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Abstract 

The Pacific Islands region has made strong progress on the integration of climate change, disaster 

management and development frameworks, particularly via the Pacific Urban Agenda and the 

Framework for Resilient Development in the Pacific. These frameworks highlight the need for local- 

level collaboration in achieving ambitious pathways for climate- and disaster-resilient development. 

However, to date little research has investigated the role that local-level collaboration plays in 

implementation. Additionally, there is a lack of guidance on how to design and implement local-level 

collaboration that is informed by in-country practitioner experiences. This study addresses those gaps. 

Its findings indicate that in the Pacific collaborative attributes span individuals, institutions, 

collaborative arrangements, and broader governance systems. They also suggest that the skills needed 

to undertake collaboration well at the local level are, in part, already manifest in Pacific cultures as 

invisible skill sets. More can be done to make the invisible visible by documenting and developing the 

‘soft skills’ that are necessary to achieve climate- and disaster-resilient development. This action could 

contribute to bridging the gap between ambition and reality.  

Keywords: Collaborative governance, Pacific, disaster, climate change, local governance, 

resilient development 

Introduction 

In 2015, a range of global agreements and frameworks emerged that highlighted the need for integrated, 

collaborative and localised approaches to implementing sustainable development.1 These policy 

advances demonstrated a growing movement towards utilising sustainable development ‘pathways’ as 

the starting point for integrating disaster and climate change considerations (Goklany 2007; Singh and 

Chudasama 2021). However, their goals also represent a global burden of expectation on sub-national 

actors to work collaboratively to ‘leave no-one behind’ and essentially, to deliver an effective form of 

climate- and disaster-resilient development. 

The Pacific Islands region has been at the forefront of efforts to better integrate climate change and 

disaster risk management with broader development planning and implementation (Hay 2021; Nalau et 

al. 2016). Pacific policy documents at regional and national levels highlight the need for local-level 

collaboration to achieve these ambitious pathways for resilient development. For example, the 

Framework for Resilient Development in the Pacific (FRDP) states that the achievement of its goals 

will depend upon good governance and effective partnerships (Pacific Community et al. 2016, p. 3). In 

addition, participants of the 2019 Pacific Urban Forum committed through the Pacific Urban Agenda 

to forming a ‘coalition of the willing’ and noted that “forming action-oriented partnerships at all levels 

should be considered” (UN-Habitat et al. 2019, p. 3). These global and regional policies are reflected 

nationally through urban development, joint climate change and disaster risk management, and national 

sustainable development plans.  

Local governance actors have an important role to play in implementing these national, regional and 

global policies (United Nations Development Programme 2016), yet they often remain resource-poor, 

 
1 Examples include the New Urban Agenda, Sustainable Development Goals, Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk 

Reduction, and Paris Agreement. 
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especially in the Pacific Islands (Kiddle et al. 2017). Local governance is by no means limited to local 

governments: civil society and private sector actors also bring strengths that can be harnessed for 

‘bottom up’ climate- and disaster-resilient development, especially in Pacific urban spaces (Phillips and 

Keen 2016; Jones and Sanderson 2017). Foukona (2017) argues that in the Pacific context “the starting 

point is to find ways to forge partnerships, negotiation platforms, and more inclusive processes between 

the states, other stakeholders, and customary landowners to address pressing planning and 

development issues” (p. 2).  

Collaborative forms of governance, hereafter referred to as ‘collaborative governance’, emerged out of 

practice-based experiences of managing complex environmental and public policy issues (Ansell and 

Gash 2007). While there are many definitions and frameworks for collaborative governance (eg Ansell 

and Gash 2007; Emerson et al. 2012; Feiock 2013), the concept encapsulates public policy-making 

across “public, private and civic spheres” to achieve public outcomes that could not otherwise be 

achieved (Emerson et al. 2012, p. 2). Collaborative governance provides a promising option for pooling 

resources and reducing funding dependence (Kalesnikaite 2019), yet little is ever systematically 

captured about how collaboration unfolds in practice, especially in the Pacific Islands region. As a 

result, the region has limited representation in the collaborative governance literature (see Eldridge et 

al. 2018). Additionally, little is known about how collaborative approaches enhance the effectiveness 

of local-level climate- and disaster-resilient development, particularly in such culturally rich and 

geographically diverse settings as small island states. Likewise, there is a lack of context-specific 

guidance, based on the experiences of in-country practitioners, on options for the design and 

implementation of local-level collaboration for resilience. While there is a broad existing literature on 

de-centred and community governance of climate change and disasters in the Pacific, this paper 

explicitly centres on investigating an inclusive approach to governing public policy. It therefore aims 

to fill the gap in the local governance, resilience and collaborative governance fields of research through 

a cross-country study on local-level collaborative practice across the Pacific Islands, and to answer the 

following key research question: 

What are the characteristics and outcomes of collaborative governance in local-level climate- and 

disaster-resilient development in the Pacific Islands region, and which factors enhance its 

effectiveness?   

In answering this question, the study seeks to expand collaborative governance theory based on broader 

geographical and cultural contexts and provide a basis for extending the application of policy and 

collaborative practice in the region. Using local governance as the centre of analysis and combining 

notions of collaborative governance and climate- and disaster-resilient development, it aims to 

understand how local governance actors use collaboration to achieve policy outcomes. In doing so, the 

researchers seek to determine the specific conditions, design, processes and outcomes of localised 

collaborative governance (Ansell and Gash 2007). 
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Locating this research within the Pacific Islands region 

The Pacific Ocean is the largest body of water in the world and the combined Exclusive Economic 

Zones of all Pacific Island states and territories cover an area of 30 million km2 (Hay 2021; see Figure 

1). This ocean represents interconnected histories of transport, cultural ties, spirituality and large ocean 

resources such as fisheries (Mailelegaoi 2017). The Pacific Islands region is highly vulnerable to the 

impacts of climate change and disasters. Four Pacific Island countries are listed within the top ten most 

at-risk countries in the world, with Vanuatu the most at-risk of all (Comes et al. 2016). The region also 

faces growing climate and disaster risks through changes to average conditions and increasing extreme 

events such as heavy rainstorms and more intense cyclones (Australian Bureau of Meteorology and 

Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation 2014). A shifting climate has far-

reaching implications for economies, health, agriculture, security, tourism and infrastructure (IPCC 

2022). 

Figure 1: The Pacific Islands region, comprising 14 independent states and 8 dependent territories  

  

Source: Pacific Community (2022) (reproduced with permission) 

Trends in local governance 

Currently up to 50% of Pacific Island populations live in urban areas and towns (Hassall et al. 2019). 

In many of the larger Pacific Island countries, citizens reside on insecure land holdings on the urban 

periphery with inadequate access to basic services, resulting in minimal economic opportunities and 

increasing exposure to natural hazards such as cyclones and floods, as well as poor air quality (Keen 

and Connell 2019; Trundle et al. 2019; Campbell 2019; McEvoy et al. 2020). Despite a range of issues 
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confronting urban dwellers, urban and peri-urban areas are economic hubs for countries and are the 

centre for medical, political, and administrative needs (Hassall et al. 2019). Much of this economic 

activity is informal. In Papua New Guinea for example, the informal sector produces up to 80% of GDP 

(Government of Papua New Guinea 2019). As the impacts of climate change increase in magnitude and 

frequency, impacts such as sea level rise and strong cyclones may intensify the push towards living in 

urban centres.  

This urban drift has been a concern for island administrations. For example, the Fijian government has 

enacted policies to decentralise services and create ‘growth centres’ (Government of Fiji 2017) to 

encourage populations to remain in rural areas. While rural development policies in the Pacific Islands 

have had variable effect, the global COVID-19 health pandemic has had the most dramatic impact in 

reversing rural–urban migration, particularly in tourism-dependent island economies. For example, Fiji 

and Vanuatu have seen a rapid outflux of urban residents, either formerly employed in the tourism 

sector (Connell 2021) or studying at tertiary institutions (Kuruleca 2021, personal communication), 

returning to home islands and villages. Scholars highlight a range of impacts on rural communities of 

this influx, from increased pressure on communally held resources (Connell 2021), to opportunities to 

rejuvenate relationships with culture and land (Scheyvens and Movono 2020).   

Local governance is extremely varied across the region. It has been examined from a range of 

perspectives, including themes of land tenure (Foukona and Allen 2017), gender and social safeguards 

(Fairbairn-Dunlop 2005; Tuimaleali’ifano 2006; Hukula 2017), locally managed marine areas (Jupiter 

et al. 2017) and community-based climate change adaptation (Dumaru 2010). Governing at a scale other 

than the local level is a relatively new concept in the Pacific Islands. Before colonisation and state 

governance, traditional governing structures occurred mostly at the village/tribe/family level (Wairiu 

2006; Hassall et al. 2019). Since the designation of nation states, a variety of statutory local governance 

mechanisms have been instigated across the region, sometimes fusing with traditional systems. The 

duality of state and traditional governance in the Pacific Islands has been dubbed a ‘bird with two wings’ 

(Forsyth 2009). This intersection is complex, with influences such as globalisation, religion and 

migration all playing a part (Madraiwiwi 2006; Wairiu 2006).  

Status and roles of local governance actors in the region 

Despite policy expectations on local-level actors, many cities and local governments in the Pacific 

Islands are severely resource-constrained (Kiddle et al. 2017; Keen and Connell 2019; Nunn and 

McNamara 2019). There are also significant institutional and resource-related barriers for local 

government across the region. Local governments often lack technical skills, such as urban planners in 

towns and cities, to implement their obligations (UN-Habitat et al. 2019). This skills shortage can be 

compounded by forced retirement, overseas work prospects and the lure of higher paid jobs outside 

government. Moreover, the flow of donor funding to local governance development has decreased 
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markedly in the past decade as development partners increasingly prioritise the capacity development 

of central governments (Manley et al. 2016). In addition, “few Pacific leaders have come to terms with 

the reality of an urban Pacific and the need to manage cities” (Keen and Barbara 2015, p. 1). Perhaps 

as a result, urbanisation has also failed to gain traction as an issue at the regional level and lacks a formal 

place in regional governance architecture (Taylor 2019). In essence, there is a mismatch between the 

policy emphasis on local governance and the current status and capacity of local governments and urban 

management. 

Despite these constraints, local-level governance plays an important role in realising global goals. Local 

governance actors are key duty-bearers for ‘on-the-ground’ implementation of central government 

policies and, increasingly, sustainable development (Meadowcroft 2011). They are also the level of 

governance most likely to interact closely with citizens (Stout and Love 2017; Kalesnikaite 2019). 

Many of the responsibilities of local government also intersect with realising climate- and disaster-

resilient development. Town and city marketplaces, often administered by local governments, present 

the opportunity for a ‘trifecta’ of climate change adaptation, economic development and disaster risk 

reduction, especially for women (McNamara et al. 2020). Local government roles also include: 

facilitating the interface between customary/traditional governance and state governance arrangements; 

creating and maintaining green spaces; planning-related responsibilities (such as building permits); and 

undertaking waste management (UN-Habitat et al. 2019). Urban governance issues also need to be 

addressed to minimise social tensions (Keen and Barbara 2015). 

In summary, mobilisation of local-level governance actors is an important factor in realising climate- 

and disaster-resilient development, yet there are severe constraints, including economic, regulatory and 

technical barriers to local actors undertaking this role. Manley et al. (2016) highlight the priority of 

investing in strengthening local government and community leadership and governance. The need for 

scholarly attention at this level has been noted (Hassall and Tipu 2008).  

Defining climate- and disaster-resilient development 

For some time, a significant body of academic literature has supported the need to integrate sustainable 

development with climate change adaptation and disaster risk reduction (Schipper and Pelling 2006; 

Hay and Mimura 2013; Kelman et al. 2015; Fankhauser and Stern 2016), and has advocated for a more 

“climate-compatible” form of development (Mitchell and Maxwell 2010, p. 1). Recent reports from 

the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC (2022) also highlight governance as a key 

determinant of collective capacity to adapt to a changing climate. From an international development 

perspective, researchers note the prevalence of describing the intersection between climate change 

adaptation and disaster risk reduction, poverty reduction and development as ‘climate- and disaster- 

resilient development’ – a “catch-all for tackling climate change impacts in a development context” 

(Bahadur et al. 2013, p. 2).  
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More recently, Singh and Chudasama (2021) conceptualise climate-resilient development (CRD) as an 

approach that embraces mitigation, adaptation and inclusive sustainable development to advance 

planetary health and wellbeing for all. Singh and Chudasama highlight four enabling conditions for 

advancing climate-resilient development: a) ethics, values and worldviews; b) partnerships and 

commitment to finance and technology by governments; c) actors and arenas of engagement (across 

local to global scales); and d) innovations. While these findings do not offer anything particularly new 

in terms of solutions, the research is an important demonstration of how an integrated development 

approach can be conceptualised, and the interdependence of sectors, stakeholders and levels of 

governance in achieving it. As mentioned in the introduction, both the Framework for Resilient 

Development in the Pacific and the Pacific Urban Forum have embodied climate- and disaster-resilient 

development as a defining concept and goal.  

Methodology 

The ‘embedded’ ethnographic approach underpinning this study (Yin 2003) is recommended by 

collaborative governance theorists Ansell and Gash (2007) to develop “greater insight into the 

nonlinear aspects of the collaborative process” (p. 562). As such, the research drew upon a range of 

methods to enable the triangulation of findings, including an extensive narrative literature review, semi-

structured interviews, and involvement in online and in-person events. Also, this study benefitted 

greatly from the involvement of two Pacific Island co-authors (Kalara McGregor and Matthew Kensen), 

whose combined knowledge and experience of Pacific culture, local governance and disaster resilience 

contexts assisted in designing and undertaking interviews, coding and analysis. The first author also 

kept a research diary for the period 2019–2021, drawing upon academic and practice reflections on the 

subject matter of this paper (Sharpe 2004).  

The narrative literature review was undertaken on the separate topics of local governance in the Pacific 

context, collaborative and adaptive governance (in order to provide a theoretical framework), and 

climate and disaster resilience. Academic literature was consulted via a cross-section of online 

databases – EBSCO Host (Business Source Complete), The Web of Science (Core Collection) and 

Scopus – reflecting an interdisciplinary approach to investigating intersecting topics. 

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 17 key informants, all of whom have a long association 

with local governance in the Pacific Islands region: a form of elite interviewing (Marschan-Piekkari et 

al. 2004). Rather than investigate one example or country, interviewees were selected based on 

geographical and gender diversity, stakeholder types, country contexts and levels of governance. To 

adapt to a severely constrained COVID-19 environment, most interactions took place online (Archibald 

et al. 2019), drawing upon author networks and a snowballing sample selection method. Interviewees 

were from a range of Pacific Islands Forum countries from Melanesia, Polynesia and Micronesia (Fiji, 

Vanuatu, Samoa, Kiribati and Cook Islands), as well as Australia. In addition to these countries, 
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webinars also collected reflections from participants in the Marshall Islands, Solomon Islands and 

Tuvalu. The interviewees represented a cross-section of stakeholders from the private sector, civil 

society and different levels of government (national and local). Many have held positions across 

multiple stakeholder groups (Figure 2). To maintain confidentiality,2 interview participants are 

indicated as ‘P’, webinar contributions as ‘W’ and insights gleaned from in-person events as ‘E’, with 

a number indicating the specific person/webinar/event that the information refers to.  

Figure 2: Breadth of past and present experience from 17 interviewees (29 occurrences) 

 

Interviews and events were captured using Zoom and Microsoft Teams and transcribed using Otter.ai. 

Thirteen interviews were undertaken in English given the high English proficiency of interviewees. 

Four were undertaken in Bislama and translated by the third author. Qualitative data analysis involved 

a process of data reduction, data display and conclusion drawing/verification during and post data 

collection (Miles and Huberman 1994). This process was supported by NVIVO 12 qualitative data 

analysis software, including inductive and deductive coding (Fereday and Muir-Cochrane 2006). 

Interviews were undertaken by three researchers using a detailed interview guide derived from the 

framework outlined in Table 1 (below) and coded by the first two authors using the same framework, 

who shared and cross-checked results. All interview participants were given the opportunity to verify 

preliminary findings. 

Analytical framework: adaptive and collaborative governance 

This research draws upon theories of both adaptive governance (Dietz et al. 2003; Folke et al. 2005) 

and collaborative governance (Ansell and Gash 2007; Emerson et al. 2012) as a lens through which to 

investigate the practice of local-level collaboration. Broadly speaking, public administration and 

 
2 Research was undertaken in accordance with Griffith University’s research ethics protocols and guided by the 

‘Principles and Guidelines for Ethical Research and Evaluation in Development’ (Australian Council for 

International Development and Research for Development Impact Network, 2017). 
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governance-related disciplines provide a useful foundation for research on climate- and disaster-

resilient development because they have a longer history than disaster and climate-change-related fields 

(Catrien et al. 2017). Adaptive governance theory emerged from considering cross-border challenges 

such as natural resource management and climate change (Folke et al. 2005), but is now being applied 

to disaster risk management and health disciplines (Ruane 2020). These challenges share complexity, 

inter-jurisdictional relevance, and the need to engage a broad range of stakeholders in creating solutions. 

Adaptive governance incorporates at least four dimensions: social learning or knowledge co-

production; multiple levels and scales (polycentricity); self-reflective practice (reflexivity); and 

collaboration or co-management (Boyd and Folke 2011; Ruane 2020). It also emphasises adopting 

information and learning from previous management responses (such as disasters) as a means of 

adaptivity (Juhola 2011; Ruane 2020). This paper frames collaborative governance through a detailed 

examination of the ‘collaboration’ subset of adaptive governance.  

The collaborative governance model of Ansell and Gash (2007) includes identification of the starting 

conditions, design, process and outcomes of collaborative governance. This framing matches well with 

the particular problem of this research project, in that there is a lack of collaborative governance 

literature in the Pacific Islands region and this study aims to reveal the basic mechanics of collaborative 

processes that are currently being used, who is using them and why, and their perceived effectiveness. 

A summary of the key elements of this framework, with the addition of a ‘systems’ component outlined 

by Emerson et al. (2012), is outlined in Table 1. Further detail has been added based on this study’s 

literature review.   

Although Ansell and Gash’s (2007) theory was developed based on 137 collaborative governance case 

studies from a range of disciplines, the authors themselves note the overrepresentation of the United 

States of America in their sample, and there is underrepresentation of developing countries in their 

reference list. This reflects the broader collaborative governance literature in that many studies are based 

on resource-rich countries. This research seeks to address that gap in the literature in the results and 

discussion that follow. 
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Table 1: Key components of collaborative governance theory  

Key components 
of collaborative 
governance  

Key considerations emerging from the literature review 

1. Starting 
conditions 

• Incentives or motivations for involvement (for example broader level macro 
governance and organisational influences) (eg Scott and Thomas 2017) 

• Power and/or resource imbalances (for example through discourse, gender 
dimensions (Johnston 2017) and formal authority) (eg Purdy and Jones 2012) 

• Prehistory of participants (for example conflict) 

2. Design • Types (for example description of broad approach and detailed activities) 

• Participation (eg who attends, and from which types of organisations and 
communities) 

• Setting ground rules (such as time and task management) (Ansell and Gash 2007) 

3. Process • Leadership or ‘meta-governance’ of the process (Morse and Stephens 2012) 

• The key components of the process itself (often cyclical and can include for example 
partnership formation/trust-building, strategy development through dialogue and 
implementation and evaluation of outcomes) (Clarke and Fuller 2010) 

4. Outcomes • Multidimensional outcomes (these can include outcomes related to the problem 
being addressed, the process itself, organisations, participating individuals, non-
participating stakeholders/citizens, and unexpected outcomes in a wider system 
context) (Clarke and Fuller 2010) 

5. System • Relationship between the collaborative process and the wider system that it 
operates in (influence on and influence by the wider system) (Emerson et al. 2012)  
eg influence of broader social, political and cultural settings (Mansuri and Rao 2013) 

• Disaster and climate risk context (Brink and Wamsler 2018) 

Results  

Using collaborative governance theory as an analytical framework, the following results summarise the 

key characteristics and outcomes of local-level collaboration for resilient development in the Pacific 

Islands region. Results also reveal a range of factors that are key to enhancing the effectiveness of local-

level collaboration and are demonstrated in Figure 3. 

Starting conditions 

Motivations: Respondents highlighted that collaborative partners were motivated by a common goal 

or shared belief in outcomes, such as co-creating solutions to a shared problem, while simultaneously 

holding their own organisational self-interests or motivations (P3, P4, P6, P16). Self-reliance (P14, P16) 

and benefits of shared expertise (P8, P9) were also motivations. One respondent noted that some 

organisations need to see ‘proof of concept’ before being motivated, which requires a visionary to begin 

the process (P13). Specific examples of motivations include addressing the needs of vulnerable groups 

(P6), reaching remote villages (P7), supporting community development (P10), “getting things 

moving” (E1), and enhancing “how development is done” (P4). 
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Power: The ‘power’ category had the highest number of responses under the ‘starting conditions’ 

component. In some cases, power is used ‘wisely’ and for a purpose that links back to achieving the 

vision and core values of an organisation or collaboration (P8, P16). For example, civil society 

organisations that are embedded within formal disaster management arrangements use this power for 

improving the distribution of resources to those most in need (P12).  

In some cases, the ‘vertical’ use of power has detrimental impacts on local-level collaboration. For 

example, in some Pacific Island countries the national government’s desire for control renders local 

governments inactive due to fear of making a mis-step (P1). National governments were also seen as 

absorbing a large amount of funding from donors, which denied local initiatives access to funds and 

stripped them of power to act. This lack of funding-related power has led local-level food security 

collaborations to innovate (P15). Another respondent emphasised that sharing of power can be 

challenging, but that there was a need for governments to ‘let go’ and empower the private sector and 

civil society to contribute to public policy solutions (P3). 

Some stakeholder groups can dominate others in local-level collaborations; for example women may 

be less likely to speak up at the local level than the national level (P4, W1). Facilitators have found 

ways to balance the need to respect traditional authority (which is often male-driven) with enabling the 

inclusion of women’s perspectives. Examples include ‘redesigning the table’ by creating small women-

only breakout groups (P2, P13, P14, W3, or empowering women to navigate and support existing 

decision-making mechanisms (P9, W3). Another facilitator noted that by splitting members of a town-

based coalition into smaller groups participants got to know each other and the younger participants 

could start to feel confident to voice their opinions (P2). Others noted that having representation of men 

and women on collaborative teams has helped bring together different working and leadership styles 

(P3, P9, P15). Women responded that they have grown their ability to influence partnership settings 

through broadening their network, gaining trust from experience in senior roles, and demonstrating 

commitment and passion for the issue being addressed (P13, P15). 

Prehistory:3 Prehistory can be a determinant of success at the community and local level. For example, 

one person’s previous negative history with a community can undermine the collaborative efforts of all 

organisations involved in a partnership. In the longer-term historical context, the impact of colonial 

interruption continues to permeate the organisation and structures of cities and partnerships in the 

Pacific Islands region (P11, W1), though re-examination of these dynamics is evident (W1, W3). 

 

 

 
3 The term ‘prehistory’ is used here as in Ansell and Gash’s (2007) collaborative governance framework to refer 

to the pre-existing relationships and history between collaborating stakeholders. 
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Design 

Types and participation: There are a multitude of approaches and experiences that are being drawn 

upon with the aim of increasing resilience and enhancing the participation of stakeholders and citizens 

in the Pacific Islands region. These include coalitions; city–citizen interactions; private/public or 

private/civil society partnership; more permanent and formally legislated platforms; informal and more 

temporary groupings that are geographically based (such as within a particular city or island); and 

arrangements focused on specific problems, policy development and/or implementation. Examples also 

included private sector businesses working with traditional governance to address common problems 

and religious organisations partnering with the local private sector. Many of these arrangements 

contained working groups which enabled a select number of organisations to work together in a more 

targeted way. Many collaborations begin informally, shifting to formal over time.4 

Ground rules: Respondents emphasised the need to clarify roles in a collaboration through 

understanding each organisation’s expertise and unique contribution (P9). Objective-setting (P17, W3), 

measuring impact and enabling inclusion (W3) were all seen as important precursors to successful 

collaboration.  

Process 

Leadership or meta-governance: Leadership was defined as including the ability to bring different 

groups/perspectives together to understand needs and resources; and as treating everyone equally and 

helping people resolve issues (P2, P3, P5, P7). Leadership was also seen to require a deep understanding 

of context and culture (P9) and to be guided by local expertise and experiences: “You need someone 

who’s well connected on all levels” (P15). In some cases, it was recommended that a coordinator be 

employed to ensure that collaboration is effective (P6). The importance of leaders having strong 

communication skills, including being able to hold conversations with a diverse range of people, was 

mentioned often (P9, P7, P5, P4, P3, P12, W3). One webinar participant highlighted that Pacific leaders 

are very skilful at managing different interest groups and a diversity of partners: “It is part of life in the 

Pacific. You build relationships, you build obligations, you receive, you give, and we build long-term 

relationships” (W1). One respondent noted that having leaders home in-country during COVID-19 led 

to prompt decision-making, progressing collaborative efforts (P13). 

Key components of the process – ‘what they did’: Approaches used by partners to achieve their 

collective aims were analysed by the authors and divided into six categories presented in Table 2.  

 

 
4 ‘Types and participation’ was previously published within a blog by the first author: 

https://blogs.griffith.edu.au/asiainsights/is-there-an-art-to-multi-stakeholder-collaboration-for-resilient-

development-in-the-pacific-region/  

https://blogs.griffith.edu.au/asiainsights/is-there-an-art-to-multi-stakeholder-collaboration-for-resilient-development-in-the-pacific-region/
https://blogs.griffith.edu.au/asiainsights/is-there-an-art-to-multi-stakeholder-collaboration-for-resilient-development-in-the-pacific-region/
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Table 2: Key components of the collaborative process – ‘what they did’ 

Overarching approach Examples of approaches used by partners 

Participation • Community surveys to assist with evidence-based decision-making 

• Creation of formal and informal networks 

• Improving linkages between informal vendors and local governments 

• Multi-stakeholder coalition  

• Creation of Pacific capital cities network 

• Farming cooperatives 

• Creation of Fiji and regional planners’ associations 

• Participatory workshops 

Formal decision-making • Formal creation of local market vendor associations enabling legislative 
change 

• Revision of by-laws 

• Policy development 

• Establishing partnership agreements 

• New government functions 

Planning • Strategy development 

• Local economic development plans 

• Community development plans 

• Implementation plans 

• Development of planning guidelines 

• Informal settlement situation analysis 

• Action plans 

Knowledge/communication • Leadership capacity development 

• Creating virtual events to facilitate cross-country sharing 

• Training 

• Businesses meeting with village leaders 

• Awareness-raising and advocacy 

• Panel discussions  

• Coordination meetings 

• Debriefs after shared community work 

• Sharing roles and responsibilities between agencies 

• Merging climate science with community leadership 

• Vaccination campaign 

• Sharing good practices 

• Creating videos  

• Promoting entrepreneurship 

• Vulnerability assessment and scientific support  

• SMS messages to communities 

Resource-sharing • Joint grant applications 

• Allocation of land 

• Traditional practices of sharing (‘solesolevaki’ in Fiji) 

Implementation • Piloting approaches to urban management 

• Joint implementation of community-based programmes 

• Private sector development 

• Local-level infrastructure and services, eg weaving equipment and local 
food market 

• Disaster response mechanisms and disaster simulations 

• Mental health support 

• Addressing social issues 

Outcomes 

Benefits/positive outcomes: Broadly speaking, beneficial or positive outcomes fell into five categories, 

each illustrated by examples from respondents below. Interestingly, no interviewees spoke of individual 

benefits from collaboration. This is in stark contrast to the broader collaborative governance literature 

 and reflects the Pacific tendency to think and act communally (Rhodes 2014).  
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Table 3: Beneficial/positive outcomes of Pacific Island collaborative processes 

Outcome category Specific outcome examples given by respondents 

Contributing to 
addressing the 
focus issues 

• Establishment of a waste recovery facility 

• Improved disaster coordination between government, private sector and civil 
society 

• Government-endorsed guidelines and plans  

• Improve community access and understanding of climate and weather information  

• Address poverty, unemployment, climate change and COVID-19 impacts 

• Food security: excess production, food preservation and manufacturing, self-
reliance, sourcing and mass propagation of indigenous planting material  

• Financial literacy  

• Regulatory and governance  support to market vendors 

Sharing/inspiring 
others 

• Local-level coalition approach being woven into other funding proposals  

• Demonstration and multiplication of sufficiency and resilient farming practices 
across the country, region and internationally 

• Endorsement and promotion of approach from an influential figure  

• Local government officers train and inspire colleagues in undertaking collaborative 
approaches  

• Increased demand from mayors for risk-informed development plans 

• Partnership approaches and outcomes featured at major conferences  

• Demonstration of best practice for collaboration through implementing a multi-level 
development planning collaboration  

• Capturing and sharing innovative approaches to urban food security and waste 
management 

Enhancing 
relationships 

• Improved relationships, as more equal partners, with donors 

• Councils and community have a broader understanding and enhanced 
relationships 

• Improved relationship between local community and the private sector  

• Local governments linking with sister cities in Australia  

• Creation of a support network to urban planners across the Pacific 

Organisational 
benefits 

• Improved participation of private sector and civil society in resilience-related 
decision-making  

• Collaboration between private sector and civil society to address organisational 
development needs 

• Government and civil society drawing upon each other’s strengths 

• Solidarity between civil society actors  

Social equity • Increased access to services – eg vaccinations, sewerage and wastewater 
treatment, domestic violence referral services and water tanks 

• Enhanced engagement of and leadership by people with a disability and those with 
‘low status’ in communities 

• Improving access to land for the landless 

• Increased participation of women and youth in community development planning 
and decision-making 

• Inclusion of multi-faith participants 

• Creating safe spaces for the empowerment of diverse women and men  

 

 

Challenges/negative outcomes: Challenges or negative outcomes of collaborative processes were 

divided into three broad categories, elaborated in Table 4 below. The challenge category attracted the 

greatest frequency of responses under broader outcomes.  
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Table 4: Challenges/negative outcomes encountered by respondents during collaborative processes 

Context Structures Attitudes, knowledge, practice 

• Restricted travel due to 
COVID-19 or delayed 
transport – “in the Pacific face 
to face works better” (P1) 

• Adapting to the availability of 
local stakeholders (eg police, 
mothers, cultural obligations) 

• Staff turnover in local and 
national governments meant 
that induction of replacement 
staff was required or “A 
different person from the 
Ministry comes each time” 
(P13) 

• Gender dynamics in contexts 
where the role of men 
dominates that of women (P6) 

• Awareness of context when 
undertaking collaboration and 
localisation – “Those working 
with local partners need to 
see beyond their privilege” 
(P14) 

• Disaster responders are also 
people who have been 
affected personally (P14) 

 

• Organisational demands take 
precedence over honouring 
commitments to the 
collaboration  

• Each stakeholder has its own 
bureaucracy to secure 
endorsement from, which 
means partners are 
interdependent (P2) 

• Changes in leadership can 
postpone an organisation’s 
collaborative engagement 

• Leaders sometimes take 
unilateral decisions 

• Local government officers are 
not always acknowledged or 
compensated for the broad 
range of tasks they undertake 

• Government staff are under-
resourced, leading to lack of 
on-ground 
engagement/impact 

• Funding structures feel 
rushed 

 

• Different levels of education, 
framing and understanding 
mean you have to work slowly 
to bring everyone along on 
key concepts (P2) 

• The need to avoid being 
territorial at the beginning to 
enable “the stuff that happens 
when power shifts happen” 
(P3) 

• The need for greater 
recognition of the diversity of 
the private sector and the 
expertise that exists outside 
sector ministries – “There’s an 
attitude in the region that 
government has to do 
everything, control everything” 
(P3) 

• Older staff can’t use social 
media (P13) 

• The need to balance practical 
and academic knowledge – 
“Local government planners 
need to be street-smart, not 
just book-smart” (P17) 

• The need to overcome 
personal biases and power 
dynamics within a single 
country – “urban elites vs. 
rural government officials vs. 
private sector” (P16) 

 

Conflict: Respondents were largely in agreement that although some form of conflict or disagreement 

was inevitable, it could be worked through. Respondents offered a myriad of solutions for resolving 

differences, including compromise to avoid paralysis, getting to know each other through listening to 

each other’s perspectives, having an ‘umpire’ who is a good moderator, using traditional governance 

and church leaders to address conflict, careful preparation before going out to communities to work 

collaboratively, having clear roles and responsibilities, using evidence-based decision-making, and 

respecting the authority of higher-ranking team members.  

System interactions 

Almost all respondents highlighted the interaction between collaborative practice and Pacific Island 

cultures and religions. The study findings confirmed their ability to draw upon and value their own 

knowledge, experiences, values and traditions (P9, P12, P16). “We have the land, we have the sea, we 

have our faith. And we have a lot of traditional knowledge. So, for me, it was using that and marrying 

it with new information, new training, new concepts. I believe that we had all the core ingredients to 

start with” (P16). Respondents also stressed the importance of knowledge of local context to work 

creatively on collaboration: “If you know how to work within that cultural setting, you have the 
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opportunity to try new things” (P17). Faith-based organisations were also seen as very influential in 

local development planning, vaccinations, food security and humanitarian assistance. 

Donors were reported to be highly variable in their approaches to partnerships in the region. 

Respondents emphasised the lack of sustainability brought about by ‘fly in fly out’ solutions – projects 

led by staff in capital cities or international consultants who may not always have the appropriate 

contextual understanding. These approaches tended to be associated with funding modalities that have 

predetermined priorities, tight timeframes, low flexibility and an unwillingness to invest in 

organisations already in outer island or provincial locations (P11, P12, P15). Shifts in donor priorities 

can result in organisations at the national and regional levels chasing funds rather than pursuing issues 

(P16). A lack of donors interested in engaging with informal settlements and urban issues was seen as 

problematic (P11, E1, W4, W6). However, donors who placed value on Pacific culture in interactions 

and partnerships were seen to “get it right time and time again” (P14). 

Past geological and weather-related disasters such as tsunamis and cyclones have generated lessons and 

evolved collaborative disaster governance within the Pacific Islands region. “It takes a lot of disasters 

for us to learn together, to work together. The only way to become successful in our response is to work 

together and depend on one another” (P12). In other words, climate change is expediting collaborative 

practice out of necessity. The COVID-19 pandemic has also highlighted the complexity and challenges 

associated with local governance responding to rapidly changing needs, but also the resourcefulness of 

the Pacific Islands region (P13): “COVID-19 has demonstrated the importance of local decision-

making, drawing upon the resources that are there – the spiritual, social, financial; the land – and 

using it efficiently to keep families healthier” (P16). 

Factors enhancing the effectiveness of local-level collaboration in the Pacific Islands 
region 

Respondents placed a high degree of emphasis on discussing the skills and approaches that are necessary 

to facilitate local-level collaboration for resilience. The study’s findings suggest that in the Pacific 

Islands region these key components exist under four domains of scale: self, institution, collaborative 

arrangement and system (represented in Figure 3). Each domain contains sub-components of factors 

that were deemed by research participants to be necessary for enhancing the success of collaborative 

efforts. Figure 3 exemplifies why individuals who are practising and upskilling themselves and others  

in collaborative leadership at a local level also need to be supported by wider institutional and systems-

based measures to maximise impact. Yet, these results also reveal that despite an absence of Pacific-

specific guidance on local-level collaboration for resilience, the region is rich in experience, knowledge 

and practice.  
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Figure 3: Factors deemed to enhance the effectiveness of local-level collaboration for 

resilience 

 
 
*The phrase ‘collaborative arrangement’ denotes a formal or informal mechanism that enables diverse 

stakeholders to address a common issue/goal. 

Discussion 

The aim of this study was to determine the characteristics and outcomes of collaboration in local-level 

climate- and disaster-resilient development in the Pacific region. It also sought to determine which 

factors enhance the effectiveness of such collaboration. This discussion highlights key insights from 

the research results, compares these insights to existing theory, and suggests practice implications and 

study limitations. Consequently, collaborative governance theory is expanded according to broader 

geographical and cultural contexts. 

Previous participatory governance literature (eg Mansuri and Rao 2013) cautions that collaborative 

governance arrangements may be redundant approaches in fledgling states due to a lack of well-

resourced state governance infrastructure. However, despite weaknesses in state infrastructure in the 

Pacific Islands, the broad range of systemic attributes outlined in the results of this research 
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demonstrates that the region is practising a version of collaborative governance that draws upon a vast 

‘shadow network’ of support (Olsson et al. 2006). Collectively, civil society, international 

organisations, citizens and private sector actors at multiple levels represent a vast network beyond the 

state that shapes, influences, innovates, resources, and creates impact at the local level. This 

polycentricity confirms the attributes of adaptive governance in the Pacific Islands region. This finding 

is supported by the recent work of Trundle in the Solomon Islands (2020) and earlier work of Aylett 

(2010) in South Africa, who argue the need for greater interactions between the formal and informal 

governance of urban centres.  

‘Self’-related attributes of cultural and religious values, collaborative leadership and maintaining 

networks and relationships align with the findings of existing climate- and disaster-related scholarship 

in the Pacific (eg Warrick et al. 2017; Parsons et al. 2018). However, some respondents cautioned that 

trends in individualism are drawing people away from community collaboration, indicating the 

importance of documenting practices. Culture-based social capital is not emphasised in Ansell and 

Gash’s (2007) collaborative governance theory. More recently, however, collaborative governance has 

been explained through a broader cultural lens in Korea, entwined with Confucian teachings (Lee and 

Bae 2019). This study demonstrates that collaborative governance is highly influenced by cultural 

context, which is likely to determine the key attributes of collaborative theory place by place.    

Collaborative governance theory, to date, also fails to acknowledge the gendered dimensions 

influencing collaborative practice (Johnston 2017). By contrast, this study highlights the importance of 

ensuring diverse voices are heard in collective decision-making. Culturally sensitive solutions to 

women’s engagement in decision-making have been found in the Pacific literature to increase 

community resilience outcomes (McNamara et al. 2020; Singh et al. 2022). Existing collaborative 

governance literature also emphasises that being sensitive to and creating spaces for the participation 

of diverse groups is a necessary attribute of collaborative leadership (Lindsay 2018; Schneider et al. 

2020). Advancing gender equality while being respectful of customs, hierarchies, values and religion is 

characteristic of the Pacific (Fairbairn-Dunlop 2005; Spark et al. 2021).  

Another significant finding of this study is that many collaborations were funding- or project-based, 

rather than long-term arrangements. Donor and international organisation approaches to supporting 

local-level collaboration for resilience varied significantly. This divergence was often highlighted by 

respondents who valued long-term and localised partnership approaches. Previous Pacific-based 

literature has found that a focus on short-term, reactive adaptation can detract from longer term, more 

sustainable and transformational outcomes (Nunn and McNamara 2019). This points towards the need 

for longer-term partnerships and resourcing. Donors also have a duty to act ethically, and work towards 

improved localisation and ownership of solutions.  
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Respondents emphasised options for how institutions, including governments, can support the practice 

of collaborative leadership through the incorporation of collaborative practice into key performance 

indicators for staff. Building the confidence of local government staff (including urban planners) to 

apply a range of community engagement approaches would work towards ensuring a more participatory 

form of governance. Respondents emphasised that this is particularly important for designing public 

spaces and infrastructure that reflect diverse needs. Skills gaps in the public service could also be 

addressed through collaboration with local consultants, as recently advocated by Nailatikau and 

Goulding (2021). 

The interview results demonstrate that there is in fact a complex body of polycentric collaborative 

governance practice in the Pacific Islands that draws heavily on the existing social capital of the region. 

This is occurring with the support of a shadow network featuring a multitude of actors and a rich, 

context-specific cultural and religious practice of collaboration. Pacific Island knowledge, experiences, 

values and traditions are significant assets to collaborative practice. Nevertheless, challenges raised by 

respondents indicate the need for greater deliberate reflection on collaborative practice in the region.  

Limitations of this study and future research areas  

Despite yielding a wide range of findings, this study reflects only a limited sample of perspectives 

across Pacific Island countries. Similar studies need to be undertaken at a national scale in a broader 

range of Pacific Island contexts. Specific sector- and gender-related lenses on collaborative governance 

may also yield deeper results. The navigation of research during a global pandemic affected the ability 

of authors to travel and interview respondents in person and prevented access to some in-country events. 

Authors needed to be sensitive to respondents’ availability due to compounding disasters (such as 

COVID-19 outbreaks and cyclones), which ruled out some planned interviews. 

Conclusion 

This study has examined local-level collaborative governance in the Pacific Islands region using a range 

of methods. It concludes that the broad characteristics of collaborative governance for local-level 

resilient development in the Pacific Islands region span the domains of self, institutions, collaborative 

arrangements and systems. The study’s findings also indicate that individuals who are practising and 

upskilling themselves in collaborative leadership at a local level also need to be supported by wider 

institutional and system measures to maximise their impact. Personal mindsets, institutional structures 

and principles for collaborative practice (such as those shown in Figure 3) all have a role to play in 

improving the effectiveness of local-level collaboration for resilience. This calls for partnerships that 

integrate these characteristics to leverage action and accelerate the scale and results of resilient 

development.  
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Current resilience policies are built on an assumption that local stakeholders across the Pacific Islands 

region have the inherent ability to create cross-sector and multi-stakeholder partnerships. This research 

confirmed that such an ability is already evident to some extent amongst Pacific Island practitioners 

and networks, but more could be done to make the invisible visible through documenting and building 

upon the region’s rich collaborative problem-solving experiences. Attempts to enhance collaborative 

‘soft skills’ would be most beneficial if they consider first, and build on, the existing collaborative 

capital of Pacific Islanders. And a strongly articulated collaborative framework would provide the 

opportunity to connect human resources across public, private and civil society realms in innovative 

ways. This would work towards advancing the call to action for a “model collaborative, inclusive and 

effective action on sustainable urbanisation” as a key priority for discussion at the 2022 

Commonwealth Heads of Government meeting in Kigali, Rwanda (Commonwealth Local Government 

Forum 2021).  
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