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ABSTRACT
Planned climate change adaptation initiatives are being developed with both external and endogenous
resources at an increasing rate, especially in developing countries. As climate change continues to pose
risks to vulnerable communities, there is a growing need to identify lessons learned in the process of
planning and implementing climate change adaptation strategies. This is even more pressing for
communities in remote contexts where access to resources and support services is limited. This study
used thematic analysis to identify key insights from a 20-year old community-based resource
management and development initiative on a remote island in Fiji. Four themes emerged relating to:
perceptions of environmental change, links between conservation initiatives and people’s livelihoods,
balance between external support and community-driven efforts, and the continuity of initiatives.
Whilst acknowledging that every community in the Pacific has unique capacities for dealing with
climate change, the four identified themes are considered applicable to other subsistence-dominated
peripheral communities within Fiji, the Pacific Islands region and beyond. This has the potential to
improve planning processes and ensure both continuity and efficacy of efforts towards supporting
sustainable livelihoods in communities already experiencing the impacts of climate change.
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1. Introduction

When it comes to planning for future climate change in devel-
oping countries, not all locations and communities are equal.
In many such countries, especially archipelagic island nations,
there may be steep developmental gradients between ‘cores’
and ‘peripheries’ that can be expressed through global versus
local awareness of climate change, and a reliance on exter-
nal/western solutions rather than traditional/localized ones
(Nunn & Kumar, 2018). Yet to achieve effective and sustained
adaptation to climate change impacts in peripheral/remote
locations, a straightforward return to the ‘old ways’, unin-
formed by science, is unlikely to be enough. The optimal
way forward might be to integrate traditional (culturally-
grounded) coping with science-based understandings to
develop strategies that are effective and sustainable (Makondo
& Thomas, 2018; McNamara et al., 2020).

Owing to their disproportionally high exposure to climate
change, some developing countries and all Small Island Devel-
oping States (SIDS) are prioritized in global climate finance
mechanisms, such as the Green Climate Fund, to receive sup-
port to implement adaptation strategies (Samuwai & Maxwell
Hills, 2018). SIDS receive higher per-capita amounts of exter-
nal finance for climate change adaptation than most develop-
ing countries (Robinson & Dornan, 2017) and yet there is no
compelling evidence that these funds are being used to
embed transformational climate change adaptation strategies

(Klöck & Nunn, 2019; Nunn & McNamara, 2019). Specifically
in peripheral areas funding (both national and international)
has not led to improved adaptation, increased access to ser-
vices, or infrastructure development. This has forced auton-
omous in many peripheral communities in the Pacific
Islands region, involving adaptation initiatives that mobilize
existing local capacities and resources and priviledge local
rather than global knowledge (Dumaru, 2010; Granderson,
2017; Korovulavula et al., 2019; Remling & Veitayaki, 2016).

Existing approaches to climate change adaptation such as
community-based adaptation (CBA) and ecosystem-based
adaptation (EBA) are well suited to Pacific Islands, especially
rural/peripheral subsistence contexts (Clarke et al., 2019;
Dumaru, 2010; Farrelly, 2011; Pearson et al., 2020; Remling
& Veitayaki, 2016). Such approaches are also highlighted in
national adaptation plans in countries like Fiji, as the optimal
way to achieve climate adaptation goals (Government of the
Republic of Fiji, 2018). Yet every island in the Pacific has a
unique set of resource endowments, challenges, and potentials
to achieve sustainable development goals in the face of climate
change, a diversity deserving to be acknowledged in both
research and policy initiatives irrespective of the approach uti-
lized to frame adaptation (Connell, 2015).

Climate change is often represented as both a threat to
development and an issue that needs to be acknowledged
when designing development strategies (Runhaar et al.,
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2018). The ways in which development and adaptation objec-
tives intersect are threefold (Ayers & Dodman, 2010; McGray
et al., 2007):

. Development based strategies with adaptation co-
benefits: The focus is placed on solving the underlying
issues that increase vulnerability, like poverty, lack of access
to resources and inequality (Castells-Quintana et al., 2018).
In this case, there is no clear intent at the design stage of
projects to address climate related impacts or hazards, but
co-benefits for adaptation can be identified. When projects
are framed in this way, special attention needs to be placed
on the fact that not considering long term changes in cli-
mate variables, climate variability and extremes when plan-
ning development strategies could undermine development
outcomes in the future or result in missed opportunities
(Reckien et al., 2019).

. Mainstreaming climate change or ‘climate proofing’
development: The focus is placed on ensuring that planned
development activities remain effective when considering
added pressures from climate change (Runhaar et al.,
2018). A common example of this involves ensuring infra-
structure investments withstand projected climatic change,
such as warming, sea-level rise, or more extreme-weather
events.

. Targeted adaptation: The focus is to directly reduce
impacts from projected changes in climate and specific cli-
mate hazards (Reckien et al., 2019). The end goal of this
type of strategy is to identify pathways for managing
impacts of climate-related events, linked to both current cli-
mate variability and future climate change. Emphasis is
placed on the availability of knowledge and information
about downscaled climate change projections. This tends
to occur in contexts with lower levels of uncertainty and
requires high resolution climate data and projections
(Maier et al., 2016; McGray et al., 2007).

Most climate adaptation projects are designed using one or
more of these three ways of linking adaptation and develop-
ment objectives (De Roeck et al., 2018). The relationships
between development and adaptation objectives are also likely
to determine the strategies used to achieve the goals. These
strategies include directly addressing drivers of vulnerability
and non-climatic pressures, building adaptive capacity, mana-
ging climate risks, and minimizing climate impacts (Ayers &
Dodman, 2010; McGray et al., 2007).

Climate change strategies may also comprise different adap-
tation actions suited to specific climate risks, vulnerabilities,
timeframes, contexts and availability of information and
resources (Dittrich et al., 2016). These can be grouped into
four key typologies on the basis of the nature of adaptation
actions:

. Incremental adaptation: Incorporates relatively small
actions, which do not require a substantial change in struc-
tures and functions of the system and occur as information
becomes available (Kates et al., 2012).

. Transformational adaptation: For this type of adaptation,
substantial changes occur to the configuration of the

system, its goals and values and even its geographic location
(Pelling et al., 2015).

. Reactive or autonomous adaptation: This type of adap-
tation normally occurs in response to specific climate
risks, often after an extreme weather event or sudden
shock to the system (Rahman & Hickey, 2019).

. Planned adaptation: These adaptation actions are
implemented to respond to available information about cli-
mate change related impacts and invariably incorporate a
longer-term vision with higher levels of investments (Butler
et al., 2015).

The potential to successfully implement adaptation strat-
egies is constrained by barriers and limits intrinsic to the pro-
cess of climate adaptation planning. These have been
extensively described and explored in the literature (Barnett
et al., 2015; Dow et al., 2013). All projects and strategies and
their potential to achieve long-term climate and development
objectives are determined by enabling conditions and chal-
lenges that are highly context dependent (Neef et al., 2018),
something less explored in existing climate change adaptation
literature (Robinson, 2019; Weir, 2020). The aim of the present
study is to identify enabling conditions and challenges using a
project (named Lomani Gau) implemented on a remote island
in Fiji over a period of close to 20 years. The focus of the analy-
sis is on conditions that have enabled initiatives to evolve,
achieve continuity and scale-out across the island as well as
elements that limited the continuity of activities.

Figure 1 illustrates key concepts used to understand climate
adaptation initiatives, how these relate to development objec-
tives, and which approaches, strategies and actions are used to
achieve the goals. The Lomani Gau project, began in 2002 as a
development driven initiative with adaptation co-benefits; the
main objectives focused on tackling vulnerability drivers and
building adaptive capacity. The project fits within CBA and
EBA approaches while its initial activities can be categorized
as incremental and autonomous adaptation options.

By critically assessing the practical challenges and enabling
factors required to implement sustainable development and
conservation initiatives, valuable insights can be gained to
guide current and future climate adaptation investments (Lor-
enz et al., 2014). It is expected that climate change adaptation
projects, as well as any project implemented in such remote
settings, will have to interact with existing local governance
mechanisms, values and knowledge, which at the same time
influence the effectiveness of implementation (Rahman &
Hickey, 2019; Westoby et al., 2019).

This study goes beyond documenting how specific climate
adaptation approaches (such as CBA and EBA) are being
implemented, by emphasizing the need to further understand
the underlying conditions and challenges that must be factored
in to achieve sustainable climate change adaptation. Several
authors have explored elements that can be transferred from
community-based natural resource management experiences
into CBA and EBA approaches (McNamara & Buggy, 2017;
Reid, 2016). This study differs from previous work by captur-
ing what communities themselves identify as enabling factors
and challenges in the implementation of initiatives. In
addition, the longitudinal aspect of the project analysed allows
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a better understanding of how initiatives evolve over time as
communities’ perceptions, values and motivations are
influenced by the project. Such feedbacks are particularly rel-
evant for communities in more remote/peripheral locations
confronted by rapid environmental change and associated
resource stress (Maru et al., 2014; McNamara et al., 2019).

2. Study site and methods

2.1. Study site

The Republic of Fiji is an archipelago of more than 300 islands,
about one-third inhabited, in the Southwest Pacific. Key devel-
opmental cores are largely on Viti Levu, the largest and most
populous island in the group. This study was carried out on
Gau Island, Fiji’s fifth largest island which is located within
its broad (outer-island) periphery. Gau Island is located
approximately 87 kilometres east of Fiji’s capital city Suva
and is inhabited by 2 185 people, mostly iTaukei or indigenous
(Fiji Bureau of Statistics, 2018). This site was selected because
it is where the project Lomani Gau has been ongoing for over
20 years (see section 3) and is considered a pioneering example
of community-led projects in Fiji.

Gau island has a total of 16 coastal villages organized into
three districts (or tikina) named Sawaieke, Vanuaso and Navu-
kailagi (Figure 2). Primary data collection was conducted in all
five villages within the Vanuaso district (Vanuaso, Lekanai,
Nacavanandi, Malawai and Lamiti), one village from the
Sawaieke district (Sawaieke), and one village from the Navu-
kailagi district (Vione). All villages in the Vanuaso district
were selected because this was the district where the initiatives
began and its villages are those where the project has been
ongoing longest. Data from the two villages in other districts
allowed insights into how the Lomani Gau initiatives have
been scaled-out across the island.

Gau is surrounded by a fringing coral reef on its north-east
side and a barrier reef on its south-east side (Figure 2). Terres-
trial ecosystems range from cloud forests, grasslands, coastal
lowlands, river plains, forestry and agricultural plantations.

Human settlements on coastal lowlands are connected through
coastal and inland tracks and a few motorable roads. Given its
distance from island-group core locations, Gau Island is repre-
sentative of rural/peripheral islands in Fiji. The island is acces-
sible by open fibreglass boats (a one-way trip from Suva takes 4
to 6 h depending onweather conditions) or plane, with a service
once a week. A ferry service is available once a month. Stem-
ming from the affordability and frequency of transportation
services to and from the island, the inhabitants of Gau have
only limited opportunities to participate in national affairs
and are mainly reliant on their local resources to support
their livelihoods. These are dominated by a semi-subsistence
economy comprising small-scale subsistence and commercial
agriculture and fisheries and the production of crafts (mainly
woven mats and baskets). There are no hotels on the island,
meaning tourism is not significant as it is elsewhere in Fiji.

2.2. Research participants and data collection

Data was collected in February 2020 by the first and fourth
authors. The latter speaks the local language (iTaukei Bauan)
fluently and has experience as a community liaison officer
with the University of the South Pacific. Interactions with
the communities were facilitated through cultural protocols
including isevusevu (the presentation of kava [Piper methysti-
cum] to announce one’s arrival and purpose of a visit to a com-
munity) and itatau (notification of one’s departure from the
village and showing of gratitude for the stay). Researchers
obtained prior and informed consent to conduct the study
from the Provincial Council and village headmen (turaga-ni-
koro), chiefs and village elders in each village visited.

Data collection tools included focus group discussions,
semi-structured interviews and participant observation.
Focus group discussions were carried out in the form of tala-
noa, a research methodology common in Pacific Island con-
texts (Farrelly & Nabobo-Baba, 2014). Talanoa is a term
used to describe a conversation that occurs with the purpose
of sharing ideas, solving problems, and building and

Figure 1. Diagram of key concepts used to characterize climate adaptation initiatives.
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maintaining relationships. A total of 74 members of the seven
villages participated in the formal and informal discussions.
The discussions took place after the formal presentation of
kava at the community hall with the participation of the village
headman, chief and elders, the leaders of the Lomani Gau
initiative in the village and, commonly, the village nurses. Dis-
cussions were recorded and guided by questions that were
asked in English and Fijian languages.

Community members used both iTaukei Bauan and English
during community consultations. Informal talanoa and par-
ticipant observation helped researchers expand on the infor-
mation obtained. These informal discussions and
observations (approximately 20) were conducted while the
researchers interacted with other members of the community,
while carrying out daily activities. These informal talanoa
allowed perspectives of other members of the community
like youth and women, who were only rarely involved in the
formal discussions with village leaders, to be understood. Far-
relly (2011) emphasizes the importance of the use of informal
talanoa to gain valuable and balanced understandings of com-
munity perceptions in traditional Fijian settings.

2.3. Data analysis

Recordings and field notes were manually transcribed and
coded using the software NVivo. Data was analysed using the
six standard phases of thematic analysis (data familiarization,
generation of codes, development of themes, revision of themes,

definition of themes and report production) (Clarke & Braun,
2017; Nowell et al., 2017). All themes were generated using an
inductive approach, meaning they were identified from the
dataset instead of existing theory. The research questions con-
textualized the development of the interview and focus group
guides and therefore the initial set of codes closely related to
the research questions. Coding was conducted using the three
stages of coding in grounded theory, namely open coding,
axial coding and selective coding (Nowell et al., 2017). The
open coding stage generated 338 references coded into 80 differ-
ent codes. In the axial coding stage, codes were revised, merged
and re-organized into 27 codes. The selective coding stage
grouped those 27 codes into the four themes presented in sec-
tion 4 below. A code bookwas produced by the principal author
and shared with co-authors to validate the analysis and reduce
any individual interpretation bias. In addition, transcripts were
verified with research participants to make sure ideas were
appropriately captured and interpreted. In order to guarantee
that the analysis was able to capture cultural nuances, the
research team included persons who have either lived in Gau
Island for extended periods or in Fiji and are familiar with the
local languages, customs and social norms.

3. Setting the context: the Lomani Gau initiative

The information about the project presented in this section
was gathered through interviews and discussions with research
participants. Lomani Gau (meaning ‘to care for Gau’) grew

Figure 2. Map of Gau Island, central eastern Fiji.
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from a project named Mositi Vanuaso established in 2002 that
was initiated with support from international donors and
researchers from the University of the South Pacific (USP).
The project initially targeted six villages in the Vanuaso district
and focused mainly on a ‘ridge to reef’ approach to raise
awareness among residents about the interconnectedness of
land and marine ecosystems, and the importance of integrated
natural resource management. Lomani Gau was not explicitly
targeted towards climate hazards or reduced climate impacts.
The project was initially developed as a conservation and
development project, which led to adaptation co-benefits by
enhancing the provision of ecosystem services, such as coastal
protection and increased adaptive capacity.

The initial interventions led to the establishment of com-
munity-managed marine protected areas (MPAs), revegetation
projects for inland and coastal areas, and raised awareness
among the communities about the importance of sustainable
resource management. In 2005, the initiative was gradually
extended to all other villages on the island and widened its
approach. The new approach included not only conserva-
tion-focused activities but emphasized the need for develop-
ment initiatives centred on improving the sustainability of
people’s livelihoods (primarily fishing and agriculture). The
evolution of the initiative from a conservation-centred

approach to a sustainable rural development one meant a
broader range of activities started to be implemented across
the island. Figure 3 summarizes some of the main activities
identified by participants that have been implemented (with
varying degrees of success) over the years. Remling and Vei-
tayaki (2016) present a more detailed account of the evolution
of the Lomani Gau initiative and some of its outcomes.

The Lomani Gau project has also been key in promoting the
idea that, instead of relying on external support, communities
need to work together to identify and implement solutions to
their problems. This idea has been adopted by several villages
across the island which has led to the development of new pro-
jects in line with the principles and vision of Lomani Gau.
Hence, the indirect influence of the project can also be ident-
ified in new projects running in parallel to the Lomani Gau
project.

4. Results

This section presents the results generated from the four main
themes identified in the data collected. The data consists of
knowledge and perspectives discussed with research partici-
pants during fieldwork. Each sub-section represents an

Figure 3. Examples of activities implemented through the Lomani Gau initiative.
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individual theme. All insights presented in the results section
derive from interactions with research participants.

4.1. Perceptions of environmental change, values and
motivations

All participants in this study reported that their village lands
have exhibited progressive changes to the ecosystems and
natural resources that support people’s livelihoods. These
changes ranged from direct visible changes to shorelines and
coastal ecosystems, to more gradual changes in temperature
starting to affect crops. Table 1 presents a summary of the
issues and impacts most commonly discussed by research par-
ticipants. Most impacts were felt homogenously across the
communities, except issues related to coastal erosion and
sea-level rise, which were more prominent on communities
with less natural shoreline protection.

Throughout the years of implementation of the Lomani
Gau initiative, community members have progressively
adopted new environmental values, introduced largely
through workshops and awareness-raising sessions. These
changes in how communities perceive their relationship with
the natural resources of their local environments allowed par-
ticipants to become more committed to the implementation of
associated activities.

Most research participants referred to conservation activi-
ties as necessary to sustain livelihoods. The concept of protect-
ing natural resources for future generations was also
prominent in the conversations with research participants.
Some community members also expressed the sentiment that
changing environmental conditions forced them to learn

new technologies or new ways of managing resources, and
they needed external support to guide their learning.

…We have witnessed some of these changes to the shores, we know
that the water is rising, and this is causing coastal erosion. Especially
when the high tides come, you see the tide go to places where it didn’t
use to go before…We need to have visits, regular visits from the
experts so that they can give us some new ideas (female elder
from Vione village, 2020).

Community members confirmed that the Lomani Gau initiat-
ive was responsible for complementing traditional knowledge,
management and perceptions of ecosystems in the villages
with scientifically-informed values of conservation and sus-
tainable management. Villagers acknowledged that some of
their activities like burning of bushland for land-clearing pur-
poses had a negative impact on the soil and sometimes led to
soil erosion. Nevertheless, they mentioned further awareness-
raising was needed in the villages to completely change pre-
vious practices, and to embed sustainable practice throughout
the island.

4.2. Initiatives centred on improving livelihoods

Activities in the Lomani Gau initiative evolved from a focus on
natural resource management and conservation to an
approach that targeted most facets of people’s livelihoods.
The fieldwork conducted for this study affirmed that members
of the communities prioritized activities which directly tar-
geted their means of subsistence. Even when referring to the
perceived benefits of implementing activities like planting
mangroves, there was emphasis on the indirect benefits that
had improved livelihoods. One example was the indirect
benefit that planting mangroves had on increasing the possibi-
lities of women using handlines to catch fish from the shore
during high tide. In this case, the primary reason for planting
mangroves was to protect shores from coastal erosion, but five
or six years after mangroves were planted, communities rea-
lized additional livelihood benefits.

Other benefits arising from the activities of Lomani Gau
such as improved hygiene and sanitation were also highlighted
by women, yet these required additional efforts for widespread
dissemination and adoption. Activities like fencing of animals
and improved drainage systems in the villages were also
implemented to reduce rainfall run-off and high loads of nutri-
ents and sediments flowing into the ocean. Nevertheless,
female participants, especially those who were also village
nurses, emphasized the need to improve efforts to secure
clean living environments for all community members. Par-
ticipants were therefore able to directly connect the relation-
ships between some of the activities implemented and the
improvement of the quality of life in the village. As activities
were developed by the communities, benefits were perceived
to be distributed in an equitable manner, something attributed
to the existing structures of extended families and clans which
ensures assets and resources are collectively managed and
distributed.

When asked which aspects of the villages they would most
like to see enhanced, many participants focused on those
related to improved livestock management, improvements in
water availability and sanitation, and the management of

Table 1. Summary of perceptions of environmental change in the studied
villages.

Identified issue Associated impact

Attributed to
climate
change

Attributed to
direct human

action

Coastal erosion . Loss of protective
vegetation

. Loss of coastal
village area

. Difficulties docking
boats

X X

Excessive burning
and land
clearing

. Soil erosion and loss
of soil fertility

. Loss of native forest

X

Sea-level rise . Infrastructure
damage (houses and
roads)

. Contributing factor
to increasing coastal
erosion

X

Increasing
temperatures

. Changes to crop and
fisheries productivity

X

Extended periods
of drought

. Water shortages in
some villages

X X
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coastal erosion. In addition, community members discussed
the need to diversify and increase sources of income in the vil-
lages so that youth would be motivated to stay, rather than
migrate to Suva or elsewhere to generate an income for their
families. Community members noted that, while they were
able to farm and catch fish to feed their families, it was difficult
for them to produce surpluses to generate additional income.
As one participant stated when discussing new initiatives to
increase agricultural production:

we have the land, but we need to know how to use it better, make it
produce and get some direction on how to get started (female adult
from Malawai village, 2020).

Results from discussions with several community members
revealed that activities which had a clear link to improving
livelihoods in the villages were generally favoured over those
that did not bring any immediate or tangible benefit beyond
conservation. Activities like reforestation were adopted only
when there were economic incentives for people to plant
trees. While community members understood the future
benefits that planting trees would have, the lack of an immedi-
ate incentive resulted in it losing priority over other livelihood-
enhancing activities.

4.3. Balancing external support with endogenous
initiatives and motivations

The Lomani Gau initiative has been able to mobilize external
funding to support the implementation of activities. These
funds have come primarily from international bilateral aid
agencies like the Japan International Cooperation Agency
(JICA). While international agencies provide the majority of
funding, most community liaison occurs through the Univer-
sity of the South Pacific. Research participants noted that in
some instances the continuity of activities was affected by
lack of funding, which demonstrates that the Lomani Gau
initiative is unable to be entirely supported by local resources
and motivations although it clearly has some autonomous
momentum.

The relationship and engagement of communities with
donors and implementing agencies was regarded as largely
positive. One point that was repeatedly raised in discussions
was the need for external support to be more consistent and
frequent. One participant stated:

…We need someone from there to be here, you know what I mean.
Because, now they just come and see and then move back. One or
two should be staying here and help us to do the job with us in
the villages… (male youth from Lamiti village, 2020).

The general perception was that external support to the vil-
lages should be embedded in village life and that more effort
should focus on securing the implementation and monitoring
of activities beyond providing recommendations and
guidelines.

Participants also stated that some external support, particu-
larly from government agencies, was received only after activi-
ties were already in place and were succeeding. This made
villagers believe that support was being provided only as a
way for external agencies to credit themselves with implement-
ing successful initiatives. Community members were therefore

less likely to engage in externally-driven projects if they were
not implemented through the local village governance chan-
nels. External support was appreciated and often explicitly
requested on the condition that it was sustained and aligned
to community decision-making processes.

Conversely, elders of the communities also emphasized the
need for younger generations to be involved in ‘self-help’
initiatives, a situation exemplified by the case of a kava-plant-
ing initiative introduced by the Methodist church in one of the
villages. This initiative was not led through Lomani Gau but
elders cited it as an example of the value of empowering the
local youth group. As described by one of the elders;

… The most important thing is for them (youth) no more asking for
money to Suva (the government). They have to find their own
money, buy their own food, send their own children to school, every-
thing needs to be done by them. That was the church leader’s plan
for them, and it happened…And after that people started pouring
back to the village when they saw benefit. We have more young men
come to the village for work in the land … (male elder from
Sawaieke village, 2020).

In this case, the community benefited greatly from creating a
project driven entirely by village resources and motivation,
and which was premised on the idea of becoming self-
sufficient and prescinding from external support.

4.4. The challenges of sustained transformational
change

One of the main points of discussion with community mem-
bers who were part of the Lomani Gau initiative concerned
barriers and enabling factors for the continuity of its activities
and stimulating associated changes in the villages. Among the
most commonly stated aspects was the importance of aware-
ness raising. Awareness about issues related to environmental
change and management and how these affect livelihoods in
the villages was stated to be one of the main benefits of Lomani
Gau, but also something that needed strengthening and sus-
taining. While community leaders who had been involved
since the beginning of the initiative had benefited from the
incipient awareness-raising effort, younger adults and emer-
ging community leaders had not been part of those activities.
Elders voiced concerns about changes in the degree to which
decision-making (especially environmental governance) in
the villages was underpinned by such awareness. One example
given was that of a young man, having lived most of his life
outside the village, who returned to inherit a leadership role
in the community without having participated in any of the
Lomani Gau activities, thus hindering their continuity.

Another factor influencing the sustained benefits of Lomani
Gau related to the level of articulation of projects and activities
into existing village-level governance mechanisms. As noted
by one participant:

… This village has around 400 people with kids and all. All these
people are doing their job. These are the jobs they do: they have com-
pulsory work that everyone does to support the village, they take the
children to school and they must give money to the school, they go to
the church and they give money to the church, and they have their
expenses of their own. Every day, the same people and if there are
new things like this, it has to go through the village plan… there
needs to be a dialogue, so everybody knows. Otherwise, only some
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of them would do the work and some of them won’t… (male adult
Sawaieke village, 2020).

Participants mentioned that some external organizations that
came to implement projects disregarded the importance of
carefully aligning their activities and goals with those nego-
tiated and agreed by the community in its yearly village
plan. Anything suggested to the village outside of its plan
has the risk of becoming a burden for community members
and would likely lack enough support.

Another element relating closely to the importance of using
existing governance mechanisms is the relevance of faith and
spirituality for local communities. In the kava planting initiat-
ive described earlier, the involvement of the church proved key
to success:

… The goal was to plant 1500 plants in a year for three years. And
the pastor went to the farms to bless the land. When everything
started, it was between the boys and the church… it was a well-
led program by the church pastor who has [since] left. Because he
tried to lift the spirit of the boys first, that’s how he started…
(male adult Sawaieke village, 2020).

As reflected by this statement, the youth were first motivated to
participate in the initiative through spiritual engagement, a
prerequisite for them to organize themselves and commit to
the project.

The limited capacity of villagers to enforce and monitor the
implementation of activities was raised as another main barrier
to their continuity. This was particularly relevant in the case of
the sustainability of the established Marine Protected Areas
(MPAs). Several MPAs had benefitted communities greatly
by increasing fish availability yet some had been forced to
lift fishing bans (tabu) because of conflicts with poachers com-
ing from outside the island. Most of these MPAs are located far
from the villages and poachers would come at night, which
limited the ability of villagers to enforce the restrictions.
Under these circumstances it proved difficult to negotiate
within the community to justify limiting the fishing grounds
to locals.

5. Discussion

Research on the topic of climate change adaptation planning,
particularly in rural/peripheral non-western contexts, is rela-
tively new. Nevertheless, local communities in similar places
around the world have extensive experience with the
implementation of development projects and strategies. The
aim of this paper is to identify the underlying elements, chal-
lenges and lessons learned from the long-standing experiences
of a remote rural island in Fiji in implementing community-
based natural resource management and rural development
initiatives. These experiences can serve as roadmaps of con-
text-specific ideas that can be referenced when designing and
implementing climate change adaptation strategies (McNa-
mara et al., 2020; Nunn et al., 2014). It is acknowledged that
dealing with the uncertainties and forward-looking nature of
climate change adaptation planning requires the use of new
approaches and methodologies (Lorenz et al., 2014; Maier
et al., 2016), especially site-specific traditional coping mechan-
isms (Granderson, 2017; Nunn & Kumar, 2019). Yet any

externally-driven initiative introduced into settings with estab-
lished and independent local governance systems, must
sufficiently account for important context-specific elements
in order to achieve sustained outcomes (Berry et al., 2015;
Nunn & McNamara, 2019).

Approaches like CBA and EBA have been proposed as effec-
tive methods for navigating the complexities of implementing
climate adaptation in communities that rely directly on ecosys-
tems and natural resources as their main sources of livelihood
(Kirkby et al., 2018; McNamara & Buggy, 2017; Pearson et al.,
2020). While the Lomani Gau initiative analysed in this study
was not explicitly formulated using CBA or EBA approaches,
many of its successes align with their core principles.

Results from this research show that for community mem-
bers to commit and engage in the implementation of activities,
an acknowledgement of community perceptions of environ-
mental change, development priorities, and direct relation-
ships between ecosystem services and livelihoods is vital. In
addition, community members did not necessarily perceive
climate change as the most pressing priority but were still
able to identify how climate hazards like sea-level and temp-
erature rises affected their livelihoods. This has also been
noted in other studies about climate change perceptions in
the Pacific (Walshe et al., 2018; Weir et al., 2017; Weir & Pit-
tock, 2017). This is a critical issue that influences how external
cooperation agencies can better frame climate change adap-
tation projects in these communities, so they align better
with what communities deem relevant and worth the invest-
ment of their time and limited resources (Nunn et al., 2020).

Previous research in the Pacific Islands region identified
some common reasons why most climate change adaptation
projects have failed to achieve sustained and effective out-
comes (Nunn et al., 2016; Nunn & McNamara, 2019; Pig-
gott-McKellar et al., 2019; Robinson, 2015). This study has
also identified critical points that need to be accounted for
when designing and implementing projects, including framing
initiatives in ways that meaningfully engage with people’s cul-
ture, faith, and livelihood aspitations (Luetz & Nunn, 2020;
Oakes, 2019; Scott-Parker et al., 2017). The fact that the
Lomani Gau initiative has persisted on Gau Island far longer
than similar projects in the region, allows us to highlight
additional elements that have contributed to the continuity
of activities. These include the integration of knowledge shar-
ing and awareness-raising initiatives into existing community
platforms so that they become an ongoing part of village life. In
addition, the project was driven by locally-based academics on
the ground, regular visitors familiar with the local context,
which allowed the development of trust and engagement
(Khan et al., 2020; Westoby et al., 2020).

There is a significant knowledge gap about the long-term
effectiveness and sustainability of climate change adaptation
initiatives being implemented in SIDS (Klöck & Nunn,
2019). Existing documented case studies evaluating climate
change adaptation initiatives often focus on experiences that
have been mainly driven by external knowledge and invest-
ments (Weir, 2020). These reports privilege western under-
standings and subordinate local/traditional knowledge, while
amplifying the reporting of successes, and underplaying any
failure (Nalau et al., 2018; Piggott-McKellar et al., 2019). The
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Lomani Gau initiative presents a relevant opportunity to
explore and evaluate the successes and failures of initiatives
driven by communities that aim to achieve long-term trans-
formations of village life. While the Lomani Gau initiative
has been discussed in other articles (Remling & Veitayaki,
2016; Veitayaki & Holland, 2018), this study adds value to
the literature by synthesizing the analysis into themes, and
by recommending concrete actions which can be easily
adopted when working with local communities in the develop-
ment and implementation of climate change adaptation
initiatives. Table 2 presents a summary of how these rec-
ommendations are linked to the identified themes and activi-
ties implemented by the Lomani Gau project.

In a global context of increasingly limited financial
resources to support climate change adaptation and other sus-
tainable development priorities, researchers and policy-makers
are faced with the challenge of identifying ways of enhancing
the effectiveness of interventions (Robinson & Dornan, 2017;
Weiler et al., 2018). Two common points of debate are whether
climate and development initiatives should be designed using a
top-down or bottom-up approach and how to distribute lim-
ited resources in an equitable manner (Weiler et al., 2018).
These debates are particularly relevant for communities on
developmental peripheries which have historically been neg-
lected in terms of receiving support in the forms of public
infrastructure, funding and access to services (Korovulavula
et al., 2019; Nunn & Kumar, 2019; Sofer, 2015). Results from

this study suggest the right formula for remote communities
might be in the careful balance between external financial
and technical support, and the acknowledgement of the
strengths of local governance mechanisms.

Community members in this study recognized external
support as essential to introducing change and motivating
people to engage in new activities, such as planting mangroves
and reforestation. Yet the activities that have lasted the longest,
are those where community-driven leadership has emerged
with activities becoming part of village daily life. This balance
between external and local input is also key for the knowledge
and skills needed to cope with rapid environmental change
(Jamero et al., 2018; McMillen et al., 2017; Perkins & Krause,
2018). Local communities on Gau value their traditional
environmental knowledge but also expressed a desire to
receive ‘new ideas’ to be able manage novel challenges such
as coastal erosion. It is likely that international funds for cli-
mate change adaptation will continue to flow into SIDS follow-
ing a top-down model and that remote/peripheral
communities will likely continue to need external support in
different forms. Research into how to best match and manage
existing funds (national or international) and policies to the
needs of remote communities therefore remains extremely rel-
evant (Korovulavula et al., 2019; Maru et al., 2014; Nunn &
Kumar, 2019; Potoae Roberts, 2017). This study highlighted
the necessity for donors and implementing agencies to
increase their understanding of local and traditional

Table 2. Concrete recommendations stemming from the identified themes.

Theme Actions utilized in the Lomani Gau project
Recommendations for future climate adaptation planning

processes

Perceptions of environmental
change, values and
motivations

. Workshops and awareness raising sessions to introduce
conservation and environmental concepts and ideas.

. Use of demonstrative pilot projects to introduce new
management strategies and ideas. For example,
constructing animal fences in some villages gave community
members an opportunity to see results before committing to
maintaining them in other villages.

. When projects are being drafted it is important to identify
existing knowledge and perceptions of environmental
change and impacts. In addition, awareness raising, and
knowledge exchange activities should be implemented
continuously throughout the project.

. Projects need to ensure that when introducing new
management strategies, communities can participate in the
implementation and can monitor and identify tangible
outcomes that would incentivize investing time and
resources to implement them at a larger scale.

Initiatives centred on improving
livelihoods

. Implementation of activities that had both environmental
and livelihood benefits, such as mangrove reforestation.

. In the process of selecting adaptation options there needs
to be explicit considerations on how these options affect
livelihoods. By identifying and discussing with community
members these livelihoods related outcomes it is more
likely that community members will remain engaged in the
process and motivated to implement the initiatives.

Balancing external support with
endogenous initiatives and
motivations

. Use of local stakeholders and leaders to implement
initiatives.

. Use of the available external funds to deploy initiatives while
ensuring communities have the resources and motivation to
give continuity to activities without external support.

. Projects need to be effectively communicated to
communities to identify how the initiatives are going to be
sustained in the absence of external resources.

. In the design stage of the project, community leaders need
to be included and consulted to identify what are the local
motivations and initiatives that communities can and are
able to support with their own resources.

The challenges of sustained
transformation

. Include youth groups in awareness raising activities.

. Engage faith based and traditional leaders in the governance
of projects and initiatives.

. Identify existing governance mechanisms and understand
traditional ways of managing resources in the communities.
It is also important to determine which aspects outside of
the local jurisdiction have the potential to affect the
effectiveness of activities in the long-term.
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governance mechanisms so that climate adaptation planning
processes are implemented in ways that empower commu-
nities to absorb change and undertake transformation.

Climate change adaptation presents decision-makers at all
levels of governance with unique opportunities to cut across
scales and sectors, and to link with existing development goals
and vulnerabilities (Challinor et al., 2017; Hsu et al., 2017). Vil-
lages in Fiji have put in place local governance mechanisms for
the collective management of resources (Fache & Pauwels, 2020;
Farrelly, 2011) which aim to achieve a balance between individ-
uals fulfilling their own aspirations and needs, while also contri-
buting to the common interests of the community. As these
communities are increasingly exposed to external drivers of
change such as climate change, trade, migration and globaliza-
tion, it is likely that traditional governance systems would be
required to respond to the compound effects generated by the
broader context in which these systems are embedded. These
complex dynamics are already showing compound impacts on
issues like food and nutrition security and health in similar
communities in Fiji (Medina Hidalgo et al., 2020).

The villages of Gau Island have benefited from local leaders
who have been able to attract and distribute external support
along appropriate community channels, which is evidence
that more effort needs to be put into identifying and working
with local leaders who can guide longer-term transformation.
The dismantling of some MPAs due to the threats of poaching
shows that in some instances these communities require the
support of regulatory measures and enforcement that go
beyond their local capacities.

6. Conclusion

This study analysed and synthesized the perspectives of resi-
dents of indigenous iTaukei villages in Gau island, Fiji, that
had been beneficiaries of a nearly two-decade long project
for sustainable development. The aim of the study was to
identify contextual enabling conditions and challenges perti-
nent to the design and implementation of climate change
adaptation strategies. Instead of focusing on the conceptual
and methodological approaches used for climate change adap-
tation planning, this study centred the analysis on the process
of implementing community-based natural resource manage-
ment and rural development initiatives. While interventions
were not deliberately designed as climate change adaptation
strategies, most of the activities that have been implemented
over the years have allowed communities to better cope with
and adapt to risks posed by climate change.

The activities identified by this research stemmed from an
initiative named Lomani Gauwhich used both local/traditional
andexternal knowledge, resources andcapacities to improve the
quality of life of inhabitants of Gau Island, while also aiming to
improve sustainable management of its natural resources and
ecosystems. Results show that for these communities, priorities
arenot concernedwithsingle interventions tocopewith individ-
ual climate risks, but are instead integrated into strategies tied
together by the need to attain other development goals such as
food security, adequate health and sanitation, improvedmarine
resource management and livelihoods. By conducting thematic
analyses of discussions with community members, four themes

emerged as critical to the design and implementation of initiat-
ives. These themes refer to: (i) the need to understand a commu-
nity’s perceptions of environmental change motivations and
values, (ii) the need to frame activities and interventions in
ways thatconnect topeople’s livelihoods, (iii) theneedtobalance
external support and community-driven initiatives, and (vi)
identifying the multiple challenges and opportunities that need
to be addressed to ensure the continuity of initiatives. These
four themes and recommendations presented in the discussion
section can be used to guide climate adaptation planning and
implementation processes by maximizing contextual enabling
conditions and addressing existing challenges.

Acknowledging that every island and every community in the
Pacific has unique capacities for dealing with climate change and
successfully implementing new initiatives, the four identified
themesare likely tobeas relevant toother subsistence-dominated
rural peripheral communities within Fiji and the Pacific Islands
region.While the specifics of each theme will change in different
contexts, researchersandpractitioners involvedinclimatechange
adaptationinsuchcommunitiescouldbenefit fromusingthe four
themes as a guiding framework. Prioritizing these themes creates
the potential to anticipate someof the aspects thatneed tobebuilt
into strategies and projects to secure their effective and sustained
implementation. Sustaining transformation in these contexts
requires better articulation than that implicit in short-term pro-
jects and national level policies. This has been highlighted by the
longitudinal aspect of the study. As communities continue to
experience increasing climate risks, it is pertinent to reflect on
the responses that some of these communities have adopted in
the past, and to integrate those experiences into the new
approaches that climate change is forcing these systems to adopt.
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