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Looking at Julisa Tambunan, petite and garbed in the latest styles and playful jewelry, one would hardly expect her to be a modern day crusader who champions the children and families living in squalor and filth in the slums of Jakarta, Indonesia.  Far from it.  One would expect her to be a club kid or at most, a fashion obsessed university student.  Instead, this gentle woman whose 30 plus years would surprise anyone, toils daily as the Communications Coordinator for Mercy Corps, Indonesia to communicate to her fellow countrymen the needs lying right in the heart of their capital city.  

Yet once you hear her story, you understand a bit more about her fashionable appearance.  For Mercy Corps, Indonesia, is a far cry from where she started her career years ago.  Fresh out of university with a degree in psychology she was lucky enough to land a job at Femina, the premiere Indonesian fashion magazine.  Her career was about celebrities, jewelry, clothing, what was in vogue and what was out, what was the latest rage and what was old news, who to know, who to be seen with, parties and schmoozing.  She used her understanding of human nature to help shape the magazine, giving people what they wanted or what the designers wanted people to want.  She helped create in them a desire for more.  More style.  More beauty.  More glamour.  More flair.  

Julisa worked her way up to Executive Editor at the magazine before the age of thirty.  But her psychologist mother was none too happy with the way her daughter was using her talent and education.  She would have preferred her daughter enter a more respectable, more stable field, like academics or joining a practice of therapists.  Everyone else, though, thought Julisa had the world by the tail.  Everyone else that is, except Julisa.

She loved everything about her job.  But she wanted to do more.  She wanted to make a difference in the lives of the people she seldom socialized with, but was acutely aware existed in her city.  She began applying for jobs working for NGOs.  Little did she know that breaking into the world of NGOs would prove harder for her than landing a job in the hyper competitive world of fashion magazines.  

She spent months working at Femina during the day and sending out letters and CVs at night but to no avail.  She could find no work in an NGO.  They were in no hurry to accept her into their ranks.  What could this glamour girl bring to them?  What did she know about NGOs and all the hard work that went on behind their doors?  

Her colleagues at Femina were also unable to envision her working for the poor and beleagured of the world.  She told them about her new pursuits and they refused to believe her.  It was inconceivable to anyone in that arena that she would walk away from all she had attained there, all the trappings her job afforded her.  Instead, they had surmised, she must be leaving in order to start her own fashion magazine, a competitor to Femina.  Privately coworkers asked her about the new magazine they were sure she was starting, often hoping to get their foot in the door and work for her when she began her new venture.   

After months of looking for work, but finding none, Julisa made the bold decision to quit her job, take a break to go backpacking in Europe then return to start her NGO career search again.

If her friends thought she was crazy to leave her swank job as a fashion editor to work for an NGO, then they would think she was downright certifiable to quit her job for just the vague hope of working for an NGO someday.  Her mother, too, though not happy with her daughter’s choice to take a career in the glamour world, would have been even less happy with her daughter’s choice to work in an even less prestigious arena.  So upon quitting she lied to her coworkers, telling them she had already taken another job working for an NGO.  At least they couldn’t slight her if she was moving from one job to another.  To her mother, she told even less.  Simply that she was taking an extended vacation, never mentioning her desire to change careers midstream.

So she left, packed a backpack, bought a Eurorail pass and bummed around Europe for a few months.  Except in her case, she wasn't a young, wide eyed 21 year old fresh out of school.  She was a 30 year old woman with extensive communication experience who couldn't find a job paying half of what she was used to making. While away she was hoping to figure out the next step, to discover something new. 

But after living on the road for three months and returning to Indonesia, nothing had changed.  She returned still desiring to use her talents to help people.  NGOs were still turning their noses up at her.

Discouragement from the NGO world.  Disbelief from her former fashion world. Hiding her dreams from her family.  Hardly the backdrop to build your dreams by.

More months of sending out letters and making phone calls ensued.  She eventually took work on a film set.  Once again, this would have been a dream job for thousands.  For Julisa it was only one more thing to do to stay afloat until she could find a way to make a difference.

Then one day she struck gold.  The director of Mercy Corps, Indonesia was willing to take a chance on her. As the new Urban Communications Coordinator she had a staff of one.  She had to learn all the ropes on her own, forming not only the communication plans needed for the organization but learning how to become a graphics designer, layout planner, website manager along with being a writer, editor and strategist.

As she showed me the small booklets she had created for Mercy Corps, a smile crept across her face.  She couldn't hold back the pride she felt.  I looked at the maps she had created, showing which areas of the slums of Jakarta existed without indoor plumbing, which areas barely survived without latrines or pit toilets.  The pages of this booklet, which discussed excrement and disease stood in strong contrast to every glossy fashion magazine I had ever paged through.  Yet this booklet gave more joy to Julisa than any Vogue or Cosmo had ever brought to any other woman.

Every day she works to tell the story of the least glamorous people of Jakarta.  Where before she was sounding the siren call of comely, lip gloss and sexy, shiny hair, now she talks about life without adequate sanitation or clean drinking water.  She tells the stories of community toilets and how a new latrine can change a neighborhood.  Instead of teaching women how to be alluring, she teaches children how to wash their hands properly and avoid disease.  She instructs women how to deal with waste, rather than the proper way to sit to show off the latest Jimmy Choo’s.  

She still uses the same skills she used as an executive editor, only with drastically different results.  Her message today is hardly sexy, but it conveys the stories of life and death, health and sickness.  There is nothing comely about a communal latrine.  Nothing sleek or attractive about the slums she writes about.  Before she worked to beautify the faces of Indonesia, now she works to beautify the lives of the people themselves.  

And her mother?  Months after she began to work for Mercy Corps, Julisa finally told her mother about her new career.  It turns out she was quite proud of her daughter after all.

