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Abstract: 

The Pacific Small Island Developing States (P-SIDS) are extremely vulnerable to climate change 

impacts and natural hazards due to their geographical location, topography and major 

economic sectors (agriculture, tourism and fisheries). The sustainable development and even 

the mere existence of these P-SIDS are under threat.  

Regionally, leaders are aware of this vulnerability and many climate change adaptation and risk 

reduction projects have been conducted by different stakeholders. Limited availability of 

appropriate training in the region has led to: lack of locally trained people to implement and 

monitor projects; use of donor funds to support foreign experts; unsuccessful projects causing 

maladaptation or increasing vulnerability and risk. 

A regional needs and gap analysis has identified that formal qualifications which account for 

local contexts are required to build national capacity to: accurately monitor and assess impacts 

of climate change and natural hazards; identify solutions to reduce these risks; and plan, 

manage and implement risk reduction projects to reduce damage and losses. 

The development of regionally-specific quality assured qualifications in this context is ground 

breaking and is the impetus for the European Union Pacific Technical Vocational Education and 

Training in Sustainable Energy and Climate Change Adaptation Project (EU PacTVET). Structures 

for quality assurance of regional qualifications as well as the “regionalization” and mutual 

recognition of qualifications need to be put into place. Responsive and accredited regional 

qualifications should ensure that the interventions managed by those having these 



qualifications are really supporting sustainable development, thereby: limiting the impacts of 

climate change and natural hazards; empowering locals to become involved actors in their own 

development; and limiting maladaptation and generation of new risks. 

 

Author Introduction 

The authors are the cross-disciplinary team involved in the implementation of the European 

Union Pacific Technical Vocational Education and Training in Sustainable Energy and Climate 

Change Adaptation Project (EU PacTVET).  The purpose of the project is to enhance and/or 

create Pacific Small Island Developing States (P-SIDS) regional and national capacity and 

technical expertise to respond to climate change adaptation (CCA) and sustainable energy (SE) 

challenges. 

 

Introduction 

The Pacific Region is among the most vulnerable to climate change, while it has done little to 

contribute to the cause – producing less than 0.03% of global greenhouse gas emissions.  

Despite this vulnerability, it is widely recognized that P-ACPs have the least capacity to react 

and adapt to climate change.  One of the key barriers to improving P-ACP countries’ resilience 

to climate change impacts has been confirmed as the lack of local and regional capacity and 

expertise resulting from the absence of sustainable accredited and quality assured formal 

training programmes in the climate change adaptation (CCA) and disaster risk 

reduction/management (DRR/DRM) sectors at the TVET level. This situation is compounded by 

the absence of accredited teachers/ trainers and well-resourced and equipped institutions to 

deliver the required training programmes. For example, in the Federated States of Micronesia 

according to new regulations more than 60% of currently employed teachers do not meet 

minimum qualification requirements. (Buliruarua et al. 2015).   

Regional accreditation of qualifications - the current situation 

A key barrier to accreditation and quality assurance regionally is the lack of a clear and truly 

regional quality assurance structure. The need for national and regional qualifications 

frameworks was raised at the regional level more than three decades ago and was highlighted 

by Bartam (2004). In 2001, the regional Forum Basic Education Action Plan agreed that it was 

important to develop national education policies and planning frameworks. By 2005 the 

development of a regional qualifications framework aligned with other international 

frameworks for TVET and tertiary education was a priority (set by the 2004 regional Education 



Ministers meeting). A Pacific Qualifications Framework (PQF) and a Pacific Register of 

Qualifications and Standards (PQRS) are now in place – but qualifications on the register are 

owned “nationally”, so there are no “regional” qualifications. The main purpose of the PRQS is 

to facilitate the benchmarking of nationally offered Pacific qualifications against international 

standards. These national qualifications are aligned to “international” qualifications using the 

PQF. This allows mutual recognition of nationally offered qualifications with a degree or quality 

assurance. Only three (3) out of fifteen (15) P-ACP countries have national frameworks fully 

aligned to the PQF (PNG and Vanuatu also have national frameworks and Tuvalu is in process). 

In many instances, for example where the nation’s population is below 20,000 people (Nauru, 

Niue, Tuvalu and Palau being 4 P-ACP examples), a national approach to quality assurance could 

be administratively too burdensome.  

One response to this identified lack of capacity and regionally offered, quality assured and 

accredited qualifications is the current EU PacTVET project. This is a 6.1 million Euro European 

Union project funded under the 10th European Development Fund (EDF 10) Pacific regional 

envelope. The project is operating in all 15 of the Pacific-African, Caribbean and Pacific (P-ACP) 

countries (Cook Islands, Federated States of Micronesia (FSM), Fiji, Kiribati, Nauru, Niue, Palau, 

Papua New Guinea, Republic of Marshall Islands (RMI), Samoa, Solomon Islands, Timor-Leste, 

Tonga, Tuvalu and Vanuatu). It commenced in August 2014 and is due to exit in December 

2018. Work has already began in collaboration with the Fiji Higher Education Commission 

(FHEC), the Education Quality Assessment Programme (EQAP) and the German aid agency (GIZ), 

with regard to achieving regional qualifications in the areas of climate change adaptation 

(including disaster risk reduction/ management) and sustainable energy. The EU-PacTVET 

project has completed a year of activities primarily concerned with assessing national training 

needs in SE, CCA and DRR/DRM and existing informal and formal TVET training courses in the 15 

P-ACP countries. (Buliruarua, 2015). 

The mapping of existing TVET CCA, DRR/DRM and SE training courses to meet current and 

anticipated future demands has been completed.  At the EU-PacTVET inception meeting in 

October 2015 each of the 15 P-ACP countries reviewed all information gathered and endorsed 

national priority areas for TVET.  This meeting also highlighted that TVET infrastructure is a 

common concern and priority need.  In particular eleven of the fifteen countries identified 

some component of quality assessment (accreditation needs) as one of the key areas for 

assistance. 

A regional approach to quality assurance would allow specific education and training needs of 

the P-SIDS in CCA and DRR/DRM to be appropriately accounted for. The rest of this paper will 

focus on establishing the need for regionally accredited and quality assured TVET qualifications 



for climate change adaptation and disaster risk reduction and why this is so important for the 

region. 

The Pacific policy context - CCA and DRM/DRR linkages 

In recognition of the fact that climate change is a slow-acting disaster for the region amongst 

other factors, climate change adaptation and disaster risk reduction policy has been integrated. 

The linkages between CCA, DRM & DRR are outlined in Figure 1 below. 

 

 

Figure 1: Linkages between disaster risk management and climate change adaptation 

Source: http://www.pacificdisaster.net/dox/SRDP.pdf 

 

The process by which integration of CCA and DRR/DRM has occurred regionally is via the 

Framework for Climate and Disaster Resilient Development in the Pacific (FRDP). The overall 

aim is to support the resilience of communities across the region. To be a successful it will need 

to input into human capacity building via training for key stakeholder groups that have a crucial 

role in addressing the impacts of climate change and disasters. Key stakeholders include 

http://www.pacificdisaster.net/dox/SRDP.pdf


Governments (national and local), the private sector, civil society, rural communities, regional 

organisations and development partners.  

Three main goals have been identified in order to build climate change and disaster resilience 

across the region:   

1) Strengthening integrated risk management (jointly accounting for climate and disaster 

risks for sustainable development planning. Planning should be based on accurate scientific 

data and technical information. Integrated risk management should inform the development of 

policy, legislation, regulations, budgeting and activities at regional, national and local level).  

2) Reducing the carbon intensity of development (improving energy efficiency and the 

rational use of energy, increasing renewable energy take-up, and risk-proofing energy 

infrastructure. This should improve energy security and reduce carbon emissions).  

3) Strengthening Disaster Preparedness, Response and Recovery (improving regional, 

national and local capacity to prepare for disasters through timely, coordinated and 

appropriate action). 

In order to achieve these goals, there is clearly a need for human capacity building in the 
region. The FRDP states a need for training and education at all levels involving multi-sector 
participation as being critical to building resilient communities. It also states that “Such needs-
based capacity building can provide a significant return on the investment.” It has also been 
recognized that regional resilience starts at local level with awareness (on climate change, 
disaster risk and emissions reduction), training, education and action. Training and capacity 
development has also been highlighted as a requirement for NGOs, for national disaster 
agencies and other key stakeholders (such as lands, meteorological and hydrological services, 
health, education, tourism, planning, etc). Development of the FRDP has identified that “The 
education sector, in particular, has a key role to play in conducting education, training and 
awareness-raising in relation to climate and disaster resilience. Opportunities for their active 
involvement need to be identified.” 
 
At the international level, the Sendai Framework is a 15-year non-binding agreement which 
“recognizes that the State has the primary role to reduce disaster risk but that responsibility 
should be shared with other stakeholders including local government, the private sector and 
other stakeholders.” Education is seen as a key tool to achieving this outcome and the UNISDR 
has been tasked to support the implementation, follow-up and review of the Sendai 
Framework. 
 
The Sendai Framework succeeds the Hyogo Framework for Action (HFA) 2005-2015 which 
highlighted the “use knowledge, innovation and education to build a culture of safety and 
resilience at all levels” as “Priority Action 3” from a total of 5 “Priority Actions”.  



The Eu PacTVET training needs and gap analysis indicated that all 15 P-ACP countries prioritised 
training in DRM/DRR, with some countries requesting formalised training in disaster response, 
including training on post-disaster assessment. For example, Tuvalu, who had been hit by TC 
PAM just four months before their national needs and gap analysis took place, suggested that 
DRM and disaster response training should be built into competencies and qualifications at 
certificate levels 1-4 on the PQF. “If people in communities were equipped with recognised post 
disaster assessment skills already it would negate the wait for assessors to visit communities 
post disaster and disaster responses could be faster” was the finding from one group of 
participants. Tuvalu participants in the needs and gap analysis also concluded that recognised 
qualifications in disaster response would provide a professional aspect to the training offered. It 
was concluded that all training should be aligned toward the overall “professionalization” of 
disaster response and management, including identifiable career paths with sequential learning 
stages. (The “professionalization” aspect of this finding is in agreement with the findings of 
Analysis of Disaster Response Training in the Pacific Island Region Provisional Version 
September 2012, United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, Regional 
Office for the Pacific, September 2012). (Buliruarua 2015). 

A community focused approach 

Despite the international and regional policy dialogue and agreement on the requirement of 
education per se to improve the Pacific region’s resilience to climate change and disaster risk, 
there are no formal qualifications in this area other than at a postgraduate level, which is not 
appropriate for the majority of stakeholders - including communities. There is clearly a gap in 
formal educational qualifications to support actions at the community level even though policy 
espouses “regional resilience starts at local level”… with awareness, training, education and 
action. Responses have tended to be on an ad hoc and piecemeal basis. Much of the training 
associated with climate change adaptation has been linked with development projects and has 
involved basic climate change awareness. This ad hoc approach does not sustainably build 
capacity. For example, the University of the South Pacific Global Climate Change Alliance 
(http://eugcca.usp.ac.fj/AboutUs.aspx) project ran non-formal training on climate change 
awareness, various climate change adaptation techniques (mostly focussing on water security, 
food security and energy security), and vulnerability assessment and community planning for 
climate change adaptation in all 15 P-ACP countries. The training supported the needs of the 
project very successfully, and provided training to isolated outer island communities where 
necessary, but those who received the training were awarded “certificates of participation”. It 
would have been far more useful in terms of personal development if that training could form 
part of a formal qualification. In that regard, regional TVET qualifications aligned with the PQF 
levels 1 to 4 would be most appropriate. Additionally, it would also be more sustainable in 
terms of project delivery since, in many cases, subsequent projects come along to the same 
communities and train on the same or similar issues - as there is no quality assurance, each 
project needs to make sure the communities they are working with have the skills to 
successfully implement project activities. Since most of the current training delivery in the 
region is carried out on a project basis, usually by consultants who jet in then jet out a few days 
later, it is unsustainable in terms of both delivery and national capacity to deliver.  Moreover, 

http://eugcca.usp.ac.fj/AboutUs.aspx


the training which is delivered rarely reaches the most vulnerable outer island communities as 
these are not within easy reach of national airports. Ad hoc training and lack of national 
capacity to deliver training sustainably also means that many projects fail if those trained on 
project activities leave the community (Woods et al. 2006). These issues lead to the conclusion 
that national capacity for the delivery of quality assured regional qualifications in CCA and 
DRM/DRR should be a more sustainable approach. 

Formal education in DRR/ DRM is only offered in the region at the Postgraduate level (level 8 
from 10 on the PQF). This is indicative of the fact that most adaptation efforts to date have 
largely been ‘top-down’ in their process and approach. Consequently, limited focus and 
attention has been given to integrating community experiences of climate change into 
adaptation actions, including the knowledge and views of community members on how to cope 
and adapt to localised changing environmental conditions. (McNamara et al. 2012). It should, 
however, be stated that the “mindset” is changing and the top-down approach to adaptation 
initiatives is being replaced, at least in the rhetoric of policy dialog, by a more community 
focused approach.  

In order to achieve a community focused approach, it must be recognised that climate change 
adaptation is a dynamic and multi-layered process. The overall outcome of the EUPacTVET 
project is to improve sustainable livelihoods and ensure that they are able to withstand 
external ‘shocks and stresses’. To achieve this objective, adaptation to local environmental 
change will be integrated into skill sets by accounting for culturally and locally-appropriate 
knowledge on both ‘soft’ and ‘hard’ measures to protect homes and community infrastructure, 
and improve energy, water and food security. Pacific communities have a sense of identity 
entrenched in their surrounding environment and have been dealing with environmental 
change for centuries. Integrating local knowledge will not only provide adaptation pathways 
that are locally and culturally appropriate, but will also provide a greater opportunity for 
communities to take ownership over adaptation activities because they have been part of the 
solution (McNamara 2012).  

The need to integrate traditional and local knowledge on CCA and DRR into formal 
qualifications that were applicable at community level (i.e. levels 1 to 4 on the PQF) was 
highlighted by all 15 P-ACPs (Buliruarua 2015). Additionally, since a great deal of valuable non-
formal training has been delivered in a community context, any new regional qualification 
structure needs to be able to account for recognition of prior learning (RPL) and provide 
pathways from further to higher education. 

Job opportunities in many P-ACPs are scarce. Previous non-formal training has done little too 
improve employment prospects of those undertaking the training. However, in some instances, 
non-formal training has led to productive activities within communities, successful adaptation 
project outcomes and some improvements in livelihoods. Formal education at the TVET level 
does everything that non-formal community training does, with the added bonus of improved 
employment prospects. Mutual recognition of qualifications via a regional quality assurance 
mechanism should further improve prospects by increasing opportunities for labour force 



mobility. Also, if the worst predictions of climate change impacts come to fruition, and low lying 
atolls become uninhabitable, then having accredited qualifications will allow people to “migrate 
with dignity” and participate in the economies of the territories that they migrate to.  

Linkages with economic demands 
Climate change coupled with extreme weather events such as floods, droughts, Tropical 

Cyclones and El Nino are among the disasters which currently affect the PSIDS. These events 

are anticipated to intensify and become more frequent as the effects of climate change 

continue - they already have an enormous economic impact on the region. According to the 

Fifth IPCC Report (2014), populations in developing countries are much more affected by 

extreme events. Relative to low socioeconomic conditions, the impact of weather-related 

disasters in developing countries may be 20-30 times larger than in developed ones. A few 

recent examples of loss and damage from the Pacific region show that in Samoa in 2012, 

“damage” from Tropical Cyclone (TC) Evan was estimated at US$103.3 million, and all sector 

production “losses” at an additional US$100.6 million. The total “loss and damage” of US$204 

million is massively significant to the relatively small Samoan economy, representing 

approximately 28 percent of the total goods and services produced in Samoa in 2011. 

(Government of Samoa 2013). In Fiji the total loss and damage caused by the TC Evan was 

estimated at around USD108.4 million - equivalent to approximately 2.6 percent of Fiji’s Gross 

Domestic Product (GDP). (Government of Fiji 2013). The Solomon Islands were devastated by 

flash flooding in 2014, with an estimated economic impact of US$107.8 million - equivalent to 

9.2 percent of GDP. (Government of Solomon Islands 2014). Even more recently in 2015 in 

Vanuatu, total loss and damage from TC Pam was estimated to be approximately US$449.4 

million (US$270.9 million damage, and US$178.5 million loss). This conservative estimate of loss 

and damage represents 64.1% of Vanuatu’s GDP. (Government of Vanuatu 2015). 

As stated in the SRDP, education in CCA and DRR/DRM will be critical to building resilient 

communities and illustrate that “…needs-based capacity building can provide a significant 

return on the investment,” by leading to climate and disaster resilient development and 

lowering both loss and damage in future. In order to build capacity and achieve this goal, the EU 

PacTVET project is in the process of developing a regional qualification in CCA at levels 1 to 4 on 

the PQF. DRM and DRR will be integrated into the following streams: Health, Agriculture, 

Forestry, Coastal and Fisheries, Tourism, Water Resources, Energy Sources, Solid Waste 

Management and Building Codes and Best Practices, Project Management. It is anticipated that 

this formal education approach will do much to reduce the adverse economic impacts of 

extreme weather events and climate change. 

Findings from the EU PacTVET Training Needs and Gap Assessment (Buliruarua et al. 2015) 

indicate that formal educational pathways and the professionalization of CCA and DRM/DRR 

sectors need to be established as a matter of urgency since the region currently has little 



capacity to absorb the funding for climate change related activities entering the region. For 

example, the UNFCCC COP21 Paris Agreement provisions a floor of $100bn a year in climate 

finance for all developing countries by 2020, with a commitment to further finance in the 

future. Given this, adapting to climate change is at the core of major development efforts For P-

ACPs.  

Financial resources for adaptation have already been flowing into the P-ACPs (Table 1), and 

over 70% of these aid flows can be linked to climate change and DRR/DRM activities. 

An analysis of the situation in Tuvalu provides a good illustration of why local capacity in CCA 

and DRM/DRR is desperately needed to take full advantage of aid flows into the region. In 2008, 

Tuvalu’s GDP was US$32 million, 50% of this was in the form of development aid – 

approximately US$4 million was spent on external technical assistance (Smith and Hemstock, 

2011). Due to a lack of in-country capacity, a staggering 12% of Tuvalu’s GDP is spent on 

external experts from consulting companies and multilateral organisations. 

According to the Guide for TVET Decision Makers (Asian Development Bank, 2008), the 

development of a TVET strategy needs to focus on how training outputs can be linked to 

economic demands. Ironically, “climate finance” and overseas development aid attached to 

climate change and DRR/DRM represents the major economic sector for many P-ACP countries. 

An estimated 2.2 billion USD overseas development aid was disbursed to the region in 2013 

(OECD statistics). 

  

Concluding remarks 

Across all 15 P-ACPs there appears to be strong national support of a regional approach to 

quality assurance (accreditation) for regionally developed qualifications in CCA and DRR/DRM. 

The development of qualifications in CCA and DRR/DRM is groundbreaking, as is the 

development of a regional qualification.  

Regionally devised and accredited qualifications should ensure that adaptation measures limit 

the impacts of climate change and natural hazards; empower locals to become actors in their 

own development; and limiting maladaptation and the generation of new risks.  
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