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St. Vincent and the Grenadines, a Small Island 
Developing State in the Eastern Caribbean is 
extremely vulnerable to the impacts of climate 
change.  

However, this isn’t stopping citizens, community 
groups, and the government from taking action.  
In fact, an understanding of local vulnerability 
serves as a catalyst for action across many sectors.  

This case study explores how three communities 
across the country are finding the inspiration to 
build their resilience in the face of a changing 
climate.
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Finally, land on Union Island, where you’ll hear from 
community leaders working to build community resil-
ience through an integrated economic empowerment 
model, one that couples environmental conservation 
with economic opportunity and education.

Start on the mainland of St. Vincent 
and learn about efforts to ensure wa-
ter security during times of emergen-
cy and how one person’s idea can 
help spur an island-wide effort to 
build community resilience. 

Then, travel to Bequia (pronounced beck-way), 
the second largest Grenadine Island, and learn 
how infrastructure investments are improving 
access to clean drinking water and reducing 
greenhouse gas emissions. 

Saint Vincent and the Grenadines (SVG) is ex-
tremely vulnerable to the impacts of climate 
change.  As a Small Island Developing State 
the impacts of rising sea levels, increased 
storm intensity, prolonged drought, and the 
spread of new diseases have compounding 

effects on the economic, social, and envi-
ronmental systems of this multi-island state.  
However, communities across the islands are 
stepping up to find solutions to these chal-
lenges by building their capacity to deal 
with the uncertainties of a changing climate.

The island chain of St. Vincent and the Grenadines was formed by a string of volca-
noes that line the convergence of the Atlantic and Caribbean tectonic plates.  One of 
the most visible volcanoes in the region is La Soufriere on the north side of the main-
land.  It occupies close to one third of the island’s 150 square miles, and at 4,000 feet 
the active volcano towers over the dramatic mountainous landscape.  

Dense tropical rainforest covers the island’s steep slopes and are fed by an annual 
average of 150 inches of rain, and an average of 80 inches of rainfall on the coastal ar-
eas. The smaller Grenadine islands are distinctly different in terrain and environment, 
becoming flatter and more arid further south.
 
The 31 Grenadine islands, along with the mainland, were occupied by several colonial 
powers over the last 400 years including France, Spain and most recently Britain.  In 
1979 St. Vincent and the Grenadines became the last of the Windward Islands in the 
Eastern Caribbean to gain full independence and with a Parliamentary Democracy is 
still a member of the Commonwealth of Nations. 

As of 2014 the population of St. Vincent and the Grenadines was just over 109,000 
with 91 percent of the population living on the mainland.  While the public sector 
is one of the largest employers on the mainland, many people are involved in farm-
ing as a source of livelihood, both through domestic and international markets.  In 
contrast, the Grenadine islands are heavily dependent on international tourism, with 
much of the economy based in service industries.  The more arid climate of the Gren-
adine Islands does not support the level of agricultural production seen on the main-
land, with its rich volcanic soils and higher rainfall levels. 

 GEOGRAPHIC AND ECONOMIC CONTEXT
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CHAPTER 1
 GETTING TO KNOW ST. VINCENT AND THE GRENADINES



St. Vincent and the Grenadines is extremely vulnerable to the impacts of climate change, 
which includes:
• Sea level rise leading to coastal erosion, loss of beaches, loss of agricultural land and 

saltwater intrusion
• Increased frequency and intensity of tropical storms and hurricanes; increased intensi-

ty of rain creates significant vulnerabilities from landslides given the steep topography
• Increased occurrence of floods and droughts leading to disruptions to freshwater 

supplies
• Ocean acidification, coral bleaching and loss of valuable reef ecosystem services
• Hotter surface and water temperatures leading to increased vector-borne diseases
• Multiple compounding economic effects to key industries such as tourism and agricul-

ture

 RECOVERING FROM THE FLOOD, MAINLAND ST. VINCENT
CHAPTER 2

In 2006, the World Bank ranked St. Vincent and the Grenadine the 
second most disaster prone country in terms of land area and 
fifth in terms of population.  As changes in our climate increase 
the intensity of tropical storms and hurricanes, St. Vincent 
and the Grenadines is increasingly susceptible to 
instability on the island’s mountainous terrain.  

This instability is exacerbated by changes in development 
and agricultural practices, resulting in landslides and 
erosion, which have numerous impacts on the 
island’s economic, environmental and social 
systems.  

Central to these impacts is the issue of water 
scarcity and quality – leading the national 
government to identify improving the 
resilience of the water sector as a top 
climate change adaptation priority 
throughout the country.

Hurricane Tomas, October 2010
On October 30–31, St Vincent and the Grenadines was hit by Hurricane Tomas, resulting in 
damages estimated at about 5 percent of GDP.  Damages included:
• Roughly 26 percent of the population on the mainland was severely impacted
• Significant damage to main roads, schools, community centers and emergency shelters 

leaving many people isolated long after the hurricane
• 1,200 people were displaced and forced into hurricane shelters

Spring Flood, April 2011
Torrential rains over the Eastern Caribbean on the morning of April 12, 2011 brought the 
second natural disaster to St. Vincent and the Grenadines within six months. The strong rains 
caused:
• Disruptions to water supplies
• Large landslides causing extensive damage to the country’s infrastructure including 
• highways, bridges, buildings, homes and schools
• Damages equivalent to 3.6 percent of GDP, although this figure is estimated to be low 

since it does not factor in long-term impacts to agriculture and tourism
• Heavy rains came at a time when reconstruction from Hurricane Tomas was underway, 

leaving many projects and investments derailed

 CLIMATE IMPACTS: EXTREME EVENTS AND FLOODING

Over the last few years St. Vincent and the Grenadines has experienced a number of extreme weather 
events, and while no single event can be solely attributed to our changing climate, they represent the 
type of extreme storms that are anticipated to occur more frequently throughout the Caribbean as our 
climate warms.
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DECEMBER FLOOD, 2013

More recently, on December 24, 2013, as families prepared for the Christmas Holiday - friends 
and families gathering to celebrate with food, drink, and festivities - an unexpected storm broke 
out across the mainland.  What is now referred to as the Christmas Eve Flood devastated the 
mainland with massive landslides and flooding, causing large-scale destruction to roads, build-
ings, and bridges. Within a matter of hours 12 people died and $108.3 million worth of damages, 
equivalent to 15 percent of the country’s GDP, had been inflicted.  All hydroelectric facilities were 
forced offline, which left some without power until mid-2014.

December flood damage 
Photo credit: Sharika Mandeville

An unexpected storm hits mainland St. 
Vincent as families start their holiday 
celebrations.

CHRISTMAS EVE FLOOD
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During times of extreme storm events, heavy rainfall causes landslides on the mainland’s steep 
slopes. 

These flood-induced landslides can heavily damage the island’s water distribution systems, result-
ing in disruptions in water supplies, sometimes for months following extreme storm events.  With-
out access to clean drinking and sanitation water, residents face increased vulnerability to water-
borne diseases and other compounding economic and health stresses.

However, government and community organizations, aware of the vulnerability of the island’s wa-
ter system, are finding ways to increase resilience through international and cross-sector partner-
ships and are funding investments in backup and supplementary water storage systems.  

https://vimeo.com/137776820


LOCAL ACTION: BACKUP WATER SYSTEMS

The mainland RRACC projects provide emergency shelters with clean sanitation water during 
times of emergency and public service interruptions caused by extreme storm events.  The proj-
ects also support agricultural programmes at schools and community centers and provide back-
up water systems to schools, allowing for fewer disruptions to school learning days, even during 
non-disaster related water system disruptions.

Through this partnership, a series of locally-selected climate change adaptation projects were 
implemented in six member states (Antigua and Barbuda, Dominica, Grenada, St Kitts and Nev-
is, Saint Lucia, and St Vincent and the Grenadines). While not a direct response to the Christmas 
Eve Flood, this broader effort will help increase water-sector resilience to extreme events by 
building a series of rainwater harvesting systems at six public buildings, including five emergen-
cy shelters and a juvenile reform center for boys, on the Mainland of St. Vincent.

This rainwater harvesting pilot project, while made possible by a complex network of national 
and international partners, originated from the hard work of a committed community member, 
Sharika Mandeville.

IN 2011 A REGIONAL CLIMATE CHANGE ADAPTATION STRATEGY WAS LAUNCHED IN THE 
CARIBBEAN.  THE STRATEGY, REDUCE RISKS TO HUMAN AND NATURAL ASSETS RESULTING FROM 

CLIMATE CHANGE (RRACC), IS ADMINISTERED THROUGH THE ORGANIZATION OF EASTERN 
CARIBBEAN STATES’ (OECS) WITH FUNDING FROM UNITED STATES AGENCY FOR 

INTERNATIONAL DEVELOPMENT (USAID).  

Rainwater harvesting provides the residents 
of St. Vincent with the assurance that the most 
basic need of freshwater will be met in a times 
of emergency and in a continuously changing 
environment.  While the rainwater catchment 
projects are not technically unique, and in fact 
used to be common practice on the island be-
fore national water distribution networks were 
installed, they are an example of how looking 
back to traditional systems can help increase 
community resilience and lead to tangible 
community benefits.

Hear Sharika Mandeville, engineer at the 
Ministry of Transport, Works, Urban Devel-
opment and Local Government, describe 
the origins of the rainwater harvesting 
project on the mainland.

A POSITIVE CHANGE: HOW PERSONAL 
COMMITTMENT CAN LEAD TO TANGIBLE 
OUTCOMES

PROJECT BENEFITS

CHAPTER 2
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Liberty Lodge Boys Training Centre, at 
Green Hill sits on 10 acres of farmland just north 
of the capital of Kingstown. The lodge is a training 
center that provides a variety of vocational and 
life skills for disadvantaged boys.  Liberty Lodge 
is a designated site for concrete and steel tanks 
that hold 10,000 gallons of rainwater.  These tanks 
serve as an emergency source of water as well as a 
source of back-up water for farming and agriculture 
during times of drought.

Park Hill Government School, on the 
windward side of the island is the site 
of two 5,000-gallon PVC tanks. These 
tanks are positioned above ground 
and collect rainwater from roofs of 
both nearby facilities. Both tanks are 
equipped with a solar pump to extract 
water in the case of a natural disaster.     

Sandy Bay Government School at the southern tip 
of the island is the site of two concrete tanks each 
with the capacity of 25,000 gallons. The tanks are 
underground and like other sites, have a solar pump 
for water extraction. This site originally was planned 
to have PVC tanks, but OECS and contractors mod-
ified the system to concrete and steel because of 
unforeseen challenges with importing equipment 
(both costs and transport). These tanks provide 
sanitation water to the community during natural 
disasters.

 Richland Park, a small town in Charlotte 
 Parish is the site of one of the RRACC water 
 catchment projects. This project has 
 constructed a new water collection system
        that will allow the community to harvest 
    rainwater, ensuring access to this critical resource 
in the event of a natural disaster. At the local pri-
mary school, Richland Park Government School, 
two 5000-gallon tanks have been installed on 4ft 
platforms tucked behind the main school building.  
Each tank is fitted with a solar pump and collects 
rainwater from the roofs of the school facilities. 
Each tank is estimated to hold enough water for 
57 people for one week. These tanks provide an 
opportunity for the community to access lifesaving 
water if the town is cut off from central water ser-
vices.

Georgetown Secondary School, nestled 
between steep mountains and the black 
sand beaches of the north windward coast, 
is the site of a 10,000 gallon, concrete and 
steel catchment tank.  The aboveground 
tank sits on the backside of the school 
and provides water to the neighboring 
community center, which is the 
designated hurricane shelter for 
Georgetown.  The hurricane shelter 
can hold up to 30 families and the 
rainwater tanks ensure that local 
families have access to sanitation 
water in the event of a natural 
disaster.

Langley Park Government School, just down the 
road from Georgetown, is a water catchment site 
very similar to the one at Georgetown. The water 
tank is tucked just behind the school, overlooking 
the steep riverbed below.  The tank feeds directly 
into the school’s water system, providing rainwater 
for sanitation purposes.  As with the other sites, 
this tank provides sanitation services in the time of 
a disaster, but can also provide backup water for 
school farming programmes during times of pro-
longed drought.
 

https://vimeo.com/137776073


 LIVING WITH DROUGHT, BEQUIA
CHAPTER 3

A PILOT DESALINATION PLANT IN PAGET FARM 
IS INCREASING THE QUANTITY AND QUALITY 

OF LOCAL WATER SUPPLIES.  

Measuring seven square miles, Bequia is the second largest of the Grenadine islands.  The 
island’s hilly landscape is covered with dense vegetation and remnants of former plantations. 
The many inlets and lagoons make it a popular destination among yachters looking to replen-
ish provisions and visit the white sand beaches. Tourism makes up the largest part of the econ-
omy, supporting its nearly five thousand year-round residents.
 
The island does not have any surface water and very little groundwater, making it almost com-
pletely dependent on rainwater. The island’s dense vegetation is quick to show a lack of pre-
cipitation by changing from lush shades of green to a brittle brown during times of low rainfall.

Bequia Island, like the mainland of Saint Vincent and the other Grenadine islands, faces 
several challenges from climate change. One of the most serious challenge comes from 
prolonged droughts, which leaves the island with limited access to freshwater.

Other climate change impacts include:
• Wave inundation, which leads to coastal erosion and drainage problems
• Saltwater intrusion from rising sea levels that contaminates sparse ground water along 

with low lying agricultural lands
• Prolonged periods of drought
• Increased frequency and intensity of tropical storms and hurricanes
• Ocean acidification, coral bleaching and loss of valuable reef ecosystem services
• Hotter surface and water temperatures leading to increased vector-borne diseases

Herman Miller, Deputy Director of Grena-
dines Affairs and long-time community ac-
tivist and leader, describes how prolonged 
drought impacts the local community of 
Bequia.

THE IMPACTS OF DROUGHT ON BEQUIA 
ISLAND

CHAPTER 3
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Bequia, May 2010
Photo credit: Herman Belmar

Bequia, May 2013
Photo credit: Jessica Jaja

In 2010, the residents of Bequia experienced a 
10-month drought and were forced to rely on 
emergency water deliveries from the mainland 
of St. Vincent.  Herman Belmar, Deputy Director 
of Grenadine Affairs, explains that the average 
household needs about 20,000 to 30,000 gallons 
of water in storage for a three-month drought.  
However, most households on the island, especial-
ly in Paget Farm, do not have rainwater harvesting 
tanks of this size due to the expense of building 
water tanks on the steep terrain.  

As the island’s water reserves dried up, residents 
relied on emergency water deliveries from the 
mainland.  However, there were two major con-
straints to this emergency water delivery system.  
First, transporting freshwater via a barge from 
the mainland is a major public expense, at about 
$5,000 USD per trip. And while local residents 
receive water free of charge, the expense of trans-
porting their water allotments can be very costly 
and technically challenging given the island’s 
steep terrain.  The second constraint was the size 
of the barge, which could only carry about 33,000 
gallons of water per trip.  Distributing this water 
to the roughly 4,800 permanent residents of the 
island became a challenge as people would show 
up with 1,000-2,000 gallon tanks.  Local officials 
devised a rationing system, but most people still 

faced extreme water shortages even with the 
support of emergency water deliveries from the 
mainland.  

While the prolonged drought of 2010 eventually 
broke after 10 months, the community faced simi-
lar conditions in the years following.  

 CLIMATE IMPACT: PROLONGED DROUGHT

Drought

climate impacts

Water and 
sanitation

InrastructureHealthEnergyCarbon 
mitigation

sectors

On an island where all drinking water is harvested from rainfall, the residents of Bequia are extremely vul-
nerable to the impacts of prolonged drought.

2010 water delivery from the mainland to Bequia  
Photo credit: Herman Belmar

https://vimeo.com/137776821


STORAGE | Freshwater storage capacity
• 60,000 gallons

DISTRIBUTION | Two distribution points
• Paget Farm
• Desalination plant

ENERGY SUPPLY | Renewable photovoltaic system
• Installation - 330 standard panels mounted on 

the hangar roof at the Bequia airport
• Nominal power - 70kW
• Rated output - 130,000 kWh/year

ENERGY DEMAND | Total energy production is 
greater than consumption
• Energy demand - 78,000 kWh/year
• Surplus energy is sold to the national utility, 

Vinlec, and transmitted to the island’s grid via 
six inverters located at the airport

• Revenue from net metering supports ongoing 
maintenance costs

MONITORING | Remote system
• PV system is monitored from a remote location 

and provides timely notifications in the case of 
generation disruptions

• Remote monitoring provides an additional 
layer of security for long-term monitoring and 
safeguards data in the case of an extreme 
event or storm

SYSTEM SPECIFICATIONS

In 2011, a desalination plant became operational, providing a key lifeline of freshwater to the 
island community. Because of continued droughts, without the desalination plant the commu-
nity would simply not have enough water to support life on the small island.  Bequia continues 
to increase the resilience of their local water sector by participating in the Reducing Risks to 
Human and Natural Assets Resulting from Climate Change (RRACC) demonstration projects.  
These projects are funded and administered through a partnership between USAID Barbados 
and the Secretariat of the Organisation of Eastern Caribbean States (OECS).  This effort in-
cludes eleven projects in six countries throughout the Caribbean.

Bequia’s RRACC project expands the storage facility for freshwater coming from the desali-
nation plant from 20,000 to 60,000 gallons, and includes a local distribution system to Paget 
Farm, a highly vulnerable community with very limited water access and supplies.

LOCAL ACTION: DESALINATION PLANT

Herman Miller, Deputy Director of Gren-
adines Affairs, and long-time community 
activist and leader, explains why the desali-
nation plant is such a critical infrastructure 
investment for both the community of 
Paget Farm, and the island in general. 

INCREASING WATER SECURITY IN PAGET FARM
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While desalination has been incorporated as a critical source of freshwater on the island, this 
technological adaptation has not gone without its challenges. In addition to the technological 
adaptation, the community of Paget Farm needed to overcome the perception that desalinat-
ed water was not suitable to drink.  However, as droughts worsened on the island and people 
became more desperate for water this misconception quickly disappeared.  In addition, there 
are a set of complicated behavior change challenges that arise from adaptation projects like 
the desalination plant in Bequia; as freshwater is more consistently available there is a risk that 
residents may abandon water-saving and conservation practices, thereby possibly reducing 
overall community resilience and creating a false sense of security. These behavior changes 
can set in place a type of path dependency that is hard to reverse.”

The desalination project on Bequia has also led to some unanticipated behavior changes. For 
example, since the introduction of a PV system for the desalination plant in Paget Farm, the 
growth of solar energy demand grew more rapidly than anticipated.  The local adoption of 
renewable energy grew so quickly that the electricity company capped the expansion of solar 
since demand outpaced the speed at which they could adapt their energy supply infrastruc-
ture. Given Bequia’s limited water resources and the high costs of obtaining fresh water on the 
drought prone island, the desalination plant provides a critical resources to local residents.  For 
the community of Paget Farm, a low-income and climate vulnerable community, this resource 
provides relief to an already stressed population.  It is estimated that up to 30 percent of 
housing construction cost is allocated to building a rain harvesting system, yet given the steep 
terrain of the Paget Farm area, many of these systems cannot be built large enough to sustain 
households during periods of prolonged drought.  The desalination plant provides an alterna-
tive option to a situation that may otherwise require forced migration from the island for many 
residents.

https://vimeo.com/137777375


 LEADING BY EXAMPLE, UNION ISLAND
CHAPTER 4

Union Island, the southernmost island in the Grenadines is an active community with motivated 
and ambitious leaders working to create the future they want in the face of a changing climate. 

Union Island lies at the southern tip of the multi-is-
land state of St. Vincent and the Grenadines, about 
40 miles south of the mainland. The island is three 
miles long and about one mile wide, and is home 
to approximately three thousand residents.  Union 
Island depends on tourism as its main source of 
income and serves as an important anchorage 
location for passing yachts in the East Caribbean.  
The volcanic island is home to the tallest peak in 
the grenadines, but does not reach a height suffi-
cient to capture moisture or increase rainfall, as on 
the mainland. With little surface water or ground-
water the island is reliant on rainwater catchment 
systems to supply enough fresh water for drier 
months.

Meet Katrina Collins, the founder of The Union Island Environmental Attack-
ers, as she discusses the role her organization has played in community-based 
adaptation and capacity building on the island, as well as the critical impor-
tance of incorporating economic opportunity into environmental conservation.  
Roseman Adams, a community leader and local business owner, highlights 
the important role the Attackers play in improving the health and wellbeing of 
people and the environment.  And finally, Orisha Joseph, Executive Director 
of Sustainable Grenadines (SusGren), highlights some of the challenges and 
opportunities of working on climate change on a small island.

CHAPTER 4
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 CLIMATE IMPACTS: PROLONGED DROUGHT

Drought Capacity building Inrastructure Knowledge 
exchange

Tourism Water and sanitation

Union Island, like other islands throughout the Caribbean, faces many impacts from climate 
change, including:
• Wave inundation, which leads to coastal erosion and drainage problems
• Saltwater intrusion from rising sea levels that contaminates sparse ground water, along with 

low-lying agricultural lands
• Prolonged periods of drought
• Increased frequency and intensity of tropical storms and hurricanes
• Ocean acidification, coral bleaching and loss of valuable reef ecosystem services
• Hotter surface and water temperatures leading to increased vector-borne diseases

climate impacts sectors



LOCAL ACTION: COMMUNITY EMPOWERMENT
In 1999, a group of motivated community members joined together to start the Union Island 
Environmental Attackers.  The catalyst for this community collaboration was an understanding of 
the importance the environment plays in the economic survival of Union Island.  While a tourist 
destination, the residents of Union Island often feel removed from the decisions of the mainland 
so they have focused on building their local capacity to solve community issues.  But, this doesn’t 
mean there isn’t a place for collaboration or partnerships – in fact, Union Island is home to a num-
ber of organizations that work across sectors and international boundaries.

The first challenge the Attackers focused on was garbage.  They started with a single clean up 
event but it didn’t stop there – this effort ultimately led to major improvements in island-wide 
garbage collection and waste management practices.  “We have changed Union Island’s garbage 
collection and the way people do things here on the island, you know a whole lot.  It’s much bet-
ter than it was many years ago… we don’t have those open trucks where the garbage would be 
thrown in… and as the winds blow, the plastic bags go flying all over the place.  We used to also 
burn the garbage, now we don’t do that anymore…” Instead, it’s put in “a landfill that is mixed with 
dirt. It’s treated and managed much better than before.”

The attackers have since moved on to other issues, 
including climate change and water security.  

While the Caribbean is expected to experience 
greater precipitation during storms, more frequent 
and longer droughts are expected to stress an 
already fragile water system.  On an island with no 
surface water and extremely limited groundwater 
for nonpotable uses, the dynamic of more intense, 
but less frequent rain results in a dependence 
on rainwater harvesting for all drinking water.  As 
described by Roseman, during times of drought, 
“persons who are not as privileged as others…” are 
“unable to have their own water catchment at their 
homes.” He continues, “So, if you can’t afford [your 
own tank] then you’d have to go to the government 
cisterns” to fill up water containers.  While water 
from the government cisterns is free, the transport 
costs are not.  And, because only a limited amount 
of water can be transported at a time, “…it means 
that you have to do it many times per week.  And 
that can run up a serious bill.  So you find those 
who are not so privileged, they have to spend a lot 
of their income on transportation of water to their 
homes.”  This feedback loop means that as the cli-
mate changes, families face hard economic choices 
and limitations.
 

However, the Environmental Attackers “thought it 
wise”, as Roseman says, to address this water scar-
city issue and distribute water tanks to vulnerable 
households across the island.

With funding of $200,000 ECD (East Caribbean 
Dollars) from the Canadian Government’s Caribbe-
an Disaster Risk Management Fund (through the 
former Canadian International Development Agen-
cy) the group launched their project in September 
2012.  They held monthly training meetings and 
workshops with community members around issues 
of water sanitation and conservation and, in April 
2014, one hundred 1,000-gallon tanks arrived on 
the island – increasing the island’s storage capacity 
by 100,000 gallons.   The tanks were distributed to 
households who either had damaged and inade-
quate tanks or no water storage capacity.

A residential rainwater harvesting tank, Union Island

Katrina Collins, founder of the Union Island 
Environmental Attackers, describes the 
origins of the organization.

ACTING ON AN IDEA

Union Island’s all-volunteer organiza-
tion the   Environmental Attackers is a 
vibrant and unique example of com-
munity action.

UNION ISLAND ENVIRONMENTAL ATTACKERS
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https://vimeo.com/138633036
http://static.ourplaceonearth.org/media/svg/audio/Katrina on Union and Environmental Attackers.mp3


Katrina Collins explains how she maintains 
the energy to lead, finding motivation 
through collaboration.

THE ENERGY TO LEAD

Katrina Collins describes how to talk about 
climate change at a “grassroots” level.
Orisha Joseph, Sustainable Grenadines, 
describes community reaction to working on 
a participatory climate change project and 
explains some of the advantages of working 
on climate change on a small island. 

TALKING ABOUT THE CHALLENGES & OPPOR-
TUNITIES OF WORKING ON A SMALL ISLAND
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While providing on-the-ground support to 
the community is critical, climate change 
awareness and capacity building is equally 
important on Union Island.  Orisha Joseph, 
Executive Director of Sustainable Grenadines 
(SusGren), a local non-profit that primarily 
focuses on trans boundary marine and coastal 
conservation, recognizes that climate change 
is a relatively new issue for residents on the 
island.  Through different participatory events 
and trainings SusGren and the Union Island 
Attackers are starting the conversation.  “In 
talking about climate change, it’s something 
that is new and people are getting the hang of 
it.  They know that something is happening in 
their environment and in the climate, although 
they don’t know what exactly… they realize 
they do have to act.”  Organizations like Sus-
Gren and the Attackers are helping mobilize 
that action. 

But this work takes a deep understanding of 
the community – a one-size fits all approach 
doesn’t work.  After a number of conversa-
tions, Katrina realized there was a need for 

more awareness programs, but rather than just 
holding public meetings at a “lone resource 
center…”, where you would only find a few 
people, she decided to meet people where 
they are.  “…if you go where you find people 
‘liming’ a lot on the blocks, and you go there, 
people will receive the message...” and you 
can get them to better understand.

OPPORTUNITIES
Working on a small island presents a number 
of opportunities...
 
When asked why the Environmental Attackers 
have managed to be so successful, Roseman 
responded “I think it’s because there is so 
much of a love within the group.  We just love 
to do things for the island -  we love the island, 
you know…. On a small island like this, it’s eas-
ier for us to work with one another.  And, we 
all know the problems the island faces, and so 
it’s easy for us to agree on some of the prob-
lems that we have and to try and fix it… And of 
course, the funding that we receive, you know, 
that goes a whole long way.”

CHALLENGES
But there are also many challenges to doing 
this work on a small island... 
 
Katrina explains that members of her organi-
zation work voluntarily, “none of us are being 
paid.”  But she started to notice that as the 
cost of living continues to increase, fewer and 
fewer people are donating their time in vol-
unteering because, according to Katrina, they 
“have families to mind, electricity bills to pay, 
[a] phone bill to pay, cable bill to pay.”  The 
island does not produce the majority of its 
goods and services locally, which means most 
everything is imported from the mainland and 
other nearby islands,  making to cost of even 
basic commodities increase.  In addition, since 
Union Island’s economy is largely dependent 
on tourism, especially yachting, the community 
is dependent on a steady stream of visitors to 
support their economy – something that is not 
always guaranteed.  With all these economic 
pressures affecting day-to-day life, climate 
change is not always at the top of people’s 
mind.

But, Roseman, Katrina, and the Attackers used 
this economic challenge as an opportunity to 
integrate their climate change and environ-
mental awareness programs with livelihood 
creation.  The Union Island Nature Adventure 
Tours is a cooperative that “came out of the 
Environmental Attackers because we recog-
nize that… we need some source of income 
to keep us going…  You know there must be 
some form of income so that people’s families 
can get by.”  So the Attackers have organized 
bird watching trainings and tours, and with 
funding from the UN Global Environment 
Facility (GEF) Small Grants Programme, pro-
vided ten community members the opportu-
nity to travel to Trinidad to become certified 
turtle handlers.  Union Island is a home to a 
Leatherback Turtle nesting site and the training 
provided the local community an opportunity 
to “bridge the gap between public awareness, 
ownership, participation and sustainable liveli-
hoods.

While there is no shortage of work still to do, organizations like the Union Island Environmental 
Attackers and Sustainable Grenadines work tirelessly to conserve the local environment, increase 
the resilience of Union Island to the impacts of climate change, and provide sustainable livelihood 
options.  At the core of these efforts is a small group of residents who, through their love of place 
and commitment to their community, are investing in their future.

http://static.ourplaceonearth.org/media/svg/audio/Katrina on Climate Change and the Community.mp3
http://static.ourplaceonearth.org/media/svg/audio/Orisha on Island and Pride and Ownership.mp3
https://vimeo.com/137777374


LESSONS LEARNED: DEALING WITH THE 
CHALLENGES OF IMPLEMENTATION

While climate change is a global phenomenon the impacts are always local and unique, which in 
turn requires response be tailored to local economic, social, and environmental contexts.  How-
ever, communities often face many of the same implementation challenges and barriers, in spite 
of localized differences.  For example, finding and securing funding for low-carbon technologies, 
supporting broad social and behavior changes, and developing and implementing a policy envi-
ronment that enables climate adaptation are all common challenges to transitioning to a low-emis-
sions and climate resilient world. 

THE FOLLOWING PAGES PROVIDE INSIGHT INTO A NUMBER OF 
IMPLEMENTATION CHALLENGES AND LESSONS LEARNED, SHARED BY COMMUNITY 

MEMBERS , AGENCY STAFF AND OFFICIALS WHO ARE LEADING IMPLEMENTATION OF 
CLIMATE CHANGE PROJECTS THROUGHOUT THE COUNTRY. 

Hayden Billingy Herman Belmar Nyasha Hamilton

Sharika Mandeville Howie Prince
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LIVING WITH CLIMATE CHANGE
CHAPTER 5

A common theme across each of the three locations in St. Vincent and the Grenadines is the 
need to build institutional and community capacity to ensure projects realize long-lasting suc-
cess and communities have the ability to continue to adapt in the future. Building capacity re-
quires a suite of strategies and tools - there is no single solution or approach - however, there 
are a number of common challenges and opportunities to be shared from the experiences of 
people working on the ground in St. Vincent and the Grenadines.



How do we ensure development doesn’t come at the cost of our potential for future adaptations?  On the 
mainland, installation of the central water distribution system caused shifts in social and behavioral prac-
tices; households started to move away from rainwater harvesting, becoming exclusively dependent on a 
single “path” or system for fresh water.  However, this distribution system is vulnerable to disruptions from 
extreme storm events, increasing the community’s vulnerability to water scarcity.

The development of new systems and technologies always comes with the risk of establishing new path 
dependencies. This is not a reason to forego development or the exploration of new technologies, howev-
er within the climate adaptation context, it is important to understand the impact that development has on 
induced demand and resource availability.  Infrastructure development in Bequia highlights the relationship 
between social behavior and development.  

LESSONS LEARNED AND EXPERIENCES FROM THE FIELD

 When demand for renewable energy outpaced supply on Bequia, the local 
 energy company was not able to adapt the island’s physical infrastructure to 
 keep pace with the local community’s willingness to adopt new technologies.

While there are different types of path dependency, within the context of climate adaption we refer to 
decisions that constrain rather than expand future adaptation options, typically by locking investments 
into options that are not easily adjusted to changes in future conditions.  Barnett, J. et. al., 2013, Reducing 
the risk of maladaptation in response to sea-level rise an urban water scarcity, in Successful adaptation to 
climate change:  linking science and policy in a rapidly changing world, Eds. Moser, Susanne C. and Max-
well T. Boykoff.  * N yasha Hamilton refers to the CWSA, which is the Central Water and Sewerage Authority. 
The CWSA is responsible for the provision of water and for solid waste management in St. Vincent and the 
Grenadines.

MULTIMEDIA ASSETS 

PATH DEPENDENCY

TERMS

 Public perceptions around rainwater harvesting have changed over time; 
 while once a common practice, many people are currently unaware or misin
 formed about the health and safety benefits of having backup residential 
 water systems. This shift in perception is an unintended consequence of 
 becoming exclusively dependent on the central water system.

 Infrastructure investments on the mainland changed local practices, leading 
 to the removal of backup water systems that enhance community resilience. *

 
 Infrastructure investments on Bequia increased household water demand 
 and increased vulnerability to prolonged drought

 The costs of low-emissions technologies are still a barrier to widespread 
 adoption throughout St. Vincent and the Grenadines.   

As efforts are made to transition away from fossil fuels, the social dynamics of behavior change and gover-
nance are equally important to a smooth transition as are the technical aspects.  And a significant challenge 
to this transition occurs when the rate of supply for new technologies is not in pace with demand.  In the 
case of Bequia, the demand for solar energy rapidly increased after the photovoltaic system for the de-
sal plant was installed. Unfortunately, the local grid and electric company could not adapt the system fast 
enough to meet the level of demand, demonstrating the financial and technical challenge of pacing physical 
and social transitions.

While the cost of alternative energy, especially solar, has decreased over the last decade, there are still 
significant barriers to accessing low-cost technologies, especially for Small Island Developing States (SIDS).  
Even beyond new technologies, just the process of getting basic building materials and equipment onto a 
small island, or to a remote community, complicates climate adaptation and mitigation projects.

Photovoltaic and solar thermal energy (as used at electric utilities):  Energy radiated by the sun as electro-
magnetic waves (electromagnetic radiation) that is converted at electric utilities into electricity by means of 
solar (photovoltaic) cells or concentrating (focusing) collectors.” - US Energy Information Administration

MULTIMEDIA ASSETS 

MANAGING SYSTEM CHANGES

TERMS

ACCESS TO LOW-COST TECHNOLOGIES AND MATERIALS

MULTIMEDIA ASSETS 

Sharika Mandeville, Engineer, Ministry of Transport and Works
 

Nyasha Hamilton, Environmental Management Unit, Ministry of Health 
and Environment 

Herman Belmar, Deputy Director of Grenadine Affairs

Herman Belmar, Deputy Director of Grenadine Affairs

Nyasha Hamilton, Environmental Management Unit, Ministry of Health 
and Environment
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http://static.ourplaceonearth.org/media/svg/audio/implementation-challenges/01_Sharika Path Dependency.mp3
http://static.ourplaceonearth.org/media/svg/audio/implementation-challenges/02_Nyasha Path Dependency.mp3
http://static.ourplaceonearth.org/media/svg/audio/implementation-challenges/04_Herman System Change.mp3
http://static.ourplaceonearth.org/media/svg/audio/implementation-challenges/05_Nyasha Low Cost Tech.mp3
http://static.ourplaceonearth.org/media/svg/audio/implementation-challenges/03_Herman Path Dependency.mp3


Adapting physical infrastructure to the impacts of climate change is a key component to reducing vulnera-
bility for people living on small islands.  While there are uncertainties around the timing and scale of im-
pacts, consensus around the types of impacts Small Island Developing States (SIDS) will experience pro-
vides useful direction for adaptation and mitigation planning.  However, one of the biggest challenges in St. 
Vincent and the Grenadines isn’t planning for these impacts, but rather finding implementation resources, 
necessitating strong cross-sectoral and international partnerships.

Finding resources for physical adaptation efforts isn’t the only challenge to reducing vulnerability; increas-
ing adaptive capacity by investing in people so as to strengthen their own ability to adapt and respond to 
the impacts of climate change is an issue the government of St. Vincent and the Grenadines is working to 
address. 

Given the critical role that non-governmental organizations (NGOs) play in implementing local climate 
actions, building community capacity is equally important to institutional capacity.  While climate change is 
a global issue, the impacts are always local.  However, without intentional investment in people, local orga-
nizations will not be equipped to respond to climate impacts.  While this is a challenge in St. Vincent and the 
Grenadines, there are international, national and local efforts to strengthen NGOs across the country.

FUNDING SYSTEM CHANGES

Creating an enabling environment for climate adaptation and mitigation can take many shapes depend-
ing on the local context and partners. In St. Vincent and the Grenadines, the government has a clear role in 
providing an enabling environment, including modifying and creating legislation that supports rather than 
inhibits adaptation and mitigation efforts and providing relevant and timely information through public edu-
cation and training programs and warning systems.  However, identifying these key roles for government is 
much easier than implementing them.  

There are many definitions of an enabling environment, in the context of sustainable development gener-
ally, the UN Sustainable Development Platform characterizes a national enabling environment as one that 
includes “an equitable and predictable legal framework, capacity-building, including institutional capaci-
ty-building, and the implementation of appropriate macroeconomic, social and environmental policies and 
transparent, effective, participatory and accountable governance, conducive to sustainable development 
and responsive to the needs of the people, so that domestic and international resources may be effectively 
mobilized and used for sustainable development.”

  Limited financing options are a significant barrier to implementing existing  
 climate plans.

 While public agencies in St. Vincent support climate adaptation and 
 mitigation, the tough sell comes when local agencies have to find new 
 funding to support these efforts.   

 Building the capacity of the people of St. Vincent and investing in the local 
 community’s ability to design and manage climate change programs from 
 start to finish is currently the most critical resource need. 

 Similar to the capacity building needs of the public sector, local nonprofits 
 also need funding for long-term capacity building.

 
 The role and ability of NGOs in St. Vincent to respond to both long-term and 
 immediate community need is not well defined, in part because of the 
 limited investment in local capacity building. However, the UN Global 
 Environment Facility (GEF) Small Grants Programme provides a vehicle for for 
 local capacity building.

MULTIMEDIA ASSETS 

Small Island Developing States (SIDS) were recognized as a distinct group of developing countries facing 
specific social, economic and environmental vulnerabilities at the Earth Summit, held in Rio de Janeiro, Bra-
zil (3-14 June 1992). - United Nations, Office of the High Representative for the Least Developed Countries, 
Landlocked Developing Countries and Small Island Developing States.”

TERMS

  The government can create an enabling policy environment in two keys ways: 
 first, there needs to be a strong legislative foundation to support programs 
 and systems that enhance resilience and respond to climate change and sec
 ond, government agencies need to facilitate and convene an integrated, 
 multi-sector approach because government alone cannot be responsible for 
 addressing climate change.

 Adjustments to existing tax systems are needed to better support and 
 incentivize climate action; for example, the slow duty-free waiver process 
 delayed implementation of the RRACC project on the mainland of St. Vincent.

MULTIMEDIA ASSETS 

CREATING AN ENABLING ENVIRONMENT

Howie Prince, Director, National Emergency Management Organisation

Howie Prince, Director, National Emergency Management Organisation

Howie Prince, Director, National Emergency Management Organisation

Nyasha Hamilton, Environmental Management Unit, Ministry of Health 
and Environment

Hayden Billingy, National Coordinator for the GEF Small Grant 
Programme at UNDP

Howie Prince, Director, National Emergency Management Organisation

Nyasha Hamilton, Environmental Management Unit, Ministry of Health 
and Environment
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http://static.ourplaceonearth.org/media/svg/audio/implementation-challenges/09_Nyasha Funding.mp3
http://static.ourplaceonearth.org/media/svg/audio/implementation-challenges/11_Howie Enabling.mp3
http://static.ourplaceonearth.org/media/svg/audio/implementation-challenges/12_Nyasha Enabling.mp3
http://static.ourplaceonearth.org/media/svg/audio/implementation-challenges/06_Howie Funding_1.mp3
http://static.ourplaceonearth.org/media/svg/audio/implementation-challenges/07_Howie Funding_2.mp3
http://static.ourplaceonearth.org/media/svg/audio/implementation-challenges/08_Howie Funding_3.mp3
http://static.ourplaceonearth.org/media/svg/audio/implementation-challenges/10_Hayden Funding.mp3


Public perceptions of climate change rely on a complex system of value-based social norms that affects 
people’s understanding of risks and vulnerabilities, as well as potential solutions.  Building public awareness 
of climate change takes considerable time, requiring culturally relevant and technically accurate information 
that balances risk and opportunity.

And, overcoming misperceptions about solution alternatives can be just as big a challenge as overcoming 
misconceptions about risk, sometimes resulting in a reactive adoption or uptake of solutions, once all other 
options are no longer available. 

DATA COLLECTION AND MANAGEMENT

As with anything else, sound decisions require sound information.  However, creating, managing and 
maintaining useful, accurate and timely data is expensive and time consuming.  Storage is especially 
important in an environment that is so vulnerable to extreme events, which increases the risk of losing 
entire information systems in one storm event. However, creating a centralized system for data collection 
and management is an important focus area in St. Vincent and the Grenadines.  This includes ensuring 
that local and traditional knowledge is equally valued with scientific data.

PUBLIC PERCEPTION

 While many government agencies maintain local data collection systems, 
 there is not enough investment in cross-agency coordination to ensure 
 consistency in methods and format across departments. Because there is no 
 central data storage and maintenance system it is often difficult to locate data 
 sources held by different government agencies.

 The government of St. Vincent is working to develop a central data 
 management system; a key consideration in this process is the need to 
 ensure that backup data systems are secure from local vulnerabilities. For 
 example, local data infrastructure can be wiped out during one extreme 
 storm event, requiring backups to be stored and secured outside of the 
 country. 

 Local government agencies are working to improve and enhance their data 
 collection systems so they can move away from relying solely on anecdotal 
 evidence. 

 
 Similarly, local organizations are working to develop more robust baselines 
 using both traditional knowledge and empirical data; these efforts are 
 supported with funding through the UNDP GEF Small Grants Programme.

MULTIMEDIA ASSETS 
 Linking the abstract concept of climate change to local events and impacts - 
 especially in a community with experience responding to extreme climatic 
 events - is a useful strategy for engaging local communities in a newly 
 evolving conversation about climate adaptation.

 Fear-based communication and education strategies rarely work to mobilize 
 action around climate change; information about climate impacts needs to 
 be coupled with information about solutions.

 Often, public misconceptions can be a greater barrier to implementing 
 climate mitigation and adaptation strategies than technical challenges. On 
 the mainland there are misconceptions about the cleanliness of rainwater 
 catchment systems and in Bequia desalination wasn’t accepted as a source 
 for clean water until drought conditions rendered it the last available water 
 source on the island.

MULTIMEDIA ASSETS 

Nyasha Hamilton, Environmental Management Unit, Ministry of 
Health and Environment

Herman Belmar, Deputy Director of Grenadine Affairs 

Nyasha Hamilton, Environmental Management Unit, Ministry of 
Health and Environment

Hayden Billingy, National Coordinator for the GEF Small Grant 
Programme at UNDP

Hayden Billingy, National Coordinator for the GEF  Small Grant 
Programme at UNDP

Hayden Billingy, National Coordinator for the GEF  Small Grant 
Programme at UNDP

Sharika Mandeville, Engineer, Ministry of Transport and Works &
Herman Belmar, Deputy Director of Grenadine Affair

CHAPTER 5

25 26

http://static.ourplaceonearth.org/media/svg/audio/implementation-challenges/13_Nyasha Data.mp3
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