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RESPONDING TO CHANGE: 
EXPEDITING AND SCALING UP INTEGRATED APPROACHES FOR SUSTAINABLE COASTAL 
RESOURCE MANAGEMENT THAT IMPROVE LIVELIHOODS AND FOOD SECURITY FOR COASTAL 
AND SMALL SCALE FISHING COMMUNITIES

KEY MESSAGES
n  Gaining an understanding of the community and other stakeholders will help 

ensure that there is broad support and effective engagement in the planning, 
implementation and long-term management phases of a project

n  Active and meaningful participation from the community and other stakeholders in 
management planning and conservation decision-making is crucial to success

n  Building trust and mutual respect based on transparency and accountability of roles 
and responsibilities is central to strong partnerships

n  Embracing a strong culture of long-term commitment to a community partnership is 
crucial to building a successful project and developing the capacity needed to sustain 
conservation and resource management outcomes

n  Empowering women, youth and minority groups to participate in developing 
community-based conservation and resource management plans can improve sharing of 
benefits, ensure better compliance with rules and promote harmony and sustainability

n  Integrating traditional knowledge, rights and cultural management practices 
with science-based fisheries solutions may strengthen governance and improve 
acceptance of management measures.

WORKING WITH COMMUNITIES – BUILDING EFFECTIVE 
COASTAL CONSERVATION AND SUSTAINABLE RESOURCE 
MANAGEMENT PARTNERSHIPS 
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LESSONS FROM THE CORAL TRIANGLE

There are clear principles and processes at the 
core of effective partnerships between coastal 
communities and NGOs. If followed, they give 
a strong chance of achieving conservation and 

sustainable resource management outcomes, benefiting 
communities through the improvement of livelihoods and 
the maintenance and recovery of coastal marine resources 
and ecosystems. These principles include the need for joint 
planning; the importance of understanding the community, 
its leadership and key stakeholder groups; the steps involved 
in building strong partnerships; a focus on empowering key 
sectors of the community including women and youth; 
and a clear drive to build capacity and sustainability.

Throughout the Coral Triangle coastal communities are highly dependent on marine 
resources for both subsistence and income. However, in the face of socio-economic and 
anthropogenic pressures – especially increasing populations, improved fishing equipment 
and technology, the deterioration of near-shore coastal ecosystems arising from pollution 
from land-based activities such as land clearing for agriculture and forestry, and the 
impact of climate change – marine resources throughout the Coral Triangle are in decline. 

NGOs have the ability and experience to help coastal communities manage their fisheries 
resources, and they have indeed played a major role in coastal fisheries management. 
In the Pacific Islands region they have spearheaded the change in focus from fisheries 
development to fisheries management, and they have had a major role in emphasizing 
community participation in the fisheries management process.1 In particular, NGOs have 
been to the forefront in advancing innovations such as Locally Managed Marine Areas 
(LMMAs), which have become an important management and community empowerment 
tool for local fisheries management. 

This module will help NGOs understand the critical principles needed to build strong 
and mutually beneficial working relationships with coastal communities interested in 
establishing effective management and sustainable incomes from their coastal fisheries. 

GUIDING PRINCIPLES: PLANNING, 
PARTNERSHIP AND GOVERNANCE 
UNDERSTAND THE COMMUNITY
Conservation and development NGOs tend to use the term ‘community’ in a broad sense 
to describe a village, groupings of villages or broader groupings of people with common 
interests in homogenous, single entity terms. However, this is not usually the case in 
practice: ‘communities’ more frequently comprise a number of competing factions, 
clans and self-interested groupings and individuals. 

THE ISSUE

GETTING TO UNDERSTAND THE 
PERSONAL AND POLITICAL 

DYNAMICS BETWEEN THESE 
SOCIAL ELEMENTS IS AN 
IMPORTANT ASPECT OF 

WORKING SUCCESSFULLY 
WITH COMMUNITIES
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Getting to understand the personal and political dynamics between these social 
elements is an important aspect of working successfully with communities. To do so 
requires much more than the occasional visit. Ideally the NGO representative(s) will be 
immersed in community life for sufficient periods of time to allow personal relationships 
to be built and trust and respect based on familiarity and personal qualities to evolve. 
This in turn will lead to an informed understanding of the community and its many 
socio-political dynamics, as well as its aspirations and development needs and issues.

Building an understanding of the community is essential for NGOs to ensure that there 
is broad community and stakeholder engagement in the planning, implementation and 
long-term management phases of a project. This will pay dividends in terms of a community 
understanding of the project’s purpose and goals, while also strengthening a sense of community 
pride and ‘ownership’ to underpin the sustainability of the outcomes. While it may take time and 
patience, building this community buy-in is absolutely crucial to long term success.2 

Understanding the community is not just confined to understanding the groups and 
individuals involved: it is also about understanding the socio-economic issues and drivers 
of the threats to the coastal environment and marine and coastal resources, along with 
any unsustainable practices leading to resource degradation. In this regard, NGOs are well 
placed to facilitate initial scoping activities in the form of personal interviews, small group 
meetings and workshops. These early encounters provide ideal forums for listening to the 
community and its needs, and encourage discussion of the key issues which emerge. They 
also provide valuable opportunities to contribute information on conservation approaches, 
and generally begin developing broader community awareness of the aims of the project. 

It’s important to be sure the appropriate level of community authority has been 
obtained before engaging in scoping activities, just as it is to ensure that the results are 
shared and feedback provided to the community. 

IDENTIFY TRADITIONAL KNOWLEDGE AND 
CULTURAL PRACTICES
It’s also important to identify traditional and cultural practices which shape community 
behaviour: these need to be taken into account in project planning and implementation. 
In the coastal management context, this extends to factors such as customary rights 
or ownership over fishing areas, traditional use of marine resources (especially where 
associated with cultural events), the role of different community groups in fishing, and 
the traditions or customs for sharing harvested resources. 

In many cases in the Coral Triangle, a major motivating factor driving communities has 
been a desire to reassert controls over traditional fishing grounds, and in doing so to 
limit the impact of ‘outside’ – and often illegal – fishing activity on local fisheries. 

Ideally, NGOs will seek ways to meld science-based approaches such as ecosystem-
based management with traditional fishing controls and cultural management practices, 
such as has been achieved, for example, through the evolution of LMMAs. In doing so, 
NGOs are encouraged to work with communities to discuss, document and support the 
community/cultural decision-making frameworks and processes. This will help ensure 
that cultures remain flexible and dynamic, and adapt better to changing circumstances. 
As with all matters relating to communities and culture, those involved with these 
processes need to be sensitive to issues of access to and use of traditional knowledge.

A MAJOR MOTIVATING 
FACTOR DRIVING 

COMMUNITIES HAS 
BEEN A DESIRE TO 

REASSERT CONTROLS 
OVER TRADITIONAL 

FISHING GROUNDS
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PARTNER WITH BROAD COMMUNITIES 
From the outset of any community conservation initiative or intervention it’s critical 
for an external agency like an NGO to focus on building a strong partnership based on 
mutual respect and trust. As emphasised above, an important step towards this goal is 
to develop a good understanding of the community, its key leaders, groups and social 
dynamics. Often an NGO will be introduced to a community through the efforts of an 
committed local individual, a ‘champion’ who is well connected within the community 
or may even be a senior leader. However, while the efforts of such individuals are 
invaluable, they may not represent the perspectives of other leaders – so it’s also 
important to engage the broader community leadership. 

To ensure that the community requesting assistance is committed to a potential project 
it’s wise to work towards a meeting(s) with the full community leadership group, to talk 
through the resource management and socio-economic issues they’re facing and the 
possible solutions which might be appropriate for further consideration. Ideally these 
discussions will lead to a written (and signed) agreement between the community and 
the NGO. This can help minimize misunderstanding and confusion between the NGO 
and the community and its leadership, minimize unrealistic expectations as to exactly 
what the NGO can or can’t provide, and form the basis for resolving any future conflicts 
through the inclusion of an agreed resolution mechanism.

If cultural norms mitigate against the inclusion of women in these meetings, parallel 
sessions with appropriate women’s groups should be arranged with appropriate 
consideration of gender sensitivities within the community leadership structure. 

The NGO representative(s) should be experienced and senior enough to recognise and 
navigate local cultural sensitivities, but also to be able to suggest potential conservation 
and sustainable management strategies backed up by examples of solutions which have 
been successfully adopted by other communities. 

MAINTAIN CLEAR ROLES AND COMMITMENT
At the early stage (and indeed every stage) of intervention, care should be taken to avoid 
the temptation to take control or ‘drive’ the ensuing process, and every effort should be 
made to help facilitate community leadership. Having a clear internal understanding 
of the appropriate role for the NGO in the process – e.g. facilitation, capacity-
strengthening, partnerships, policy etc – will help avoid this. So too will open discussion 
about expectations, roles, responsibilities, resources and timeframes; all aimed at 
removing ambiguity and ensuring accountability and transparency for the ensuing 
project or programme.

NGOs also need to understand the importance of commitment to delivery in a 
partnership. There are many instances where having invested time, resources and 
personal capital in building knowledge of the community and the range of relationships 
needed to get an agreement and partnership established, the NGO has failed to maintain 
the level of commitment needed to make a project successful and it ‘fails’. All too often the 
NGO culture of delivery is determined by donor cycles – e.g. three- or five-year funding 
allocations ¬– which in turn drive the levels of activity with the partner community. 

IT IS CRITICAL FOR AN 
EXTERNAL AGENCY LIKE AN 

NGO TO FOCUS ON BUILDING 
A STRONG PARTNERSHIP 

BASED ON MUTUAL RESPECT 
AND TRUST

EVERY EFFORT SHOULD BE 
MADE TO HELP FACILITATE 

COMMUNITY LEADERSHIP 
AND A CLEAR INTERNAL 

UNDERSTANDING OF THE 
APPROPRIATE ROLE FOR THE 

NGO IN THE PROCESS
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However, as experience has shown, achieving meaningful change and the strengthened 
capacity to drive it is a long-term proposition. 

NGOs also tend to lose sight of the fact that in supporting the project, the community 
and in particular its leaders and the project ‘champions’ have made personal 
investments in its success: they’ll rely heavily on the NGO to ensure project continuity 
and the capacity-building needed to complete transition to effective community 
management. Where this is compromised by inconsistent commitment there can be a 
negative backlash which will undermine any gains the project may have made. 

IDENTIFY AND ENGAGE ALL STAKEHOLDERS
It’s important to identify the full range of project stakeholders as early as possible: 
experience has shown that collaborative efforts between governments, organizations, 
NGOs and communities are central to successful community-based resource management. 
Equally, targeted investments are needed to support and maintain a project. 

Although the most important local groups and stakeholders will seem obvious to the 
community leaders, it may well be that other stakeholders who are also important 
to the planning and implementation of a project – especially those which may be in 
the ‘outsider’ category – are being overlooked. One way to avoid this is to undertake 
a stakeholder analysis using one of the freely available stakeholder mapping tools.  
A stakeholder analysis will support the systematic identification, evaluation and 
prioritisation of every organisation or group which can influence or has an interest in 
a project or programme. It helps with the development of an effective engagement and 
communication process and is fundamental to inclusive planning and implementation. 

Of particular importance is the need to acknowledge the role of local and national 
government agencies: throughout the Coral Triangle, these agencies in their various 
forms will play an important role in supporting and legitimising local conservation 
and sustainable fisheries decisions through by-laws, local and provincial decrees, local 
ordinances and other appropriate governance mechanisms. This is discussed further in 
our case study below: ‘Aborlan – groundswell of determination’. 

NURTURE DIVERSITY AND INCLUSIVITY
Throughout the Coral Triangle, fisheries and fisheries management have different 
benefits and costs for different groups of people – including between men and women. 
It’s important to understand the roles of both groups in fisheries, food production and 
livelihoods in general, so that project costs and benefits are geared towards the overall 
wellbeing of families. Participation of both men and women in developing community-
based conservation and resource management plans can improve the sharing of 
benefits, ensure better compliance with rules, and promote harmony and sustainability. 

It’s also important not to make assumptions, such as that all fishers are men who are 
also the heads of their households. In the Coral Triangle many women fishers provide 
for their families or generate income through activities such as gleaning, seaweed 
production and mangrove fishing; and they add value to the catch and family income 

THROUGHOUT THE CORAL 
TRIANGLE, FISHERIES AND 
FISHERIES MANAGEMENT 

HAVE DIFFERENT BENEFITS 
AND COSTS FOR DIFFERENT 

GROUPS OF PEOPLE

A STAKEHOLDER 
ANALYSIS WILL SUPPORT 

THE IDENTIFICATION, 
EVALUATION AND 

PRIORITISATION OF EVERY 
ORGANISATION OR GROUP 

WHICH CAN INFLUENCE 
OR HAS AN INTEREST IN A 

PROJECT OR PROGRAMME
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through drying, salting and other forms of processing and marketing. Indeed, while 
the role of women in fisheries varies between geographic regions, in the Pacific women 
account for 56% of annual small-scale catches, which have an estimated economic 
impact of US$363 million.4 As with all groups, if women aren’t consulted they’re less 
likely to respect management rules. It’s therefore important to ensure there’s time and 
space for both men’s and women’s voices to be heard.5

Engaging young people in projects though involvement in youth groups or schools is 
also fundamental to the long-term sustainability of project outcomes. The youth of the 
community represent both current and future resource users, and their understanding 
of the reasons and outcomes of a project or programme is key to maintaining 
community ownership and support across generations. Strong consideration must be 
given to actively involving youth and minorities in ways which will appeal to them. This 
can be achieved through their engagement in activities such as resource assessments 
and monitoring, planning and subsequent implementation; but also though cultural 
activities such as dance, song or theatre which draw on local traditional knowledge and 
conservation messages for content.

This is discussed further in two case studies below, ‘The CTI-CFF Women Leaders’ 
Forum’ and ‘Micro-finance empowering women in the Solomon Islands’.

FAIR CONSERVATION GOVERNANCE AND DECISION-
MAKING PROCESSES 
When working with a community, recognition of and respect for the rights of local 
communities, indigenous people, traditional users and marginalized populations is 
fundamental. This includes following due process and respecting the right of self-
determination. Decision making should therefore be facilitated using participatory 
and inclusive processes that give equal voice – irrespective of gender, ethnicity, ability, 
age, language, religion, socioeconomic status or nationality.  Likewise, free, prior and 
informed consent should be documented. 

The capacity of communities and small-scale fishers to organize and manage local 
fisheries and marine managed areas has grown, particularly over the last decade, and 
NGOs have recognized that they need to work closely with local leadership. However, 
experience has shown that the most effective projects are those which don’t simply 
work to empower community leaders but also include the leadership of associated fisher 
organizations and local and higher levels of government. 

Building capacity and facilitating a participatory and collaborative approach between 
broader sector and stakeholder leadership will also serve to strengthen fisheries and 
marine governance. The commitment of key leaders together with their increased 
understanding of the need for management measures arising from consultation and 
education will help drive willing participation and compliance across the community 
and strengthen enforcement. 

This is discussed further in our case study below: ‘Aborlan – groundswell of 
determination’. 

THE COMMITMENT OF 
KEY LEADERS TOGETHER 
WITH THEIR INCREASED 

UNDERSTANDING OF THE 
NEED FOR MANAGEMENT 

MEASURES WILL HELP DRIVE 
WILLING PARTICIPATION 

AND COMPLIANCE ACROSS 
THE COMMUNITY AND 

STRENGTHEN ENFORCEMENT
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CASE STUDY 2

FINANCIAL INCLUSION EMPOWERING WOMEN IN THE SOLOMON ISLANDS

CASE STUDY 1

Recognizing the importance of financial literacy in helping 
empower women in the community, WWF has partnered 
with the John West seafood company and the Australian 
government to establish a women’s microfinance 
programme on Ghizo Island in the Western Province of 
the Solomon Islands. The project facilitates community 
savings and lending clubs, and provides training in 
business skills as well as basic budgeting and saving. 

The aim is to help reduce poverty and provide 
alternative livelihoods for the communities on 
Ghizo, while also encouraging effective reef and 
sustainable fishing management measures including 
the introduction of inshore fish aggregating devices, 
locally known as ‘rafters.’ The devices, constructed and 
deployed by community members, help reduce fishing 

pressure on overexploited coral reef ecosystems. The 
project has had some notable successes, including the 
story of Hellen Maika who has utilized her training and 
new financial skills to save enough money to open a 
successful small goods and bakery business. Hellen is 
also a representative of the local savings club and has 
been sharing her skills and helping other women in the 
community to save and manage their money.

Since its establishment in November 2013, the micro-
savings scheme has built a membership of 941 women, 
who between them have saved more than US$40,000.

 For more information: www.wwf.org.au/
news/blogs/saving-in-the-solomons#gs.I8Qmeps for 
more details.

The Coral Triangle Initiative on Coral Reefs, Fisheries and 
Food Security (CTI-CFF) is a regional organization with a 
mandate to protect and sustainably manage marine and 
coastal resources. The CTI-CFF has encouraged all its 
bodies and its six member countries to reflect upon and 
clearly demonstrate their engagement with the role of 
women and girls as stakeholders in CTI activities. 

To this end, it has established a Women Leaders’ Forum 
which serves to:

n  Provide a peer-learning network for women with key 
leadership roles in sustaining the marine resources of 
the Coral Triangle region;

n  Recognize the achievement of grassroots women 
leaders who are championing marine conservation in 

the six Coral Triangle countries; and

n  Provide a platform to integrate and build the 
capacity of women to take leadership roles in 
preserving and sustaining the region’s unique 
marine and coastal resources.

The Forum, which was launched in 2014, also aims to 
support the CTI-CFF in integrating gender principles 
into its activities under its regional and national 
plans of action, and thus to become a world leader 
in integrated, gender-sensitive conservation and 
development. This will be done by collecting and 
sharing tools as well as best practices, and weaving 
them into existing CTI-CFF structures and activities.

 For more information: https://vimeo.
com/159909480
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Arborlan is a coastal municipality in mainland Palawan 
in the Philippines, located 69 kilometers south of the 
province’s capital city of Puerto Princesa. Bounded 
on the east and west by the Sulu Sea and the West 
Philippine Sea, and comprising part of Palawan Island’s 
almost 2,000 kilometers of coastline, Aborlan is 
home to some 32,000 people (as of 2010) who make 
their living fishing and farming. From a community 
conservation perspective, Aborlan is a good example 
of how local determination and leadership and strong 
stakeholder partnerships can result in the conservation 
and sustainable management of a shared fishery and its 
supporting coastal ecosystems. 

In February 2016, through a Municipal Ordinance, 
Aborlan’s 79,910 hectares of municipal waters were 
officially and legally declared a fisheries management 
zone, referred to by the municipal administration as an 
Integrated Coastal Resource Management (ICRM) area. 
The people and leaders of Aborlan didn’t need anyone 
else to initiate this milestone development: the decision 
to protect their waters was theirs, reinforced by other 
stakeholders in a remarkable example of effective 
collaboration to protect a shared resource.

Aborlan’s rich reef area – known locally as ‘Seven 
Line’ – harbors a prized local fishing ground that has 
come under threat from outsiders and their destructive 
illegal fishing practices. Clemente Acatian, Aborlan’s 
Municipal Agriculture Officer (MAO), notes that: 
“People travel from afar to go to Seven Line. That’s why 
the local fishermen want to protect it. Only 10 percent 
of the fish catch from Seven Line is actually caught 
by local Aborlan fishermen.” The ease and speed with 
which the municipal waters of Aborlan were declared 
an ICRM area was largely due to the local groundswell 
of determination to protect the Seven Line coral reef. 

This agenda brought together fishermen, the municipal 
agriculture office, local government units (LGUs), 
and key figures at the provincial level including the 
Office of the Provincial Agriculturist (OPA) as well as 
Sangguniang Panlalawigan (Provincial Board) member 
Albert Rama, who hails from Aborlan. With support 
from a range of others – including funding partners 
such as Fondation Segré, outside NGOs such as WWF-

Philippines and the Environmental Legal Assistance 
Center (EALC), and Western Philippines University 
(WPU) – and the application of a multi-sectoral 
approach that identified problems and solutions, 
Aborlan has shown communities everywhere that 
it’s possible for several groups to come together for a 
common goal – and to do it right.

Part of the success of formulating and implementing 
the Aborlan ICRMP is thanks to the willingness of the 
people involved to share credit as well as responsibility. 
In this regard, the partnership between the Arborlan 
LGU and the provincial government and the trust 
and working relations between their respective 
representatives was vital. So too was recognition that 
the ICRM process for Aborlan was a complex web of 
collaborations, involving several stakeholders. All were 
drawn together to work for the same goal, in the same 
place, and at the right time.

Partnerships thrive on mutual trust, and the amount 
of trust involved in the Aborlan project collaboration 
made it all the more noteworthy – and consequently 
successful. “What I noticed was that the Municipal 
Council of Aborlan really trusted the team,” says 
ELAC’s Atty. Mayo-Anda. “They had trust and 
confidence in WWF and partners like ELAC. Usually, 
there is a certain cautiousness when there are issues 
involved, but in this case, they were very open. They 
really want to protect their resources.” A contributing 
factor, Atty. Mayo-Anda adds, is that the parties have 
been working together for more than two decades. 
“It’s a government and NGO relationship. Despite the 
issues, they saw the value of the relationship.”

The success of Aborlan’s ICRMP clearly reflects the 
importance of community support, good leadership, 
strong partnerships, trust and mutual respect and 
collaboration as essential elements for working 
effectively with communities. As key players have 
noted, Aborlan could indeed be a model for replication 
across the whole of Palawan province. 

 For more information: http://awsassets.
panda.org/downloads/aborlan_case_study.pdf for a 
full account of the Aborlan story. 

ARBORLAN – GROUNDSWELL OF DETERMINATION 

CASE STUDY 3
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