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SOLOMON ISLANDS
Building Local Adaptive Capacity and Resilience Through 
Development Projects

CASE STUDYCASE STUDY

The Solomon Islands, a Pacific island nation with a population of 800,000, is among the world’s most cli-
mate-vulnerable countries. Situated in the Pacific “Ring of Fire” and within the cyclone belt, it faces mounting 
threats from rising sea levels, saltwater intrusion, ocean acidification, and increasingly intense storms and 
flooding. These climate-related hazards are compounding development challenges by reducing water availabil-
ity and arable land, damaging homes and infrastructure, and displacing communities. In April 2014, flash floods 
on Guadalcanal killed 22 people, displaced 12,000, and caused an estimated US$107.8 million in damages— 
equivalent to 9.2% of the country’s GDP.

The Solomon Islands’ economy is highly dependent on cli-
mate-sensitive sectors, including agriculture, fishing, and 
forestry, as well as subsistence farming which supports a large 
share of rural households. Agriculture alone contributed 34% 
of GDP in 2013. Economic models project that climate-induced 
hazards could cost the Solomon Islands an average of US$ 20.5 
million per year over the next 50 years, or roughly 3% of GDP, 
threatening livelihoods, food security, and economic stability. 

Access to water remains a major vulnerability and devel-
opment priority for the Solomon Islands.  Water stress has 

persisted over the past two decades and is expected to worsen 
by 2030. In 2015, 36% of the population lacked reliable access to 
drinkable water. This imbalance between supply and demand is 
driven by inadequate infrastructure, such as poor-quality pipes, 
wells, and tanks, as well as population growth. Climate hazards 
like drought and saltwater intrusion further compromise water 
quality and availability.

Resource distribution and access to services are closely 
linked to historical intergroup conflicts. The 1998–2003 period 
of civil unrest, referred to as “the Tensions”, resulted in a 24% 

Traditional thatched houses on in Auki, the capital of Malaita Province, Solomon Islands. Credit: © benedek/iStock
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drop in GDP and severely weakened state institutions. These 
challenges are compounded by the country’s geography, which 
hinders rural development. In rural areas, where 80% of the 
population resides, access to basic services such as health, 
education, water and electricity is severely limited. Smallholder 
farmers are often disconnected from markets due to poor 
transport infrastructure and the uneven distribution of market 
centers.

Addressing the needs of rural communities and placing 
them at the center of climate adaptation efforts is critical 
to ensure sustainable long-term development. Local gov-
ernments and communities need to be empowered to manage 
resources and lead local development processes. Strengthening 
rural development will help people sustain their livelihoods and 
remain rooted in their communities, reducing the risk of cli-
mate-induced migration and future conflict. 

Program 
In response to the country’s dual development and climate 
challenges, the Solomon Islands Rural Development Program 
(RDP) was launched in 2009. With US$64 million in financing 
from the World Bank and partners, the RDP was implemented by 
the Ministry of Agriculture and Livestock (MAL) and the Ministry 
of National Planning and Development Coordination with the 
goal to improve rural livelihoods and local infrastructure in two 
phases (2009–2015 and 2014–2022). While originally focused on 
development, the program increasingly integrated climate resil-
ience, disaster preparedness, and community-led adaptation as 
core objectives.

Using a community-driven development (CDD) approach, the 
RDP empowered rural communities to plan and implement 
public infrastructure projects and service delivery in sec-
tors such as water, education, health, and electrification. 
In response to flash floods in Guadalcanal Province, Disaster 
Recovery Grants were mobilized to help communities rebuild 
damaged infrastructure. Communities played a central role in 
identifying, designing, and executing subprojects, and received 
training and facilitation support throughout the process. This 
included the hiring of community helpers and facilitators, with 
women’s participation actively prioritized during planning. The 
CDD model enabled communities to address their most pressing 

needs, particularly those linked to climate-related hazards like 
water and sanitation access. Local knowledge of ecosystems 
and social dynamics informed infrastructure design, while proj-
ects such as wells and water tanks were tailored to maximize 
accessibility and cost-effectiveness.

The RDP also delivered grants and technical assistance to 
support inclusive agricultural livelihoods and improve market 
access for smallholder farmers. The Agribusiness Partnership 
Grants connected rural producers with commercial buyers, 
enhancing market access in Honiara and other towns, and 
financed processing equipment. The Agriculture Supplemental 
Equity Facility (ASEF) supplemented bank loans for small and 
medium enterprises, with priority given to businesses likely 
to generate rural employment. Training programs focused on 
climate-resilient farming and disaster risk management, with 
particular attention to vulnerable provinces like Guadalcanal. 
Farmer groups were trained in climate-smart practices and 
value chain development to improve food security and increase 
rural incomes.

The program further aimed to strengthen national and subna-
tional institutions to create an enabling environment for rural 
development. MAL received technical assistance in delivering 
agriculture extension services, coordinating commodity sec-
tors, and conducting adaptive research. MAL extension agents 
worked directly with farmer groups, helping them improve 
practices such as cocoa production and extending services to 
more communities. The program also trained subnational insti-
tutions, particularly Ward Development Committees, to actively 
participate in local development planning by involving them in 
grant screening and approval processes.

Results
The RDP brought tangible improvements to rural livelihoods, 
infrastructure, and climate resilience. Its integrated, commu-
nity-led approach improved access to basic services, boosted 
agricultural productivity, and strengthened communities’ ability 
to adapt to climate challenges.

Improved rural infrastructure and services. By the end of 
the program, access to water, roads, and other basic services 
improved significantly. Average travel time to improved water 
sources fell by 13.5%, while the share of households reporting 
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satisfactory access to water increased from a baseline of 33% 
to 71%. Satisfactory access to roads for villages increased 
from 32% to 49.4%. Additionally, a total of 171,320 people ben-
efited from improved infrastructure and services, nearly half of 
whom were women. Furthermore, over 2,000 people with spe-
cial needs were supported. Communities reported a high level 
of satisfaction with the completed community infrastructure 
projects, reporting a 95% average satisfaction rate across all 
provinces. 

Increased agricultural productivity and incomes. The pro-
gram’s agribusiness-farmer partnership model proved highly 
successful in boosting agricultural productivity and rural 
incomes. Through this approach, 21,080 farmers—including 
9,992 women—formed commercial partnerships with agribusi-
nesses, gaining access to tools, seeds, and training. These part-
nerships led to a 51% increase in the volume of products sold 
by participating households. From 2016 to 2019, average farmer 
incomes rose by 56%. Notable production increases were 
recorded across several commodities, including cattle (920%), 
fruits and nuts (444%), honey (289%), vegetables (116%), and 
ngali nuts (115%), with cattle sales alone rising by over 1,300%.

Enhanced climate resilience through better rural develop-
ment. While the RDP’s primary aim was to improve rural welfare, 
its targeted interventions and locally led approach also signifi-
cantly enhanced the climate resilience of rural communities. 

Through participatory processes, communities selected, con-
tributed labor to, and completed 600 infrastructure projects 
in water, education, health, and other essential services. Upon 
completion, they assumed full responsibility, with local volun-
teers implementing community-designed maintenance plans, 
strengthening ownership and long-term sustainability. The 
projects improved the resilience of water boreholes, ensured 
continued water access during adverse weather, and expanded 
solar electrification, reducing reliance on fossil fuels. This 
inclusive, community-driven model also fostered greater social 
cohesion and accountability.

Building on RDP’s foundations, the Solomon Islands 
Government is implementing two new projects to continue 
fostering inclusive, climate-resilient rural development. The 
Integrated Economic Development and Community Resilience 
Project strengthens provincial capacity, improves rural infra-
structure, promotes local participation, and embeds climate and 
disaster resilience into provincial planning and service delivery. 
Complementing this, the Solomon Islands Agriculture and Rural 
Transformation Project aims to increase agricultural produc-
tion, improving market access, and enhancing rural livelihoods. 
These projects build on RDP’s achievements by integrating cli-
mate adaptation, economic opportunity, and community-led 
growth into the national agenda.

Ranadi Industrial estate and it’s harbour. © Gilmore Tana/iStock
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Key Takeaways
The Solomon Islands RDP offers important insights into how CDD approaches can advance climate resilience while meeting urgent 
development needs:

1 	 CDD approaches can deliver climate resilience outcomes 
through participatory processes. CDD approaches nat-
urally align with the goals of climate adaptation, poverty 
reduction, and long-term development. By addressing basic 
needs such as clean water, transport, and energy through 
participatory infrastructure planning, the RDP helped com-
munities reduce vulnerability to everyday hardship and 
extreme weather. Infrastructure designed with climate 
risks in mind strengthened both adaptive capacity and 
disaster preparedness.

2 	 Local knowledge is central to adaptation efforts. The 
program’s CDD approach demonstrated that communi-
ties are best positioned to identify local climate risks and 
design appropriate solutions for infrastructure and services 
that ensure resilience. Solomon Islanders understand the 
urgency of water security and the risks that climate impacts 
pose to water supply.  The CDD process enabled community 
members to apply this knowledge, alongside cultural and 

contextual insights, in shaping infrastructure design and 
prioritization. This bottom-up planning aligned closely with 
the country’s Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs) 
and formal climate adaptation priorities.

3 	 Sustained funding is essential for long-term resilience. 
One of the Solomon Islands greatest challenges is maintain-
ing essential infrastructure in the face of climate impacts 
and limited fiscal capacity. Predictable, long-term financ-
ing is critical to ensure that infrastructure investments, 
including roads, hospitals, schools, and water systems, can 
be maintained and adapted over time. This is particularly 
true for Small Island Developing States (SIDS), which face 
heightened exposure to climate risks and depend heavily on 
external support due to their remote geography and small 
population size. Without sustainable funding sources for 
adaptation, Solomon Islands and other SIDS could be ren-
dered inhabitable, forcing climate-induced migration and 
competition over increasingly scarce resources.   
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