 
NATIONAL COMMISSION for CULTURE and 
the ARTS (NCCA) which recognizes successful 
Filipino groups and individuals in artistic 
competitions abroad; 2017 Germany First 
Prize Male Choirs Category winner of 10TH 

Ensemble Director 
Christopher Amado Ong Arceo,

Photo courtesy of Aleron
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INTERNATIONALE CHORTAGE Mainhausen; 
2017 France Third Prize Equal Voices Category 
46ème FLORILÈGE VOCAL de TOURS and 2019’s 
overall victory at the Second LIMBURGER 
MÄNNERCHOR FESTIVAL in Germany.

This year’s European tour is propelled 
by vigorous music talent and exceptional 
commitment to perfect the craft in lieu of a 
mission under a well-suited theme “Exploring 
Identity, Fulfilling and Imparting.” The European 
continent is witness to this extraordinary 
Filipino choral group’s identity exploration 
and discovery of the various traditions of male 
choral singing. And yes! ALERON has prevailed 
in broadening the male soundscape across 
continents through innovative programming 
and the performance of repertoire across 
musical styles and genres. 

As evening drew on, there was no escape 
from the fury of musical tempers in ALERON’s 
performance of IN FIDE (To have faith in), 
INCIDERIS (Falling, you will be hewn) and 

INSCIENTE (Homeward) featuring music works 
by Alcala, Byrd, Des Prez, Holst, Foster and 
Puerling, Schubert, Strauss, Tormis, et al. The 
variety of vocals, sopranos, altos, tenors and 
basses pervaded the solemn stillness of 1926 
neoclassical concert hall of Yehudi Menuhin 
Forum, part of “Museumsquartier Kirchenfeld” 
standing sturdy and strong along Helvetiaplatz 
in the Swiss capital Berne. 

ALERON’s performance was truly diverse and 
the chorale experience totally unique. By 
concert’s end, inspiration and pride locked in 
hearts and tongues of the Filipino-European 
audience. 

Identity now explored, discovered, validated 
ALERON looks to fulfilling who they are, 
celebrating what they have become and 

imparting inspiration, collaborative contribution 
to choral culture. 

Photo courtesy of Phil Embassy Berne
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I first met Paula during a visit to Lisbon in early 
2018.  My mother was still assigned to the 
Philippine Embassy in Lisbon, and it so happened 
that Paula was also there. I had heard that she was 
a Filipina designer based in Portugal and started 
her own brand of Philippine handmade jewelry 
and clutches. I knew I had to meet her! Since then, I 
have cooperated with Paula for special occasions in 
the Czech Republic and special orders in Germany, 
with the aim to further promote “GUSTOKO” 
across Europe.  As a proud pinay at heart, I always 
enjoy promoting the Philippines – the culture, the 
people, the talent – everything that the country has 
to offer.  “GUSTOKO by Paula Figueras” is not just 
a brand, but a brand that promotes the Philippines 
in itself – from the fabric and local materials used, 
to its fashionable design.

What inspired you / made you start GUSTOKO?

My sister is an interior designer and in 2013 she 
invited me to attend a trade fair which showcased 
Filipino furniture designers. I was hesitant to go at 
first but then she told me that apart from furniture, 
there would be fashion accessories as well.

While she was checking out her thing, I went to the 
area where a lot of handbags and jewelries were 
displayed and I was astonished by the fact that 
there a lot of wonderful things which I didn’t know 
existed in the local market. The manufacturers 
I talked with said that a lot of their products are 
exported outside the Philippines for other brands. 

I felt sad that all these beautiful things are then re-
labeled to foreign brands and lose their identity as 
“Made in The Philippines”.

I also met a lovely couple during that day from 
Leyte whose production site was totally damaged 
by Typhoon Haiyan. They asked me to buy the fiber 
bags that they were able to save from the floods 
and sell them abroad as they were raising capital 
to restore their production. They told me that they 
felt so sad for their workers because they depend 
on them and every single day that goes by with 
them not working means less or even no food on 
the table for their families.

How are the bags / jewelry made? What kind of 
materials are used? Where are they made?

GUSTOKO by Paula Figueras

As interviewed by Rebecca Garcia | Prague

ROOTS AND WINGS AUGUST 2019 | BUSINESS
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I personally source local fibers and fabrics from all 
over the Philippines with great quality and which 
I think the European market will like. Everything 
is delivered to our production site in Marikina. 
I have 12 female embroiderers, all of which are 
housewives who do the embroideries in their 
houses so they can take care of their children at 
the same time. 

Most of them live near our production site so in 
the mornings they would go to our site and get 
patterns and materials to be embroidered. Then 
they would just bring them back when they’re 
finished. Sometimes they would send their little 
kids to get more straws or to ask for needles 
because theirs broke. It’s lovely to see it. Some 
of them would even ask their kids or husbands to 
“clean” their work after embroidering (the pattern 
printed in the paper needs to be torn from the 
embroidered fabric/fiber). 

I have a small team of bag makers. Some of them 
were trained before in shoe making because 
during the 90´s Marikina was very famous for 
leather shoes and even considered the “Shoe 
Capital of the Philippines”. But when the influx 
of Chinese imports came in, they weren’t able to 
compete with the prices. They tried to work with 
other leather products such as bags. Now we are 
working with fibers and exotic leathers.

The jewelries on the other hand are products that 
I source from different places. I choose the pieces 
carefully and most of the time I ask for customized 

designs with a more European style.

I also have a lot of suppliers from Cebu, as well as 
Lanao del Norte and Surigao.

Where do you get your inspiration from? 

For the collections & designs [of the bags], I try 
to stay up-to-date all the time with the latest 
fashion trends in Europe and in the US. Since I 
have a lot of things on my hand, I constantly work 
with a Portuguese woman who helps me filter 
all the fashion news and updates on trends and 
new designs. She would read up on these things, 
discuss them with me and together we look at 
what worked and what didn’t work in the industry. 
I see it as education on my part because without 
this information I am unsure I would be on the 
right track when it comes to our designs.

I am very lucky that I have a lot of opportunities 
to travel and a lot of my inspiration for the bag 
designs come from my travels! Seeing different 
cultures, people and fashion in other countries has 
opened up my mind to new ideas and inspirations.

I also talk with a lot of people and ask for their 
feedback and ideas on how I can improve the 
brand. I think this is a very healthy way to see 
your brand from other people’s perspectives and 
discover things that you can improve on. 

Workwise, for me there are a lot of days when 
I am so tired and it seems like 24 hours in a day 
is not enough to accomplish all my tasks. During 

I am very lucky that I have a lot of 
opportunities to travel and a lot of my 
inspiration for the bag designs come from 
my travels!
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these times, I always look back and remember how 
the people I work with in the Philippines are all so 
grateful that they were given opportunities to have 
regular jobs. They are all my inspiration. I cannot 
stop now because they all depend on me, and I 
on them. I am very fortunate that I am working 
with a team that I can trust and rely on with all the 
production needs back home.

What kind of clientele does GUSTOKO cater to? 
Who is the target group/market?

We cater to the high medium – high end type of 
clientele. I positioned my brand to target customers 
who value quality, unique and handmade products.

Where can you buy GUSTOKO products? Is there 
an online shop where customers can order?

We are present in 17 shops around Portugal. The 
majority of them are considered as the best shops 
in the country selling high end luxury brands. 
Some of my partner stores are Loja das Meias in 
Amoreiras, Cascais and Avenida Liberdade, Antique 
in Four Seasons Ritz Hotel, PR21 Concept store in 
Principe Real, Cabinet of Curiosities by Gracinha 
Viterbo and Lavanda Comporta.

We have partnered with Melie store online shop. 
Our products are now available on their site.

Where is GUSTOKO present apart from Portugal?

We are now in Spain. La Comercial Tienda is a chain 
of stores in Barcelona and they are carrying our 
brand. They have boutiques inside the best 5-star 
hotels in the city such as Arts Hotel and Hotel W.

We also have two partner stores who carry our 

brand in New York and in Connecticut USA.

We have supplied bags to Japan and to Brazil as 
well. 

MOVING FORWARD

What can we expect to see in the upcoming 
season´s collection / in the future?

Bolder designs and a new style of embroideries!

I am also starting to work more with natural fabrics 
from different regions in the country.

I would like to be able to mix indigenous fabrics to 
my designs but I want it to look modern and chic 
and not too ethnic.

Any major changes / additions to the GUSTOKO 
brand?

We are known for bags and jewelries but what 
people don’t know is that for two years now, we’ve 
been supplying beautiful home decors to specialty 
shops around Portugal but we haven´t labeled 
them as our own because we are concentrated on 
promoting fashion accessories.

Maybe in the near future, we will release a small 
capsule collection of home décor as well.

Can we expect to see the brand expand further in 
Europe?

Definitely! Soon!

And we (myself especially) are looking forward to 
that! If there’s a Philippine brand that one should 
look out for, GUSTOKO by Paula Figueras is certainly 
one of them.  
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A colorful & cheerful 
celebration of the 

121st Philippine 
Independence Day in 

Stavanger, Norway

NEWS

This yearly event as always is spearheaded  by 
the Consulate of the Philippines in Stavanger in 
co-operation with various Filipino organizations 
in Stavanger  

Over the 6 years of celebration of the Philippine 
Independence Day in Stavanger, (2014-2019) 
for the first time this year on June 8, 2019, it 
rained most of the day. . However the rain was 
not a hindrance to the enormously successful 
turn of events. This was due to the beautifully 
and centrally located lakeside venue, smooth 
flow of events, good attendance from visitors 
of all nationalities, age, and gender, good 
entertainment, delicious variety of Filipino 
cuisine, delicacies and artwork.

A dress code of Filipiniana costumes was 
imposed as usual on the working committee 
members and the public were encouraged to 
observe the dress code for most of the time 
during the whole event. Invitations have been 
published in Events in Facebook, as video 
advertisement presentation in facebook, and 
in Region Stavanger, a local tourist information 
website. 

The event was opened by flag raising 
ceremonies, first the Philippine flag followed 
by the host country’s flag of Norway. As part of 
fundraising activities to finance the operational 
expenses, promotional items for sale and give 
aways such as T-shirts, caps, visors and mugs 
with PID 2019 logos were procured from the 
Philippines. Other fundraising activities include 
sponsorships, individual donations, and lottery. 

The program involved a wholesome number 
of local entertainers showcasing our Filipino 
culture in the entertainment field i.e. live band 
music playing Original Pilipino Music (OPM) 

as reported by Renee Ikdal | Philippine Honorary 
Consul to Stavanger
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and modern Filipino music, renowned Filipino 
local performers showing their talents in singing 
and dancing to awe the audience. The pavilion 
served as the main stage except for the dancing 
sequences where the open ground area was 
used as stage. 

Vice consul Jahzeel Abihail G. Cruz represented 
the Philippine Embassy in Norway and 
congratulated the organization on their event 
and delivered the 121st Philippine Independence 
Day message of Sec. of Foreign Affairs Teodoro 
Locsin Jr.

In her speech, special guest Anne Kristin Bruns, 
Stavanger Community council member and 
Rogaland KrF Kvinner Party leader, praised 
Filipinos for their hardworking spirit and 
contributions to making Stavanger a vibrant and 
multinational city.

Two tents were installed, a big tent to house 
eleven stalls selling delicious Filipino food and 
drinks and a small tent to house the non-food 
items such as artwork and clothing items. 
Examples of the mouthwatering delicacies were: 
lechon, adobo, dinuguan, caldereta. sinigang, 
halo-halo, filipino fruits, and many more.

It is important to note that the organizers were 
very conscious of adhering to the government 
imposed rules and regulations in Health, Safety 
and Environment. 

It is the Organizers’ ardent wish that the next 
year’s celebration of the Independence day 2020 
will be as successful or even more successful 
than this year’s event.  A huge thank you to 
everyone who contributed to the success of this 
year’s event.

ROOTS AND WINGS AUGUST 2019 | NEWS

45



46



The Diplomatic Spouses’ Club of Stockholm 
organized an International Traditional Fashion 
Show that was held at Musikaliska in Stockholm, 
Sweden last June 3, 2019. The event was 
participated by 40 embassies in Sweden and 
aimed to showcase the beautiful traditional 
attires and cultures of the respective countries 
of the diplomatic corps in Sweden to the local 
Swedish and international communities.

The president of DSCS, Madame Reem Maguid 
Amin, who is also the wife of the Egyptian 
Ambassador Alaa Hegazy, mentioned that the 
fashion show mirrors their belief that the people 
who attended the event are there to celebrate 

International 
Traditional 

Fashion Show
as reported by 

Ivee Blossom Hidvegi | Stockholm

NEWS
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the differences and the diversity of our cultures 
and traditions.

The Philippine Embassy’s participation was led 
by Ambassador Jocelyn Batoon-Garcia modelling 
our elegant Baro at Saya made from the delicate 
pineapple fiber fabric and the Barong Tagalog 
modelled by Erik Heikkilä. The other models, 
Lendsy Guivencan, Isac Ericsson, Chino Aguirre 
Batoctoy, Jenny Hansen Lindholm and Errah 
Cavallin wore attires from ethnolinguistic groups 
including the colorful garments of the T’boli, the 
Maguindanaw, the Kalinga and Maranaw people.
The non-resident mission of the Philippines was 
assisted in the preparations by the Philippine 

Trade and Investment Center Representative in 
Sweden, Mary Borromeo-Hedfors and the Social 
Activities Chairman of the International Women’s 
Club Stockholm, Ms. Ivee Blossom Hidvegi, in 
coordination with the Embassy Cultural Officer 
Eva Margie San Miguel.

The event ended by singing ABBA’s “Dancing 
Queen” where all countries paraded their 
colorful attires with the models waving their 
respective flags. After the Fashion Show, 
everyone was treated to a Traditional Food 
Festival with delicious recipes from the 
participating countries.
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As a petite girl of 8, I entered the stage 
and exited each time with a trophy in what 
was then declamation, oration and public 
speaking competitions. The stage was my 
greatest teacher from primary to tertiary 
education. It offered excellent tools, still 
does, to raise confidence, moderate voice and 
express not just with eyes, face nor arms and 
hands but with the entire body and mind and 
convincingly articulate the thought I wanted 
to convey.

At school and in the workplace, I advanced the 
same skill, confidence and passion for writing, 
being a trained English language teacher and 
a Human Resources practitioner. Company 
communications find its heart in HR. Writing 
found its heart in mine. 

I decidedly prioritised family, founded on 
a loving marriage to a Schweizer, more 
original than Switzerland’s Swiss and 
together Franz and I have nurtured 3 
compassionate young adults. 

Career-wise, I thrive in my double profession 
as educator in a local Swiss school and HR 
management practice which abundantly 
flourished in multi-national companies (Hyatt 
International Hotels, Sheraton of Starwood 
chain and north American Marco Polo) across 
continents. 

Deeply fulfilled at home and at work, I share 
my joy, resources, and faith with all. I continue 
to be a great believer and investor in volunteer 
service and have learned to stand up to 
challenges, core of building compassionate 
and thriving migrant communities.  

Let me welcome new and current readers, 
subscribers, contributors and sponsors as 
Roots and Wings turns 10. As we step up 
into the new decade, time-tested values 
of integrity, respect and compassion will 
be focal points in spotlighting the Europe-
based Filipino character, talent, beliefs, 
culture and traditions. Let’s hear, share and 
soar with RAW.

s n i p p e t s  f r o m 
a  f u l f i l l e d  l i f e
worlds by Betsy Jance-von Atzigen | , incoming Roots & Wings Editor
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I N  C E R C A  D E I  S O G N I 
–  I N  S E A R C H  O F  D R E A M S

L O L I TA  VA L D E R R A M A  S AVA G E ’S  S O L O  E X H I B I T I O N

PALAZZO BASTOGI – FLORENCE, ITALY
1- 17 OCTOBER 2019
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“In cerca dei sogni – In search of dreams”, the 
new exhibition by Filipino-American Artist 
Lolita Valderrama Savage, opens October 1 at 
Palazzo Bastogi, in Florenc, Italy.

The exhibition offers a selection of drawings 
and oil paintings, in which the artist narrates 
her longstanding affection for Tuscany – 
where her artistic education and career 
mainly took place. 

Born in the Philippines, Lolita received her 

degree in Bachelor of Fine Arts in Manila; 
then she completed her art education in 
Florence, Italy. Here she was guided by Silvio 
Loffredo, professor of the Accademia di Belle 
Arti, and art, history and landscape enriched 
her artistic sign and her way to look at the 
world. 

The exhibition opening at Palazzo Bastogi, 
headquarters of the Consiglio regionale 
of Tuscany, is meant to show the “notes” 
Lolita took during this artistic journey, 
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whose absolute protagonist is the Tuscan 
land: sunsets, landscapes, glimpses of 
plants and country villas are depicted on 
paper or canvas as vivid memories or quick 
impressions. Some of the exhibited artworks 
share a realistic language and marked brush 
strokes, while some other are characterized 
by an open composition and softer and 
lighter lines, that let us feel the artist’s 
emotions and sensitivity.

According to Francesca Bertini, curator of the 
exhibition, Lolita’s artistic journey is like “an 
unrolling ribbon, where the feelings coming 
from the surroundings appear, let us look at 
them and discover our land: Lolita goes on 
excursions in the countryside, fascinated by 
Tuscan landscape and culture, she explores 
the territory and notes down her feelings 
during her strolling. We like playing with 
these memories, comparing  the way she 
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wanders and examines nature from real 
life – drawing courtyards of suburban villas, 
rustic cloisters in ruins, small country roads 
– to the way the Macchiaioli (Signorini, Lega, 
Abbati...) depicted countryside spots and 
landscape glimpses.” 

“In cerca dei sogni – In search of dreams”, 
Lolita Valderrama Savage’s solo exhibition 
will be at the Palazzo Bastogi, Via Cavour 
18-Firenze, 1 - 17 October 2019

Opening: Tuesday, 
1 October 2019, 5.30 pm

Opening hours:
Monday to Friday, 

10-12 am 
and 3 – 7 pm

55




