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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

In the Republic of Vanuatu, one of the world’s most
vulnerable nations to climate change, Ser-Thiac
shows the power of local leadership and resilience.
This Indigenous group of landowners has created
the first accredited forest-based carbon credit
project in the Pacific Islands. Ser-Thiac protects
and restores tropical rainforests, sequestering
carbon and reducing vulnerability to flooding,
drought, and wind damage. During an era of
large-scale forest carbon projects, Ser-Thiac offers
a powerful alternative based on Indigenous land
rights and stewardship that has potential to be
replicated across the Western Pacific Islands.
As part of the wider Nakau Programme, which
collaboratively establishes Payment for Ecosystem
Services programmes to protect Pacific Island
forests, the initiative has prevented approximately
15,000 metric tonnes of CO2 emissions by
halting deforestation and supporting forest
regeneration. Ser-Thiac is entirely self-sustaining
and will generate income from carbon sales for
30 years, with the option to extend through new
generations. The initiative’s innovative financing
illustrates a sustainable pathway to protect forests
and biodiversity, enhance local livelihoods, and
increase climate resilience across the Pacific.

Equator Prize winner

Founded

2019

2011

Location
Khole, Espiritu Santo, Republic of Vanuatu
Beneficiaries
130 direct beneficiaries, including 70 women
Thematic areas
Natural climate solutions; Forest conservation/
sustainable development; Sustainable agriculture and
food security
Fields of work
Carbon credit scheme; Nature-based carbon
sequestration; Ecosystem restoration
Sustainable Development Goals addressed

EQUATOR PRIZE 2019 WINNER FILM
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BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT
The Republic of Vanuatu is a Pacific Island nation situated
just south of the equator between the Solomon Islands and
New Caledonia. This archipelago of 82 volcanic islands sits in
the earthquake-prone ‘Ring of Fire’ and in a tropical cyclone
belt, making it one of the most vulnerable nations to natural
hazards and climate change. Yet, like many Pacific Island
nations on the frontlines of climate change, Vanuatu is also
home to numerous communities engaging in innovative
climate leadership.
On Vanuatu’s largest island, Espiritu Santo, a family business
and its partners have piloted the first Indigenous-owned,
accredited carbon project in the Pacific Islands. This initiative,
known as the Loru Forest Carbon Project, fuses carbon
sequestration, carbon offset sales, agroforestry, and invasive
species management to protect a coastal rainforest area and
provide livelihood benefits to the Indigenous Serakar Clan.
The Serakar Clan is comprised of about 50 individuals, who
are the customary landowners of one of the last remaining

lowland rainforests on the eastern side of Espiritu Santo.
Their land, which stretches across approximately 300
hectares, is the site of the Loru Forest Carbon Project.
Protected as a Community Conservation Area (CCA)
under Vanuatu’s Environment Protection and Biodiversity
Act (2010), the rainforest supports a range of species,
including five endemic birds. The Critical Ecosystem
Partnership Fund (CEPF) has specifically identified the
Loru Rainforest as a key biodiversity area as part of
the wider CEPF East Melanesian Islands Biodiversity
Hotspot. The Serakar Clan’s family business, Ser-Thiac,
helps manage the conservation area with support from
partners.
The Serakar Clan is mainly based in the neighbouring
village of Khole, which is home to about 500 people.
Livelihoods have traditionally revolved around copra
(dried coconut), subsistence agriculture, and forestry, with
a recent addition of ecotourism.

Origin and structure
Protection of the Loru Rainforest began in 1993, when Chief
Caleb Ser, a kastom (traditional) landowner, discovered that
a number of undersized crabs had been killed and abandoned on his family’s land. In response, Chief Caleb placed
a traditional ban on coconut crab hunting. With commercial
logging operations underway in the surrounding areas,
Chief Caleb later expanded the taboo to the forest and reef.
He later demarcated his family’s land as a conservation area,
which officially launched in 1995. The Loru Protected Area
Committee (LoPAC) was subsequently formed to implement a basic management plan for the area.
In 2013, the Serakar Clan took steps to pilot a REDD+ programme to sequester carbon in the Loru Rainforest. REDD+
is an international framework that financially incentivizes
communities in developing countries to sequester carbon
in forests by preventing deforestation and forest degradation. Known as the Loru Forest Carbon Project, the initiative
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aims to enhance Indigenous and landowner participation
in forest-based carbon management.
To establish the project, Serakar Clan landowners entered
into a joint initiative with two non-governmental organizations (NGOs), the Nakau Programme and Live & Learn
Vanuatu. The Nakau Programme partners with Indigenous
communities in the Pacific Islands region to establish
Payment for Ecosystem Services (PES) programmes to sell
carbon credits instead of harvesting timber. Live & Learn
Vanuatu partners with local communities to implement
community development programmes.
Ser-Thiac was formally registered as an Indigenous
landowner business in 2014. Today, Ser-Thiac is entirely
owned by members of the Serakar Clan and governed by
a board of customary landowners. The board, which meets
monthly to make decisions, is supported by finance and

land-management subcommittees. The business employs
one local finance officer and two local rangers to manage
the rainforest area.
Ser-Thiac continues to collaborate with the Nakau
Programme and Live & Learn Vanuatu to maintain the
project. Adhering to the Nakau Methodology Framework
in the project development stage has ensured that equal

numbers of women attended development meetings. The
methodology creates social safeguards, such as equitable
participation, as well as free, prior, and informed consent
of all participants, including women. Women are members
of Ser-Thiac’s Formation Group and Finance Committee. A
woman family member is employed as the Administration
Officer and another woman family member maintains a
position on the board.
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LOCAL CHALLENGES
Climate change
Vanuatu is considered to be one of the world’s most
vulnerable countries to climate change. Located at the
centre of the Pacific cyclone belt, Vanuatu is prone to
coastal flooding, storm surges, and landslides. In 2015,
Cyclone Pam struck Vanuatu, resulting in the devastating
loss of 64 percent of its gross domestic product (GDP) and
96 percent of its food crops.
Climate models project Vanuatu surface air temperatures
will rise by 1.4 degrees Celsius by 2050, increasing the

intensity of rainfall and weather extremes. Increasingly
intense weather events are projected to alter water
availability, thus compromising resulting agricultural
productivity and food security. Vanuatu is also predicted
to experience accelerating sea-level rise and coastal
erosion, which will result in the loss of coastal land. Ocean
acidification is also anticipated to deteriorate coral reefs
and reduce fisheries productivity.

Forest degradation and deforestation
Before the Loru CCA was established, the project site
consisted of both intact and degraded forest. After a
large tract of forest on the eastern Vanuatu coast was
logged during the 1980s, the land was subjected to
regular extraction of timber and wildlife, as well as cattle
ranching. Parts of the land were also used to cultivate
copra (coconut).

In 1993, Chief Caleb placed a taboo on timber extraction.
However, after the Chief passed away in 2007, dropping
copra prices and increasing clan costs brought new economic
pressures, which can drive deforestation. As the economic
pressures tightened, the invasive vine merremia (Merremia
peltata), known as Big Lif Rope in the local language of
Bislama, started to overtake parts of the forest, strangulating
native vegetation.

“Our vision is to mitigate climate change through our replantation of
trees and our protection of the natural forest.”
Serge Warakar, Project Officer, Live & Learn Vanuatu, Ser-Thiac Family
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LOCAL RESPONSES
Payment for Ecosystem Services project
In 2013, Ser-Thiac joined a venture with the Nakau
Programme and Live & Learn Vanuatu to pilot a
community-owned REDD+ forest-based carbon offsetting
model. Today, Ser-Thiac owns and helps operate the first
accredited forest carbon project in the Pacific Islands.
The Loru CCA protects 293 hectares of land, with 166
hectares eligible for carbon crediting through a Payment
for Ecosystem Services (PES) arrangement. This section
of lowland forest, which is also known as the Eligible
Forest Area (EFA) or Zone A, functions as a carbon sink by
sequestering carbon that would otherwise be released
into the atmosphere.
Carbon credits are sold on an international market to
overseas buyers. Ser-Thiac’s carbon credits are priced

using a model that takes into account the landowner’s
opportunity cost, recognizing the Serakar Clan ceded its
right to clear forests for agricultural use in order to protect
the rainforest.
Ser-Thiac and the Serakar Clan have earned more than
US$30,000 from carbon credit sales. These sales have
financed ongoing conservation work and provided
local employment opportunities for rangers and project
administrators. Ser-Thiac has invested profits in rainwater
tanks, increasing local water security in the midst of
climate pressures. Proceeds from carbon credit sales have
also subsidized children’s school fees, started a native
tree nursery, and created bird watching tours to attract
ecotourists.

KEY IMPACTS
Payment for Ecosystem Services
carbon credit project
■

■
■
■
■

Since 2013, Ser-Thiac and its partners have eliminated approximately 15,000 metric tonnes of CO2
emissions—or about 2,400 metric tonnes annually—through avoided deforestation and regeneration
of the tropical rainforest. Of this total volume, 9,768 metric tonnes of CO2 have been verified through
audit. The project is accredited to the ‘Plan Vivo’ standard.
Companies seeking carbon neutrality have purchased 9,743 metric tonnes of carbon credits.
Ser-Thiac and its partners have sold all of their first issuance of carbon credits, with a total value of more
than US$100,000. More than $30,000 has been earned directly by Ser-Thiac and the Serakar Clan.
This is the first forest carbon project to reach the market from the Western Pacific Islands, and one of
the first community businesses in Vanuatu to sell its product as far as Europe.
The project is expected to prevent 90,000 metric tonnes of CO2 emissions over the 30-year project period.
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Land-management plan
merremia vine. As a result of a clan-enforced decision,
nut tree harvesting is not permitted. While this area
does not currently generate carbon revenues, in the
future, the community plans to include this zone in its
carbon accounting.

Ser-Thiac supports conservation and restoration of the
Loru CCA through a multifaceted land-management plan.
The Loru CCA spans 293 hectares and is divided into three
land-management zones:
■

■

Zone A, also known as the Eligible Forest Area (EFA),
generates carbon credit revenues through carbon
sequestration. It contains secondary rainforest that
has been rehabilitated through the removal of cattle.
An agreement forbids clearing the area for gardens or
copra (coconut) cultivation.
Zone B contains degraded, but regenerating, tall native
forest. This zone is weeded to remove the invasive

■

Zone C is non-forest land that is also infested with
invasive merremia vine. The community is gradually
converting this zone into agroforestry areas by planting
timber, fruit and nut trees, and root crops. While no
carbon revenue is generated in Zone C, income is
generated from selling crops at local markets.

KEY IMPACTS
Land-management plan
■
■
■
■

■

The Loru CCA conserves and rehabilitates 293 hectares of land.
Three agroforestry plots increase food and economic security.
The regenerated forest provides a nature-based solution (NBS) for climate mitigation, reducing
impacts from flooding and wind damage.
The Loru CCA’s land-management approach safeguards the habitat of three species listed as vulnerable
on the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) Red List of Threatened Species: the
Vanuatu flying fox (Pteropus anetianus), the Vanuatu imperial pigeon (Ducula bakeri), and the Vanuatu
scrubfowl (Megapodius layardi).
The Loru CCA also conserves the habitat of the coconut crab (Birgus latro) and numerous other birds,
including the Vanuatu kingfisher (Todiramphus farquhari), the Tanna fruit dove (Ptilinopus tannensis),
the Vanuatu white-eye (Zosterops flavifrons), and the buff-bellied monarch (Neolalage banksiana).

Managing invasive species
Ser-Thiac implemented a successful management programme
to control merremia, the invasive coarse climbing vine that has
smothered parts of the forest. The community fences areas
infested with merremia. During ‘working bees,’ community

members, including children, manually weed the plots. After
invasive merremia is removed, native species or vegetables are
planted in its place. Vegetables are later sold at the market in
the nearest town centre.

KEY IMPACTS
Managing invasive species
■
■
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Ser-Thiac has rehabilitated approximately two hectares of land.
By converting land, the community has increased income and food security.

DATA, MONITORING, AND REPORTING
Ser-Thiac’s initiatives uphold the principles of the
Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), which Vanuatu
signed in 1993. Ser-Thiac’s specific commitment to data
collection, monitoring, and reporting has emerged as
a model that could be replicated by other communities,
representing a strong contribution to Article (7) of the
CBD related to Identification and Monitoring. The group’s
work supports several National Targets (NTs) outlined
in Vanuatu’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).
Ser-Thiac’s work has already been leveraged to support
the development of national reports on implementation
periodically required of Parties to the CBD. In 2019, the
Loru Forest Project was highlighted as a successful case
study for conservation and invasive-species management
in Vanuatu’s Sixth National Report (6NR), which documents
national-level progress toward CBD implementation.
In Vanuatu’s 6NR ‘Section III: National Targets,’ the Loru
CCA is noted for its participation in community consultation sessions and using questionnaires to determine
Vanuatu’s progress on meeting NTs 3 and 6 in the NBSAP.
NT 3 sets a goal that, by 2030, “90 percent of CCA management committees are complying with their reporting
obligations to Department of Environmental Protection
and Conservation.” NT 6 sets a goal that, by 2030, “at least
15 percent of natural forest and 10 percent of wetland
areas are conserved through effective community and
government management measures.”
In 6NR ‘Section IV: Aichi Biodiversity Targets (ABTs),’
the Loru CCA is also recognized for its Payment for

Ecosystem Services model. These efforts support ABT 3,
which sets goals for implementing “positive incentives
for the conservation and sustainable use of biodiversity,”
as well as NT 3. Though Vanuatu’s government has not
yet implemented a national-level system of positive
conservation incentives, the Loru CCA is identified as an
exemplary case study. The Loru CCA’s participation in the
international carbon-trading market was also highlighted
in the 6NR’s analysis of ABT 15, which focuses on ecosystem
resilience and the role biodiversity plays in the natural
sequestration of carbon stocks.
The ability to contribute to such reports is bolstered by
Ser-Thiac’s robust monitoring activities. For instance, to
ensure deforestation has not occurred within the Loru
CCA, Ser-Thiac’s rangers conduct regular forest inspections of the Eligible Forest Area (EFA). Rangers examine
the boundaries of the EFA every six months using area
transects, de minimis timber harvest inspections, GPS
units, and measuring tapes. Ser-Thiac conducts annual
inspections of potential activity-shifting leakage, ensuring
carbon emissions are not simply shifted from the CCA to
locations outside its boundary. The community uses aerial
imagery, which is produced every three years, to further
define the EFA boundary and demarcate any changes
to the area. Results from these monitoring efforts are
recorded and published by the Nakau Programme.
Ser-Thiac’s rangers and the Nakau Programme also conduct
community impact monitoring. This monitoring includes
semi-structured interviews with the local community about
food and water access, household income, and project
participation every three years. Results are recorded in
annual project management reports.
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POLICY IMPACTS
National policy impacts
Ser-Thiac’s initiatives have impacted policy discussions
at the regional, national, and international level, with
Ser-Thiac representatives highlighting the Loru CCA’s
conservation work during their participation in regional
and national meetings. The group disseminates its
innovations, knowledge, and data to a national audience
by publishing annual reports. Ser-Thiac’s work has also
been featured in the Vanuatu Daily Post newspaper, as
well as through Live & Learn Vanuatu and the Nakau
Programme’s social media pages.

Formally protected as a CCA under Vanuatu’s Environment
Protection and Biodiversity Act (2010), the Loru CCA contributes to the partial achievement of Vanuatu’s NBSAP NT
1.2, which states: “By 2020, there are 10 legally registered
CCAs, and 50 percent of CCAs are effectively supported
and managed in Vanuatu.” By protecting almost 300
hectares of degraded and regenerating coastal rainforests,
Ser-Thiac also contributes to NT 2.3, which states: “By 2030,
30 percent of Vanuatu’s natural forest is being actively
managed and protected.”

Ser-Thiac likewise supports the implementation of
Vanuatu’s NBSAP. For example, as an Indigenous, familyowned business, Ser-Thiac partially supports Vanuatu’s
NBSAP NT 1 related to protected conservation areas. NT
1.1 states: “By 2030, representative examples of at least
17 percent of terrestrial and 10 percent of coastal and
marine areas to support 100 percent of local communities’
livelihoods and kastom importance are conserved through
effective community and government management
measures.”

Finally, Ser-Thiac’s community-based work to remove the
invasive vine merremia supports NTs 5.1 and 5.3, both
of which relate to invasive species management. NT 5.1
sets this goal: “By 2030, Vanuatu’s invasive alien species
and pathways are identified… [and] priority species are
controlled and eradicated.” NT 5.3 aims to increase local
understanding of invasive species.

Contributions to the global agenda
At the global level, Ser-Thiac supports the implementation of several important multilateral agreements,
including the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD),
the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate
Change (UNFCCC), and the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development (2030 Agenda).
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Related to the CBD, countries contribute to achieving ABTs,
key global biodiversity priorities for 2011-2020, through
the design and implementation of NTs established in their
NBSAPs. Ser-Thiac’s work directly contributes to several
global ABTs. For example, Ser-Thiac’s efforts to regenerate
the rainforest ecosystem support ABT 5, which aims, by
2020, to reduce forest habitat loss by at least half, including
significantly reducing degradation and fragmentation.
Meanwhile, Ser-Thiac’s Payment for Ecosystem Services

model specifically supports ABT 3, which calls for positive
incentives for the conservation and sustainable use of
biodiversity.
Additionally, the group’s sustainable, integrated landmanagement and zoning approach supports the achievement of ABT 7, which calls for biodiversity conservation
based upon sustainable forestry and agricultural practices.
By creating and protecting the Loru CCA, Ser-Thiac also
supports ABT 11 related to conservation areas. Finally,
Ser-Thiac’s efforts demonstrate commitment to ABT 18,
which aims, by 2020, for “the traditional knowledge, innovations and practices of Indigenous and local communities relevant for the conservation and sustainable use of
biodiversity . . . [to be] respected.”

Also at the global level, Ser-Thiac’s climate change mitigation efforts through carbon sequestration align with the
UNFCCC, which Vanuatu ratified in 1993.

4). The Nakau Methodology Framework, which ensures
equitable participation of women, supports the goal of
gender equality (SDG 5).

Ser-Thiac’s work likewise contributes to achieving multiple
global Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) of the 2030
Agenda. The Payment for Ecosystem Services model
reduces inequalities in economic participation caused by
remoteness to markets, lack of capital, and poor access to
services and infrastructure. This contributes to the goals
on decent work and economic growth (SDG 8), as well as
reduced inequalities (SDG 10). Ser-Thiac reinvests revenue
from carbon credits into the community, such as subsidizing children’s school fees. This initiative supports the
goals on no poverty (SDG 1) and quality education (SDG

Ser-Thiac’s rainforests sequester carbon and physically
shelter the community from cyclones and storm surges,
thus contributing the goal of climate action (SDG 13).
Vegetables grown in Zone C’s agroforestry gardens support
the goal on zero hunger (SDG 2). Ser-Thiac supports the
goal of life on land (SDG 15) by protecting the habitat of
several vulnerable species and by regenerating rainforest
previously degraded by logging and cattle grazing. Finally,
the strong relationships between Ser-Thiac, the Nakau
Programme, and Live & Learn Vanuatu advance the goal
on partnerships for the goals (SDG 17).

“Through these sales of carbon, we have some community benefits. In
the Ser-Thiac family, they spend the money towards the priority needs.”
Serge Warakar, Project Officer, Live & Learn Vanuatu, Ser-Thiac Family
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REPLICATION, SCALABILITY, AND SUSTAINABILITY
Replication
As a pilot project under the Nakau Programme, the Loru
Carbon Forest Project was designed from the outset for
replicability and scalability. The Nakau Programme is
currently replicating this initiative in two additional sites
across the Pacific, including the Drawa Forest Conservation
Project in Fiji and the Babatana Forest Conservation Project
in the Solomon Islands.
Ser-Thiac also recently welcomed a delegation of nine
representatives from the Samoa Ministry for Environment
and Natural Resources to learn about the initiative.

Recently, the Samoan Government published a feasibility
study for replicating this initiative in the Apia Catchment.
Aditionally, the Natural Resource Development Foundation
is currently replicating the Loru Forest Carbon Project
model on Choiseul Island in the Solomon Islands. In 2019,
the Loru Forest Carbon Project model began replication in
a second Vanuatu location on Erromango Island. Ser-Thiac
has also taught best practices to two visiting community
members from NGOs in the Solomon Islands.

Scalability
The initiative allows new projects to be added with reduced
establishment costs, contributing to long-term scalability
potential. Other landowners, who are not required to be
geographically connected, can add their forest land to the
‘project group.’ These additional landowners benefit from
reduced transaction costs, while remaining autonomous
with respect to governance and benefit sharing.

The scope of the Nakau Programme may also be expanded
beyond rainforest protection to include onshore marine
protection and riparian enhancement. Additionally, it may
be possible to further expand the initiative’s geographical
reach beyond the Pacific Islands.

Sustainability
Some forest carbon schemes have recently been criticized
for threatening Indigenous Peoples’ land and resource
rights. Ser-Thiac provides an alternative model that secures
land and resource rights for Indigenous landowners, who
maintain control of their own development. The forest
carbon project is designed to be self-sustaining and is
projected to generate income from carbon sales for the
30-year project period ending in 2043. Ser-Thiac plans
to continually reinvest in community enterprises like the
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native tree nursery and bird watching tours. Live & Learn
Vanuatu and the Nakau Programme plan to provide longterm project support.
Ser-Thiac has expressed concerns about project sustainability
stemming from threats to road access to the Loru CCA. When
it rains heavily, the road to the project site becomes difficult
to cross, limiting access for tourists and others.

FUTURE PLANS
Using the ongoing revenue from the forest carbon programme, Ser-Thiac hopes to continue restoring
deforested and degraded areas within the Loru CCA. Ser-Thiac will continue to share its community benefits
across the following areas: supporting children’s school fees and enabling children to reach university,
providing avenues for mothers to create small businesses to improve their livelihoods, building more
sustainable houses with access to water and solar power, distributing individual dividends, improving
water supply and sanitation, pursuing further ecotourism and cultural tourism opportunities, and funding
community climate change adaptation and resilience activities.

PARTNERS
■

Department of Agriculture: Helped plan which
resilient crops to plant.

■

Department of Tourism: Assisted in developing bird
watching tours and ecotourism plan.

■

Department of Environment: Helped with
conservation of endemic trees and birds.

■

Live & Learn Vanuatu: Helped develop and
coordinate the Loru Forest Carbon Project.

■

Department of Forestry: Provided technical advice
in priority species for planting and promoting
agroforestry.

■

The Nakau Programme: Helped establish Payment
for Ecosystem Services programme for carbon offset
business.
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