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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The complex consequences of climate change demand 
an approach that encompasses the interaction of 
different risks and hazards across multiple scales 
and aspects of human life; and how environmental 
degradation is entangled with other crises such as 
armed confl icts, health pandemics, and economic 
recessions. However, natural and social sciences 
research approaches still predominantly examine one 
or a few impacts which yield partial, if not, increasingly 
incorrect assessments of the global processes 
surrounding climate change. Without explicit focus on 
integrating changes resulting from the intersection of 
multiple risks and hazards, we are yet to gain insights 
on whether and how various adaptation and mitigation 
strategies produce positive outcomes, by reinforcing or 
amplifying one another, or negative outcomes, through 
counteracting or cancelling gains in other areas. 

The same siloing is also evident in the implementation 
and monitoring of global agendas particularly on 
disaster risk reduction (DRR), climate change, 
sustainable development goals (especially SDGs 5, 
13 and 16), and women, peace and security (WPS). 
Responses to hazards and risks are separated under 

different policy goals and priorities which in turn has 
implications for coordinating political leadership and 
institutions, and mobilising resources for programs. An 
integrated framework therefore has broad implications 
for systematically addressing climate change and 
interlinked crises in ways that effectively respond to the 
comprehensive security needs of the most marginalised 
and climate-affected populations, particularly women 
and girls.

This report presents country-level fi ndings for Vanuatu 
where it examines women’s cumulative, customary 
knowledge, participation and collective action in 
climate change-affected communities. Based on 
multi-country collaborative research conducted by 
Monash University’s Gender, Peace and Security Centre 
in partnership with ActionAid, the research aims to 
develop a global framework that shall serve as a starting 
point for integrated, gender-responsive policy solutions 
and agendas across climate governance, sustainable 
development and crisis or emergency response. 
Drawing on evidence collected through fi eld research 
and secondary analysis, the research fi ndings illustrate 
how a gender-responsive alternative approach to 
climate change strengthens integration among existing 
policies on climate change, gender equality, and peace 
and sustainable development. 
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KEY FINDINGS IN VANUATU
Addressing gender inequality refl ected in societal 
norms and institutions is fundamental to any gender-
responsive approach to climate change and especially 
apparent in Vanuatu. With limited access to decision-
making, women are often invisible in policy-making. 
Without adequate representation of women in these 
discussions, the default approach is techno-centric and 
ignores the realities of climate change and disasters 
for women, which include the changing burden of 
unpaid work and food insecurity, increased prevalence 
of gender-based violence, and institutionalised 
marginalisation of women’s voices and leadership. 
Women’s knowledge, participation and collective 
action strengthens the resilience of communities. It is 
a potentially transformative basis for climate policy-
making that promotes gender equality and addresses 
related crises. Crucially it avoids adaptation to climate 
change that violates women and girls’ human rights, 
undermining their ability to participate in – and benefi t 
from –  crisis responses.

1 Women’s Everyday and 
Traditional Knowledge

Ni-Vanuatu women are vital to the continuation of 
their indigenous knowledge yet their distinct expertise 
and roles in the stewardship of the environment is 
often devalued in their communities as well as not 
recognised in existing policy frameworks. There is 
widespread societal awareness of climate change as a 
visible phenomenon in Vanuatu although people may 
not know about the technical information, policies 
and programs. National policy frameworks state the 
importance of traditional knowledge and governance 
known as ‘Kastom’ in addressing climate security risks. 
The neglecting of women’s traditional knowledge and 
capacity, however, compounds the negative impact of 
disasters. For example, in 2015 in the midst of Tropical 
Cyclone Pam disaster warning systems contained 
technical information that did not connect or bridge with 
what women knew or observed within their immediate 
surroundings.  

2   Women’s Participation

Ni-Vanuatu women’s everyday lives remain deeply shaped 
by unequal gender norms that systematically deny and 
typically foreclose women’s capacity for decision-making. 
They are traditionally excluded because of unequal 
division of labour beginning at the household and by 
norms that specifi cally prohibit women from speaking in 
the same spaces where men are gathered. Women in 
Tanna are customarily excluded from a direct role in village 
decision-making through the nakamal and this exclusion 
compounds at higher levels where provincial and national 
governance structures remain male-dominated. 

One avenue for the inclusion of women within community 
disaster and climate change committees (CDCCCs) began 
in the aftermath of Tropical Cyclone Pam. However, our 
research stressed the importance of deepening participation 
by ensuring that the women included are knowledgeable 
and trained in articulating the gender dimensions of climate 
change issues, as well as recognised for other technical and 
traditional expertise they bring.

3   Women’s Collective Action

Incorporating women’s everyday and traditional 
knowledge as well as substantive participation are 
crucial to respond to climate change and its effects.  
Our research identified the importance of women-
only initiatives such as the network Women I Tok Tok 
Tugeta (Women Talk Together; WITTT), formed in the 
aftermath of Tropical Cyclone Pam. WITTT represents 
a space or gathering for women to share information 
around disaster risks, response and mitigation and 
has since evolved for community mobilisation where 
they discuss all issues affecting them as women and 
collaborate on income-generating activities. 

Ensuring male champions or advocates for women’s 
rights is necessary because respect for kastom 
systems are embedded at provincial and national 
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levels. Endorsements by male community leaders 
signal to the community in general, and especially to 
the other men that WITTT is in alignment with kastom. 
Some of the women in our research expressed how 
the men started ‘seeing’ the contributions of women 
precisely because of WITTT’s collective action.

The initiative of WITTT demonstrates grassroots 
training for women to be more politically active 
and to gain visible recognition as a group. WITTT 
members recommend the network as an avenue for 
women to directly support and mentor one another in 
community leadership not only in times of disasters 
but also during elections and with respect to ongoing 
awareness-raising on violence against women. 
WITTT is demonstrating how fundamentally important 
the base work of supporting women’s movements 
is for both disaster preparedness and long-term 
development in the country. 

KEY RECOMMENDATIONS

Ni-Vanuatu women on the frontline of multiple 
crises should inform how, when and where 
gender-responsive policy can integrate action on 
interlinked climate-induced crises. The following 
recommendations are for government and non-
government actors from diverse agencies and sectors.

• Develop integrated early warning mechanisms 
for disasters and community-level confl icts at 
household and village levels, incorporating women’s 
knowledge.

• Strengthening women at the community level’s 
capacity to contribute their knowledge into reporting 
formats for forecasting and risk analysis, and to access 
relevant technologies. 

• Support women-friendly safe spaces for community 
participation and enable women’s community 
networks and organisations to develop meaningful 
opportunities for consultation and collaboration 
with customary mechanisms and government 
policy.

•  Build on existing women’s networks such as 
WITTT to connect women from other islands and 
nationally for the purposes of emergency or crisis 
response as well as preparedness and planning. 

•  Provide training and support to local kastom and 
church leaders to respond to gender-specifi c needs in 
times of disaster.

• Encourage village level male champions of women’s 
networks and organisations and updating harmful 
kastom beliefs and practices that exclude women from 
village governance.

•  Create opportunities for women’s networks and 
gender-balanced representation in provincial level 
institutions as part of decentralisation in Vanuatu.
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INTRODUCTION
This report presents the approach and fi ndings from 
a research project conducted by Monash University’s 
Gender, Peace and Security Centre in partnership with 
ActionAid Australia and its country offi ce in Vanuatu.1 
Drawing on feminist approaches to global peace, 
development and security, it examines the potential of 
everyday and traditional knowledge, participation and 
collective action by women in climate change-affected 
communities as key pillars to developing an integrated risk 
assessment and global response to human insecurities.  

Climate change is an urgent, interlocking and cross-
cutting issue.2 By 2100, climate change will constitute a 
major threat to all main domains of “human health, water, 
food, economy, infrastructure and security”.3 However, 
how multiple risks and hazards intersect or compound 
one another is yet to be addressed in an integrated 
manner in both policy and research. Examining one or 
a few impacts risks partial, if not, increasingly incorrect 
assessments of the global processes surrounding climate 
change. Without explicit focus on integrating changes 
occurring as a result of multiple risks and hazards 
intersecting, we are yet to gain insights on whether and 
how various adaptation and mitigation strategies produce 
positive outcomes by reinforcing or amplifying one 
another; or negative outcomes through counteracting 
or cancelling gains in other areas. Therefore, developing 
an evidence base that can inform policy solutions is 
needed to begin mapping climate change impacts as 
they occur in a continuum with other drivers of social, 
political and economic insecurities; and consequently, to 
comprehensively address them. 

Indigenous peoples have always believed that 
peace is central to human security and all life 
forms that exist in a community, a nation, Mother 
Earth and the universe – Hilda Lini4 

As the quote above from ni-Vanuatu woman Hilda Lini 
suggests,5 responses to climate change must form part 
of broader efforts by indigenous peoples to promote 
peace and human security across all levels from 
community to the state and globally. It also involves 
recognition and regeneration of the interconnectedness 
among all life forms and nature. Ni-Vanuatu as 

indigenous peoples take pride in how they have 
adapted to their environment using their knowledge of 
how to live in synchronicity with nature over thousands 
of years. They possess a strong connection to land and 
commitment to carry on as custodians of the Pacifi c 
Ocean. This research builds on the connections with 
peace, security and Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) agendas through an analysis of gender, climate 
change and interlinked crises in Vanuatu.

By starting with women’s experiences and knowledge, 
this research project highlights complex and diverse 
relationships between women and kastom. The 
emphasis in kastom on valuing community order above 
individual freedom may not always be empowering for 
women because it structures and maintains gender 
differences in the household, community and the state. 
While there is widespread acceptance of kastom as an 
indispensable and positive pillar in the face of extreme 
weather and a rapidly changing climate, its continuing 
significance must also be weighed against aspects 
that are detrimental for women in the country such 
as disaster-induced local and land conflicts, political 
disenfranchisement, and unequal distribution of natural 
resources for women. 

This report has three main sections. The fi rst section 
provides a brief background on climate change impacts 
in Vanuatu and existing national policy frameworks. 
Gender mainstreaming and broadening of active 
participation among women are recognised as important. 
However, existing frameworks require specifi city and 
understanding of how responses to climate change and 
multiple disasters are to be coordinated in integrated 
ways that progressively open spaces for women’s direct 
and broad participation. The second section presents 
our key research fi ndings to argue that there is a need 
to examine climate change and related crises from 
women’s standpoints in order to better understand their 
gendered and multi-scalar impacts. Our fi ndings illustrate 
how a gender-responsive alternative approach to climate 
change might further strengthen integration among 
existing policies on climate change, gender equality, 
and peace and sustainable development. Finally, in the 
third section of the report discusses the conclusions and 
offers recommendations toward enhancing women’s 
collective action. 
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RESEARCH APPROACH AND METHODOLOGY

The overall aim of this research project is to develop an 
evidence-based, gender-responsive framework that can 
strengthen women’s voices and leadership in responding 
to climate change and related natural disasters through 
the recognition and support of their localised knowledge of 
how multiple risks and hazards are interlinked. 

The approach of the study builds on feminist scholarship 
which considers the ways in which climate justice may 

serve as one entry point for promoting gender equality, 
as much as gender equality is a prerequisite for climate 
justice.6 To examine how responses to climate change can 
promote both climate justice and gender equality we use 
the concept of “gender-responsiveness” which means 
“[I]nformed by gender-sensitive analysis and/or agreement, 
gender-responsiveness as a concept and a practice 
seeks to enable operational and practical capacity to 
address gender inequalities, exclusions and differences 
through action or implementation efforts that are feasible, 
monitored and evaluated”.7

RESEARCH QUESTIONS:

The following key research questions informed the research:

1. What distinct ‘early warning’ signs do women observe for environmental change and its impacts? 

2. What is the extent of women’s and men’s awareness of climate change programmes, information and related 
policies? Do they participate in their implementation?

3. How are women represented in different governance levels, processes and institutions where climate decisions 
are made?

4. What contributions does women’s knowledge, participation and leadership offer for climate governance, and why 
do they matter?

DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS

Research data was collected through a mixed-
methods, participatory research design in collaboration 
with ActionAid Vanuatu and ActionAid Australia (see 
Annex 1).8 

Primary data 

Primary collection of qualitative data was through key 
informant-interviews and focus group discussions. Field 
research took place between 24 September to 7 October 
2018. Three research sites were visited in Vanuatu: the 
capital Port Vila, Eton and Tanna. Eton and Tanna were 
selected purposively to ensure that the research supports 
ActionAid Vanuatu’s programming on local women’s 
capacity and leadership for developing gender-responsive 
alternatives on climate change.9

Secondary data 

The research used qualitative and quantitative data from 
a baseline study conducted by Kylie Mullins and her team 
at Development Services in April 2018. This baseline 
consisted of survey data from 79 women respondents. 
Data collection also included 18 key-informant interviews 
with local authorities from Disaster Management 
Committees, and four (4) mixed-gender focus group 
discussions in Port Vila, Eton, and Tanna. 

The analysis focused on capturing processes and 
interactions across women’s bodies, households, and 
communities and situating these at the national level with 
existing policies and frameworks. First, desktop research 
was undertaken to analyse existing national reports and 
policies in Vanuatu. Country-specifi c key issues, themes 
and actors were then identifi ed on gender, climate change 
and security issues. Second, the baseline study yielded 
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data specifi c to WITTT communities. We used the fi ndings 
to refine our own field research questions and also to 
guide our analysis of the existing literature and national 
policies. Finally, our field research was crucial in 
collecting narratives and stories from women and men 
relating to their everyday climate change adaptation 
and how these intersect with post-colonial political 
transition and economic development. We placed 
our field interviews and focus group discussions 

in dialogue with evidence from secondary sources 
including national-level analysis. Multiple sources 
of data therefore served to corroborate, add depth 
to and/or critique how existing national frameworks 
and dominant understanding of climate change as 
a security issue are responsive to women’s context-
specific knowledge and experiences within their 
households and communities.

TABLE 1. SUMMARY OF RESEARCH PARTICIPANTS

Research Participants Total Location Composition

Key-Informant Interviews 12 Port Vila Gender
7 females, 5 males

Affi liation
2 government 
10 non-government (both local and international)

Focus Group Discussions 
(FGDs)

6 Port Vila, Eton and 
Tanna

Gender
3 (women only), 1 (men only), 2 mixed group

Affi liation
4 groups of community / village residents and 
members of WITTT
2 groups of chiefs, leaders, elders and govern-
ment representatives at community and provincial 
levels

RESEARCH BACKGROUND
Small Island Developing States (SIDS) in the Pacifi c, such 
as Vanuatu, bear the brunt of the negative impacts of 
global climate change “because their mostly low-lying, 
coastal populations tend to be exposed to a range 
of hazards, particularly cyclones, fl oods, landslides, 
earthquakes and tsunamis”.10 The country is also located 
in the Asia Pacifi c region which is considered crisis-prone 
because no other region in the world has more vulnerable 
people exposed to multiple hazards and recurrent 
displacements.11 The projected impacts of climate change 
are therefore profound and expected to intensify affecting 
all systems of governance, fi nance, knowledge and 
information.12 

Through this country case, we see that climate 
change is driving more frequent occurrence of extreme 
weather events that can cause severe devastation 
such as in the aftermath of 2015 Tropical Cyclone Pam 
(TC Pam). TC Pam, a Category 5 typhoon, affected 
the whole country with an estimated total of 15,000 
homes damaged or destroyed and 65,000 people 
internally displaced. Three years later while Vanuatu is 
still recovering from the effects of TC Pam, the country 
has also faced and will likely have to contend with 
further natural disasters and their impacts, including 
mass relocation from Ambae island due to volcanic 
activity and prolonged droughts caused by El Niño. 
As well, the Vanuatu state has experienced ongoing 
development challenges to ensure basic access to 
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health, education and livelihoods for its citizens since 
political independence in 1980.

Ni-Vanuatu people face multiple disaster risks 
and hazards. They have significant experiences to 
contribute globally to develop integrated solutions 
and responses needed to address climate change. 
However, the distinct experiences in Vanuatu and 
together with other SIDS are invisible within global 
measures and indexes of climate risk and fragility due 
to lack of available data and persistent barriers to 
data collection (see Annex 2). Gathering information 
at the national level is onerous due to geography 
comprising of many remote and difficult to access 
areas which also means dissemination and access 
to information may be uneven. The global picture on 
climate risk, gender and sustainable development 
therefore severely lacks perspectives from the Pacific. 
This means first, that there is a long way to go to 
situate the experiences of Pacific peoples at the centre 
of global agendas because they are not counted or 
measured. Second, it means that bridging knowledge 
gaps for countries such as Vanuatu requires 
understanding of gender and climate change based on 
contextualised analysis, corroborated through different 
types of national and subnational data. 

For example, the Global Climate Risk Index which 
measures the impacts of extreme weather-related 
events based on fatalities and economic losses for a 
given year, and longitudinally for 20 years. Vanuatu 
ranked the 5th most climate risk affected country in 
2015 as a result of TC Pam with losses amounting 
to approximately 41 per cent of GDP.13 The following 
year, the country was not ranked highly – 120th out 
of 183 – because it did not experience exceptional 
catastrophes in 2016.14 However, based on the index 
which also measures continuous risks from extreme 
weather events over a 20-year time span, Vanuatu 
is ranked 8th based on percentage of GDP loss. This 
indicates that the country suffers economic losses far 
greater than other countries relative to its already low 
level of economic development and therefore there 
is a need to further examine how economic progress 
is set back by multiple disasters in the country. 
Moreover, this underscores the extent and manner 
through which significant resources will be required 

to ‘disaster-proof’ Vanuatu’s economy and to ensure 
peace and security for their people. Importantly, the 
index as a representation of current limitations in risk 
monitoring and reporting, highlights the gap in terms 
of ‘measuring’ impacts for slow-onset or gradually 
accruing disasters such as the complex existential 
threat posed by rising sea levels, much less how 
multiple risks are interlinked. 

In addition, there is also a paucity of gender-related 
data in Vanuatu which makes tracking trends and 
progress on gender equality and the environment 
difficult. However, available data relating to ni-
Vanuatu women’s societal status indicates a need 
for urgent measures to promote gender equality 
across development and crisis response as part of 
long-term climate change adaptation and mitigation. 
An intersecting range of geographic, social, cultural 
and economic barriers to gender equality in Vanuatu 
suggest that further research is required to analyse 
where, when and how women distinctly made 
vulnerable and insecure before, during and after 
disasters within the broader context of climate change. 

For instance, since the country’s independence in 
1980, women’s direct participation in government 
has been limited. Only five women have ever been 
elected in Parliament and this includes Hilda Lini. In 
the most recent elections in 2016, ten or 3.8 percent 
of candidates were women and none won.15 Lack 
of direct participation in political decision-making is 
reflected and reinforced by other barriers. Women 
have low literacy such that 7 out of 10 women in 
Vanuatu have either only completed primary education 
or have not had any schooling at all.16 Access to health 
is still limited as are most social welfare services.17 
Weak or absent health infrastructures distinctly impact 
women due to their sexual and reproductive health 
needs. For example, maternal mortality is believed to 
contribute to the invisibility or lack of women aged 
15-49 years old in certain communities and provinces 
(e.g. Penama and Malampa).18 

High rates of sexual and gender-based violence have 
also been documented by the Vanuatu National Survey 
on Women’s Lives and Family Relationships, the first 
and still only nationwide study on violence against 
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women. The study found that approximately 60 
percent of women who have ever been married, lived 
with a man, or had an intimate sexual relationship with 
a partner, experienced physical and/or sexual violence 
in their lifetime. Violence is pervasive and occurs 
across all socio-economic backgrounds. However, 
the study noted that rates of physical and sexual 
violence were higher in rural areas (63%) than in urban 
areas (50%). The scale of this insecurity is in that 
approximately 75 percent of the population reside in 
rural areas.19 Though levels of economic development 
are low nationwide, rural and coastal communities are 
more vulnerable to economic shocks when disasters 
lead to income loss due to damages in property, 
food crops and/or weakened tourism. The remoteness 
of the islands means that there is little access to 
state and non-state agencies that can provide 
information relating to climate change and DRR, and to  
assistance from relief of long-term alternative livelihood 
opportunities in some locations compared with the 
capital, Port Vila. 

Research by UN Women found that gender-based 
inequality in Vanuatu can be more serious in urban 
rather than rural areas. Vulnerability to poverty – or 
inability to meet basic needs – is high at 44 percent of 
the population residing in the capital. The higher risk 
of poverty for women in urban areas is found to be in 
part due to wage inequality because the benefits of 
economic growth in Port Vila are unequally distributed 
in favour of male-dominated jobs like construction.20 In 
this context, attention to gender inequality is necessary 
because urban migration does not automatically 
guarantee women’s security. Vanuatu is undergoing 
rapid change and push for economic growth which is 
an opportunity to ensure that development spreads to 
other islands and not just urban centres particularly 
Port Vila. This country case study demonstrates how 
immediate and long-term solutions to climate change 
will increasingly need to comprehensively address 
all areas of people’s everyday life and how multiple 
risks create intersecting insecurities. Given the lack 
of data on Vanuatu, its ranking (or lack thereof) in the 
Global Climate Risk Index and other major indexes 
should be taken as a starting point for a deeper and 
comprehensive understanding of climate risks. 

NATIONAL FRAMEWORKS FOR GENDER, 
CLIMATE CHANGE AND RELATED CRISES

While contributing the least to global carbon emissions 
and environmental degradation globally, Vanuatu has 
had a strong policy commitment to the environment and 
its environmentalism is enshrined in its Constitution. 
The government’s overarching vision for the future is to 
be “a resilient community, environment and economy”. 
National policy frameworks, examined below, state the 
importance of enduring traditional knowledge and forms 
of governance collectively known as kastom in how 
ni-Vanuatu assess, interpret and navigate present and 
future climate security risks. 

Among the key frameworks are:

• National Sustainable Development Plan 2016-2030

• Vanuatu Climate Change Disaster Risk Reduction 
Policy 2016-2030

• National Policy on Climate Change and Disaster-
induced Displacement 2018

• National Gender Equality Policy 2015-2019 (see 
Annex 1 for a list of identifi ed entry-points).

These policy frameworks recognise that climate 
change is driving extreme weather and represents 
an existential threat to Vanuatu including its culture 
and identity. They also mention improving gender 
inclusion is a cross-cutting issue that needs to be 
part of development, climate change and disaster 
risk reduction (DRR) programming (see Annex 1). 
They demonstrate potentials for gender-responsive, 
integrated implementation through the supporting 
empirical evidence and identifi cation of policy entry-
points that signal the active interlinking of risk mapping 
and coordinated response linking gender equality, 
climate change, DRR and development policies.

Two recent disasters have highlighted priority concerns for 
these national frameworks in addressing women’s needs 
and barriers to gender equality: a) TC Pam in 2015; and b) 
Ambae mass relocation in 2018. 
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1 Interactions between formal or state 
and customary governance structures 
and processes

Decentralisation, enshrined within the constitution, has been 
a key political goal since independence and it is cited as a 
driver for achieving sustainable development and climate 
resilience in the country. Across the major policy frameworks, 
it is viewed as improving governance for a country with 83 
different islands, and given historically dispersed political 
authority held by Kastom chiefs. However, decentralisation 
remains to be fully implemented. In practice, there is still 
negotiation over the responsibilities of the national and 
provincial governments, and between formal and customary 
governance. Negotiations over the responsibilities of the 
national and provincial governments, and between state and 
kastom offi cials are ongoing and with distinct implications for 
gender-responsiveness. This is because a key challenge is 
ensuring that women equally benefi t from and contribute in 
shaping decentralisation in Vanuatu.

In the case of post-TC Pam21 and the Ambae response, 
decentralisation itself is not a guarantee for gender-
responsiveness in relief and recovery processes. 
Pre-existing indigenous systems have long been male-
dominated in the majority of islands. At the village level, 
the basic unit of customary governance called the 
nakamal is headed by a chief – a role traditionally held 
by a male elder in the community.22 Decentralisation may 
not automatically guarantee women’s direct participation 
which is necessary for raising their own voices and 
concerns when local systems such as the nakamal remain 
male-dominated. Rather, decentralisation may further 
reinforce the system of male-dominance by legitimating 
the exclusion of women through the nakamal. 

Decentralisation should be implemented alongside 
national-level reforms to improve women’s status in 
the country particularly in the areas of protection from 
gender-based violence and access to land – which are 
all gender and climate change issues. For instance, 
because women are unable to own land and have limited 
economic resources that can help protect them from 
gender-based violence they are even more vulnerable 
during disaster-induced displacement where threats of 
violence tend to also intensify. Displacement for them 
means being deprived further from accessing income or 

livelihood. Gaps manifest in the implementation of key 
legislations such as the Family Protection Act (2008) and 
Customary Land Management Act (2013). The loss of 
their homes and/or livelihoods places women at a greater 
disadvantage than men during recovery not least of all 
because women are at risk of intimate partner abuse and 
typically cannot make economic decisions on their own.23 
Customary dispute resolutions including island courts, 
moreover, tend to privilege community peace and order 
which often translates into inadequate protection for 
women’s rights.24 

2 Coordinated monitoring and response 
to gender-inequalities especially 
violence before, during and after crises

Despite equal emphasis in policy documents, priority 
in the implementation of national frameworks is largely 
on immediate or emergency relief which often comes 
at the expense of long-term planning and preparation. 
In practice, there is little clarity on the roles and 
responsibilities “for addressing the long-term recovery 
needs of communities affected by displacement. 
Responsibility for different components relevant to long-
term recovery are dealt with separately by different 
Government Ministries, but coordination in relation to 
recovery is limited”.25 As pointed out in the National Policy 
on Climate Change and Disaster-induced Displacement 
2018, while inter-agency or cluster-type coordination 
among public and private sectors has been in recent 
practice applied and to some extent in disaster response, 
this level of coordination is not sustained post-disaster 
therefore undermining long-term rehabilitation. 

Moreover, resource allocation currently refl ects a gap 
between immediate or emergency relief and funding for 
sustainable development and inclusive growth goals. This is 
relevant both for the Vanuatu government and for external 
aid donors. For example, the language of ‘urgent and 
immediate’ used in these policy frameworks particularly 
in the 2007 Vanuatu National Adaptation Plan to describe 
the DRR and CC goals may undermine the other ‘gender 
inclusion’ goal also identifi ed under these frameworks 
and plans. This is because ‘gender’ is often considered a 
secondary issue and not a priority in emergency response. 
For example, in the aftermath of TC Pam “the gender 
and protection cluster did not really get funding until 2 to 
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3 years after…the government said money should go to 
infrastructure.”26 Women’s needs may be relegated to the 
recovery phase – which as pointed out above is more likely 
to be under-resourced and lacking coordinated action. 
Yet, this siloing between crisis response and development 
programming obscures women’s equal capacity to lead 
and participate in disaster preparedness and fuel a neglect 
of the continuity in women’s care burdens which intensify 
during and immediately after disasters. 

The next section presents our fi eld research fi ndings 
drawing on the knowledge and experiences of ni-Vanuatu 
women from Eton and Tanna. It demonstrates how 
starting from women’s lives, we are able to identify how 
risks are interlinked and consequently, how responses to 
these multiple, intersecting risks can be integrated under 
women’s leadership.  

RESEARCH FINDINGS
WOMEN’S EVERYDAY, TRADITIONAL 
KNOWLEDGE AND GENDER DIVISIONS 
OF LABOUR

People’s everyday and traditional knowledge are 
increasingly recognised for their value in global climate 
change and DRR agendas. New and emerging research 
studies have started documenting how this form of 
knowledge can:

1) Strengthen scientifi c information and technologies 
especially around monitoring and risk assessment;

2) Deepen or enhance the quality of resilience through 
shared lessons for adaptation; and as especially for 
indigenous traditional knowledge; 

3) Serve as a repository of accumulated knowledge 
relating to human interaction with the environment that 
can provide long historical perspectives that will sustain 
humanity in the future.27

Our research in Vanuatu highlighted how gender divisions 
of labour shape gender-differentiated knowledge of 
the environment. Consequently, everyday, traditional 
knowledge requires gender analysis to connect the 
signifi cance of this body of knowledge for climate change 

and DRR agendas with gender equality goals.
In Vanuatu, there is widespread societal awareness of 
climate change as a visible phenomenon even while 
people may not know about the technical information, 
policies and programs especially because in Vanuatu 
the majority of the population – at 75 percent – are rural 
and practice agriculture.28 This widespread everyday 
awareness of climate change impacts was further 
corroborated by a female informant who affi rmed that 
given rising sea levels and extreme weather affecting 
Vanuatu: 

“Everyone here knows climate change. They 
know it is real. Some villages have already moved 
to higher areas”.29

Baseline research conducted among 76 women in Tanna 
found that:

• 85 percent reported that they had some knowledge or 
a lot of knowledge about the effects of climate change 
on their daily lives;

• 95 percent observed changes in their livelihood 
activities due to climate change; 

• 99 percent – confi rmed that their household had 
experienced reduced income from CC and disaster 
impacts.30 

In key informant interviews and FGDs in both Tanna and 
Eton, women expressed a strong connection to land, 
water and other bodies of nature. Many were able to 
recount previous disasters in their community, which 
forms part of their oral history, to compare or express the 
impacts of TC Pam (26 September 2018, Eton; and 1 
October 2018 in Tanna). Particularly in Tanna, the research 
participants stated that they have a rich oral history about 
disasters including memories of how their elders and they 
themselves survived. Local people’s strong connections 
to the environment are continuously fostered through 
traditional or kastom knowledge which is shaped by their 
immediate environment, especially the presence of Mount 
Yasur, an active volcano in the island.

For example, Tanna women described that in their 
language the word for ‘god’ is Yasur, which is also 
the name of the volcano.31 According to them, all the 



15

communities on the island have a profound relationship 
with the active volcano. They regard it as supernatural 
– and it gives structure and meaning in their daily 
lives. Through customs and practices, including ritual 
dance, the people in Tanna have learned to live in 
mutual harmony with an active volcano while they rely 
on agriculture for their livelihoods. They understand the 
behaviour of the volcano as it interacts with seasons 
and are able to predict the success or loss of their 
harvest as a result. 

Some aspects of traditional knowledge are gender-
specifi c and this is evident in the division of labour at 
household and community levels. For instance, while 
both men and women in Eton and Tanna practice daily 
farming as a way of life as well as an income source, 
women are in charge of selling produce. They are 
regarded as the “mamas of the market.” Being tasked 
with selling produce in village and urban markets such 
as in Port Vila has enabled the women to establish social 
networks that facilitate the intergenerational sharing of 
information on how and when to farm specifi c crops. 
Even among fi shing communities, women sell the 
produce and therefore develop similar social networks 
with their own shared knowledge in relation to this 
livelihood. In the case of men, they are in charge of 
kava.32 They gain gender-specifi c knowledge of how to 
plant, harvest and prepare for ritual ceremonies that are 
traditionally exclusive to men in the nakamal, and for 
men’s everyday drinking.33 

Another example of gender-differentiated knowledge of 
the environment is through traditional building practices – 
believed to be undertaken mostly by men34 – using native 
plants and specifi c architecture which are valued for their 
cultural signifi cance in Vanuatu. This knowledge is being 
revisited for its (scientifi c) relevance to disaster resilience 
– developed by ni-Vanuatu over time as they adapt to 
what has already been a disaster-prone environment.35 
For example, one female research participant from Tanna 
shared the knowledge she gained from her elders:

“[TC Pam] is like an animal, they trap it so it 
wants to take everything [very destructive]. 
When it comes you must just welcome it. We 
have to respect the wind…they come in, you let 
them out”.36

This belief informs the design of thatched houses in Tanna 
where the windows and roofi ng can be collapsed to let 
air in and out as opposed to non-indigenous shelters that 
introduced iron roofs.37

Similarly, focus groups in Eton and Tanna especially with 
community elders shared examples of how traditional 
knowledge involving respect and understanding for different 
types of disasters has been key to their people’s survival. 
Tanna people have long survived and adapted to a harsh 
environment with minimal to no loss of life. They recalled 
how Ni-Vanuatu people come from generations of seafarers 
who have navigated vast distances by canoe using 
only knowledge of reading the winds and nature. They 
all highlighted that their elders used to have systems of 
predicting or preparing for volcanic eruptions, earthquakes, 
landslides, drought, fl ooding and tropical cyclones. In their 
history, they know of people believed to have capacity as 
‘rainmakers’ or the ability to control nature. 

Women are vital to the preservation and effective use of 
kastom knowledge because of their role in biological and 
cultural reproduction. However, women’s contributions 
are often taken for granted – or rendered invisible and 
unrecognised by men – due to women’s exclusion from 
kastom governance systems and particularly when kastom 
designates women have the sole responsibility for care 
and domestic work. For example, in a mixed-gender focus 
group in Tanna, our participants explained that in the past, 
their people have used various plants for food and shelter 
that allowed them to survive during disasters and recover 
in the aftermath. Participants highlighted certain methods 
of food processing and storage, and building shelters using 
indigenous techniques and materials. They explained how 
their survival depended upon these traditional skills. However, 
when asked specifi cally who undertakes the labour needed 
for these crucial safety nets, the male participants affi rmed 
that it is the women who are predominantly responsible for 
all the preparations necessary for survival – food provisioning, 
turning shelters into homes, and care and domestic work 
for all members of the family and community.38 The male 
chiefs and community leaders may possess these types of 
knowledge but ultimately, the labour and execution fall under 
the women’s responsibility, who by virtue of practice acquire 
their own expertise. Yet, women have not traditionally been 
part of community leadership structures and are excluded 
from village decision-making. 
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Neglecting women’s traditional knowledge and capacity may 
compound the negative impacts of disasters and undermine 
people’s overall capacity to mitigate and adapt to climate 
change. For instance, this was the case in the aftermath of 
TC Pam. As one female research participant in Port Vila said: 
“[W]atching the weather was expected to be technical in 
approach. There was no understanding initially of the value 
of women reporting the weather until Pam hit.” Despite this, 
she argued that “Tanna women were so mobilised, they were 
connecting together [to respond to TC Pam but] they were 
stunted because they did not understand the NDMO message 
and the weather was even calm”.39 Focus group discussions 
corroborated this insight in Tanna and with women from Eton 
too.40 The women refl ected on the diffi culties they encountered 
with the disaster warning system at the time, which did not 
connect with their real-time observations on the ground. 
They expressed a need to better improve community-level 
communication but also to have their capacity to lead and 
mobilise their communities supported and recognised.

Finally, both male and female participants in Tanna stated 
that traditional knowledge will require special focus in 
light of a changing climate and society. Participants 
expressed concern that the younger generations are 
losing this knowledge and are unable to appreciate its 
value for long-term disaster preparedness and climate 
change response. For instance, some elders pointed 
out how the introduction of Western food and shelter 
construction processes, most recently through foreign-
led post-disaster response in the aftermath of TC Pam, 
has undermined the relevance of traditional food and 
shelter, which have proven to be more adapted to their 
harsh environment. Our respondents explained why they 
believe disasters in Vanuatu have so far led to minimal loss 
of life, a fact noted by the Global Climate Risk Index as 
well, is because of their strong community networks and 
repertoires of coping mechanisms they have developed 
through generations. Indeed, the Vanuatu Climate Change 
and Disaster-induced Displacement Policy 2018 report 
stresses a growing concern with how ‘top-down’ climate 
change programming and disaster response might 
undermine them in the long-term precisely because of 
a lack of knowledge from external actors as to what is 
already in place and working. A government representative 
was quoted saying, “[P]lease, do not take away people’s 
resilience. If you are going to provide services to people, 
explain everything involved to them and let them choose”.

WOMEN’S PARTICIPATION AND 
REPRESENTATION IN CLIMATE GOVERNANCE

Research in Port Vila, Tanna and Eton revealed both 
progress and entry points for women’s participation in 
climate governance and political decision-making as 
well as key barriers to this participation.

EXCLUSIONARY FACTORS

“Bring down the ni-Vanuatu man’s level…
for equality, we have to challenge his pride, 
heroism. Ask the man to let go, step back a bit. 
Then, a woman can step forward. If not, the 
next Pam [tropical cyclone] will come and the 
men will still dominate.”41

1  Multiple care burdens and unequal 
gender norms beginning at the 
household

The majority of women in our survey (62 per cent) 
felt that climate change and disasters affect men and 
women in the same way. However, the women believed 
that a gender difference in the impact is such that 
women needed to work harder than men after disasters, 
particularly in collecting and preparing food, caring 
for young and elderly and fi nding water. Beginning at 
the household, women face greater responsibilities in 
disaster recovery in their roles as wives, mothers and 
daughters. Even male participants stated that in the 
aftermath of TC Pam, their communities required so 
much care and this is what the women predominantly 
do before, during and after disasters. They noted, 
however, that many of these contributions are taken for 
granted – or assumed unimportant even by the women 
and especially in the context of disaster preparedness 
and response – because women had always been 
doing these for their communities.42

Women’s care obligations hinder them from participating 
within formal governance structures. This is exacerbated 
by women’s customary exclusion from a direct role in 
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village decision-making through the nakamal or the 
basic unit of kastom governance. The nakamal also 
refers to the space or place “where chiefl y business, 
ritual, and ceremony are conducted and where kastom 
mediations take place”.43 In Tanna and Eton, our women 
respondents explained that their kastom prohibits them 
from occupying specifi c spaces or decision-making 
authority. Most of the time, men in the community make 
decisions on behalf of their village. Women in certain 
cases will be invited to attend but decisions had already 
been formulated or made by the men. One woman 
participant argued that, “women may be invisible in 
the nakamal, but we have always been there”.44 For 
example, they cited how women are not included in the 
nakamal but women ensure that the meals are there, 
that the men and children are taken care of, and even 
carry out the decisions and advice of the chiefs such 
as when to relocate and how to prepare for disasters. 
Therefore, women’s contributions benefi t the nakamal 
and are integral to the continuation of kastom itself. 
Indeed, while women’s contributions to their families and 
villages were discussed in both Tanna and Eton, their 
roles were almost exclusively considered with reference 
to their identity as home-makers. Both men and women 
did not identify direct community and provincial kastom 
leadership roles for women in times of disasters thereby 
underscoring a wider absence of political participation 
among ni-Vanuatu women.

2 Continuum of violence against 
women and girls

Violence against women and girls negatively affects 
women’s capacity to participate and lead. In Vanuatu, 
women experience direct physical violence before, 
during and after disasters which is symptomatic of 
male-dominance in society. A 2014 UN Women report 
cited a “300 percent increase in new domestic violence 
cases reported by the Tanna Women’s Counselling 
Centre after two tropical cyclones in 2011.”45 While that 
increase could be attributed to the surge of post-disaster 
response in Tanna which may have enhanced access to 
reporting, especially in remote parts of the island, women 
continue to experience social stigma and economic 
costs as a result of reporting violence. These negative 

effects of reporting intensify when perpetrators are from 
within the same family or village.46 UN Women reported 
that in the country, 98 percent of victims of violence do 
not access the formal justice system primarily due to the 
high and accumulated costs involved in undergoing the 
legal process.47 In some cases, women seek help via 
formal justice mechanisms but then eventually abandon 
the system because most women do not want their 
marriages to end; they simply want the violence to stop 
(emphasis added).48

Displacement situations in Vanuatu expose women to 
various protection risks which may intensify due to failures 
or gaps in crisis response. Most recently in the 2018 Ambae 
response, there were anecdotal reports of young women 
being forced into marriage in the islands where their families 
are relocated to Maewo.49 This means lack of access to 
food, livelihood and identity unless kastom arrangements 
are secured between Ambae and Maewo chiefs. Access 
to land is so integral for economic and cultural reasons 
such that families are resorting to intermarriages as a way 
to become part of a new kinship network that has custom 
ownership to the land where they are relocated. In cases 
where forced marriages are not successfully arranged by 
parents, boys are vulnerable to forced labour instead.50 
Indeed, a male informant from the government indicated 
that the ongoing protection issues in Ambae were triggered 
in part by the failure of the government to anticipate the 
vulnerability of young women in the relocation process 
with respect to land.51 National leaders were unable to 
encompass the range of insecurities that may potentially 
arise due to the scale of this disaster. A female informant 
stated that “some of our politicians are struggling. They get 
overwhelmed themselves by the multiple demands. They 
need help in capacity-building too”.52 The remoteness of 
many communities means that access to timely and reliable 
services is already poor and often impaired after disaster. 
Hence, many islands more intensely rely on kastom, 
including elements that are harmful to women. 

The Ambae relocation has revealed protection gaps as 
a result of gender inequalities in land rights in Vanuatu. 
First, women cannot own land based on kastom. This 
means that they are never able to make direct decisions 
to secure themselves and are at risk during forced 
relocations. Second, women are not directly participating 
in crucial decision-making processes relating to disaster 
preparedness and response. The marginalisation of 
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women and lack of a gender responsive framework 
prevented policy-makers from addressing violence against 
women and girls during and in the aftermath of the 
disaster. The recent national policy on disaster-induced 
displacement recognises this neglect: 

“[t]o date, there has been an emphasis on 
improving protection in temporary displacement 
scenarios, such as evacuations, rather than 
on longer-term recovery or working towards 
building durable solutions for communities, 
especially contexts where communities may not 
be able to return to places of origin following 
displacement”.53

INCLUSIONARY FACTORS

1 Importance of women’s networks 
and women-only groups

Within a male-dominated political context, where access 
to information is shaped by patronage, information is more 
likely to spread through informal connections rather than 
offi cial channels or structures. Women have responded 
to this reality by mobilising on their own social networks 
particularly through their village or community markets where 
they thrive. For instance, in the baseline survey, 94 per cent 
of the women believed that the women in their community 
had a range of resources to respond to climate change and 
disaster.54 They reported that the most valuable resource for 
women is their social capital network and willingness to help 
each other. Women working together is a major factor in 
supporting women’s participation and leadership.

Women-only initiatives such as the network Women i Tok 
Tok Tugeta (Women Talk Together; WITTT) in Vanuatu 
began in the aftermath of TC Pam as a space or gathering 
for women to share information around disaster risks, 
response and mitigation. WITTT mirrored customary forms 
of gathering where the women bring their mats and sit in 
a circle to form community – only that in this space, they 
can speak freely and are encouraged to do so. After the 
disaster, key women leaders within the WITTT network 
are working to transform their gatherings into safe spaces 

to discuss all issues affecting them as women. Indeed, 
as one female FGD participant explained, “[T]his space 
allows as to talk about issues arising in our household. In 
churches, we have women’s groups there too, but that is 
for spiritual things. WITTT is our safe space for our social 
issues”.55 The women members also expressed their 
goals to expand their network and begin exploring ways 
to access alternative livelihoods and income-generating 
activities to the benefi t of their communities.

For the members of WITTT, the network serves as a 
training ground for women to be more politically active 
and to gain visible recognition as a group that women 
are key members of the community and that their voices 
deserve to be heard. WITTT opens avenues for women to 
directly support and mentor one another’s experience in 
community leadership during elections and with respect 
to awareness-raising on violence against women. Through 
such women’s gatherings, women are able to learn from 
their own shared experiences about how climate change 
is related to the insecurities they experience such as 
domestic violence and lack of political representation.

2 Men’s support for women’s 
participation 

In a society that is customarily headed my men, a pathway 
for women to gain infl uence is by engaging the men in their 
families to advocate for them. A key benefi t for the women 
coming together to form WITTT is that they can also 
infl uence the men in their community collectively and across 
different levels not just within their own families. For the 
women in this research project, ensuring male champions 
or advocates for their rights is necessary and important. 
The baseline survey found that 75 per cent of women 
respondents believed that there was a person in the village 
from whom they could seek help from violence. This was 
usually the chief, who is a man.56 In Tanna, whether men 
or women, they all highly regard the male chiefs, pastors 
and elders in their community. So, it was natural for WITTT 
members to enlist the support of their chiefs in order to gain 
community awareness and endorsement for their women-
only gatherings. A chief who has been an ally of WITTT is 
an example of the transformative impacts of women-only 
groups. In his words:
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“To me as a chief, I support this network [WITTT]. 
The nakamal has been for men to just talk. 
Everything that is the nakamal is through the 
women. Even when decisions are made by men, 
the women put it into action. The men are able to 
do things fi rstly because of the women”.57 

Endorsements by male community leaders signal to the 
community and to the other men that WITTT is in alignment 
with kastom. In fact, some women participants expressed 
how the men started ‘seeing’ the contributions of women 
precisely because WITTT of acting collectively. In one 
community event organised by WITTT involving setting 
up a fl ea market in the village, a woman recounted: “[T]he 
men came to me and said, ‘wow you women can do many 
things!’ Yes, I said to them, and we need your support!”58 

Men research participants recognised the need for the 
women involved in WITTT to have a specifi c center or 
building where all trainings and engagements with and 
among the women can occur. They considered it a 
priority for their community that women have a shared 
and safe space for ‘tok tok’. Male leaders recognised 
that WITTT and their activities will benefi t other members 
of the community. They stressed that what they require 
now is for continuity of other trainings that they have 

received in the past in the aftermath of TC Pam so that 
they can upgrade or improve skills with men and women 
working together.59 Positive community dynamics of 
women working together with male leaders serves as a 
foundation for women’s networks such as WITTT to be 
able to infl uence kastom and state systems at provincial 
and national levels. According to one female participant, 
there is optimism behind male champions: “[O]ur history 
has proven this. [Hilda] Lini was endorsed by the chiefs. 
Let’s bring the chiefs on board. You know our chiefs can 
ensure women walk into parliament even without so much 
machinery”.60 

WOMEN’S TRANSFORMATIVE 
COLLECTIVE ACTION AND MAKING 
WOMEN’S INCLUSION COUNT 

Bringing together insights from ni-Vanuatu women’s 
knowledge and participation yields a model for 
transformative leadership wherein women can directly 
enable gender-responsive mechanisms that actively 
integrate security issues and agendas; with the intention 
to extend crisis response to long-term development; and 
to promote the progressive inclusion of other marginalised 
groups or sectors in ways that strengthen and diversify 

TABLE 2.  WOMEN TRANSFORMING CRISIS INTO OPPORTUNITY

Women I Tok Tok Tugeta (WITTT)

Location Eton, Erromango and Tanna, Vanuatu

Year of Origin 2015

Membership 3,700 (total estimated number in 2015)65

‘Catalyst Issue’ In the aftermath of TC Pam, ActionAid Australia established ‘blue information tents’, which provided 
‘rights-based training’ and were created as ‘safe spaces’ for women to talk to each other regarding 
their experiences and collective or shared needs. These have transformed into permanent women’s 
forums that meet regularly and are engaged in collective action through WITTT.

WITTT members have actively pushed to transform post-disaster response to promoting 
women’s participation across the development-humanitarian nexus, and their vital role in driving 
the protection of their rights and resilience building in communities.
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expertise from villages to the global level. 
Our research among women in Tanna and Eton 
underscored the importance of making women’s inclusion 
count in order to go beyond ‘token’ participation to 
engage in collective action. 

Gender-Responsive Alternatives to Climate 
Change: Critical Actions

For example, approximately 54 per cent of the women 
in the baseline survey were members of their local 
Community Disaster and Climate Change Committee 
(CDCCC). Three out of the 22 women members held 
a Chair or Co-Chair leadership role. The majority 
of the women expressed that they actively rather 
than passively engage in the committee. Many felt 
comfortable speaking at meetings albeit only when 
they have something to say or when specifi cally asked 
to speak up. This is a positive indicator that crisis 
can open opportunities for women to participate and 
become directly part of governance. There has been 
important progress in promoting women’s inclusion in 
CDCCCs established after TC Pam. These committees 
are important institutional mechanisms for gender-
responsiveness. However, their functions are yet to 
be integrated within an overall plan for sustainable 
development and promotion of women’s rights. One 
female participant from Eton stated that: “the women 
were included as part of ‘tick-box’.”61 As a result, 
some key informants observed a growing tendency to 
relegate women’s networks and organisations to ‘DRR 
and CC only issues’ rather than to national security and 
development concerns. In Eton and Tanna, for example, 
research participants were not clear what the mandate 
of women’s representatives on CDCCCs was or how 
women could become involved in the committees. 

As such, DRR and CC programming is still unclear 
on what role different groups of women can play and 
how. Strengthening the quality of women’s inclusion 
and participation is vital to ensure that women’s 
representation is not confi ned to ‘token’ or checklist 
measures. It is important that the women included in 
the committee are knowledgeable and trained in the 
gender dimension of climate change issues, as well as 
recognised for other technical and traditional expertise 
they bring.

In a mixed-gender FGD in Tanna, participants cited the 
specifi c push to include women in CDCCCs as part of 
the broader environment they faced in the aftermath 
of TC Pam. They discussed a growing discontent in 
communities about previous disaster responses by 
foreign NGOs. According to their experience, NGOs 
have indirectly sowed divisions within their communities 
by unequally distributing resources that result from 
a lack of recognition for existing local structures 
especially customary mechanisms. As a consequence, 
post-disaster resource allocation served to undermine 
community harmony. One female FGD participant 
shared:

“NGOs when they come, they just go to 
specifi c people, they don’t follow the [local] 
structure which means they don’t reach all the 
women. But [now] WITTT is everywhere. Could 
NGOs recognise WITTT so they understand 
what we are doing here? We want to work in 
partnership to further expand our network”.62

Learning from previous experiences in the aftermath 
of TC Pam, participants stressed the need to maintain 
and implement a structure of information dissemination 
and coordination that aims to assist all geographic 
areas equally – and this is believed be a better structure 
from where women’s meaningful collective action can 
arise. This means all state and non-state responders 
should to commit to recognising the expertise and 
positive impact local women’s groups can have in 
disaster preparedness and response. Women’s action 
in CDCCCs, especially in the aftermath of disasters, 
cannot itself serve as a proxy for transformations 
in gender relations until these CDCCCs are further 
strengthened as part of long-term efforts to be 
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systematically integrated within village and provincial 
structures and other local women’s groups, including 
WITTT and the National Council of Women.

In the case of women in Tanna and Eton, the women-
only networks they have formed serve as opportunities 
for actively developing women’s collective action 
that can harness crises as opportunities for building 
long-term sustainable development. Because climate 
change is an urgent, interlocking and cross-cutting 
issue, addressing its impacts require coordination from 
multiple actors with diverse expertise across different 
spheres of governance. The initiative of the WITTT 
network is an example of how fundamentally important 
the base work of supporting women’s movements is for 
both disaster preparedness and long-term development 
in the country. It represents the trajectory ni-Vanuatu 
women want to see as part of their country’s ongoing 
transition post-independence.

Even the male leaders in our Tanna focus group 
stressed that with climate change comes the need 
for everyone – men and women – to join together in 
building their communities in partnership with (rather 
than being dictated by) foreign NGOs. This strong sense 
of indigenous and women-led adaptation is rooted 
in their sense of identity and connection to nature. 
Participants understood that the crisis of TC Pam 
serves as an opportunity to transform their communities 
and society including deeply-held kastom practices that 
disadvantage ni-Vanuatu women.

With climate change and the already observable 
successive and cumulative impacts of disasters in the 
country, it is increasingly diffi cult to demarcate what 
are women’s specifi c concerns in the aftermath of 
displacements and in ‘everyday life’. The distinctions 
to how their needs differ across rapid onset and slow 
forms of risks will become less relevant as the boundaries 
are also increasingly less clear between one disaster 
after another. There has to be a progressive shift from 
addressing gender issues under protection mechanisms 
of disaster response to strengthening nationwide justice 
systems and enhancing spaces for women’s political 
mobilisation. What this shift represents is to move away 
from predominantly representing ni-Vanuatu women 
as victims toward a stronger emphasis on women as 
stakeholders and leaders.
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CONCLUSION

“As custodians of a unique chain of islands and 
expansive ocean we have an inherent responsibility 
to protect and preserve our natural resources”.63

The major fi ndings of this research project have signifi cant 
implications for gender-responsive alternatives to climate 
change in Vanuatu. 

This research project provides evidence that fi rst, identifying 
women’s distinct knowledges and experiences is a necessary 
strategy to comprehensively understand the consequences 
of climate change and to reveal its intersecting impacts. As 
a country transitioning from successive and ongoing crises, 
ni-Vanuatu people are at the frontline and already taking the 
lead in broadening the global climate change agenda. They 
do so through concerted efforts to protect intangible heritage 
and by ‘going back to their roots’. Our research in Vanuatu 
underscored how global discussions on climate change are 
yet to encompass non-material loss and damages that are 
not adequately or simply cannot be measured in economic 
terms. Here the country is leading by example globally to 
protect intangible cultural heritage and in raising awareness 
to safeguard traditional knowledge.64 Our fi ndings identify 
an important opportunity to raise the signifi cance of gender 
analysis to traditional knowledge and shared stewardship of 
men and women for climate change. 

Second, promoting the status of ni-Vanuatu women by 
reducing and ultimately eliminating gender-based inequalities 
and violence is a long-term measure needed to address 
development, DRR and climate change goals. In a society 
still characterised by gendered division of labour and unequal 
gender norms that expect women to be ‘quiet’ or speak 
through male intermediaries, women’s groups are vital 
training grounds for sustained political participation whereby 
women can then be recognised for the authority they bring 
before, during and after crisis. The role for state and non-
state actors is to recognise that broader groups of women 
can take the lead in changing the practices and structures 
that shape their sense of security – on their own terms. 
These women can experiment and innovate with their own 
community agendas – within customary structures that also 
provide meaning and purpose to their lives. Recognising 

and further supporting spaces for women to come together 
as women have the potential to mobilise transformative 
collection action. By this we mean that women can effectively 
bring in their everyday knowledge and demonstrate how 
this can help integrate climate change and gender equality 
across all national and global agendas. Moreover, that they 
can navigate kastom by engendering collective dialogues 
involving men from their households and villages to nationally, 
and across their custom networks.

KEY RECOMMENDATIONS

Ni-Vanuatu women on the frontline of multiple crises should 
inform how, when and where gender-responsive policy can 
integrate action on interlinked climate-induced crises. The 
following recommendations are for government and non-
government actors from diverse agencies and sectors.

• Develop integrated early warning mechanisms for 
disasters and community-level confl icts at household 
and village levels, incorporating women’s knowledge.

• Strengthening women at the community level’s 
capacity to contribute their knowledge into reporting 
formats for forecasting and risk analysis, and to access 
relevant technologies. 

• Support women-friendly safe spaces for community 
participation and enable women’s community 
networks and organisations to develop meaningful 
opportunities for consultation and collaboration with 
customary mechanisms and government policy.

• Build on existing women’s networks such as WITTT 
to connect women from other islands and nationally 
for the purposes of emergency or crisis response as well 
as preparedness and planning. 

• Provide training and support to local kastom and 
church leaders to respond to gender-specifi c needs in 
times of disaster.

• Encourage village level male champions of women’s 
networks and organisations and updating harmful 
kastom beliefs and practices that exclude women from 
in village governance.

• Create opportunities for women’s networks and 
gender-balanced representation in provincial level 
institutions as part of decentralisation in Vanuatu.
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BASELINE RESEARCH

• Descriptive statistics on the 
communities engaged in the 
GRACC project

• Community survey on 
awareness of disasters and 
climate change including 
offi cial policies; women’s 
participation and leadership in 
context-specifi c programs

• For each country, baseline 
consultants/researchers 
enlist men and women to 
gather data from their own 
communities.

FIELD RESEARCH

• Primary data collection in all 
three countries

• Key-informant interviews 
with representatives from 
community/village to national 
level

• Focus group discussions 
at community/village level 
especially women working 
within/as groups or networks, 
women recognised as 
community leaders, and 
those working at community 
governance level

DESKTOP RESEARCH

• Thematic mapping of key 
issues of gender, peace and 
security in relation to disasters 
and climate change

• Identify priority issues 
and responsible actors / 
stakeholders in reports by 
governments and international 
organisations on each country 
including national action plans 
on women, peace and security 
and climate change

• Secondary evidence 
documenting emerging trends 
on gendered insecurities

ANNEX 1. THE RESEARCH PROCESS 

ANNEX 2. POLICY FOUNDATIONS FOR GENDER-RESPONSIVE 
ALTERNATIVES TO CLIMATE CHANGE

Main Policy frame-
works

Provisions, contents and entry-points 

1 Constitution of 
Vanuatu (1979/1980)

 ✓ Stipulates that all land in the country belongs to the indigenous owners and 
designates Kastom as the basis for ownership and governance

 ✓ Recognises fundamental rights and freedoms of all individuals
 ✓ “To safeguard the national wealth, resources and environment in the interests of the 

present generation and of future generations” is a fundamental duty of all citizens to 
themselves and their descendants (Article 7d).

2 National Sustainable 
Development Plan 
2016-2030

 ✓ Also known as “The People’s Plan” committing to build a ‘stable, sustainable and 
prosperous’ nation

 ✓ It explicitly states that the country has made great progress since independence in 1980 
but that there had been setbacks and diffi culties, notably through natural disasters (p. 1).

 ✓ Implementing the country’s shared vision and aspirations, three pillars for 
implementation are identifi ed: society, environment and economy. Under the ‘social 
inclusion’ branch of the society pillar, listed goals include ‘gender-responsive planning 
and budgeting processes’, and preservation of traditional knowledge, governance 
systems and sites of cultural and historical signifi cance.
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3 National Gender 
Equality Policy 2015-
2019 

 ✓ Strong focus on eliminating gender-based violence and improving women’s political 
and economic participation. 

 ✓ Policy cites only 5 women MPs since independence in 1980. 

 ✓ Identifi es equal ‘access to information’ on health, employment, disasters and 
election as among key enabling factors to achieve national gender equality goals.

 ✓ Includes as strategic indicators A) the inclusion of GBV prevention and response 
within disaster risk management and planning; B) Evidence-based research, and 
gender-responsive climate change and DRR projects and governance mechanisms.

4 Family Protection Act 
2008

 ✓ Provides the legislative framework on domestic violence and where protection order 
is a key component to access to justice.

 ✓ This law is increasingly relevant in context of disaster-induced displacement and 
will need review of implementation relating to challenges and diffi culties surrounding 
internally displaced populations in addition to general concerns of geographic 
remoteness for many island communities. 

5 Justice & Policing 
Sector Infrastructure 
Priorities Plan 2017 - 
2022

 ✓ Improving infrastructure is vital to delivery of policing and justice services.

 ✓ Documented impact of TC Pam to the justice and policing sector. 

 ✓ Represents an example of how disaster reconstruction and governance are 
integrated within formal justice systems.

 ✓ Mentions specifi cally the need to also support infrastructure for Kastom governance 
through Malvatu mauri Council of Chiefs in 22 island council offi ces including merging 
traditional approaches to building construction and disaster-proofi ng facilities.

6 Meteorology, Geo-
hazards and Climate 
Change Act 2016

 ✓ Embodies ‘whole of government’ approach to climate change and disaster risk 
reduction

 ✓ Among key objectives of the law is to ensure capacities across multiple scales 
from communities to national government; and implementation of international 
conventions namely UNFCCC and other regional instruments.

 ✓ Stresses importance of access to, facilitation of the use of information in order to 
effectively respond to disasters and protect the environment. 

7 Vanuatu Climate 
Change Disaster Risk 
Reduction Policy 
2016-2030
 

 ✓ Affi rms gender and social inclusion as cross-cutting issues with climate change and 
disaster risk reduction. 

 ✓ Places strong emphasis on governance of knowledge and information relation to 
climate change and disaster risks. 

 ✓ Notes high importance placed at provincial and community levels on “respecting, 
recording and sharing traditional knowledge, including traditional early warning and 
coping mechanisms”.

 ✓ Success of policies and programs dependent on extent in which they build on both 
indigenous and externally-derived knowledge.

 ✓ Sets forth key action points for addressing complex vulnerabilities of internally 
displaced populations and managing disasters including further strengthening of 
cluster approach and tapping with local community networks.
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8 National Policy on 
Climate Change and 
Disaster-induced 
Displacement 2018

 ✓ Vital new national policy framework that seeks to adopt the IASC’s criteria for 
‘durable solutions’ to internal displacement, and other global frameworks, and 
connects these with the broader national sustainable development goals under the 
People’s Plan 2030

 ✓ Provides important provision on preservation of traditional knowledge and culture 
through designating key role of Vanuatu Cultural Center, fi eld workers network

 ✓ The core cross-cutting priorities of the policy are: Women’s leadership, gender 
responsiveness and social inclusion; community participation; disaster-risk reduction 
and climate change adaptation (including hazards-mapping); safe, well managed 
migration; and partnerships (p. 19).

9 Customary Land 
Management Act 
2013

 ✓ Ongoing land rights issues in the country – particularly the balancing between 
Kastom and state justice systems – will increasingly require review of implementation 
in the context of gender and climate change related displacements.

 ✓ Current national-level efforts to map multiple hazards and vulnerability assessments 
will invariably intersect with land tenure and protection of women’s rights in land 
disputes. 

ANNEX 3. 
TABLE: COUNTRY PROFILE ON GENDER, CLIMATE CHANGE AND 
SECURITY
Climate risk and fragility 

2018 Global Climate Risk Index 120 out of 183 countries (2016)
2016 losses per unit GDP in % = 0
2016 losses in million US$ (adjusted by purchasing power parity) = 0

2018 State Fragility Index Not included

2018 Global Peace Index Not included

Gender, Peace and Security

2017 WPS Index Not included

2017 Global Gender Gap Not included

2013 Environment and Gender Index Not included

SDG and Human Development

2018 SDG Index Not included

2017 Human Development Index 138 out of 189 countries (score 0.603, 1 is highest)
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