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Local and Indigenous communities across the world are
advancing innovative sustainable development solutions
that work for people and for nature. Few publications
or case studies tell the full story of how such initiatives
evolve, the breadth of their impacts, or how they change
over time. Fewer still have undertaken to tell these stories
with community practitioners themselves guiding the
narrative. The Equator Initiative aims to fill that gap.
The Equator Initiative, supported by generous funding from
the German Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation
and Development (BMZ) and the Norwegian Agency
for Development Cooperation (NORAD), awarded the
Equator Prize 2019 to 22 outstanding local community
and Indigenous peoples initiatives from 16 countries. Each
of the 22 winners represents outstanding community and
Indigenous initiatives that are advancing nature-based

solutions (NBS) for climate change and local sustainable
development. Selected from 847 nominations from across
127 countries, the winners were celebrated at a gala event
in New York, coinciding with UN Climate Week and the
74th Session of the UN General Assembly. The winners are
sustainably protecting, restoring, and managing forests,
farms, wetlands, and marine ecosystems to mitigate
greenhouse gas emissions, help communities adapt to
climate change, and create a green new economy. Since
2002, the Equator Prize has been awarded to 245 initiatives.
The following case study is one in a growing series that
describes vetted and peer-reviewed best practices
intended to inspire the policy dialogue needed to
scale nature-based solutions essential to achieving the
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).

PROJECT SUMMARY

KEY FACTS

Marine resources in the Federated States of
Micronesia are threatened by habitat destruction
and climate change, with severe impacts to local
communities. In response, the Tamil Council of Chiefs
on the island of Yap established the Tamil Resources
Conservation Trust (TRCT) to promote Ridge-to
-Reef (R2R) conservation based upon traditional
ecological management principles. At sea, TRCT
established a comprehensive marine conservation
plan, including a 1,683-hectare Marine Managed
Area, in collaboration with international partners.
On land, watershed-wide conservation projects,
including a 130-hectare Watershed Protected Area,
ensure the provision of clean water to more than
half of Yap’s population. A first-ever community
nursery cultivates climate-resilient native species to
prevent groundwater evaporation, reduce coastal
erosion, and produce traditional food crops like taro.
By encouraging agroforestry, the nursery initiative
decreases reliance on vulnerable coastal fisheries for
848 families. TRCT’s work also promotes the empowerment of women as environmental stewards. TRCT
is a leader in the Pacific, illustrating how interwoven
traditional ecological knowledge and science can
foster climate change mitigation and adaptation for
future generations.

Equator prize winner

Founded

2019

2011

Location
Tamil Municipality, Yap, Federated States of Micronesia
Beneficiaries
1,231 direct beneficiaries in 848 households in Tamil
Municipality; 2,000 additional indirect beneficiaries from
Tamil and neighbouring communities
Thematic areas
Marine and coastal conservation/sustainable
development; Preservation of Indigenous or traditional
knowledge; Natural climate solutions
Fields of work
Protected area management; Sustainable fisheries
management; Agroforestry
Sustainable Development Goals addressed
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be free from error, nor do they imply official acceptance or recognition
by the United Nations.

BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT
Stretching across the Pacific Ocean just north of the
equator, the Federated States of Micronesia (FSM) is an
island republic of more than 600 islands and four semiautonomous island states: Kosrae, Pohnpei, Chuuk, and
Yap. The FSM’s islands occupy a total land area of 70,200
hectares, while an Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) expands
across approximately 270 million hectares of ocean.

A similar picture emerges for inhabitants of Tamil Municipality,
situated in the westernmost state of Yap. This municipality is
home to 1,231 people and 848 households scattered across 11
villages. A coral reef shelters Tamil’s southern tip from the force
of the Pacific Ocean. Many families engage in fishing practices
contributing to their food and economic security in the calmer
stretch of water between the coral reef and the beach.

Both land and ocean play crucial roles in sustaining
Micronesian livelihoods. More than 50 percent of
Micronesian households rely on coastal fisheries as a
source of income, while subsistence agriculture is widely
used to grow breadfruit (Artocarpus altilis), coconut trees
(Cocos nucifera), pandanus trees (Pandanus tectorius), and
giant swamp taro (Cyrtosperma chamissonis).

Yap hosts the most diverse mangrove forests and
agroforests in the FSM, as well as more than 350 species of
stony corals. The region is part of the Polynesia-Micronesia
Biodiversity Hotspot identified by the Critical Ecosystem
Partnership Fund (CEPF). The FSM is also regarded as a key
migratory corridor for fish stocks, such as skipjack tuna
(Katsuwonus pelamis), bigeye tuna (Thunnus obesus), and
yellowfin tuna (Thunnus albacares).

Origin and structure
In 2010, the chairperson of the Tamil Council of Chiefs
attended a fisheries learning exchange in Palau, where
he learned about environmental stewardship approaches
piloted by other Pacific Island communities. Inspired by
their efforts, the Tamil Council of Chiefs established the
Tamil Resources Conservation Trust (TRCT) later that year.
The Yap State Government incorporated TRCT as a nongovernmental organization (NGO) in 2013.
Today, TRCT is a grassroots community organization that
aims to conserve the terrestrial and marine resources of
Tamil Municipality. The only organization of its kind on
the island of Yap, TRCT integrates traditional knowledge
and practices with modern scientific knowledge in its
programming. The connection between land and sea
is at the heart of the organization’s Ridge-to-Reef (R2R)
approach, a holistic land-management practice that
focuses on landscape-scale linkages between terrestrial,
aquatic, estuarine, and coastal ecosystems.
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As a small, grant-funded organization, TRCT has two
part-time employees, an office manager, and several
volunteer programme managers. TRCT’s Board of Trustees
consists of 11 board members, who are appointed by and
represent their respective villages. Each board member
shares updates with their village, helps decide the
organization’s priorities, and liaises with the Tamil Council
of Chiefs on decisions about the organization’s operations.
The collaborative model between TRCT and the Tamil
Council of Chiefs ensures each community’s perspective is
considered in the conservation decision-making process.
The Tamil Council has monthly meetings open to the
public. These meetings include a strong showing of both
women and youth, who participate, respectively, through
the Tamil Women’s Association (TWA) and the Tamil Youth
Organization.

LOCAL CHALLENGES
Climate change
Like many Small Island Developing States (SIDS) in the
Pacific Region, the FSM is already disproportionately
impacted by climate change. Tamil Municipality is
experiencing flooding, drought, and erosion. Saltwater
intrusion and coastal flooding are damaging freshwater
sources and coastal taro patches. These impacts are
projected to worsen as sea levels rise. Meanwhile,

intensifying rains are increasing the spread of plant
diseases and sediment runoff into the ocean. According to
a 2018 special report published by the Intergovernmental
Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), if temperatures rise more
than 2 degrees Celsius as a result of carbon pollution,
warmer and more acidic waters will destroy the world’s
coral reefs, including those off Tamil’s coasts.

Environmental degradation
Overexploitation of natural resources and environmental
degradation further amplify the impacts of climate
change. Giant clam, lobster, and sea cucumber species
were once abundant in Tamil’s marine waters, but they
are now dwindling following decades of overexploitation.
Sedimentation and pollution runoff have further
contributed to algal blooms, as well as declining coral
health and fish populations.

Tamil Municipality also faces compromised water security
due to poor freshwater management, saltwater intrusion,
and high demand on the watershed. Many local wells have
been contaminated by waste and sedimentation from
erosion, leaving some families with limited access to clean
drinking water.

Access to affordable vegetables
Since World War II, the Micronesian diet has undergone a
significant transformation. Consumption has declined for
many traditional foods, including fish, seafood, starchy
staples, and fruit. Meanwhile, imported items, including
white rice, flour, fatty meats, and highly processed foods,
have become fixtures of the modern diet.
Access to nutritious and affordable vegetables has
become increasingly difficult in Yap due to a decline in
local cultivation. Though 90 percent of households engage
in agroforestry for subsistence, seedlings are not always

readily available, especially following droughts. With 41
percent of the population living below the income poverty
line, few can regularly afford the high cost of imported fruits
and vegetables, which are expensive compared to other
imported processed staples. Without access to affordable
fresh foods, the population’s health has suffered. Rates of
adult obesity and non-communicable diseases, such as
diabetes, heart disease, and hypertension, have increased
during recent decades, with up to 80 percent of adults
classified as overweight or obese.
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LOCAL RESPONSES
Marine Managed Area
In 2014, TRCT established the 1,683-hectare Tamil Marine
Managed Area (MMA) as part of a community-led effort
to protect the marine ecosystem from overexploitation
and illegal fishing. TRCT collaborated with international
partners to develop a comprehensive marine conservation
plan, which is guided by a Ridge-to-Reef (R2R) approach
based on Yapese traditional management principles.
The plan sustains fisheries and protects coastal habitats,
including delicate coral reefs, while allowing community
members to continue fishing livelihoods.
As part of the MMA, TRCT designated 942 hectares of
marine area closest to the shoreline as a Traditional Use
Zone. In this zone, only customary uses of marine resources
are permitted, while relevant state and municipal
regulations also apply. Beyond the Traditional Use Zone,
TRCT established a 741-hectare No-Take Zone, where all
extractive activities are prohibited along the edge of the
reef.

KEY IMPACTS
Marine Managed Area
■
■
■
■
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Tamil’s 1,683-hectare MMA is Yap’s largest conservation area.
In a 2017 study, the MMA was deemed one of Yap’s ‘highly important’ marine nursery habitats.
The No-Take Zone protects 741 hectares of offshore waters from overexploitation and illegal fishing.
Closer to the shoreline, the Traditional Use Zone protects 942 hectares.
All commercial resource extraction is prohibited within the conservation area.

Watershed Protected Area
In 2015, TRCT partnered with the Yap Community Action
Program to establish a Watershed Protected Area (WPA).
The WPA protects 130 hectares of the Tamil Watershed,
including an underground aquifer, which is the main water
source for Tamil and other municipalities.
Specific restoration efforts aim to reduce groundwater
evaporation in the WPA. For instance, the Tamil Women’s

Association (TWA) gathered seedlings of a range of fruit
and native tree species surrounding the WPA. These
seedlings were planted by the TWA, Tamil Council of Chiefs,
and local youth. The WPA’s western boundary is formed by
an existing firebreak, which prevents future wildfires from
sweeping through the area.

KEY IMPACTS
Watershed Protected Area
■
■
■
■
■

The WPA is the first of its kind on the island of Yap.
The Tamil Watershed supplies water to more than half of Yap’s population.
WPA conservation has increased the community’s resilience to wildfire and drought threats.
Firebreaks prevent the spread of fires and protect forests that function as carbon sinks.
Traditional council members have acknowledged 130 hectares of WPA, which is anticipated to soon
be recognized by state law.

Community nursery and garden
TRCT collaborates closely with the TWA to operate a
community-run nursery and garden in Tamil. Constructed
in 2017, the 45-square-metre nursery grows seedlings
for edible crops, as well as climate-resilient crops like
the salt-tolerant nipa palm (Nypa fruticans), which is
used to revegetate vulnerable coastal areas and prevent
coastal erosion. Edible seedlings are transplanted into the

community garden, where they grow into nutritious crops
to increase the community’s food security.
TWA members offer expertise about gardening, agro-forestry, and food security to local community members. The
nursery empowers women by providing an opportunity to
share their skills through trainings, become stewards of a
community initiative, and earn an alternative livelihood.

KEY IMPACTS
Community nursery and garden
■

■
■
■

By cultivating nutritious crops locally, the nursery and garden reduce the community’s reliance
on fisheries as a food source, improve community health, and fortify local food security otherwise
threatened by fluctuating import markets.
The TWA benefits 22 women, who participate in the harvest along with additional women volunteers.
The nursery grows 10 different staple crops, including cabbages, taro, pineapples, pumpkins, string
beans, and yams.
Women play a key role by training TRCT staff, operating the nursery, and promoting the growth of
native seedlings in the community.
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Marine farming
Off Tamil’s coast, TRCT has developed giant clam and sea
cucumber farms, which provide food to the community
and serve as water-filtration systems. The farms are easily

monitored, as they are located close to shore. During recent
years, TRCT has slowly moved grown species from the farms
into the wild to encourage propagation in the MMA.

KEY IMPACTS
Marine farming
■
■

In October 2019, TRCT released 215 giant clams from farm cases into the lagoon in the MMA, with 185
clams surviving.
Harvesting sea cucumbers is a form of climate-resilient food security based upon traditional practices.

“We, the people of Tamil, mindful that our present practices are
contributing to the depletion of our natural resources, both in the
waters and on the land, have now decided to use the wisdom of our
custom and tradition to conserve and manage the natural resources in
our municipality in order to be able to provide for ourselves and our
families in a sustainable manner and leave behind a healthy natural
heritage for our children and future generations.”
Tamil Resources Conservation Trust,
Tamil Municipality Marine Management Plan (2013)
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DATA, MONITORING, AND REPORTING
Tamil Resources Conservation Trust’s (TRCT’s) conservation
and sustainable-use initiatives directly support goals of the
Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), which the FSM’s
government ratified in 1994. Specifically, TRCT supports
several National Targets (NTs) outlined in the FSM’s National
Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan (NBSAP), the national
policy instrument supporting implementation of the CBD,
as well as the global Aichi Biodiversity Targets (ABTs). The
group’s efforts to document the impacts of its initiatives
represent a powerful contribution to Article (7) of the CBD
related to Identification and Monitoring. In this way, TRCT’s
work can be leveraged to support the development of
national reports on implementation periodically required
of Parties to the CBD.
TRCT engages in multiple monitoring and reporting
efforts, with a particular focus on conservation of the
marine ecosystem. TRCT secured funding from the Risona
Foundation for a water-based monitoring and enforcement
committee programme, which facilitates community
enforcement of rules and guidelines surrounding the Tamil
Marine Managed Area (MMA). TRCT additionally monitors
fishing activities and community compliance within the
MMA’s 942-hectare Traditional Use Zone, where only
customary marine resource uses are permitted, and state
and municipal regulations also apply.

TRCT members also regularly monitor the number of giant
clams growing in underwater cases and record the number
of clams distributed from the clam farm into the lagoon
within the MMA. In 2020, TRCT also supported the College
of Micronesia by measuring more than 700 sea cucumbers
to identify their growth rate.
TRCT’s work has already been leveraged to support the
development of national reports. In 2020, TRCT was
highlighted as a successful case study for minimizing “the
rate of loss of all natural habitats” in FSM’s Sixth National
Report (6NR), which documents national-level progress
toward CBD implementation. Specifically, in FSM’s 6NR
‘Section IV,’ TRCT is noted for its coastal rehabilitation work
in collaboration with the Ridge-to-Reef programme.
The Micronesia Conservation Trust is currently compiling
survey results that measure several of TRCT’s specific
objectives set out in its 2013 Tamil Municipal Marine
Management Plan. Once compiled, these results may
further inform other reporting efforts. The survey results will
specifically monitor progress toward the goals of reducing
fish overharvesting, pollution, and sedimentation by 30
percent.
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POLICY IMPACTS
National policy impacts
TRCT’s efforts have been influential on a national policy
level, with both national and state governments seeking
TRCT’s perspective in consultations. For example, TRCT
representatives were consulted in the creation of the FSM’s
2018-2023 NBSAP and in its 6NR to the CBD. At the state
level, two TRCT representatives were also stakeholders in
Yap State’s 2014 State Biodiversity Strategic Action Plan.
In addition to being highlighted in national-level reports,
TRCT’s initiatives contribute to the implementation of the
FSM’s NBSAP. For example, by creating and sustainably
managing two different conservation areas, the MMA and
the Watershed Protected Area (WPA), the organization
supports the FSM’s NBSAP ‘Theme 1: Ecosystem
Management,’ which aims to “enhance the management
of existing conservation areas and establish new areas to
achieve a full representation of the FSM’s ecosystems and
support climate change resilience building.” Moreover, by
integrating traditional management practices into each
conservation area, TRCT supports the NBSAP’s ‘Theme

9: Resource Owners,’ which aims to empower “resource
owners and communities to conserve and sustainably
manage biodiversity under suitable customary and
modern resource management practices.”
By producing local nutritional food, the community
nursery supports the NBSAP’s ‘Theme 4: Agrobiodiversity,’
which includes this goal: “To enhance and strengthen
food and health security through the use of sustainable
agrobiodiversity practices.”
More broadly, TRCT’s robust marine and terrestrial
conservation programming supports the 2006 ‘Micronesia
Challenge,’ which was signed by heads of government with
the goal of conserving at least 30 percent of nearshore
marine resources and 20 percent of the terrestrial
resources across Micronesia by 2020. Meanwhile, the
Tamil community’s WPA and MPA are anticipated to soon
be recognized by state law.

Contributions to the global agenda
At the global level, TRCT’s work supports the implementation of several important multilateral agreements,
including the CBD and the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development (2030 Agenda).
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traditional knowledge and innovations into conservation
practices.

Related to the CBD, countries contribute to achieving ABTs,
key global biodiversity priorities for 2011-2020, through
the design and implementation of NTs in their NBSAPs.
TRCT’s initiatives directly contribute to several global ABTs.

Through the Ridge-to-Reef (R2R) approach governing
the MMA and WPA, TRCT supports ABT 11, which aims
to preserve “at least 17 percent of terrestrial and inland
water and 10 percent of coastal and marine areas,” with a
focus on “connected systems of protected areas” that are
“integrated into the wider landscapes and seascapes.”

For example, Tamil’s MMA, which includes a No-Take Zone
and a Traditional Use Zone, supports the achievement of
ABT 6, which relates to the sustainable management of fish
stocks. By honoring traditional fishing practices, the MMA
also upholds ABT 18, which aims to respect and integrate

By cultivating traditional crops and endemic marine species, the community nursery and marine farms further
support ABT 7, focused on the sustainable management
of agriculture, aquaculture, and forestry to ensure biodiversity conservation. Meanwhile, TRCT’s partnership

with Tamil Women’s Association (TWA) promotes the
empowerment of women as environmental stewards. This
supports ABT 14, which prioritizes consideration of the
needs of women and local communities, as well as the
CBD’s 2015-2020 Gender Plan of Action.
Firebreak mitigates the risk of forest fires and preserves
local trees that sequester carbon. This supports ABT 15,
which aims to restore degraded ecosystems, enhance
carbon stocks, and mitigate climate change.
TRCT’s nature-based actions also contribute to the achievement of numerous Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)
of the 2030 Agenda. The MMA directly supports the goal

of life below water (SDG 14). The local community garden,
which is run by the TWA, supports the goals of no poverty
(SDG 1), zero hunger (SDG 2), and gender equality (SDG
5). The community garden’s climate-resilient crops support the goal of climate action (SDG 13) and responsible
consumption and production (SDG 12), while the related
school lunch programme supports the goals of zero hunger (SDG 2) and good health and well-being (SDG 3).
TRCT’s WPA preserves the Tamil Watershed’s ability to
increase water security through the provision of ecosystem
services. In turn, the WPA supports the goals of clean water
and sanitation (SDG 6), and life on land (SDG 15).
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REPLICATION, SCALABILITY, AND SUSTAINABILITY
Replication
TRCT has recently gained a following through social media,
marketing, and word of mouth, representing a significant
opportunity to replicate the organization’s initiatives on
other islands in the FSM. As a member of the Pacific Islands
Managed and Protected Areas community, TRCT also has
the ability to share its lessons within the wider Micronesian
and Pacific region.
Though direct replication of TRCT’s work has not yet
occurred, several communities across the FSM have
independently implemented similar local communitybased nurseries that prioritize food security, community
health, and climate change adaptation. For example, in
Chuuk State, community nurseries are being developed
to provide seedlings for home gardens. Enhanced
agroforestry methods are also being used to sustain food

crops in Pohnpei State. In Kosrae State, communities
are exploring composting as a method to enhance crop
production. These examples demonstrate interest among
additional communities in TRCT’s initiatives, showing
promise for potential future replication in other states and
beyond.
Inspired by the TWA, which established the WPA and
the community nursery, Tamil Municipality hosted an
international women’s forum in 2018. The forum brought
together 47 women across the Pacific to discuss local,
national, and international climate funding opportunities
to build a pipeline of women-led climate projects. As
part of the forum, TWA shared best practices relating to
TRCT’s ecosystem-based adaptation projects to inspire
replication in other areas.

Scalability
At present, TRCT’s programming exclusively serves the
inhabitants of Tamil Municipality, which is one of 10
municipalities in Yap State. However, the Yap Community
Action Program, Yap Environmental Protection Agency,

Yap Division of Marine Resources and Management, and
Yap State Department of Resources and Development
have expressed interest in expanding to a network of
MPAs across Yap.

Sustainability
TRCT’s long-term success is grounded in strong support
from traditional leaders and community members, who
value the sustainable management of resources to
ensure access for future generations. The people of Tamil
Municipality are committed to their traditional roles as
stewards of the land and seas, as recognized by the Yap
State Government Constitution.
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The organization has faced some challenges of capacitybuilding and obtaining reliable, long-term funding. TRCT
is primarily funded through partnerships with larger NGOs
and donor grants. Previously, the organization has also
sought earmarked funds for specific projects, such as the
sea cucumber farm and the nursery.

FUTURE PLANS
Looking ahead, TRCT plans to increase its team capacity by partially funding new and existing staff
positions. TRCT leaders also intend to implement more adaptation projects and strengthen their training
programs and knowledge base.
A school lunch programme is set to be implemented this year, uniting nine different villages in an effort to
provide healthy lunches for elementary school children in Tamil. The Tamil Youth Organization (TYO) has
organized a rotating schedule for fresh, locally grown food to be partially sourced from the women-run
community gardens and delivered daily to the school cafeteria. This initiative will increase food security
and promote food literacy. One of the goals of this project is to increase youths’ awareness of where their
food comes from and how it is grown.
In the future, TRCT may also support further replication efforts by training other Yap State communities to
start their own organizations. For now, TRCT is committed to serving Tamil.

PARTNERS
■

Global Environment Facility Small Grants
Programme (GEF SGP): Provided funding for
fisheries habitat protection and monitoring efforts.

■

National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration
(NOAA): Conducted coral reef monitoring training
sessions with TRCT.

■

The Nature Conservancy (TNC): Supported TRCT to
implement the WPA.

■

United States Forest Service (USFS): Supports
firebreak and tree planting projects.

■

Yap Community Action Program (Yap CAP): Liaises
with government and community.

■

Yap Marine Resources Management Division
(MRMD): Assists with MPA.

■

Yap State Environmental Protection Agency (EPA):
Supports solid waste and wastewater project.
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