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Resilience training for fisherwomen in climate change, disaster risk reduction and climate justice
Adi Alani Tuivucilevu1

Women are often disproportionately impacted by climate 
change and natural disasters. Women have different priorities 
and needs, and face different challenges than men in both 
responding to disasters and coping with the impacts. 
Unfortunately, women are missing as key stakeholders in 
climate negotiations, and gender considerations in decision-
making is still not a priority for some governments. It is 
important to incorporate gender considerations and gender-
responsive approaches in planning and implementing climate 
change resilience and disaster risk reduction.

Climate change represents one of the biggest threats to 
sustainable development. According to Fiji’s National 
Climate Change Policy (Government of Fiji 2019), global 

sea level rise will more than double by the end of the century. 
Since 1993, Fiji has recorded a 6 mm increase in its sea 
level per year, larger than the global average (ABM and 
CSIRO 2011). The rapid rise in sea level, and the resulting 
saltwater intrusion, have made portions of the island nation 
uninhabitable (Government of Fiji 2021). 

In Fiji, destructive weather patterns have hindered the island’s 
economy and uprooted thousands of people across the 
country. In February 2016, Cyclone Winston ravaged Fiji, 
taking the lives of 44 Fijians, destroying homes, uprooting 
families and inflicting serious damage on the Fijian economy 
(Government of Fiji 2016). The estimated value of disaster 
effects resulting from TC Winston is FJD 1.99 billion (USD 
0.9 billion), including FJD 1.29 billion (USD 0.6 billion) 
in damages (destroyed physical assets), and FJD 0.71 billion 
(USD 0.3 billion) in losses (Government of Fiji 2016). 

In 2014, residents of Vunidogoloa, a village on the shoreline 
of Fiji’s second-largest island, Vanua Levu, became the 
nation’s first community to relocate due to climate change. 
The village’s 26 homes were located mere metres from the 
coast, but with four decades of higher tides and heavier 
rainfall, Vunidogoloa – and its homes, gardens, crops and 
trees – found itself at the mercy of relentlessly encroaching 
seawater. Migrating to higher ground offered the only 
remaining option for the community.
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A three-day training workshop on building community 
resilience to climate change, disaster risk reduction and 
climate justice was organised by the Women in Fisheries 
Network-Fiji (WiFN-Fiji), hosting 22 fisherwomen from the 
seven provinces of Rewa, Tailevu, Ba, Ra, Nadroga, Kadavu 
and Cakaudrove.

The purpose of the workshop was to provide participants with 
training on climate change, disaster risk reduction concepts, 
activities and approaches, and to equip them with relevant 
knowledge and practices for improving their resilience.

Specific objectives of the workshop were to build the capacity 
of fisherwomen to:

• describe basic concepts of climate change, including 
causes and effects, impacts at a global scale and in Fiji, 
and incorporate relevant elements into community life;

• identify adaptation activities and support other 
community members to incorporate adaptation 
and mitigation activities within their communities’ 
institutions through a gender lens for resilience; and 

• share climate impact stories and exchange information 
on solutions.

The workshop was opened by the Acting Executive Director 
for Women’s Fund Fiji, Menka Goundan, a feminist activist 
who has worked in research, advocacy and training for 
women’s rights in Fiji and the Pacific. In her opening address, 
Ms Goundan highlighted the importance of climate justice 
by stating, “the climate crisis not merely an environmental 
problem but also a complex social justice problem placed in 
the center of a population that is particularly vulnerable to its 
impact, including women who are particularly vulnerable to 
the impacts of climate change”.

A pre-workshop evaluation informed the facilitators of 
participants’ expectations, which included finding solutions to 
issues such as the lack of representation of women in leadership 
platforms, conflict resolution, climate change and development 
issues, and issues relating to food security and livelihood. 

Discussions covered a range of topics, including natural 
hazards and disasters; causes of climate change and its 
impacts and responses; climate change adaptation; gendered 
nature of climate change; and climate justice. 

Aliti Vunisea spoke about climate change and its implications 
on fisherwomen before explaining the links to climate justice. 
Ms Vunisea is an expert on women in fisheries and has 

Women fishers gauging the level of vulnerability of their communities 
using the Community Integrated Vulnerability Assessment toolkit while 

Ms Teresia Powell (standing) looks on. ©WIFN-Fiji

Menka Goundan opening the Resilience Training Workshop. ©WIFN-Fiji 
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and determining how this knowledge base can be better 
utilised to mitigate the effects of climate change. 

Not involving women in policy, planning and decision-
making in the fisheries sector has ecological and social 
repercussions. Fisherwomen shared stories of first-hand 
experience of the impacts of climate change, particularly 
on their livelihoods and food security, as well as how their 
health is at risk through extended fishing hours and increased 
distance to access fishing area. This makes fishing strenuous 
and laborious, and upsets women’s daily norms, particularly 
for the relocated villagers of Vunidogoloa and Narikoso. 

Recommendations from the workshop included making sure 
resilience workshops explain and give adequate attention 
to the gender dimensions of climate change and natural 
disasters, as well as climate justice. One recommendation was 
to conduct a series of “Women in Leadership” workshops 
for our members where existing women in community 
leadership positions are present to share their experiences; 
and conduct follow-up training sessions for the vulnerability 
and adaptation tool kit. This ensures that women at the 
grassroots level are able to gauge the level of vulnerability of 
their communities and address it accordingly. 
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extensive work experience advising government bodies and 
non-governmental entities in natural resource management 
planning, as well as fisherwomen’s roles in nation building. 
Ms Vunisea began with a graphical explanation of the concept 
of global warming and the shifting changes to climate, and 
pointed out that anthropogenic activities are accelerating the 
rate at which the climate is changing. She defined climate 
justice as “something that is good for everyone” before going 
on to explore the dynamics of an iTaukei village to emphasise 
the challenges faced in trying to achieve gender or climate 
justice, given the nature of the iTaukei systems of governance 
and decision-making. Ms Vunisea described the barriers 
that limit women’s participation, including their traditional 
status, which limits women’s participation in decision-making 
spaces and their access to land. A woman who marries into a 
clan does not have a say in decisions pertaining to clan land. 
She also highlighted the fact that in terms of climate change, 
the increasing intensity of cyclones have a domino effect on 
soil, erosion and flooding, and these then impact ecosystems 
downstream (e.g. coral reefs and marine life), which in turn 
translates to less seafood in women’s catches. Diminished 
catches can lead to a number of social issues. 

The second guest speaker was Teresia Powell, a respected 
authority on climate change adaptation, who introduced the 
participants to the community vulnerability and adaptation 
assessment toolkit. This enabled community representatives 
to understand the level of vulnerability of their respective 
communities by assessing the community’s level of food security. 

Gathering information during group discussions provided 
insights on topics and issues that were important to participants. 
Some of the information collected during discussions included 
the complexities of shared fishing grounds – a system used by 
village clans to demarcate fishing boundaries, protocols and 
channels in the various districts (tikina) in the province, and 
when seeking the assistance of traditional leaders regarding 
the currents status of fishing grounds, issues affecting the 
environment, destructive fishing practices, and fishing policy 
enforcement in the respective areas. 

This workshop drew out the major knowledge base of the 
participants. Fisherwomen have expertise to better manage 
fisheries and practices, and women are able to influence 
decision-making regarding their local environments. 

Outcomes of the workshop included: 1) increased awareness 
and understanding of climate change concepts, disaster risk 
reduction, climate change adaptation and climate justice; and 
2) documentation of traditional fisherwomen knowledge, 

Makereta Vulituraganivalu of Narikoso Kadavu sharing her  
experiences at the Resilience Training Workshop. ©WIFN-Fiji

Adi Sivo Yabakitolu of Vunidogoloa, Cakaudrove,  
receiving her certificate from WiFN Chair Cherie Morris  

after completing the Resilience Training Workshop. ©WIFN-Fiji


