
1
Community-Based Adaptation to Climate Change in The Solomon Islands:

Lessons Learned From Gizo Communities, Western Province

COMMUNITY-BASED ADAPTATION TO CLIMATE 
CHANGE IN THE SOLOMON ISLANDS:
LESSONS LEARNED FROM GIZO COMMUNITIES, 
WESTERN PROVINCE

January 2012

This publication was prepared by WorldFish Solomon Islands, with input from the Ministry of Environment, 
WWF-Solomon Islands and Western Provincial Government with funding from the USAID Coral Triangle 
Support Partnership (CTSP)





1
Community-Based Adaptation to Climate Change in The Solomon Islands:

Lessons Learned From Gizo Communities, Western Province

COMMUNITY-BASED ADAPTATION TO CLIMATE 
CHANGE IN THE SOLOMON ISLANDS:
LESSONS LEARNED FROM GIZO COMMUNITIES, 
WESTERN PROVINCE

January 2012

USAID Project Number: GCP LWA Award # LAG-A-00-99-00048-00

Prepared by: WorldFish in partnership with the Solomon Island’s National Coordinating Committee

Key Contributors: Kirsten Abernethy, Zelda Hilly, Lysa Wini Simeon, Ronnie Posala, Steven Sibiti, Salome Topo, Troy 
Apusae and Francis Tekatoha

Printed in: Jakarta, Indonesia November 2013

For more information on the six-nation Coral Triangle Initiative, please contact:
Coral Triangle Initiative on Coral Reefs, Fisheries and Food Security Interim-Regional Secretariat
Ministry of Marine Affairs and Fisheries of the Republic of Indonesia
Mina Bahari Building II, 17th Floor
Jalan Medan Merdeka Timur No. 16
Jakarta Pusat 10110, Indonesia
www.coraltriangleinitiative.org

CTI-CFF National Coordinating Committee
National Coordinating Committee Ministry of Environment, Climate Change, 
Disaster Management & Meteorology
Honiara, Solomon Islands
Tel: +677 23031 / +677 23032 ext. 206
Email: agnetha.vavekaramui@gmail.com
www.ctisolomons.net.sb/cti

This is a publication of the Coral Triangle Initiative on Corals, Fisheries and Food Security (CTI-CFF). Funding for the 
preparation of this document was provided by the USAID-funded Coral Triangle Support Partnership (CTSP). CTSP is 
a consortium led by the World Wildlife Fund, The National Conservancy and Conservation International with funding 
support from the United States Agency for International Development’s Regional Asia Program.

© 2012 Coral Triangle Support Partnership. All rights reserved. Reproduction and dissemination of material in this re-
port for educational or other non-commercial purposes are authorized without any prior written permission from the 
copyright holder’s provided the source is fully acknowledged. Reproduction of material in this information product for 
resale or other commercial purposes is prohibited without written permission of the copyright holders.

Disclaimer: This document is made possible by the generous support of the American people through the United 
States Agency for International Development (USAID). The contents are the responsibility of WWF, CI, and TNC, and 
do not necessarily reflect the views of USAID or the United States Government.

Front cover photo: © CTSP/James Morgan



2
Community-Based Adaptation to Climate Change in The Solomon Islands:
Lessons Learned From Gizo Communities, Western Province



3
Community-Based Adaptation to Climate Change in The Solomon Islands:

Lessons Learned From Gizo Communities, Western Province

CONTENTS

Introduction .....................................................................................................................................................................4

Background .......................................................................................................................................................................4

Climate change and vulnerability in Solomon Islands .................................................................................5

Adaptation to climate change ...........................................................................................................................6

Adaptation and vulnerability to climate change ...........................................................................................6

Community-based adaptation...........................................................................................................................7

Site description ................................................................................................................................................................8

Approach  .........................................................................................................................................................................10

Activities  .........................................................................................................................................................................13

Description of activities .....................................................................................................................................14

i. VA-LEAP training .........................................................................................................................................14

ii. Site selection for CBA ...............................................................................................................................15

iii. Getting organized (background and scoping) .......................................................................................15

iv. Climate change awareness in communities ...........................................................................................15

v. Engagement with community stakeholders ...........................................................................................16

vi. Important resources and change .............................................................................................................18

vii. Threats to resources, root causes and early actions ..........................................................................20

viii. Prioritization of actions and planning .....................................................................................................21

ix. Youth Photo Film .........................................................................................................................................23

x. Stakeholder presentation of action plan, and next steps ...................................................................24

Lessons learned and future steps ................................................................................................................................27

General comments and lessons about the VA-LEAP and CBA .................................................................27

Specific lessons learned about the VA-LEAP process and activities .........................................................28

Ideas for adapting the VA-LEAP for Solomon Islands ..................................................................................28

Acknowledgements ........................................................................................................................................................30

References ........................................................................................................................................................................31

Appendix 1: Initial Scoping ............................................................................................................................................33

Appendix 2: Climate change materials .......................................................................................................................36

Appendix 3: Changes to Resources and Seasons, threats and actions ................................................................37

Appendix 4: Prioritizing adaptation actions ...............................................................................................................41

Appendix 5: Community Action Plans ........................................................................................................................43



4
Community-Based Adaptation to Climate Change in The Solomon Islands:
Lessons Learned From Gizo Communities, Western Province

INTRODUCTION

This report summarizes activities carried out by WorldFish under 
Agreement CT09 Amendment No.2 dated 31 March 2010 between 
WorldFish and WWF, under the Coral Triangle Support Partnership 
(CTSP) project. The overall goal of the five-year CTSP project is “to 
improve the management of biologically and economically important 
coastal and marine resources and associated ecosystems that support 
the livelihoods of peoples and economies in the Coral Triangle”. The US 
Coral Triangle Initiative (CTI) and CTSP’s strategy for achieving this 
goal is to focus on four main result areas, and the work described in this 
report primarily targets Result 4: Capacity to adapt to climate change 
improved throughout the Coral Triangle region.

The activities, undertaken by WorldFish-Solomon Islands in collaboration with WWF-Solomon Islands 
and the Western Provincial Government in Year 4 (2012) comprised a package of work to undertake 
participatory Climate Change Adaptation (CCA) planning in the Gizo Integration Site, and test a 
participatory tool for doing this. 

The Climate Change Adaptation Toolkit for Coastal Communities in the Coral Triangle (Version 1) 
was designed by the US Coral Triangle Initiative Support Program with support from USAID to help 
local governments and coastal communities in the Coral Triangle identify and implement early actions. 
WorldFish was one of the first organisations to test Tool 4 of Version 1 (of six tools in the Guide): 
The Guide to Vulnerability Assessment and Local Early Action Planning (VA-LEAP) (US Coral Triangle 
Initiative Support Program, in prep). Not all parts of the guide were used and the tool was adapted to 
fit the context of Solomon Islands and the communities we worked with. The process was iterative 
and fluid - field personnel and researchers often adapted the worksheets before visiting communities 
based on their experience, and explored different methods and activities while in communities as the 
need arose. In addition to testing the toolkit, WorldFish also developed a presentation and materials for 
raising awareness of climate change science and impacts in communities. To engage youth in the VA-LEAP 
process, we made a participatory photo film with young people in communities. 

Here we report the results and our experiences of workshops conducted using the VA-LEAP guide, with 
raising climate change awareness, and improving youth engagement in community-based adaptation in 
Gizo, Western Province. Our target audience for the results of this work is the Solomon Islands national 
and provincial government, including Ministry of Fisheries and Marine Resources (MFMR) and Ministry for 
Environment, Climate change, Disaster Management and Meteorology (MECDM).  These results, and our 
experiences have been reported to National and Western Province government, and key stakeholders in 
November 2012 as part of a workshop conducted in Gizo in which communities presented and discussed 
their Climate Change Adaptation Plans.
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Climate change and vulnerability in Solomon Islands
Global and regional trends and predictions relevant to Solomon Islands were compiled by WorldFish 
based on the latest available data (Brokovich & Schwarz 2011; PCCSP 2011). The predictions are: 
• Increase in air temp 0.5-1.5 degrees by 2030
• Increase in sea surface temperature of 1 degree by 2050
• Ocean acidification below threshold for healthy coral by 2060
• Sea level rise since 1996 has increased 8mm per year.  There are global predictions of 0.5-1.4m by 2100
• Rainfall – small increase with more intense floods 
• Fewer cyclones, but stronger ones

A broad assessment of vulnerability to climate change in Solomon Islands has been made at the national 
level as part of the National Adaptation Program of Action (NAPA), the Coral Triangle Initiative National 
Plan of Action (CTI NPoA), and within the Pacific context (Lal et al., 2009). The NAPA is an adaptation 
plan for different key sectors (agriculture, water resources, energy, human health, mining, fisheries and 
marine resources, human settlements, infrastructure, forestry, waste, education, environment and tourism) 
based on a synthesis of sectoral reports which qualitatively assess the vulnerability of each sector based 
on observed changes rather than empirical climate exposure data or climate models. The NAPA is an 
important planning document at the national level, specifically examining climate change adaptation and it 
preceded the Solomon Islands Climate Change Policy which was finalized in 2012 and launched on 29th 
June 2012. It included community-level consultations which resulted in a list of changes communities were 
observing which were perceived to be climate change induced, including:

• Coastal erosion, extreme high tides
• Flooding 
• Changes in growing season
• Low productivity/yield of crops
• Frequent/continuous intense rainfall and sea storms (storminess)
• Incidence of pests attacking plants, e.g. slippery cabbage
• High incidence of malaria and water-borne diseases
• Landslides affecting food gardens
• Drought affecting water supply
• Sea-level rise – inundation of land and saltwater intrusion
• Rising lake level affecting food gardens as a result of continuous rain
• Loss of natural ecosystem resources – mangroves, coral reefs
• Absence of certain bird species – impact on pollination of fruit trees and others

In the NAPA and the CTI NPoA there is an emphasis on community-level management of marine 
resources in the Solomon Islands, and there is evidence that community-based activities are effective in 
the Solomon Islands to enhance resilience and reduce vulnerability (Schwarz et al., 2011).  The lack of 
operative linkages between governance at the community level and at the national government level, and 
insufficient capacity in provincial governments in most provinces means the Solomon Islands government 
looks to community-based solutions while these capacities are being developed.  Thus, for this project, 
WorldFish explored the opportunities and challenges a participatory and community-based approach to 
climate change adaptation presents.  
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Adaptation to climate change
In the last ten years, the emphasis for climate change research and action has shifted from one of 
mitigation to adaptation.  Adaptation to global climate change in the human context can be defined as “a 
process, action or outcome in a system such as a household, community, group, sector, region, or country, 
that enables the system to better cope with, manage or adjust to actual or expected climatic stimuli, their 
effects or impacts (stress, hazard, risk or opportunities)” (Smit et al. 2000; Smit & Wandel 2006).  

A recent World Bank report found that the global costs of adaptation would be in the range of USD75–
100 billion per year between 2010 and 2050 (World Bank 2010) and the UNFCCC predicts that by 2030 
developing countries would need USD27-66 billion per year to adapt (UNFCCC 2007), a figure reported 
to be an underestimation (Parry et al. 2009). 

There are multiple definitions of adaptation in the literature and in policy documents and these can be 
interpreted and employed in a number of ways. It can be confusing, therefore it is essential to be clear 
and define terms, concepts and assumptions that will be used prior to an assessment as this will influence 
what will be measured, how it will be measured, who can use the information produced and how 
(Winograd 2005). 

Adaptation to climate change can occur along different dimensions. It can be defined by: spatial scale, 
sector of interest, phenomenon of interest (e.g. social, biological), action type (e.g. technological, 
institutional, legal, educational and behavioral), and by temporal scale (e.g. adapting to climate changes 
occurring in the immediate, short or long-term time scales).  Adaptation itself can manifest in many ways. 
It can be undertaken by an individual for their own benefit, it can be actions by organizations or groups 
to meet collective goals, or it can be made up of actions by governments and public bodies to protect 
their citizens (Adger et al. 2005).  Adaptation has also been defined as autonomous or planned (IPCC 
2007).  Autonomous adaptation does not constitute a conscious response to climatic stimuli, but rather is 
a response triggered by ecological changes in natural systems and by market or welfare changes in human 
systems. Planned adaptation is the result of a deliberate decision, based on an awareness that conditions 
have changed or are about to change and that action is required to return to, maintain or achieve a 
desired state.

Adaptation and vulnerability to climate change
Adaptation to climate change is intimately associated with concepts of vulnerability and adaptive capacity. 
According to the IPCC, vulnerability is “a function of the character, magnitude, and rate of climate variation 
to which a system is exposed, its sensitivity, and its adaptive capacity” (McCarthy et al. 2001; 995). In IPCC 
terminology, exposure refers to the nature and degree to which a system is exposed to significant climatic 
variations, and sensitivity is the degree to which a system will respond to a change in climatic conditions. 
Adaptive capacity is the ability of a system to evolve in order to accommodate climate changes or to 
expand the range of variability with which it can cope. Adaptation is an action or change in behavior that 
will either a) reduce exposure – generally mitigation measures, b) reduce sensitivity – often a measure 
to reduce dependence on resources impacted by climate change, or c) enhance adaptive capacity that 
increases actor’s ability to make adaptation decisions. This can also be taken a step further to transform 
capacity into action and implement decisions. The approach we used with communities in Gizo attempted 
to identify options for adaptation at the community level, and focused on adaptation measures that reduce 
sensitivity and enhance adaptive capacity. It is difficult to address exposure at the community scale, when 
the causes of the changes occur elsewhere in the world and mitigation needs to occur there.
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Community-based adaptation
The focus of this project was to ‘do’ community-based adaptation (CBA) to climate change. CBA is a 
‘bottom up’ approach that is led by the community and driven by community needs. The investigation 
of the adaptive capacity and the adaptive needs within communities assist them to identify possible 
adaptation initiatives and means of enhancing adaptive capacity, which are tailored to their needs. There 
has been relatively little research on the processes that facilitate practical implementation of adaptation 
at the community level. However, although it is not called ‘adaptation’, there are close links with the 
process of implementation of community-based natural resource management initiatives, and some of 
the lessons from this area of research are pertinent. Fundamental lessons that have been learned about 
CBA are: (i) the dimensions of adaptation need to be defined, (ii) the determinants of adaptive capacity 
are defined by the communities themselves, (iii) the decision-making processes need to be legitimate, 
(iv) measures are unlikely to be undertaken in response to climate change alone and there needs to be 
consideration of the interactions with political, cultural, economic, institutional, and technological forces, 
(v) the process needs to be equitable among and between communities, and (vi) the CBA process  is 
context specific but lessons can be learned and passed on for scaling up.
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Two sites from the CTI Integration sites at Gizo were selected and invited to participate in the CBA 
program by WWF and the Western Provincial Government Environment Officer: Saeraghi and Paelonge1. 
WWF has been working with these communities for many years, promoting marine conservation and 
sustainable marine resource use. However, they had not been actively engaged with the communities 
since the 2007 earthquake and tsunami, which caused destruction of homes and assets, and loss of life on 
Gizo Island and in the communities we subsequently worked in together.

Each site comprised several satellite communities (Figure 1, and see Figure 2 for photographs of 
community workshops).

Figure 1. Map of Western Province, Solomon Islands, and two CTI Integration sites on Gizo Island: Saeraghi and 
Paelonge (and the satellite communities that were involved in CBA at each site).

1  A third site, Babanga, was also initially selected as a CBA site. However, after a few visits it became clear that there were many 
divisions within the communities which would make working with them very difficult and likely to cause more division.

SITE DESCRIPTION
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Figure 2. Community workshops in Paelonge and Saeraghi in 2012
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Approach
We tested the toolkit VA-LEAP, made modifications as needed, and adapted the tool to meet community 
needs. The VA-LEAP is focused on “collecting local knowledge and information to understand the 
perceived status of target natural and social resources, and the vulnerability of these resources to climate 
changes based on existing non-climate threats, past and current experience, and future predictions. 
The VA-LEAP was designed this way to allow communities to explore how climate change may impact 
resources that are important to them and develop “early actions” to address these threats without the 
need for extensive technical assistance and capacity.”

Although the VA-LEAP was initially designed to understand and address climate threats to marine 
resources, it also includes examination of land (e.g. forests, gardens, water) and social (e.g. important 
resources for communities such as houses and infrastructure) resources. There is a strong focus on 
“nature-based adaptation planning” and sustainable resource use. Developing the early action plan from 
the VA-LEAP process included four main steps, and the process for doing this (which the VA-LEAP 
workshops are based on) is laid out in Figure 3:

(i) Identification of priority social and natural resources
(ii) Identification of threats, and characterising the vulnerability of priority resources to climate 

change impacts
(iii) Identification of potential solutions to address threats and to reduce vulnerability to climate 

change impacts
(iv) Identification of desired results and measurable objectives, and development of an action plan to 

achieve those results. 

APPROACH

Assessing 
non-climate 

threats & 
developing 

actions

Assessing 
vulnerability 

of target 
resources

Finalizing 
your local 

early action 
plan

Raising 
Community 
Awareness

Developing a 
local climate 

story

Identifying 
early actions 

to address 
vulnerability

Getting 
Organized

Figure 3. Stages for Developing a Local Early Action Plan for Climate Change Adaptation (VA-LEAP)
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Given that a significant amount of time had passed since WWF were directly engaged with the 
communities, we needed to initially spend time getting to know the communities, gain permission to 
conduct workshops, and come to agreements about how the VA-LEAP should progress with communities, 
as a step in between raising awareness and assessing non-climate threats.  This was a learning process for 
both communities and ourselves, and set the foundation for learning as we progressed together.

After scoping trips to the communities and gathering existing information (‘getting organized’), the 
climate change adaptation team, comprising WorldFish, WWF and Western Province government (CCA 
team) started off with climate change awareness for the whole community. We didn’t find any of the 
resources provided with the toolkit suitable for Solomon Islands communities, primarily because there 
were too many and communities struggled to understand. The team found that at the community level, 
reading, writing and following instructions would require some expert guidance either from champions 
within the community themselves or from an external facilitator. Not everyone was able to easily grasp 
the concepts of climate change and adaptation from the materials provided. Therefore we designed 
a presentation of climate change science and impacts which attempted to demystify climate change, 
promote an understanding of the difference between climate change and natural disasters/or natural 
climate variability, and explain the likely impacts climate change will have on coastal community livelihoods 
in the Solomon Islands.

The awareness evenings were the key entry point to engaging with communities, and we repeated the 
presentation several times throughout 2012 in evening sessions where all community members were 
invited, and recapped several times during workshops with participants and other stakeholders.  Once 
there was agreement by community leaders to continue, we started workshops where communities 
decided on set of elected representatives to be involved in the workshop program (including women, 
youth, resource users, and traditional/religious leaders) and how the workshops should progress. Then 
the community was led through at set of workshops and activities (based on VA-LEAP steps i-iv) which 
allowed the community to work out for themselves what their vulnerability to climate change is in the 
context of other drivers of change in their community.  These workshops were held throughout 2012. 

At one point it became clear that the youths were not engaging in the VA-LEAP workshops, despite their 
encouraged participation. To address this, we decided to make a photo-film with them, where youth 
would tell their own story of climate change. It was presented at the Pacific Festival of Arts Western 
Province side-event held in Gizo town.  

Finally we facilitated discussion, decision-making, and planning around options of adaptation actions to 
climate change, tailored to community needs.  Action plans were then presented and discussions about 
CBA were conducted as part of a two-day workshop held in Gizo. Convened by Zelda Hilly (WorldFish) 
and Lysa Wini-Simeon (CTSP coordinator (WWF) the workshop was attended by various NGOs and 
national and local government stakeholders selected by the communities, as well as the community 
representatives themselves.
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Our adapted VA-LEAP process is outlined in Figure 4, and details/timeline of each step are explained in 
the next section. 

(i) VA-LEAP training 

(ii) Site selection for CBA

(iii) Getting organized (background and scoping)

(iv) Climate change awareness in communities

(v) Engagement with community stakeholders 

(vi) Important resources and change 

(vii) Threats to resources, root causes and early actions 

(viii) Prioritization of actions planning 

(ix) Youth Photo Film

(x) Stakeholder presentation of action plan, and next steps
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Activities
While initial engagement with the communities occurred in late 2011, most activities for CBA were 
carried out in 2012 (Table 1). The activities were led by The WorldFish Center, which is based at Nusa 
Tupe, Gizo, in Western Province. Project partners were WWF Gizo and Western Province provincial 
government.  National government members from MEDCM and the CTSP-coordinator have also been 
actively involved in discussions and planning with the intention of scaling out a Solomon Islands-specific 
version of VA-LEAP.

ACTIVITIES

Table 1. Timeline and summary of activities

2  The worksheets were used as a guide for discussions and activities rather than filled out specifically in workshops. Note that 
Worksheets 15 and 16 (vulnerability to climate change) were not included as community activities. The CCA team decided these 
were too complicated for the communities to complete. Instead, the team conducted the vulnerability assessment in the VA-LEAP 
training with the CTSP Capacity Development Team, and all discussions of threats to resources in communities, were inclusive of 
climate change impacts and how they may influence vulnerability in the community.
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Description of activities
In this section we describe the main activities conducted during the CBA program. We also highlight 
where elements were successful and where there were challenges, in the hope this may contribute to 
further refinement of a CBA approach to be taken in Solomon Islands in the future.

i.  VA-LEAP training 
In September 2011 members of the Gizo CCA team attended a VA-LEAP training held by CSTP in 
PNG. Meetings were held at WorldFish in Honiara immediately before and after the training, and all 
practitioners who were attending the training were invited, including NGO and government members.  

The intention of the pre-training meeting was to gain a collective understanding of climate change 
and what it meant for Solomon Islands communities, discuss the expectations of the VA-LEAP training, 
and what participants hoped it could bring to current climate change and natural resources work in 
communities. 

The Solomon Islands participants at the training held daily debriefs where they discussed the strengths 
and weaknesses of different parts of the VA-LEAP. These were then presented back in Honiara in the 
post-training meeting.  

The reported strengths of VA-LEAP were: 
(i) The VA-LEAP built on existing process and tools used in communities (e.g. PRA tools and 

CBRM), and 
(ii) It was very comprehensive. 

The reported challenges or missing elements of VA-LEAP were: 
(i) There appeared to be little consideration of socially differentiated vulnerabilities. An approach 

which explicitly considers how the community functions and makes decisions, and how this 
relates to vulnerable and marginalized groups, is needed; 
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(ii) A defined boundary of ‘community’ is required; 
(iii) The VA-LEAP stops at a plan, but there needs to be greater emphasis on implementation; 
(iv) It is marine resources focused, but also considers other sectors. NGOs tend to be sectoral (e.g. 

marine conservation, health) so there was concern about having enough expertise to adequately 
do the VA-LEAP using a cross-sectoral approach; and

(v) Some of the worksheets are too complicated for communities, such as the threat-action map, 
and vulnerability assessment worksheets.  

There was agreement that the concerns would require adaptation of the VA-LEAP for Solomon Islands 
communities. Therefore, the Gizo CCA team attempted to make appropriate adaptations to the 
suggested activities in light of concerns.  

ii.  Site selection for CBA
The Gizo integration site was predetermined by project specifications. The communities selected 
for CBA were determined by WWF (based on prior community engagement) and Western Province 
Government in October 2011. In hindsight, we believe the selection should have been a more transparent 
and fair process. For example, we could have asked all Gizo communities to apply if they were interested. 
Top-down selection of communities was partially to blame for some problems of engagement, disinterest, 
and on-going participation throughout the program.

Having sites that contained several communities (or hamlets) was both advantageous and problematic. 
On one hand, it was beneficial to have representation of several communities within one area 
participating and making decisions together because they share resources, often share community and 
religious leaders, and decisions made by one village can have repercussions on adjacent villages. However, 
on the other hand, each village or hamlet has slightly different issues with resources and different ways of 
solving problems which was a challenge for the CCA team to cater for.

iii.  Getting organized (background and scoping)
Having decided on the sites, the CCA team began by gathering existing materials and information on the 
selected communities. This included reports by WWF, who had conducted participatory rural appraisals 
in 2006. In 2007, a large earthquake and tsunami occurred which significantly changed the Gizo landscape 
and communities. For example, in Saeraghi, many people who lived by the coast moved to upland areas. 
Therefore we conducted an initial scoping trip to each site. During these visits, we took walks through 
the village with our contacts and community leaders, and asked them to talk to us about resource use 
and dependency, and big changes that had happened including the tsunami (see Appendix 1 for scoping 
data sheet filled out by CCA team members). We attempted to identify appropriate people to include in 
the workshop program planning, and sought permission to carry out climate change awareness evenings 
with the communities. 

iv.  Climate change awareness in communities
The CCA team developed and delivered a Solomon Islands specific climate change awareness program, 
including a climate change booklet in a format suitable for the Gizo communities and translated into 
pidgin (Appendix 2). The intention of the climate change awareness was to clearly present the science 
of climate change, the predictions for Solomon Islands, and the likely impacts this would have on coastal 
livelihoods. The presentation was refined over the course of the program and we continually asked for 
input from the communities on the best ways to explain difficult concepts, what the parts were they 
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liked and disliked. There were also in-depth discussions within the CCA team about the correct pidgin 
terminology to use to explain key points, and these discussions were extended in the Climate change VA-
LEAP training in April 2012, with the CTSP Capacity Development Team, NGO practitioners, community 
representatives, and provincial and national government representatives.

The guiding principles we used in the design of the presentation were:
(i) The science needed to be simple, and presented in Solomon Islands pidgin. We experimented 

with props to illustrate anthropogenic climate change, rather than only using verbal explanations.
(ii) Use lots of examples that were relevant to Solomon Islands communities.
(iii) We were careful not to scare communities about climate change, especially given they had been 

through the tsunami recently. We emphasized that climate change is slow and incremental. This 
is particularly true of the Western Province, where cyclone activity is not likely in increase in the 
area.

(iv) Emphasis on the positive impacts as well as the negative impacts.
(v) Emphasis that climate change is one driver of change among many, so you can’t blame it all on 

climate change!
(vi) Emphasis that communities in Solomon Islands are always adapting to change, so there is 

precedent for community-based adaptation. We felt that it was important to avoid a discourse 
of vulnerability as it can be disempowering.

(vii) Make sure that communities know that resource-dependent communities all around the world 
(and the country) are experiencing the same changes and uncertainty, and that they can learn 
from each other.

(viii) Have an environment that is open where the community can ask questions throughout the 
presentation.

v.  Engagement with community stakeholders 

It was clear after the first couple of visits in communities and from discussions that the CCA program 
would need to be a slower process than first imagined, as it is important for the communities to take 
time to understand, process the information, and discuss amongst themselves, step-by-step.  We started 
by facilitating a workshop comprised of community leaders, that aimed to decide how the program 
should be organized, and who needed to be involved and presented in the stakeholder group so there 
is a strong committee and leadership (while still being representative of important groups), and what 
the timeline should be.  At this point we were clear with the community what the CCA team was, and 
was not, able to do, and what our expectations were of the community. It was also important that the 
program was flexible.

Both engagement workshops were perceived to be successful (Figure 4).  There was good participation 
and the leaders raised discussion points. The CCA team worked hard to ensure the community 
understood the program and its benefits for the community.  The leaders showed enthusiasm for the 
program and were in full support.  Although there were not as many women representatives in both 
workshops as hoped, the few who did attend were encouraged to include other women to participate in 
the coming workshops. 
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Workshop Challenges

Each workshop took a whole day and there are some challenges in conducting workshops in Gizo where 
different community groups are combined.
One of the challenges was equal gender participation. There were not enough women representatives 
from each community and activities that try to draw out the different resources uses and changes may be 
biased in that input from women were missing.

The example in Gizo where community groups wanted separate community plans, activities needed to 
consider that not all communities would be the same. The challenge is it is time consuming to ensure 
each community provided their input.

In some workshops there would be different participant attending if any of the nominated participant had 
other commitments.  This made discussions and progress slower because only the few could contribute 
to the discussions.

Activities that look back into the community’s history require input from all age group especially from the 
elders.  Where old people are not present in workshops there were some difficulty on the facilitator’s 
part to probe discussions for more detail regarding past events.

Having facilitators of marine background with only limited knowledge on other areas, agriculture etc., 
presented a challenge when trying to link them to climate change.

Figure 4. Photos of the community engagement workshops
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vi.  Important resources and change 

To understand important marine, land and social resources, the communities made resource and 
habitat maps of their communities (Figure 5), looked at the seasonality of their resources using seasonal 
calendars, and did historical timelines of major events. These activities were time consuming and needed 
to be conducted over two days in each community.  As part of the activities discussions were held based 
on the questions below. Our approach for this was to try to integrate understanding of resource changes 
in the face of different drivers of change, including climate change, and how the communities have adapted 
to change in the past.  The purpose was to establish priority resources for action. 

The questions that were asked about resources were: 
• How has X (resource) changed and what is the impact?
• Why do you think X has changed?
• When did you notice X change?
• Is the change still happening?
• Who is most affected by X changing?
• How have you adapted to X changing? What have you done differently?
• Of all the changes which one worries you the most? (Ranked 1-3)

The questions that were asked about seasonal calendars were:
• What has changed in the seasonality of livelihoods and resources?
• Rank your biggest worry
• What is the impact of the change?
• Since when did it change?
• Is it still changing?
• Who is most affected by the change?
• How have you adapted to the change?
• What time of year does the change happen?
• Overall, do you think this is an on-going and permanent change?
• Does it happen at important times for harvesting resources?
• What impacts does the change have on socio-economic factors (food security, income, health)?
• How might the projected changes in climate influence these seasons?

The questions that were asked about historical timelines were:
• What happened during the event?
• What was the impact of the event?
• How did you cope - short term?
• How did you adapt - long term?
• Did you use any traditional approaches to cope/adapt?
• How severely were natural resources (marine/land) affected by past climate events?
• What were the socio-economic impacts from past climate hazards and how severe were they?
• Was everyone in the community equally impacted? If not, how and why were individuals or 

groups impacted differently?
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• How did those impacted by past hazards recover from them?
• Do you notice these climate hazards becoming more intense and frequent over time? (e.g. 

floods)
• Based on climate projections, which climate hazards and impacts will likely become more 

frequent or intense?
• Based on past experience and future projections, which climate hazards and impacts are the 

community most concerned about and why?

The results of these workshops were then compiled by the CCA team, presented back to the community 
stakeholder groups, who then presented back to their communities in a series of awareness evenings held 
in each hamlet of the sites (Figure 6 for photograph, and see Appendix 3 for results).  

Figure 5. Paelonge resource map
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vii.  Threats to resources, root causes and early actions 

All the information from the activities to understand important resources and changes observed, were then 
used to build Threat-Action models for the most important marine, land and social resources identified by 
communities. The threats, cause of threats (going back to the root cause), and possible actions (addressing 
root causes) were drawn out in workshops (See Figure 6 for an example of a Threat-Action model).  
Actions that communities were able to do themselves was focused on and discussed in detail.

Figure 6. Youth leader in Saeraghi presenting results to his community

Figure 6. Threat-Action model threatened marine resource: Reef fish
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The Paelonge and Saeraghi community stakeholders are aware of the importance of their natural 
resources, how they have changed and what are the causes of the threats. During these workshops, there 
were in-depth discussions about the root causes of the threats. Many root causes were traced back to 
problems of overpopulation, unsustainable harvest of resources and the lack of management in their 
areas. 

The communities are aware that weather patterns have changed in living memory. The winds are now 
becoming unpredictable, and communities feel this is affecting marine resources, as well their crops 
and their soil. Communities have noticed marine resources have declined, and the fertility of their soil 
produces poorer yields.  There have been changes in the seasons of harvest. Some fruits (pineapple) are 
now harvested earlier, which may be due to changing rainfall and temperature. Communities are aware of 
actions to improve soil quality, such as planting legumes so that more nutrients are added to the soil and 
healthy fruits can be produced.

The link between climate change and marine resources is more tenuous, although improving adaptive 
capacity more generally by managing marine resources, and enforcing community tenure of resources in 
order to stabilize food and income security, was emphasized. Runoff from the land from previous logging 
and agricultural activities are also believed to be contributing to reduced marine resources, and so the 
links between land and sea resources is clear.

Both community groups came up with good adaptation actions that would also be suitable for 
ameliorating the impacts of climate change. However, one of the main barriers to adaptation is land 
ownership. Land in the Paelonge area is not ‘customary owned’, and access has to be negotiated with 
the Provincial government, which affects the ability of the community to move to other areas (to farm 
for example) and to control resource use (particularly marine resources).  Population is also increasing 
rapidly and given space restrictions, it has affected the way communities can live.  One action suggested 
was to ask the government for land that is located near their villages to use for gardens and building 
houses.  Another action that was repeated in both communities was to increase awareness to all levels 
of the community. In particular to demonstrate the importance of the community’s natural marine 
resources for future generations, and to understand the effects if there is continued decline of resources. 
Participants thought that awareness was important for increasing community commitment to having 
sustainable resources, as well as increasing the efficacy of adaptation actions.

viii.  Prioritization of actions and planning 

We developed a prioritization matrix to help communities to decide which actions to start with first. This 
was a complex task and was refined over two workshops in each community. It asks four questions of 
each action, and then the score is added together.  The action with the highest score is then prioritized.  
The four questions are:

(i) Does the community have the knowledge and skills to be able to do the action?
(ii) Is the community able to fundraise for doing the action?
(iii) Would doing the action cause harm to land, sea or communities?
(iv) Would the community support doing the action?

Initially the communities were trained to use the matrix in one workshop and they wanted to do the 
prioritization in consultation with their community members over a period of a month. It was translated 
into pidgin and copies were handed out to leaders (Appendix 4).  However, there was variable success, 
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and some communities struggled to do the matrix on their own. It was decided to hold a workshop for 
both communities at the WorldFish office on Nusa Tupe to complete the prioritization process, and write 
action plans for the highest priority actions.  The Paelonge communities wanted to develop a plan of 
action together (all hamlets), while the Saeraghi communities wanted to develop separate plans.

The actions plans were simple and answered nine questions (Figure 7):
• What is the ACTION?
• What is the threat?
• What is the target?
• How will the community monitor the target?
• Where will the action be done?
• When will the action start?
• When will the action finish?
• Who will be involved in the action?
• Who will be responsible for getting the action done?

Action plans are presented in Appendix 5.

Figure 7. Paelonge’s action plan for land resources
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ix.  Youth Photo Film
One of the challenges the CCA team observed during the testing the VA-LEAP was low participation 
of young people in the workshops.  We believe it may be due to the dominance of the elders in the 
workshops, which is indicative of the culture of the Solomon Islands. It may also be because they are shy. 
We attempted to address this by engaging the youth separately to the older participants in making a 
photo film.

It was identified early in the program on climate change, that while the elders in the community hold the 
wisdom, memories in time, and have witnessed the changes in the weather, the resources on land and in 
the sea, and in their social systems and livelihoods, the future of the communities in a changing climate is 
in the hands of the young people. The youth will inherit the community and the responsibility for looking 
after it. They will be the ones who will need to implement actions to reduce their vulnerability to climate 
change impacts that are likely to occur in their lifetime. So it is important that the youth and the elders 
come together and exchange knowledge and ideas.

The idea of making a photo film was received with enthusiasm as a way to engage young people 
in climate change adaptation. It was a fun process about a serious topic. Climate change should 
not be all about doom and gloom, but also be an opportunity to strengthen resilience generally in 
communities.

In the photo film, the youth (boys and girls) interviewed and recorded the elders talking about the 
changes they have seen, and what their advice is for dealing with the changes, including what techniques 
they know from the past (traditional knowledge) they can pass on which might help. The youth then took 
photos of their communities, and the things they thought best represented their life, to complement the 
story that is being told (Figure 8).

WorldFish and WWF facilitated the process and put the audio and photos together to make a 
photo story at Nusa Tupe. Trips were made to the communities to show progress. The process was 
presented to the whole communities in awareness evenings conducted in six locations in Gizo in 
April/May, and the final film was be shown at the Festival of Pacific Arts in July 2012 at a side event 
held in Gizo.
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x.  Stakeholder presentation of action plan, and next steps
Given the concerns of the community and the CCA team members for what would happen after the 
workshop program ended, we decided to hold a two-day workshop in Gizo, for the communities to 
present their plans to people from key government Ministry and NGOs. It was also an opportunity 
to inform national and provincial government, and key stakeholders, the challenges, successes and 
recommendations from VA-LEAP process (See Table 2 for program).

Community representatives presented their action plans using power point, and recounted compelling 
stories about their resource issues, and the possible solutions. Kastom Gaden (a local agricultural NGO) 
based in Honiara, and the Environmental Health and Agriculture division of National Government were 
some of the stakeholders invited who responded to the invitation to the workshop. A consultation was 
held with them individually prior to the workshop to align their presentations to key areas of concern 
(water and sanitation and agriculture) identified in the community action plans. The presentation by the 
stakeholders on covered the existing programs they have and how communities can access these. These 
talks promoted good discussions. The Deputy Director from the Climate Change division of National 
Government presented on climate change adaptation efforts at the national level, which was useful 
for communities to put their adaptation actions into the perspective of a national process.  Provincial 
Government representatives and those from MEDCM were very supportive throughout the workshop, 
and were able to answer the communities’ questions.  

The Roviana Conservation Foundation (RCF) were also present, and talked about their experience with using 
parts of the VA-LEAP. RCF measured sea level rise inundation in communities (using participatory laser level 
surveys) emphasized that the sea level rise activity is an important part of the VA-LEAP (and one we did not 
do in Gizo communities). RCF talked about how it was important for communities to ‘see to believe’, and the 
sea level rise was effective for this. Other hands-on activities in the process would be a good idea. 

Figure 8. Youth from Saeraghi community interview elders about the changes they have witnessed in their lifetime as part of a 
photo film being made with WWF and the WorldFish Center: “I give some advice to the young people. We must look after the 

land and sea that belong to us, no matter if any climate changes that happen or not. We need to make sure everything is safe and 
secure for our communities.”



25
Community-Based Adaptation to Climate Change in The Solomon Islands:

Lessons Learned From Gizo Communities, Western Province

After the workshop, the community representatives said they felt more empowered and saw the 
importance of putting together a plan which involved the whole community. They resolved to work 
further on implementing actions. The CCA team had been worried at this point that the communities 
had lost interest in the program. However, the workshop revealed that communities need to be equipped 
with more information and the ‘know how’ to implement actions.

One of the clear recommendations of the workshop from our (WorldFish) perspective was to get 
the original Solomon Islands participants of the VA-LEAP training in PNG together again, to use the 
experience now gained and to workshop ideas on how the VA-LEAP tool can be made simpler, yet 
effective, for remote Solomon Islands communities. These lessons are likely to be relevant for other 
remote CTI communities.

The Deputy Director for National Climate Change Division who was present in the workshop agreed to 
the recommendation made and requested to have the ‘Solomon-ised’ toolkit available within their division 
to facilitate the spread of early actions throughout the country. 

Table 2. Local Early Action Planning for Climate Change – Workshop schedule, held at the Women’s 
Center Conference Room, Gizo, Western Province, 5th -6th November 2012
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Given that this was the first test of the VA-LEAP in communities, and the interest in using the VA-LEAP 
for communities in Solomon Islands, there have been many lessons we have learned throughout this 
experience that the CCA team feels are important to share for future versions of ‘The Climate Change 
Adaptation Toolkit for Coastal Communities in the Coral Triangle’.

General comments and lessons about the VA-LEAP (Version1) and CBA

• Information and access to information has been a major element throughout the process for 
the community. Many of the discussions about climate change have been a result of awareness 
raising activities, and there has been constant demand from the CCA team to give talks and 
produce materials that are relevant for Solomon Islands and remote communities. The ability 
for communities to access quality and accurate information about: (i) climate change science 
and predictions (ii) resources available for adaptation, and (iii) advice on what to do to adapt, is 
important for empowering communities to get started on actions they see fit.

• The VA-LEAP is a complex tool and requires intensive engagement over the long term.  Just 
as CBRM activities in Solomon Islands have demonstrated, there will be variable uptake and 
success due to a number of different factors. Therefore, the VA-LEAP can be a costly toolkit in 
terms of time and money. We believe that the tool could be simplified, and suggestions are made 
for ways to do this and make the tool context-specific for Solomon Islands below.

• Good initial engagement is important when establishing a VA-LEAP program in communities. It is 
important that there is transparency in community selection in the first place, that time is spent 
engaging with the communities, there is good selection of participants (not just the usual people 
that are involved in decision making, but also the more marginalized groups, a mix of older and 
younger people who will remember the past and look to the future), and there is continual 
feedback between the community stakeholder group and the communities as a whole.

• The VA-LEAP is designed for NGOs to facilitate in communities. Communities that do not have 
NGO engagement may be disadvantaged as the toolkit is complex and in English. Our team, who 
are highly qualified, found the VA-LEAP difficult to understand, despite two sets of training and 
learning while ‘doing’ in communities. Intensive training is required in order to undertake the 
VA-LEAP as it is currently drafted.

• The VA-LEAP has attempted to be multi-sectoral, which we believe is important for resource 
management and for designing strategies and actions for adapting to change.  We found that 
specific expertise was required to address different issues and suggest and examine actions. 
However, NGOs using the VA-LEAP may have only sectoral experience (E.g. WorldFish has high 
capacity to deal with marine systems, but not other areas, such as health).  In our experience, 
it has been difficult to find expertise locally for other sectors. One solution may be to form a 
network or forum of various agencies/organizations/researchers who work in Solomon Islands 
and can share and provide detailed information about their sectors, options for adaptation, 

LESSONS LEARNED AND FUTURE STEPS
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and the associated challenges and opportunities (E.g. hazard management, health, food security, 
resources, and education). Furthermore, including better integration of the sectors and explicitly 
understanding how changes in one sector may influence other sectors is required for the VA-
LEAP.

• The VA-LEAP in many places was similar to community-based natural resource management 
programs (such as CBRM). There is a clear remit in the VA-LEAP that ensuring natural resources 
are sustainable is a key part to improving adaptive capacity of coastal communities. We believe 
that an approach which uses existing community-based natural resource management programs, 
that explicitly looks at the interactions between sectors, and then mainstreams climate change, 
is a more appropriate approach than starting with climate change as the problem.

Specific lessons learned about the VA-LEAP (Version1) process and activities

• The CCA team found it difficult to include social resources in the VA-LEAP. Marine and land 
resources were easily identified, but social resources were more difficult for the team and for 
the communities to identify because they were not sure what they were.

• It is difficult to understand the direct impacts of climate change on marine resources, compared 
to agriculture or fresh water resources. There are many drivers of change causing declines in 
marine resources, that have more impact than climate change is/will be, such as overharvesting. 
However, we found it was important to understand the links between resources. For example, 
how impacts of climate change on land resources may have indirect impacts on marine 
resources. If agriculture fails, will people turn more to the sea? These interactions between 
different drivers and climate change, and between different resources, could be more specifically 
addressed in the VA-LEAP.

• The Vulnerability Assessment worksheets were deemed too complex to carry out in 
communities. The terms and concepts are difficult. The CCA team decided to do the 
vulnerability assessment themselves and present this in discussions with the communities, 
however this meant that the links between climate change vulnerability and other drivers of 
change were hard to integrate. 

• There needs to be greater emphasis placed on the links made between actions, rather than 
them being treated as stand-alone activities. For example, one adaptation action may be 
beneficial for one resource and not for another; or beneficial for one community, but have 
implications for neighboring communities.

Ideas for adapting the VA-LEAP (Version 1) for Solomon Islands

• In Solomon Islands, the VA-LEAP process additionally requires addressing complex issues of 
tenure and governance at the community level. The communities themselves need strong 
leadership and to be a cohesive community for the VA-LEAP to be effective.

• In Solomon Islands, “seeing is believing”. The VA-LEAP should consider inclusion of more 
activities such as “look and learn” where communities learn what climate change will look like, 
so they can have an indicator for baseline conditions and monitoring over time. Understanding 
of the state of their own resources, and the ability to watch them, and differentiate climate 
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impacts from other drivers of change is important. There is a sea level rise activity, which should 
be done. But other activities such as showing what diseased and bleached coral looks like, may 
also be useful. 

• Expectations of what will happen after the plan is made need to be explicitly considered and 
managed. It is important to be clear about the goal of the process – how the action plan will 
lead to implementation, how that will happen. 

• Given the nature of the VA-LEAP, it is likely that coverage in communities will be low and patchy. 
There will be a tendency towards locations where NGOs already work and where logistics are 
easier, which are not necessarily the most vulnerable areas to climate change.  Priority areas or 
sectors that are vulnerable to climate change should be identified first, to guide where the VA-
LEAP is implemented. It is important to gather all previous information and data that have been 
collected from communities and national initiatives about different sectors, before starting.

• Significant time needs to be spent translating key terms and concepts into the local language.

• The VA-LEAP requires a well-trained team which is motivated and has a solid understanding of 
resources and climate change.

• We have learned that information transfer has been one of the most successful and important 
parts of the process. 

• It is important for local government officials to be able to be accessible to communities so they 
can address community questions and have long-term engagement in the process. Officers may 
engage in person during the VA-LEAP process or the VA-LEAP team should be able to provide a 
list for the community, of who to go to for more information and support.
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APPENDICES

Appendix 1: Initial Scoping

INITIAL SCOPING SHEET: 1. RESOURCE USE & DEPENDENCY AND 2. BIG CHANGES 
INCLUDING TSUNAMI

This can be filled out through observation, knowledge of the team, or by asking the community leader.

1. Resource use and dependency: Does the community…circle the ONE appropriate answer and 
add notes



34
Community-Based Adaptation to Climate Change in The Solomon Islands:
Lessons Learned From Gizo Communities, Western Province



35
Community-Based Adaptation to Climate Change in The Solomon Islands:

Lessons Learned From Gizo Communities, Western Province



36
Community-Based Adaptation to Climate Change in The Solomon Islands:
Lessons Learned From Gizo Communities, Western Province

Appendix 2: Climate change materials

Climate change poster for communities in Solomon Islands pidgin. This was also made as a pamphlet and 
distributed to communities.
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