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PROJECT SUMMARY
Facing sea level rise, food shortages due to saltwater flooding, 
and other threats associated with climate change, this 
organization has organized for the voluntary relocation of the 
indigenous peoples of the Carterets Islands.  This is one of the 
first community-driven ‘climate change refugee’ relocation 
efforts in the region. Sustainable natural resource management 
is at the center of Tulele Peisa’s work. The organization engages 
with host communities on the ‘mainland’ island of Bougainville 
to ensure adequate land, infrastructure, and livelihoods 
opportunities are available for relocated people.  It also ensures 
that links are maintained with the culture, land, and resources 
of the Carterets Islands.  The community-based approach to 
relocation offers a positive relocation model for other atolls in 
the region, and has had the unexpected benefit of improving 
interisland trade, which is serving to enhance local resilience 
and livelihoods.

KEY FACTS
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AREA OF FOCUS: Climate change adaptation and relocation 
of climate change refugees
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Climate change, sea level rise and islands in the Pacific 

For the past few decades, small islands in the Pacific, especially atolls, 
have been on the front lines of climate change and sea level rise. The 
physical impacts of sea level rise on islands include coastal erosion, 
loss of land, flooding, soil salination, and low-water availability, all 
of which are ultimately reducing the resilience of coastal and small 
island ecosystems and pose sustainable development challenges to 
the people who inhabit them.  The risk of inundation, flooding, and 
coastal erosion is further intensified by the bleaching of coral reefs 
and removal of mangroves, both of which guard the coastline against 
storm surges and other natural disasters.  Due to atolls’ high ratio of 
coastline to surface land area, they are particularly vulnerable to slow 
onset sea level rise and rapid onset storm surges, as well as devastating 
‘king tides’, perennial high tide events that pose a significant threat 
to coastal communities.  Of these effects, sea level rise is the most 
imminent.  Average global sea levels are predicted to rise by between 
0.6 and 1.90 metres by the end of the 21st century. These increases 
will result in the widespread displacement of coastal and atoll 
communities and necessitate the resettlement of these populations. 

Relocation as a response to climate change 

With its thousands of islands and high concentration of development 
in coastal areas, the Pacific is particularly vulnerable to forced 
relocation as a consequence of sea level rise due to climate change. 
The very survival of some low-lying states and islands is under threat.  
In the face of this challenge, relocation of at-risk communities is 
one adaption response. Relocation is not a new concept; dam 
construction, mining activities, and natural disasters have led to 
involuntary relocations for decades. There is a great deal to be learned 
from best practices in previous relocations; the challenges and 
innovative solutions that have emerged out of these previous cases 
will be  critical sources of insight as communities are increasingly 
forced to face the reality of climate change induced relocation. 
The effects of involuntary relocation are widespread and often 
expose affected communities to risks of impoverishment due to lost 

livelihoods and resources, as well as violations of human rights. The 
sociocultural impacts of forced relocation are also often overlooked.  
The attachment of a people to their land and, by extension, their 
culture, history, and way of life, means that displacement can have 
huge consequences for community self-sufficiency and well-being. 

Climate change induced displacement can take many forms. It can 
be temporary or permanent, planned or spontaneous, within states 
or across national borders and can involve individuals, households, 
or entire communities. The line between voluntary migration and 
forced displacement from climate change, however, is difficult 
to determine. As climate change migration can occur within and 
between nation states, there are large gaps in the protections 
and rights afforded to climate-displaced people. Climate-induced 
relocation is an extremely complex process and will require careful 
planning, scrutiny, and consideration by both governments and 
non-governmental actors. 

The Carteret Islands 

The Carteret Islands are located in Papua New Guinea (PNG), 86 
kilometres northeast of the nearest island of Bougainville. The 
Carterets are a chain of seven small coral-raised atolls in a circular 
shape. The atolls have a maximum elevation of 1.2 metres above sea 
level and have a combined land area of 0.6 square kilometres. One of 
the original islands, Huene, was split into two sometime during the 
past few decades, a partitioning that islanders believe was the result 
of rising sea levels. Today, a 30-40 metre channel separates the two 
halves of Huene Island. 

Over the last 30 years, the population of the Carteret Islands has 
grown four-fold. The National Population Census of 1982 recorded 
the population at just 672, of which more than 50 percent were under 
18 years old. Forecasts at that time were for the population to exceed 
1,000 by the late 1980s. Today there are an estimated 2,700 people in 
the Carterets, making the islands the most densely populated area 
of any island or comparable unit area in the entire country. 

Background and Context
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There is virtually no arable agriculture on any of the Carteret islands, 
making the residents almost exclusively dependent on marine 
resources for their livelihoods and food security. Among the main 
sources of economic activity and sustenance have been, respectively, 
the exportation of farmed seaweed to Asian markets and the 
capture of bech-de-mer (sea cucumber) as an important staple. 
However, a moratorium by the PNG Fisheries Authority on bech-de-
mer extraction in recent years has restrained local access to coastal 
resources.  A parallel challenge is the fact that although the island 
chain has historically boasted an abundance of marine biodiversity 
and natural resources, this ecological wealth has rapidly declined 
over the past few decades.  Destructive fishing practices, incursions 
into coastal waters by commercial trawlers, coral bleaching, and 
the overall absence of an effective surveillance system have left a 
previously healthy, fully functioning coral reef ecosystem – one that 
supported populations of giant clams, turtles, sharks, and dugongs 
– depleted and relatively barren. 

Atoll dwellers rarely have paid employment and are not accustomed 
to a work-to-live lifestyle. Additionally, most islanders are unfamiliar 
with conventional business operation. Some families receive 
remittances from relatives working in Bougainville or elsewhere 
within PNG. Traditional livelihoods of the Carterets have been passed 
down through the generations by way of oral history and are based 
on solving clan, family, and community feuds with traditional shell 
money, known in the local Halia language as beruana.  The beruana is 
a traditional bead that is ground on stone, threaded, and used for bride 
price payments, reconciliation, and land payments.  The introduction 
of ‘Western law’ has eroded the prevalence of this currency including, 
importantly, in the area of land acquisition. Whereas land matters 
were historically managed by chiefs and elders, they now go through 
district courts and land mediators on the island.

Although the islands have been suffering from shoreline erosion for 
more than 40 years, recent years have seen the islands lose more 
than 60 square metres of land. Resident communities have planted 
and restored mangrove populations in addition to constructing sea 
walls to buffer the island from shoreline erosion, but these are only 
stopgap measures. The reality is that due to some combination of sea 
level rise and tectonic activity, the Carterets land is disappearing and 
relocation of the local population will be necessary. The population 
of the Carterets Islands are said to be among the world’s first ‘climate 
change refugees’, and certainly have been among the most widely 
covered by international media. 

Rich, place-based culture and the challenges of 
resettlement

The Carterets Islanders originate from the larger, neighboring island 
of Bougainville. Although both groups share the same clanship 
ancestry, each society has had centuries to evolve distinct cultures, 
traditions, and identities which have presented challenges to the 
integration of the Carterets Islanders in the main island communities.  
Traditional, place-based knowledge is a rich inheritance and an 
important part of social cohesion and identity in small island 
communities.  Land in the Pacific is more than a valuable economic 
resource, it is a form of identity. The relationship between people and 
the land is intuitive, and people have a special, emotional bond to the 
tsitsiki, or land. Owning land gives islanders an identity and a sense 
of belonging.  One risk that comes with displacement and relocation 
is that traditional knowledge is lost or becomes irrelevant in new 
surroundings, creating feelings of isolation and, more pragmatically, 
threatening the potential of relocated people to provide for their 
own material needs.  In many ‘development-induced’ resettlements 
over the years, uprooted communities have been forced to leave 
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behind their land or marine management practices, their traditional 
food sources, and their access to markets, all of which can result in 
food insecurity. 

In the case of the Carterets Islanders, it has been particularly difficult 
to find suitable land that both replicates the environmental conditions 
of small atolls and provides access to the sea.  The relocation sites on 
Bougainville have very different gradients and vegetation than those 
on the Carterets Islands, where the diet consists mainly of coconut 
and fish. Due to limited land space, the gardening and work habits 
of islanders also differs greatly from those on the mainland. By 
default, low-lying atolls have little relief, wide-open vistas, and a high 
proportion of sand – a hard environment to replicate. These atolls 
have a high ratio of shoreline to land area, and all atoll dwellers live 
within a few metres of the sea. Acquiring a similar stretch of coastline 
on the mainland with ready access to the shore is unlikely. Coastal 
sites are prime locations and local landowners are reluctant to give 
up a narrow, shoreline strip. Few islanders, therefore, can expect to 
have relocation sites comparable with those of their island homes, 
and many food crops available will be unfamiliar to the islanders. 
Restrictions on fishing in Bougainville also differ from those in the 
Carterets, with the potential of difficulties for displaced islanders who 
wish to fish commercially rather than to meet subsistence needs.

Previous resettlement efforts by the Bougainville 
Government 

Resettlement of the Carterets community has been on the agenda of 
the government – though many would argue not as a priority – for 
the last four decades. There have been several attempts to resettle 
groups of islanders to Bougainville over the years. None of the 
relocations, however, have been completed successfully.  All previous 
attempts have resulted in the overwhelming majority of relocated 
families returning to the Carterets.  The common features of these 
unsuccessful resettlement schemes, however, can be instructive.  
Reluctance on the part of relocating communities to move, a lack of 
local voices in the design and execution of resettlement – including 
location choice – lack of suitable land, and insufficient attention to 
social integration with host communities are all common features of 
the failed relocation efforts undertaken over the last four decades. 

The first resettlement recommendation by a Bougainville Government 
official in the late 1960s occurred in response to food scarcity in the 
Carterets. No action was taken at the time, as suitable land could not 
be acquired for the resettlement. The first large-scale resettlement 
project for the Carterets, called the Atolls Resettlement Scheme, 
began in 1982 when efforts were made to move some of the Carterets 
people to land in an area of Bougainville called Kuveria. Ten families 
were to settle at a time, with the aim of settling a total of 40 families. 
At Kuveria, however, the only available land for the resettlement was 
adjacent to the provincial correctional facility, a location that made 
candidate relocation families uncomfortable and apprehensive.  
The host community also denied the resettled families any rights 
to commercial fishing, which severely limited their prospects for 
employment and food security.  In the end, only 15 families officially 
moved to the location. After several years, however, the resettlement 
attempt failed and the majority of settlers returned to the Carterets 
before the outbreak of the Bougainville Civil War in the late 1980s. 

Similarly, in 1997, the Bougainville Administration decided to move 
12 Carterets families to Buka Island to alleviate food insecurity. 
Several families were relocated, but most returned to the Carterets 
as a result of land disputes or, as the Buka Islanders claimed, from 
infighting among the resettlers. In reality, there was a failure to 
integrate the new arrivals into the receiving community and the 
government withdrew its support for the resettled families after the 
initial relocation period. The combined effect of these two oversights 
again failed to produce the intended relocation. 

For any resettlement process to be successful, these underlying issues 
will need to be addressed, with the Carterest people themselves 
closely involved in guiding the process.  This is the gap that Tulele 
Peisa set out to fill. 

‘Sailing the waves on our own’

With the end of the Bougainville Civil War in the late 1990s, the 
Carterets Islanders became increasingly frustrated with what they 
saw as empty resettlement promises on the part of the Bougainville 
Government.  At the same time, regular storm surges, continued 
loss of land from sea level rise, coral bleaching, and depletion of fish 
stocks all combined to make the islands uninhabitable. Resource 
scarcity invariably led to increased conflicts among communities 
in the Carterets, creating social discord and disruption to a small 
society that depended on its strong social fabric for the functioning 
of its economy and day-to-day life. Islanders felt that development 
of resettlement initiatives was not taking place at a rate or scale that 
was commensurate with the urgency of the problem. They therefore 
decided to take matters into their own hands. 

The Council of Elders and Chiefs of the Carterets resolved that they 
had no option but to use a community-driven process to expedite 
relocation efforts. In 2005, they established the Carterets Integrated 
Relocation Program, initiating dialogue with the Bougainville 
Government and its administration to accelerate relocation of the 
Carterets people.  In 2006, the Council of Elders and Chiefs formed 
Tulele Peisa as a local NGO designed to coordinate a voluntary 
relocation program. In the local Halia language, Tulele Peisa translates 
as ‘sailing the waves on our own’, a nod to the empowerment goal of 
putting Carterets Islanders in control of their own destiny through 
leadership at the forefront of relocation efforts.

At the core of Tulele Peisa’s work is the active promotion of community 
self-reliance, environmental awareness and sustainability, and 
cultural survival.  These values have underpinned all relocation 
efforts undertaken by the organization, which have involved a range 
of activities to prepare the communities of the Carterets Islands 
for relocation and to engage with host communities. The goal is 
to relocate 1,700 Islanders to mainland Bougainville.  The Catholic 
Diocese of Bougainville has donated land at four different sites: 
Tinputz, Tearouki, Mabiri, and Tsimba. The relocation plan covers 
the construction of housing and infrastructure, and also envisages 
the development of income generation projects, food security 
measures, and sustainable land use management strategies. The 
relocation plan moreover contains provisions for the strengthening 
of education and health facilities to benefit both settlers and host 
communities.
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Governance and organizational structure 

Tulele Peisa is governed by a seven-member Board of Directors 
that provides guidance, strategic direction, and fundraising for 
the activities of the organization.  An Executive Director serves as 
the Public Officer and reports directly to the Board.  Critically, two 
members of the Board of Directors are the Chairmen of the Council 
of Elders and Chiefs in the Carterets and in Tinputz, respectively. 
The Council of Elders and Chiefs are the local authorities on the 
ground and are an established political bodies that are recognized 
by the House of Representatives of the Autonomous Bougainville 
Parliament. The Council of Elders and Chiefs has been mandated by 
the Carteret Island clans to represent the voice of islanders to the 
government. The Council of Elders and Chiefs meets quarterly to 
discuss issues identified by the Carterets community ranging from 

intercommunity conflicts to health, education, and the effects of 
climate change on the ability of islanders to meet basic needs. The 
placement of the Chairmen of the Carterets and Tinputz Council 
of Elders and Chiefs on the Board of Tulele Peisa is therefore a key 
mechanism to ensure that local voices are represented in the 
leadership of the organization. 

There are currently six full-time staff on the management team 
of Tulele Peisa – the Executive Director, who oversees the whole 
program; the Program Manager who supervises the program staff 
and provides support to the Executive Director, the Finance and 
Administration Officer, who manages the finances and institutional 
activities of the organization; the Finance & Administrative Assistant; 
the Relocation Coordinator; and the Climate Change and Adaptation 
Coordinator. 

“The people of the Carterets are victims of a crisis they have not caused, as they emit the least 
or nil emissions of greenhouse gases into the atmosphere.” 

Ursula Rakova, Executive Director, Tulele Peisa
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The primary activity of Tulele Peisa is the relocation of Carteret 
Islanders. The organization’s stated objective is to coordinate and 
manage relocation of the Carterets people to mainland Bougainville 
due to the impacts of climate change and rising sea levels, which 
are making the island uninhabitable. One of the ways that Tulele 
Peisa has separated itself in terms of climate refugee relocation is 
its commitment to an integrated approach that recognizes the 
need not just for physical relocation of Carterets residents, but the 
creation of: (i) sustainable livelihood options that do not put a strain 
on the environment and (ii) systems of social integration that help 
incorporate Carterets Islanders into their new communities without 
conflict and in a way that allows for the continuation of their cultural 
traditions and practices. 

Acquiring land for resettlement and facilitating relocation

Relocation of the Carterets people has required skillful negotiation 
with potential host communities, government authorities, and 
the relocating communities themselves. It has been a process 
of assessing the willingness of Carterets Islanders to relocate, of 
Bougainville districts to absorb the displaced peoples, and of other 
stakeholders to support in facilitating a process that was otherwise 
taking place too slowly and at too small a scale to make the necessary 
difference. 

In the Pacific, ‘ownership’ of land exacerbates the problem. Some 
96 percent of Bougainville is governed by customary land tenure. 
Land belongs to groups rather than individuals, making the transfer 
of ownership rather problematic. In most cases, neither individuals 
nor clans have the authority to give land away, therefore acquiring 
land has proven to be one of the primary hurdles in the resettlement 
task. Land negotiations have largely involved run-down, degraded, 
or abandoned plantations under custodianship of the Catholic 
Church. The four current relocation sites, representing a total of 295 
hectares, were ‘alienated’ to the Catholic Diocese in 1964 on a 99-year 
lease. Initially, the custodians of the land were reluctant to consider 

relinquishing the land to the displaced Carterets community. The 
Catholic Church has been an instrumental intermediary in this 
regard, supporting with negotiations and working with landowners 
to reach an agreement about making the land available. 

Working with an independent global legal group, Tulele Peisa is in 
the process of developing Memoranda of Understanding (MOUs) 
with the Catholic Diocese of Bougainville, the Council of Elders 
and Chiefs of the Carterets, and the Council of Elders of the host 
community as a way of establishing a shared legal framework that is 
capable of guiding relocation.  At every step of the way, chiefs, elders, 
men, women, and youth from the Carterets have been involved 
in the negotiations with the host communities and landowners, a 
conscious effort by Tulele Peisa to make this a community-driven 
process rather than a government-driven one. The arrangement 
that has been negotiated through the MOUs, although not officially 
formalized, is that Tulele Peisa will hold the four sites in trust for the 
relocated families. This arrangement gives the right of ownership 
to the relocated families once the land deed has been drafted and 
signed by all the relevant parties, including the Catholic Diocese of 
Bougainville, Tulele Peisa, the Council of Elders and Chiefs, and the 
host communities. 

Families ready to relocate are identified and screened by the Carteret 
Islands Council of Elders and Chiefs. The family profile is submitted 
to Tulele Peisa, at which time the Board of Directors undertakes a 
detailed discussion on the viability of relocation for the family under 
review using a selection process developed in consultation with the 
Council of Elders and Chiefs, Tulele Peisa, and leaders of the host 
community. Several considerations are taken into account to identify 
the most vulnerable families to the effects of climate change. Families 
selected for relocation typically have little to no food gardens on the 
Carterets, little to no access to arable land to grow food in the future, 
and young children who will more easily adapt to cultural differences 
on Bougainville.  Once a decision is taken on a viable candidate family 
to be relocated, that family is given access to a number of support 

Key Activities and Innovations
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services to help facilitate relocation into Bougainville, including 
counseling and trauma management to help the groups cope with 
uprooting their lives and leaving behind their homeland. 

The initial relocation efforts led by Tulele Peisa have seen heads of 
household, often men, moving to Bougainville to clear new land and 
to prepare home gardens. They also work to build family homes and 
to ensure that the houses are equipped with functioning water tanks 
and other basic necessities. In most instances, workers from the 
host communities have been contracted to help build the homes, 
providing them with a new source of income, and perhaps mitigating 
potential resentment towards the relocated groups by showing that 
social integration comes with benefits. So far, eight local builder 
cooperatives have benefited directly from this arrangement. 

Once the land is ready to provide for the day-to-day needs of each 
Carterets family, wives and children then join the husband in their 
new home. The majority of relocated families have been given a 
single hectare of land to cultivate. Families are trained in smallholder 
farming techniques, including the cultivation of cash crops such as 
cacao and coconut. Tulele Peisa is also discussing training relocated 
families in organic farming practices and supporting them to apply 
for fair trade certification. 

Tulele Peisa is employing several approaches to minimize 
disruption to the host communities, ensure an open dialogue 
about the relocation process amongst stakeholders, and ease the 
integration of Carterets Islanders. One such approach has been the 
organization of ‘young people speaking tours’, in which Carterets 
youth, accompanied by elders, meet with their counterparts in 
Bougainville to discuss the context for their relocation, the pressures 
of climate change, and the ways they can work together to make 
the most of the relocation reality. The group has also facilitated 

‘chief exchanges’, by supporting chiefs from host communities to 
travel to the Carterets Islands to experience life on the island and to 
witness firsthand the environmental stresses that have led to their 
relocation. These chiefs then become ambassadors for the program 
when returning to Bougainville, relaying what they saw, the urgency 
of the problem, and their experience of Carterets culture and life.  In 
some instances, ‘inter-marriages’ between young men and women 
from the island and from host communities have been arranged as a 
way of strengthening the bonds between the two groups. 

As conditions have deteriorated in the Carterets, an increasing 
number of islanders have indicated their desire to move. In 2006, 
only three families expressed a wish to resettle; by 2008 that number 
had increased to 38 families. Staff at Tulele Peisa, however, realize 
that the relocation process will take considerably longer than initially 
predicted. Original forecasts from 2008 estimated that the resettlement 
programme would be complete by 2012; now the intention is to move 
1,350 people, or 50 percent of the total population, by 2020, with the 
remaining 50 percent to remain on the islands.

Tulele Peisa began the relocation program at the Tinputz site. 
In March 2009, heads of the first five families selected to relocate 
moved to Tinputz to build houses and prepare gardens before the 
arrival of the women and children. Seven houses have been built 
to accommodate seven families at a cost of approximately 25,000 
PNG Kina each (approximately US$10,000). The relocation program 
to Tinputz has involved significant stakeholder engagement and 
work with the host communities to promote integration of the 
refugees into the wider community.  Despite the early successes 
of this program, only 10 families can be accommodated at Tinputz 
because of limited space.  Other families will need to be moved to 
the other three sites offered by the Catholic Church: Tearouki, Mabiri, 
and Tsimba. The largest of these sites will accommodate 63 families.
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Climate change adaptation and sustainable livelihoods 
activities

Recognizing that climate change will continue to be a threat even once 
relocated to Bougainville, Tulele Peisa is prioritizing climate change 
adaptation in its programming. This emphasis goes hand-in-hand 
with the commitment of the organization to ensuring that relocation 
is based on principles of environmental stewardship and that local 
economic activity is generated in a way that is mindful of the continued 
threats of climate change. Tulele Peisa has created a tree nursery in 
Tinputz, known as ‘Tulele Peisa’s Mini Food Forest’, to incubate species 
that are highly adaptable, provide for local food security, and have the 
potential to regenerate degraded ecosystems. The Mini Food Forest 
currently holds 34,123 native tropical trees including hardwood trees, 
softwood trees, nut trees, fruit trees, and palm trees. The organization 
aims to plant 1 million trees total at the Tinputz pilot site and to replicate 
the initiative at the three other relocation sites. 

Tulele Peisa understands that capacity building for the resettled 
Carterets families will be necessary. As the population has been 
entirely dependent on marine resource management, they likely do 
not have the skills necessary to cultivate home gardens. To address 
this, the organization has established an agricultural research 
station to support smallholder farmers through trainings on crop 
diversification, mangrove regeneration, and household gardens. 

The center currently has 200 cacao trees that will be supplied to 
host communities Bougainville-wide. Tulele Peisa likewise employs 
consultants to train relocated groups in appropriate agricultural 
techniques. Fourteen gardens with diverse food crops have been 
created for relocated families, who have been trained to manage 
these gardens on their own. The gardens produce enough food for 
relocated islanders to meet their subsistence needs, to earn a living 
from selling cash crops, and to send back food to relatives remaining 
in the Carterets.  Capacity building of this nature helps families to 
be self-sufficient after arriving at a new location, and supports 
sustainability of the relocation initiative over the long-term. 

Networking and advocacy  

Other priorities for Tulele Peisa are networking and advocacy. Many 
people in Bougainville and Papua New Guinea as a whole know about 
the Carterets Islands, but they may be less aware of the important role 
that Tulele Peisa is playing in supporting islanders to adapt to climate 
change and to survive rising sea levels. The group intends to expand 
its networking at the local and the national levels, making information 
available to the largest number of people and stakeholders possible. 
The goal is to broadly enhance local understanding of the challenges 
that the Carterets people face, to influence and inform national policy, 
and to identify partners capable of supporting the organization with 
its various projects and programs. 

Tulele Peisa has developed an inclusive and homegrown local solution for relocation of the 
displaced peoples of the Carterets affected by climate change.  Tulele Peisa has achieved this with 

very limited financial support, but builds a sustainable program through relationship-building 
between the organization, the displaced community, and most importantly the host community.” 

Ursula Rakova, Executive Director, Tulele Peisa
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Impacts

ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACTS 
Undergirding the Tulele Peisa relocation efforts is a conservation 
ethos that endeavors to ensure that, wherever Carterets communities 
are resettled, the process is undertaken with a commitment to 
environmental sustainability. The organization is acutely aware 
of the need for a balance between sustainable livelihoods and 
environmental stewardship in resettled communities. Its architects 
saw first-hand how, in a situation of resource scarcity and demographic 
pressure, the drive to meet basic needs quickly depleted what little 
natural capital was available on the islands.  Food insecurity and a 
lack of natural resources led to overexploitation of marine resources 
and the eventual erosion of the coral reef ecosystems that provided 
for subsistence and livelihood needs, producing a self-enforcing 
downward spiral. Efforts in the mid-1990s to plant mangroves as a 
natural buffer against storm surges were undermined by islanders 
cutting down the trees to meet basic needs for firewood. Tulele 
Peisa intends to carry these lessons – that both livelihoods and 
environmental conservation must be addressed in an integrated 
manner – into their relocated communities.

Although the focus of Tulele Peisa is on resettlement, they have 
not given up on the Carterets Islands. They are currently partnering 
with The Christensen Fund on a two-year project called ‘Carterets 
Islanders preserving and protecting their cultural biodiversity to 
maintain their lives sustainably’. The project was initially funded 
for a year, and has since been extended to two. The project has laid 
out a public relations, awareness raising, and advocacy campaign, 
including the production of over 200 public service announcement 
posters that profile traditional marine resource management 
practices. Posters have been distributed to schools on the Carterets, 
to host communities, and to high schools in Bougainville.

One of the most important worldviews underlying natural resource 
management practices in the Carterets is the spiritual connection 
between people and nature. The Carterets islanders use a ‘taboo’ 
system that forbids the use of particular terrestrial and marine 

resources seasonally and in response to particular events such as 
manhood ceremonies and death. The taboo system ensures that 
island biodiversity and marine biodiversity are replenished over the 
course of the year. This system is deeply connected to the Carterets 
worldview that sees humans, the natural environment, and tribal 
ancestors as intrinsically interconnected. The fact that traditional 
indigenous management systems are culturally entrenched, and 
embedded in the daily life of Carteret islanders at the clan and family 
levels, means they provide a unique base to facilitate conservation 
of natural resources in the Carterets. 

It is important, however, to ensure that these traditional approaches 
are understood and supported by government policies and 
regulations. To do this, Tulele Peisa is collaborating with The 
Christensen Fund to advocate for the Carterets Islands to be declared 
a marine protected area (MPA) under national law. Negotiations are 
underway to draft a legal agreement to this effect among Tulele 
Peisa, the Council of Elders and Chiefs, and the Bougainville Fisheries 
Office. Central to the design of the MPA will be ensuring that 
traditional natural resource management forms the basis of MPA 
regulations. Typical MPAs operate with a science-based approach 
to biodiversity conservation that stresses ‘pristine’ no-take zones. 
This approach is more suitable for industrialized countries that 
do not have traditional land and sea tenure rules based on strong 
sociocultural and spiritual connections to the environment such as 
those that exist in the Carterets. Designing an MPA in the Carterets, 
therefore, must combine traditional resource management practices 
with scientific strategies such as monitoring to track the abundance 
and diversity of marine species in island waters. A report and plan 
of action for the MPA is being drafted and circulated for comment 
among partners and stakeholders. 

SOCIOECONOMIC IMPACTS 
Economic self-sufficiency and well-being is a top priority for 
Tulele Peisa. The organization is investing not just in the process 



12

of resettlement, but also in sustainable livelihood options for the 
newly relocated families. Investments are being made in food and 
water security, sustainable land use management plans, capacity 
building in gardening and farming, and guidance on intercropping. 
Resettled farmers have been supported to plant a variety of food 
crops that will improve their adaptive capacity and give them the 
greatest chance of resilience during extended periods of either wet 
or dry weather associated with climate change. In the near future, 
Tulele Peisa will change its legal status from a registered NGO to a 
registered cooperative, transitioning from their current focus on 
negotiating resettlement to a more robust program of sustainable 
livelihood activities for relocated families.

A community rotating fund has been set up with PNG Nationwide, a 
federal microfinance bank. The account is a repository for revenues 
that come from Bougainville CocoaNet, a collective business 
enterprise that was established in 2009 as an income generation 
strategy for relocated families. At present, Bougainville CocoaNet 
has rehabilitated 8,950 cacao trees over 14 hectares of cacao 
plantations around Tinputz. Participation in Bougainville CocoaNet 
is likewise open to host community cacao producers, enabling both 
relocated islanders and their hosts to benefit from the enterprise.  To 
date, Bougainville CocoaNet has exported over 150 metric tonnes of 
cacao in bulk to international buyers in Hamburg, Germany. 

The organization has developed a program called ‘Supsup Gardens’ 
that focuses on household gardens in the Carterets Islands. Beginning 
on Han Island and later replicated on Piul, Iangain, Yesila, and Yolasa 
Islands, the program reduces community dependence on outside 
assistance and raises local awareness about options for improving 
food security. Planting materials and seedlings are transported from 
Bougainville to the Carterets, where the organization works with 
community members to construct one metre high raised garden 
beds filled with a mixture of soil and cow manure. The project 
introduces crop varieties to the islands that can withstand high levels 
of soil salinity such as cassava, sweet potato, taro, banana, capsicum, 

pumpkin, and eggplant. A parallel mangrove regeneration project 
has been initiated on Han Island, with the intent to replicate on the 
other Carteret Islands, in order to buffer the islands against storm 
surges and erosion of the coastline. 

POLICY IMPACTS 
The community-led nature of the partnership between Tulele Peisa, 
the Catholic Diocese of Bougainville, and other stakeholders is unique 
in the region and represents a groundbreaking shift towards NGO-
directed policy. Despite this fact, the relationship between Tulele 
Peisa and the Bougainville Government is contentious at best, and 
policy progress has been hard-won. Tulele Peisa continues to push at 
various levels of government for more ambitious and legally binding 
policies that cover relocation efforts and provide for the rights of 
the displaced Carterets community. The organization is currently 
advocating for the relocation activities to be pushed through 
Bougainville Parliament and enacted into policy. The organization is 
actively lobbying Members of the House of Representatives of the 
Bougainville Government, providing up-to-date information on the 
successes and obstacles of the relocation efforts. 

It is the visibility and recognition that Tulele Peisa has garnered 
from the international community that has made possible entry 
into national and regional policy dialogues. International climate 
conferences, seminars, and workshops have put the group and the 
plight of the Carterets people on the radar of international climate 
scholars, policymakers, and activists. This attention and visibility 
has resulted in pressure being placed on the PNG and Bougainville 
Governments to take decisive action to urgently support relocation 
and to engage with Tulele Peisa as a key stakeholder in this 
process. This case vividly demonstrates the critical role that strong 
international pressure from policymakers and activists alike can 
place on national and regional governments to create enabling 
environments for community-directed initiatives. 
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Sustainability and Replication

SUSTAINABILITY 
The key components that have made Tulele Peisa tenable, if not 
sustainable, to this point have been the personal commitment 
and sacrifice of the organization’s leaders, community ownership 
of the initiative through the Council of Elders and Chiefs, advocacy 
at various levels of government, and commitment to pursuing 
collaboration with a diverse range of partners.  At the same time, 
Tulele Peisa faces a number of challenges to sustainability, ranging 
from the effective social and economic integration of families into 
Bougainville host communities to securing long-term land tenure 
arrangements for resettled groups. 

Land availability has posed a significant challenge and may be a 
potential barrier to the long-term sustainability of the initiative. The 
four current relocation sites gifted by the Catholic Church, totaling 
an area of 295 hectares, will not be nearly sufficient to absorb the 
Carteret people, as it is estimated that approximately 1,500 hectares 
will be needed to provide housing and food gardens for all of the 
families that intend to relocate.  Financial constraints, likewise, 
remain a major challenge for relocation efforts. Current Tulele Peisa 
relocation efforts are driven by a small committed group of people 
that have only received modest support from international donors 
and civil society. According to Tulele Peisa’s preliminary estimates, 
14 million PNG Kina (approximately US$5.3 million) is needed 
to relocate all of the families who wish to move to Bougainville. 
Despite its brave work over the last decade, Tulele Peisa remains 
a marginalized, underappreciated entity, lacking recognition 
and support from relevant authorities.  Support from relevant 
government agencies responsible for climate change and rising sea 
levels has been anything but forthcoming, a fact which continues to 
handicap the organization. 

REPLICATION
The Carterets Integrated Relocation Program, originally carried out 
in Tinputz, has thus far replicated in three of the four additional sites 
provided by the Catholic Church on Bougainville Island: Tearouki, 
Mabiri, and Tsimba. Tulele Peisa believes that its model – as well as 
lessons learned from previous successes and failures – can inform 
other relocation efforts of displaced communities in the Pacific and 
beyond. Tulele Peisa has shared its knowledge and experiences 
with the Ahus and Wuvulu communities in Manus Province, Papua 
New Guinea as well as with the Newtok community in Alaska. The 
organization has also hosted 24 international media groups that 
have publicized and amplified their story of struggle, vulnerability, 
and survival, thus raising awareness around the world of the tangible 
and immediate effects of climate change on island communities. 
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PARTNERS
•	 Commonwealth Foundation: Supported the development of 

the Carterets Integrated Relocation Program (2007).

•	 New Zealand Aid for International Development: Supported 
establishment the office headquarters of Tulele Peisa (2007).

•	 Oxfam New Zealand: Development of a Water, Sanitation, and 
Hygiene (WASH) project for relocated families (2013).

•	 Red Cross: Provision of water tanks for relocated families (2009).

•	 City Pharmacy and Group of Companies: Provision of hardware 
and materials for housing and infrastructure (2008 – Present).

•	 Border Development Authority: Provision of hardware and 
materials for housing and infrastructure (2012).

•	 Finland Embassy in Canberra: Sustainable livelihood program 
and financial support to projects in food security, sustainable 
land management, income generation, and administration 
(2009 – Present).

•	 Lutheran Mission Center in Hamburg:  Funded the construction 
of the first set of family homes (2009 – 2012).

•	 Global Greengrants Fund: Supported capacity building and 
training workshops (2009).

•	 Christensen Fund: Provides support with initiatives on cultural 
and biodiversity conservation (2009 – Present).

•	 Australian Conservation Foundation: Provided climate change 
advocacy and networking as well as provision of solar lighting for 
Tulele Peisa (2007 – 2012).

•	 Friends of the Earth Australia and Friends of Tulele Peisa 
Collective in Brisbane: Climate change advocacy, lobbying, 
and policy discussions, as well as fundraising to provide 
management and and administrative support (2007 – Present).

•	 Frank Benabo & Associates Auditors: Provides auditing 
services, financial training, and mentoring support to Tulele 
Peisa (2014 – Present).

•	 Honorable Joseph Lera: Regional Member for Bougainville in 
the PNG National Parliament provides support to continue with 
house infrastructure for the families (2014 – Present).

•	 Caritas New Zealand: Support to build a Cacao Fermentry 
as well as in health and sanitation programs for the relocated 
families (2014 – Present).

•	 Caritas Australia: Provides support for young cocoa farmers 
under the Bougainville Youth Initiative program (2014 – Present).

“Financing from the Green Climate Fund and the Climate Investment Funds needs to be flexible in 
funding criteria to address the impacts of climate change on the lives of the most vulnerable.” 

Ursula Rakova, Executive Director, Tulele Peisa
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“Pope Pius reminds us that protection and safekeeping of our surroundings and Mother 
Earth is so precious and that care, love, and diligence must be upheld at all times.  For local 
communities and indigenous communities around the globe this is not a new message as we 

believe land and the environment are interconnected, and people are connected to it.”  
Ursula Rakova, Executive Director, Tulele Peisa
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