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Research Objective:

This research project examines community-level planning to address risks from climate variability and change in rural Vanuatu. Policy makers, donors and practitioners increasingly emphasize community-based adaptation as the most viable approach in developing countries1. However, it remains unclear how best to engage communities in assessing risks, capacities and appropriate responses that build on cultural norms and integrate wider development concerns2,3. 

This research explores the following questions to address this issue:
1. What are the multiple perceptions of risk and adaptive capacity among rural communities and other stakeholders at the provincial and national levels involved in adaptation?
2. How are these multiple perceptions of risk and adaptive capacity constructed in relation to access to information, values and worldviews, identity, and sense of place?
3. How is the planning process to address climate risks and build adaptive capacity in rural communities working, including:
a) decision-making process and risk assessment/communication tools?
b) role played by the various stakeholders at community to national levels?
c) whether particular perceptions of risk and adaptive capacity dominate, or are excluded, why and with what outcomes?

Why Vanuatu as Case Study?

Greater rainfall variability and intensity, more frequent El Nino-Southern Oscillation (ENSO) events, ocean acidification and sea level rise are projected for the Republic of Vanuatu over the next century4,5. Serious disruptions to freshwater resources, agriculture, fisheries and infrastructure are likely, particularly in low-lying coastal areas6. Although ni-Vanuatu communities have long lived with climate variability, the rate and scale of projected changes poses a formidable challenge. 

Vanuatu’s government has been proactive in responding to climate change. It established a National Advisory Committee on Climate Change in 1989, and completed a National Adaptation Programme for Action in 2007 with water, coastal zone resources, agriculture and health as key priorities6. One of the first community-based adaptation projects in the Pacific was piloted in Vanuatu from 2002-2005 under the Canadian-funded project on Capacity Building for the Development of Adaptation Measures in Pacific Island Countries7. The government and various non-governmental organizations (NGOs) are also undertaking or planning further adaptation projects with funding from bi- and multi-lateral agencies, such as AusAID, World Bank and the United Nations Development Programme. 

Vanuatu is on the frontline in terms of risks from climate change as well as responding to its challenges. It offers a valuable case study for examining climate change adaptation planning and practice. I focus specifically on rural communities in Vanuatu as they are at the centre of government and NGO activity on climate change adaptation. They are also critical ‘interfaces’8 for exploring how perceptions and power are negotiated across divides such as rural versus urban, local versus global, and indigenous versus scientific knowledge.

Research Design & Methods:

I will undertake multi-sited empirical research to explore perceptions of climate risk and adaptive capacity among stakeholders at community to national levels and how these are translated into adaptation in rural Vanuatu. Two case studies of climate change adaptation projects in rural communities form the basis of my research:

1. an integrated disaster preparedness and climate change adaptation project in Mota Lava island, Torba Province by the Vanuatu Red Cross in collaboration with French Red Cross and funding from the European Commission Humanitarian Aid Department and AusAID9; 
2. an integrated disaster preparedness and climate change adaptation project in Tongoa island, Shefa Province by Act for Peace and the Vanuatu Christian Council with funding from AusAID10. 
Qualitative methods will be used to collect and analyse data on these case studies. Qualitative methods are appropriate for eliciting perceptions and relationships and gaining in-depth understanding of a particular situation11. Data collection will occur over a period of 7 months from April to October 2013. Primary data will be collected through semi-structured interviews, participant observation and focus groups (see Table 1 for summary). Semi-structured interviews will integrate participatory techniques: risk ranking, transect walks and participant-generated photography12,13. Secondary data will be collated from a review of climate data and projections, adaptation plans, project reports, meeting minutes, and published and unpublished research. NVivo 9.0 software will be used for data analysis and management14. 

Table 1. Summary of Data Collection Methods

	Tool
	  Sampling Size & Techniques
	Purpose

	Semi-Structured Community Interviews
	· 40-50 interviews each in communities in Mota Lava and Tongoa islands
· criteria & homogenous sampling
	To elicit understandings and ‘lived’ experiences of climate and other risks, adaptive capacity, and specific adaptation project at the community level.

	Semi-Structured Key Informant Interviews
	· 15-25 interviews with key persons in each community in Mota Lava and Tongoa islands 
· 20-30 interviews with provincial-level stakeholders from Torba and Shefa provinces 
· 20-30 interviews with national-level stakeholders in Port Vila, Efate 
· snowball sampling
	To elicit understandings of climate risks and adaptive capacity in rural communities in Mota Lava and Tongoa islands, as well as perceptions of specific adaptation projects, at community to national levels.
Community-level informant interviews will also help to triangulate information obtained from other sources about the communities.

	Participant Observation
	· opportunistic sampling 
	To gain deeper, contextual knowledge of life worlds of stakeholders at community to national levels, as well as to triangulate and verify information from other sources

	Focus Groups
	· 1 with women and 1 with youth in each community on Mota Lava and Tongoa islands; 10-15 participants in each focus group
· criteria & homogenous sampling
	To elicit understandings and ‘lived’ experiences of climate and other risks, adaptive capacity, and specific adaptation project from groups that may have alternative, marginalized perspectives. Note: Women and youth are likely to be underrepresented in interviews at the community level.

	Secondary Sources
	  n/a
	To triangulate and verify information from other sources, as well as further contextualize the 2 case studies and the histories of Mota Lava and Tongoa islands.



Note: 
 - Criteria sampling is used to ensure adequate coverage of a population by selecting participants based on a predetermined set of criteria while homogenous sampling can provide a small sample of similar participants allowing for in-depth description of a particular group or sub-group11.
 - Snowball sampling is appropriate for locating information-rich informants, and illuminating social networks, in a relatively small population such as rural communities and professionals working on climate change adaptation in Vanuatu11.
- Opportunistic sampling allows the researcher to take advantage of events as and when they present themselves and is appropriate for identifying opportunities for participant observation during fieldwork11.
Limitations

Documenting and analysing ni-Vanuatu communities’ perceptions and responses to climate risks as an outsider raises several methodological and ethical issues. What is known or represented is always culturally-specific and place-specific. I, however, am not ni-Vanuatu. Reflexivity is key in overcoming the challenges of cross-cultural research where the researcher continuously reflects on their positionality, biases and relationships with participants15. 

Gaining access to male perceptions of risk, adaptive capacity and responses also presents a challenge in the rural community context. Ni-Vanuatu communities are patriarchal and hierarchical. I will likely be denied access to certain kastom (traditional knowledge and practices) and other information as a young female. This gender bias may influence the data provided in interviews as well as my ability to undertake participant observation. 

Language barriers and the need for interpretation also present further challenges. While I intend to learn Bislama so that I can communicate directly with participants during fieldwork, there are important nuances and cultural meanings that will be lost as I am not a native speaker. Additionally, there are also local dialects of Bislama and languages specific to the various communities of Mota Lava and Tongoa islands. I will rely on local fieldworkers to assist with translation and data interpretation.

Projected Outcomes

Findings from this research project will improve understanding of how stakeholders at community to national levels perceive climate risk and adaptive capacity, and how these multiple perceptions are negotiated and translated into action. It will help to identify methods and tools for communicating and managing risks from climate variability and change with rural communities in Vanuatu. This will provide feedback for organizations on how best to communicate risk and tailor adaption approaches to community concerns.

A written report with summary of findings and recommendations will be submitted on completion of research. The report will be based on a critical analysis of the project approaches and outcomes from case studies while taking into account the complexities and realities of the field. A photo-audio book will also be developed for distribution within case study communities, which have low levels of literacy. A copy of the final Ph.D. dissertation will also be provided to the Vanuatu authorities. 
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