
The Pacific  
Catchment Group Handbook

Live&Learn 
environmental education



Live & Learn Environmental Education 
Fres Wota Four (opposite Fres Wota School), PO Box 1629, Port Vila - Vanuatu 
P: +678 27448,  F: +678 27455,  E: vanuatu@livelearn.org  website: www.livelearn.org

© Copyright: Live & Learn Environmental Education 2009

Principal Writer: Robbie Henderson 
Contributors: Christian Nielsen, Jacob Zikuli, Jim Brally and Gina Tari 
Copy Edited: Georgina Garner 
Illustrations by: Nicholas Pike 
Design & Layout by: Dione Brooks & Karen Young

Acknowledgements: 

Live & Learn Environmental Education would like to acknowledge all partners and 
stakeholders in the development of this Guide and the implementation of the  
Building a Sustainable Future project.

We acknowledge with thanks our major donor NZAID, staff from Live & Learn 
Environmental Education, staff from the Vanuatu Department of Geology, Mines  
and Water Resources, Sanma Provincial Council, International Water Centre  
(Australian Water Research Facility), project communities and individuals who  
have contributed and participated in the program. 

Live&Learn 
environmental education

Building a Sustainable Future  
Education for Sustainable Development in the South Pacific

Catchment Group Handbook 



Why start a catchment group? Imagine the possibilities!  ........................... 4

Catchment Group  .......................................................................................................................... 5

Part 1: Introduction  ................................................................................................. 6
Navigation  ............................................................................................................................................ 7

Catchments  .......................................................................................................................................... 7

What is a Catchment Group?  ............................................................................................. 8

Catchment Groups: Roles and  
Relationships  ...................................................................................................................................... 9

Catchment Group Objectives  ...........................................................................................  10

Catchment Groups for Integrated  ...............................................................................  11 
Water Resource Management

Mobilisation: Communities Getting Active  .........................................................  13

Education for Sustainability  .............................................................................................  13

Part 1: Summary Points  ....................................................................................................  14

Contents



Part 2: Ingredients for effective catchment groups  ............  15
What do you need to start and maintain a successful  ...............................  15 
catchment group?

Representative and influential membership  .........................................................  17

Community support and ownership  .........................................................................  18

Relevance to the community  ............................................................................................  18

Linked to livelihoods ...............................................................................................................  19

Focused on strengths  ..............................................................................................................  20

Shared vision ...................................................................................................................................  21

Hands-on action ...........................................................................................................................  21

Existing community groups  ...............................................................................................  22

Support and recognition by customary and  .......................................................  23 
government leaders

Partnerships  ....................................................................................................................................  24

Coordination and resources  ..............................................................................................  25

Part 2: Summary Points  ....................................................................................................  26

Part 3: Mobilising the catchment group  ................................ 27

1.  Getting started  ..................................................................................................................  28

Stakeholders  ...........................................................................................................................  29

Key questions and considerations .......................................................................  31

Engaging with communities and stakeholders  ........................................  31

Endorsement through agreements and  ..........................................................  32 
partnerships

Establishing the initial membership ..................................................................  32

Initial meetings ......................................................................................................................  33

2.  Getting active .......................................................................................................................  34

Projects offered by NGOs and other organisations  .............................  34

Projects managed by the catchment group  .................................................  35

Learning through Education for Sustainable  ............................................  36 
Development (EFS)

Participatory planning  ...................................................................................................  37

Taking action  .........................................................................................................................  38

Monitoring and evaluation  .......................................................................................  39

Contents continued ...



3.  Strengthening group governance  ...................................................................  40

Setting ground rules  ........................................................................................................  39

Facilitation  ................................................................................................................................  39

Roles and responsibilities  ............................................................................................  41

Decision-making  ................................................................................................................  41

Conflict Resolution  ...........................................................................................................  41

4.  Self-reliant catchment group  .............................................................................  42

Catchment groups incorporated  ...........................................................................  42

Part 3: Summary Points  .....................................................................................................  43

Part 4: Getting active toolkit  ................................................................  44
1:  Stakeholder analysis  ......................................................................................................  45

2:  Encouraging participation   ......................................................................................  47

3:  Inclusive decision-making  .......................................................................................  49

4:  Values and vision for the future  ..........................................................................  51

5:  Assessing our capacity  .................................................................................................  53

6:  Dealing with conflict and emotion  ...................................................................  54

7:  Identify and prioritise issues  ..................................................................................  55

8:  Learning circles  .................................................................................................................  57

9:  Learning about change  ...............................................................................................  58

10:  Causes of causes and effects of effects  ..........................................................  60

11:  Engaging with experts  .................................................................................................  61

Part 5 : Action guide  .......................................................................................  63
Introduction  .....................................................................................................................................  63

1:  Local resource management  ..................................................................................  64

2:  Advocacy campaign  .......................................................................................................  65

3:  Home water audits & action plans  ...................................................................  66

4:  Water quality monitoring  .........................................................................................  67

5:  Buffer zones  ..........................................................................................................................  68

6:  Managing pig wastes  .....................................................................................................  69

7:  Revegetation  .........................................................................................................................  70

8:  Community/household water supply  .............................................................  71

9:  Improved toilets (latrines) .........................................................................................  72

10:  Waste management  ........................................................................................................  73

11:  Producing biofuel from coconut  ........................................................................  74



Why start a catchment group? Imagine the possibilities!

“We’ve learned a lot.  
We understand the issues about our 

water and land and how it affects us. In the 
future we’ll get more involved in decisions about 

development and water, we’ll make sure that there  
are long lasting benefits for everyone.”

Catchment group member
“We understand that 

the government doesn’t have enough 
resources to give us all the services that we want 

and need. But, as a community, I think we are now in a 
better position to look after our own needs. We’ve  
got plenty of willing workers, and we know our own 

needs better than anyone.”
Catchment group member

“As a NGO we want to direct 
our resources to the people and communities 

that need them most. We also want the benefits to 
be sustainable. The catchment group understands the 

community’s needs and reaches to the grassroots.  
Our partnership has allowed us to  

be strategic about our efforts.”
NGO project manager

“I feel more secure about 
the future because of our involvement 

with the catchment group. We have made some 
changes to the way we work. There were some 

costs, but overall, our improved relationship with the 
community has brought many positives. We now employ 

more local staff, and I’m pleased to say that  
our business activities always consider the 

environment first.”
Private developer

“I’m pleased that we’ve 
got a strong community to work 

with, because alone the Government can’t do 
everything. The catchment group is working with us to 

make sure the community complies with the laws.  
They are also helping to build the water supply system  

– I think their support allowed us to achieve much  
more with the limited funds available.”

Government worker
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Catchment Group

Involves men, women 
and youth members

Forms partnerships Empowers and 
inspires self reliance

Allows community 
involvement in 

planning

Takes action to 
solve problems

Works closely 
with government

Represents diverse 
community interests

Develops new skills
Advocates for better 
decisions and policies

Supported by leaders

Learns about 
important issues

The role of a catchment group 

Independent from 
government

5
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Part 1: Introduction

Part 1: 

Introduction
The Pacific Catchment Group Handbook is a guide for 
government officers, non-government organisation 
(NGO) workers, others who aim to establish a 
catchment group and for anyone who has a role in 
coordinating, facilitating or participating in a catchment 
group. This may include community leaders, residents, 
landowners, business people, and government workers 
and representatives. 

This handbook is a tool that can be used to facilitate 
the formation of new catchment groups, and to assist 
existing catchment groups to be more effective in 
achieving their goals. 

The overall goal of the handbook is to facilitate 
improved land and water resource management, 
and increase opportunities for local communities to 
benefit, through enhanced community involvement in 
decision-making and action. This goal complements 
the new direction in land and water management 
being introduced by many Pacific governments, called 
Integrated Water Resource Management (IWRM).

IWRM is an approach to land and water 
management that can lead to improvements 
in water supplies, sanitation and the natural 
environment, through community participation 
and better coordination of resources and services. 
It involves considering all aspects of water 
management and anything affecting water, and it 
tries to involve all people who affect or are affected 
by water including government, communities and 
industry. The Pacific Catchment Group Handbook 
can help to achieve the aims of IWRM by:

Providing a tool that involves communities and •	
facilitates networking, exchange and interaction 
among stakeholders in water resource management

Raising the profile of community involvement in •	
land and water resource management

Providing a space and opportunity for promoting •	
the vision of and transition to IWRM at a 
community level

Fostering increased quality of IWRM facilitation •	
among government and NGO workers.
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Part 1: Introduction

Navigation 
This handbook is organised into five parts, providing 
an overview of how to establish an effective catchment 
group and practical tools to assist in implementation.

Part 1: Introduction 

Describes the catchment group model and the 
principles that support it, including Integrated Water 
Resource Management (IWRM) and Education for 
Sustainability (EFS). It also explains the connections 
between the catchment group, government, NGOs and 
the broader community. Read the introduction to gain 
an understanding of what a catchment group is, how it 
works and what it aims to achieve.

Part 2: Ingredients of effective catchment 
groups 

Identifies important characteristics that will help make 
a catchment group successful and sustainable. It covers 
issues such as membership structure, relationships 
with customary and government leaders, links to 
other groups and the types of activities the group 
may undertake. Read this part for help planning the 
establishment of a catchment group or to reflect on how 
well a catchment group is developing.

Part 3: Mobilising the catchment group 

Provides guidance on how to go about forming and 
operating a catchment group, leading to a group that 
is effective and largely self-reliant. It includes step-by-
step advice on getting started and a model to guide 
catchment group activities. Read this part for help with 
establishing and operating the catchment group. 

Part 4: Getting active toolkit 

Provides a number of resources that can be used to 
facilitate group activities. The tools cover topics such 
as learning about issues, encouraging participation, 
building a vision, prioritising, decision-making, 
planning, conflict management and problem-solving. 
Use these tools when running activities or meetings 
with the catchment group. 

Part 5: Action guide 

Offers a range of ideas for action projects that can be 
implemented by a catchment group. Actions include 
advocacy, education and awareness, habitat restoration, 
customary laws, water quality monitoring and improving 
sanitation. Read these activities to stimulate ideas for 
actions that the catchment group can undertake. 

Catchments
A catchment is the geographical boundary within which 
a catchment group is formed and operates. Catchment 

is the name given to an area of land that collects 
rainwater and diverts it to a particular river or stream. 
Within a catchment, there is a physical connection 
between the surface and underground water (known as 
‘groundwater’). See Figure 1, below. 

Catchments, however, also have social and political 
dimensions. People who live in a catchment are 
linked to each other through their connections with 
the land and water. The activities of people upstream 
translate into effects on people who live downstream. 
Catchments are often – but not always – inhabited by 
people who share bonds of kinship, language, culture 
and government. In this rapidly changing world, it is 
common to find people with different languages or 
cultures living within the same catchment. In many 
cases, the people living within a catchment do not 
regularly meet to discuss decisions that affect each 
other.

The way land is used within a catchment has a major 
effect on the quality of water in the catchment’s rivers 
and streams. The quality of water, in turn, has an impact 
on the people who use the water and ecosystems that 
depend on the water. Land activities, such as logging, 
intensive farming and agriculture in the hills in the 
‘upper’ catchment, cause changes to water quality, 
which has impacts all the way down the rivers and 
extends to coastal ecosystems such as reefs.

The health of catchments and the wellbeing of the 
people who live within them are closely connected. The 
manner in which people cooperate and work together to 
make decisions has a major influence on the health of a 
catchment and the people who live there.
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Part 1: Introduction

Catchment groups and 
government 
Catchment groups are intended to be 

independent community groups, however, 
a government employee can be a regular 
attendee at catchment group meetings, 
especially when the group is new. This was 
the case in the Sarakata Catchment Group, 
where the Government Rural Water Supply 
Officer helped to coordinate meetings and 
activities. If government people are involved, 
their role should always remain focused on 
coordination and facilitation, rather than on 
decision-making or directing the group. 

A catchment group is a new way of organising and 
mobilising Pacific Island communities that are 
connected through their relationship with the land 
and water within a catchment. Through catchment 
groups, communities take a more active and informed 
role in decision-making and in actions for sustainable 
development.

Members of a catchment group include people from the 
lower (where the river meets the sea), middle and upper 
catchments. A catchment group is a voluntary group 
and includes citizens who share an interest in the land 
and in activities that take place within their catchment. 
Membership is open to a broad range of people who live 
in a catchment, including residents, landowners, chiefs, 
community leaders and business people. The group will 
be strengthened if members include leaders or members 
of existing and complementary community groups. This 
provides opportunities to extend the group’s reach. 

A catchment group has a community-based 
membership, which communicates openly and regularly 
with government. Government employees may 
coordinate or facilitate the group, however community 
members are encouraged to make their own decisions 
and plans.  This allows the catchment group a high 
degree of independence and freedom to pursue local 
goals and deal with issues of local significance. 

The group provides an opportunity for people and 
communities to participate, learn, share experiences, 
cooperate, plan and take actions to solve problems and 
create opportunities for sustainable development.

What is a Catchment Group?

Figure 1: Diagram of a catchment 
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Part 1: Introduction

The role of the catchment group is to put the 
community ‘in the centre’ of decision-making, planning 
and action for land and water management in the 
catchment. The group provides the link between the 
community, government and development organisations 
(NGOs), allowing for a two-way exchange of knowledge, 
ideas, values and resources. For example, the catchment 
group can assist the government and NGOs in planning 
by providing information about water quality, land 
use, and community perceptions, needs and attitudes 
regarding management or development activities. The 
catchment group can also assist the government by 
raising community awareness as well as community 
compliance with laws and regulations, making 
community consultation easier, and it can provide 
labour to undertake management actions.  

The role of government and NGOs is to support the 
catchment group by providing executive support (e.g. 
posting out letters), coordination (e.g. assisting with 
participant transportation and organising meeting 

venues) and facilitation. It is not the role of government 
employees, however, to be members of or make 
decisions within the catchment group. The role of 
government is that of ‘listener’, understanding and 
working with the community to achieve better results. It 
is important to note that the government still maintains 
its mandate to lead and make decisions, however, its 
leadership and decision-making is more likely to be 
effective with the support of the community. 

Government and NGOs can also increase the capacity 
of catchment groups to be effective, for example, by 
providing training in facilitation, water quality testing 
or Participatory Hygiene and Sanitation Transformation 
(PHAST) training.

The relationships between and the roles of government 
departments, NGOs, donors, the general community 
and the catchment group are illustrated in Figure 2: 

Roles and relationships between a catchment group and key 

stakeholders on page 8.

Catchment Groups: Roles and Relationships

The Sarakata Catchment Group, Santo
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Part 1: Introduction

 

Government 
departments

Funding

Donors

NGOs
or research 

organisations 
(eg. universities)

Funding

Funding

MembershipMembership

Coordination, executive 
support and administrative 

funding

Advise, 
advocate and 
communicate 
prioirities for 

planning

Advise and 
communicate 

prioirities

Management actions 
and services

Planning, laws, 
regulation, policy 

management actions 
and services

Behaviour change, compliance with 
laws and grassroots actions

Improved land and water 
management within the 

catchment

Community 
Catchment 

Group

Catchment 
communities

Training, capacity 
building, education 

and support

Figure 2: Roles and relationships between a catchment group and key stakeholders

Catchment Group Objectives
Catchment groups seek to accomplish the following 
objectives: 
i. Function as a learning group to develop and share 

ideas, knowledge, skills and attitudes concerning 
sustainable development within catchment 
communities.

ii. Provide a forum through which the community 
can participate in advocacy, planning and action for 
sustainable development.

iii. Offer an avenue for government to engage and 
consult with communities on land and water 
planning.

iv. Raise funds and mobilise resources to undertake 
action for improved land and water management.

v. Provide opportunities to facilitate community-based 
monitoring of water quality.
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Part 1: Introduction

A community-based catchment group provides a 
practical means of getting communities involved in 
Integrated Water Resource Management (IWRM). A 
catchment group can function as a key link between 
government and community, and provide a way to 
involve communities in research, consultation, planning 
and implementation of natural resource management. 

IWRM recognises the importance of environmental, 
social, economic and cultural connections within a 
water resources system. These include:

Connections between land use and the quality •	
and quantity of ground water and surface water 
(streams, rivers and estuaries)

Links between economic development and •	
environmental impacts, including competing 
interests for the use of land and water resources

Relationships between water management and •	
social outcomes for communities, including benefits 
of water use and effects on health, culture and 
livelihoods

Connections within and between government •	
and non-government institutions that have a role 
in natural resource management, and social and 
economic development.

To effectively achieve IWRM, government departments 
involved in water management will typically be required 
to make changes to the way they work. This will include 
a shift away from a service delivery approach towards 
a focus on facilitating and mobilising resources from 
a range of government agencies and the community. 
The transition from service delivery to mobilisation is a 
challenging process. It requires changes to the roles of 
staff and the development of new skills that are more 
oriented towards communication, negotiation and 
facilitation. 

The following principles of IWRM demonstrate some of 
the key challenges for effective implementation. IWRM 
requires:

Consideration of the whole water cycle, using the •	
watershed (catchment) as the management and 
planning unit

Decentralised planning and management•	

A holistic approach to planning and •	
implementation

Local involvement in planning, implementation, •	
monitoring and governance

Agreements on priorities for water use – with •	
domestic needs always satisfied first

The involvement of government, private and •	
community institutions and stakeholders in 
implementation

The address of equity issues, such as understanding •	
gender roles in water management.

A catchment group provides a practical method of 
implementing IWRM, using those principles listed 
above. For example, through catchment groups, 
communities can participate in water management 
and land use planning by providing detailed locally 
relevant information about needs, priorities, resources 
and impacts of development to planners. By taking 
ownership of land and water management, catchment 
groups may also mobilise communities and the private 
sector to take action to improve management and 
may increase compliance with laws and regulations. 
Furthermore, catchment groups can assist government 
agencies advocate for the appropriate and effective 
allocation of government resources. 

Catchment Groups for Integrated Water Resource 
Management

What is IWRM?
Integrated water resources 
management (IWRM) is now 

recognized across the world as the process 
to promote the coordinated development 
and management of water, land and related 
resources in river basins, to maximize the 
economic benefits and social welfare in an 
equitable manner without compromising the 
sustainability of vital ecosystems.
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In some cases, a catchment group may not agree 
with government plans or decisions. The catchment 
group provides an avenue for citizens to advocate 
for alternative outcomes or decisions that reflect 
community interests and needs. The participation of an 
informed citizenry will promote improved governance in 
the land and water management sector.

The ultimate beneficiaries of IWRM and the catchment 
group will be the communities whose wellbeing 
depends on how resources within the catchment are 
managed. 

A new approach for governments

Governments Pacific-wide are working to develop new laws and approaches for strengthening 
environmental management. Government efforts focus on improving public participation in 
government decision-making, increasing transparency and open access to information, and providing 
greater access to justice in the enforcement of governance requirements. 

Most significantly, governments are realising that they need to work closely with communities to 
better deal with increasingly complex issues of environmental management. One way to do this is 
through community mobilisation. Traditional centralised environmental management often neglects 
the political and social dimensions of IWRM. Once it is accepted, however, that local communities 
are the major stakeholders in environmental management, the decision-making process starts to 
become more practical and less political: it is led by the people who are most affected and who 
know the complexity of the issues.

The Pacific Regional Action Plan on Sustainable Water Management (Pacific RAP), developed in Fiji 
in August 2002, provides a blueprint for IWRM in the Pacific Islands. It consists of an action plan, 
a ministerial declaration and a platform for best practice in IWRM. The Pacific Catchment Group 
Handbook integrates the concepts and actions promoted in the Pacific RAP and provides a practical 
tool for the plan’s implementation through community mobilisation.
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Mobilisation: Communities 
Getting Active
A catchment group is a process of community 
mobilisation. It is useful, therefore, to examine the 
concept of mobilisation in more detail. In particular, 
why is mobilisation necessary and what is required to 
make it happen?

Community mobilisation is the process of bringing 
people together and providing them with the 
opportunity to act on common concerns and problems. 
It is necessary when centralised government services 
cannot fully meet the needs of communities and when 
communities do not have existing structures in place to 
organise themselves to respond to an issue or need. 

The word ‘enabling’ is an important concept in 
community mobilisation. Enabling people to participate 
and bringing people together helps mobilise the 
community.

Community mobilisation is important because, in a 
resource-constrained society, the most sustainable 
solution to any community problem is for the 
community to have the skills to identify and solve 
the problem. The participation of people in finding 
solutions to their own problems is one of the most 
effective ways of dealing with issues and it is also 
important in reducing the risk of problems repeating 
themselves. Significant research, especially in the field 
of community development, has been conducted 
highlighting this importance – but, unfortunately, 
theory is often not taken into practice.

Community mobilisation assumes the community has 
a good understanding of the biophysical environment 
because the environment sustains the community. 
What may not be clear, however, are the links between 
environmental, social and economic factors.

Education for 
Sustainability 
Education for Sustainability (EFS) is an essential aspect 
of community mobilisation. It allows communities to 
develop an understanding of how environmental, social 
and economic factors interrelate. Without this process 
of learning, communities will be less equipped to 
respond to the complexity of interconnected challenges 
and issues that confront them. EFS has a holistic 
concept of education, providing communities with 
the knowledge, attitudes and skills required to inform 
planning and action. 

There are two main ideas within EFS that guide this 
handbook: sustainable development and education. These 
concepts may be interpreted in different ways, but the 
following text clarifies how they are applied in EFS.

Sustainable development is development where:

Citizens, including women and youth, have a role in •	
deciding what sort of development their community 
will undertake

Information about developments is readily available •	
to everyone

Citizens aim to improve their quality of life; this •	
may include improved health, improved access to 
needs such as food, sufficient money, sufficient 
natural resources, the opportunity to pursue 
personal or community goals, and the ability to 
participate in a rich cultural and spiritual life

Future generations will inherit the same or better •	
access to resources and opportunities than are 
available today

Biodiversity (the variety of living things) is •	
conserved.

It is generally accepted that new ways of working and 
thinking are required if societies are to be sustainable, 
hence education and learning are essential. Figure 3: 

Education for Sustainability: The educational approach for 

catchment groups outlines the characteristics of education 
that are applied through the catchment group approach 
(see page 12).

“Community mobilisation is the process 
of bringing people together and providing 

them with the opportunity to act on common 
concerns and problems.”
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Part 1: Summary Points
A catchment group is an •	 independent community group that aims to assist communities to take a more 
active and informed role in decision-making and action on land and water management.

Governments can use catchment groups as a way to implement Integrated Water Resource Management •	
(IWRM) strategies.

A catchment group provides a link between the community, government and development organisations •	
(NGOs), allowing for exchanges of knowledge, ideas and resources.

Through the Education for Sustainability (EFS) approach, a catchment group learns about social, •	
economic and environmental issues and how these issues are connected.

 

Develops and 
practices critical 
thinking skills

Draws connections 
between the 
environment, 
economy, health, 
governance and 
culture

Creates knowledge, 
skills and develops 
attitudes and values

Applied to the local 
context through 
actions intended to 
lead to change

Directed by the 
needs, concerns and 
interests of the 
participants

Figure 3: Education for Sustainability: The educational approach for catchment groups
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Part 2:

Ingredients for effective 
catchment groups
What do you need to start and 
maintain a successful catchment 
group?
A catchment group aims to be largely independent, self-
motivated and self-directing. The group will, however, 
take time and need support to develop these attributes. 
In any recipe for a successful catchment group, a 
number of essential ingredients are required. The 
following section describes the ingredients that combine 
to help achieve a successful catchment group. 

The checklist on the following page summarises the 
ingredients for mobilising community catchment 
groups. There are more detailed explanations of each 
ingredient in the following pages. Each ingredient is 
important; they are not listed in any particular order.
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Part 2: Ingredients for Effective Catchment Groups

Checklist of ingredients
Representative and influential membership
Members broadly represent the diversity of peoples and activities within the catchment, 
including both genders and a spread of ages.  Members include people who have influence 
within catchment communities.

Community support and ownership
All catchment group activities and meetings are designed to build community support and 
ownership.

Relevance to the community
An assessment of community perceptions, needs, strengths and capacity (e.g. Participatory 
Rural Appraisal or Research of Aspirations and Perceptions) was undertaken prior to starting the 
catchment group. The catchment group is developed around issues that are a high priority to the 
community.

Linked to livelihoods 
The critical need for communities to make a living through subsistence or employment is 
reflected in catchment group activities.

Focused on strengths 
Activities utilise the existing strengths of communities, such as people’s knowledge, skills and 
available resources.

Shared vision
The catchment group has a shared vision and shared goals, with an emphasis on participants 
sharing ideas and forming a common understanding of what they want to do and how they will 
do it.

Hands-on action
Hands-on action projects are initiated early in the catchment group’s development and continue 
to be a strong focus.

Existing community groups 
The presence and roles of existing groups that may be interested in linking to the catchment 
group (e.g. community water committees, national water advisory groups and church groups) 
have been investigated. Existing groups are complementary and not competing for the same 
audience, funds and membership.

Support and recognition by customary and government leaders
Customary and government leaders recognise and support the establishment of a catchment 
group. Customary and government leaders understand the role of the catchment group and their 
relationship to the group. Catchment group plans and activities aim to maintain positive and open 
relationships with customary and government leaders.

Partnerships
Government agencies, NGOs and civil society groups are invited to work with the catchment 
group to better coordinate activities within the catchment.

Coordination and resources
The catchment group is supported by one or more coordinators who assist with logistics and 
administration and who provide resources.
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Part 2: Ingredients for Effective Catchment Groups

Who should be a member of a catchment group? This 
is a very important question – and the answer will be 
different depending on the individual catchment. Each 
catchment contains different people with different 
histories, different communities, different leadership 
structures and different organisations. 

Influential members are those who have the ability, 
through their personalities, leadership roles or 
connection with other groups, to make things happen 
in the community. This may include people with 
customary title (e.g. a chief) or people who hold a 
leadership role in another group, such as church 
pastor, leader of a women’s group or youth group 
leader. Encouraging these influential people to join the 
catchment group will increase its capacity to act and will 
increase community support. 

Catchment group membership should also adequately 
represent the various interests and roles of people living 
in the catchment. This broad representation will help 
to minimise the risk that some groups of people will be 
disadvantaged or benefit less from the group’s activities. 
It will also increase the capacity of the group to 
understand issues and solve problems because a diverse 
group will have many different perspectives, interests, 
knowledge, skills and values.

‘Disadvantaged’ groups, in particular, should be 
represented in a catchment group. Youth and women 
are often left out of decision-making processes, despite 
being affected by the outcomes of decisions. This is 
particularly important when it comes to water issues 
because women and youth often have the primary role 
in collecting water and using it for cooking, cleaning 
and washing. The exclusion of youth and women from 
decision-making has disadvantages for everyone in 
the community; women and youth may suffer from 
decisions that adversely affect them, and the community 
may miss out on the valuable perspectives and ideas 
that these people can bring.

The following list describes some other characteristics 
of people who may make significant contributions as 
catchment group members:

People who are motivated, interested and •	 want to be 
part of the catchment group

People who can represent existing community or •	
social groups (e.g. church groups)

People with businesses or commercial interests in •	
the catchment

People who already influence decision-making•	

People who can represent disadvantaged groups •	
who may not usually have much say in decisions 
(e.g. women and youth)

People who own or control land in the catchment•	

People whose livelihood depends on the catchment•	

People or businesses who pollute the catchment or •	
water in the catchment (e.g. streams)

People who have skills or education in •	
environmental management

It is up to the individual catchment group to develop 
its membership. Many groups may welcome anyone 
who wants to be a member and may select an executive 
committee of leaders from these members.

Membership may also be influenced by practical and 
financial constraints. Potential members will need 
to be able to travel to meetings and have a means of 
communicating with the group. 

See Getting active resource # 1: Stakeholder analysis in Part 4 
(page 45) for guidance on assessing stakeholders when 
considering group membership.

Develop a membership that broadly represents the diversity 
of peoples and activities within the catchment. Include people 
who have influence within catchment communities.

Representative and influential membership 
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Part 2: Ingredients for Effective Catchment Groups

Plan all activities and meetings so that they 
build community support and ownership of 
the catchment group.

Work towards a group where many people 
contribute and play a part in leadership

Undertake an assessment of community 
needs (e.g. PRA or RAP) prior to starting 
a catchment group. 

Build the catchment group around issues 
that are a high priority to the community.

Community support and 
ownership
A catchment group will never succeed unless the 
community supports it enough to want to attend 
meetings, participate in action days and, ultimately, run 
it by themselves. The main challenge for a catchment 
group started by an ‘outsider’ (e.g. a community 
development or government worker) is to build strong 
support and ownership in the community. This also 
applies to a group led by an individual or a small group 
from within the community. Groups that rely on just 
a few key people face a high risk of ‘burnout’. The 
catchment group will also lack resilience and may fail 
very quickly if these key people leave. Broad community 
support and ownership helps to build resilience and 
will create a group that is more representative of the 
community and far more effective in achieving its goals.

Some things to think about when starting a new 
catchment group are: 

How long are you (or the leaders) willing to work •	
on the group? 

Who is going to help you? •	

Who will replace you (or the leaders) if you leave? •	

How will the process of establishing and operating •	
the group encourage community ownership?

Encouraging and allowing community members to 
be involved in all aspects of the group’s development 
and operation is key to building ownership and 
support. Community members should be encouraged 
to take control of the decision-making related to 
group administration and activities. Initially, a process 
facilitated by an outsider may guide this, however, this 
must lead to the group taking control, with support 
provided only when requested. 

Many of the resources in the Getting active toolkit in Part 
4 can be used to encourage greater participation in 
group meetings and activities. 

Relevance to the community 
The community is more likely to be supportive of a 
catchment group if they can recognise connections 
between the group and issues impacting on their lives. A 
catchment group can be successfully established around 
an issue that is perceived to be important and relevant 
to the community, therefore it is critical to engage with 
the community to better understand the issues that 
affect them. However, the group should not remain 
focused on a single issue, It’s a good idea to tackle one 
issue at a time, but move on to other issues as some are 
solved and new priorities emerge.

It is important to involve a broad cross-section of the 
community, including youth and women, in order to 
get a fair representation of community perceptions of 
environmental and development issues. Techniques 
such as Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA) and 
Research of Aspirations and Perceptions (RAP) can be 
used to identify needs, concerns, aspirations, existing 
capacity and governance structures. These techniques 
also build relationships with the community and 
point the way to ‘entry points’ for mobilising the 
catchment group around relevant issues, recognising 
and capitalising on existing capacities, resources and 
social networks. In Vanuatu, a RAP led to communities 
identifying priority issues and choosing to start a 
catchment group as a means to address these issues.

See Getting active resource # 7: Identify and prioritise issues in 
Part 4 for suggestions on how to identify and agree on 
issues of most relevance.
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Part 2: Ingredients for Effective Catchment Groups

Linked to livelihoods
The ability to make a living through employment 
or subsistence living is a fundamental need of all 
community members. Many people in rural areas 
struggle to raise enough money to cover basic needs 
such as food, energy (e.g. kerosene), health care, soap, 
school fees and travel.

Findings from social research conducted by Live 
& Learn suggest that the success of community 
development activities and willingness to participate is 
directly related to making a living. The need to make 
a living to provide needs for the family or community 
takes precedence over time spent undertaking 
community development work. This could present 
a barrier to participation in a catchment group. If 
catchment groups are developed in a way that is 
relevant to making a living, however, this will facilitate 
involvement and be very relevant to community needs.

When developing a catchment group, pay special 
attention to activities that may provide opportunities for 
communities to increase their ability to make a living 
and to reduce poverty.

Acknowledge the critical need of 
communities to make a living through 
subsistence means or through earning 
money. Link catchment group activities to 
sustainable ways of making a living.

Build community support and ownership of the catchment group
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Part 2: Ingredients for Effective Catchment Groups

When developing a catchment group around issues 
that affect communities, it is important not to focus 
exclusively on problems or negative situations. Some 
problems may seem too big to deal with and may be 
overwhelming, leading to frustration and people giving 
up. 

A strength-based approach is about the group or 
community identifying what it already does well and 
what it has the capacity to do at the present time. This 
creates an empowering situation in which people’s 
skills and knowledge are respected and encouraged and 
can be used for positive outcomes. Some examples of 
strengths are:

Communities have extensive local and traditional •	
knowledge about their land and water 

Customary law can be used to protect sensitive •	
waterways

Communities often lack funding to undertake •	
projects, but the number of willing volunteers 
to undertake labour (e.g. digging a pit toilet) is a 
strength.

See Getting active resource # 5: Assessing our capacity in Part 
4 (page 53) for suggestions on how to identify group 
and community strengths.

A group of volunteers work together to build their community a new latrine.

Plan catchment group activities that utilise the existing 
strengths of communities; such as people’s knowledge, 
skills and available resources.

Focused on strengths
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Part 2: Ingredients for Effective Catchment Groups

It is important that members of a group have a common 
understanding of why the group exists, what it is 
seeking to achieve and how it is going to do it. This is 
called a shared vision. Building a shared vision should 
be a priority when forming a new group, however, you 
should expect the vision to be dynamic and evolve 
through time. A facilitator from outside the group can 
provide guidance to develop a vision, but the group 
must have ownership of the vision that is identified. 
Care should be taken to ensure that everyone involved 
has the opportunity to contribute to the development 
of the vision. If people in the group have very different 
ideas about goals and activities, this may lead to conflict 
and the group will most likely break up. The process of 
forming a group vision usually also helps to strengthen 
relationships among the group members.

See Getting active resource # 4: Values and vision for the future 
in Part 4 (page 51) for suggestions on how to involve the 
catchment group in identifying a shared vision.

Build a shared vision and shared goals for the catchment group, with 
an emphasis on participants sharing ideas and forming a common 
understanding.

Long-term visions and goals are important – but they 
also take a long time to achieve. A successful group 
will combine the talents of different people from the 
community. Some will be satisfied with taking a long-
term view of solving problems, but others will want 
to see immediate action and results. Individuals who 
want immediate action can bring energy, passion and 
motivation to a group, so it is important to keep them 
engaged. It is also important to keep involved people 
who will remain focused on long-term goals that may 
require careful planning and a longer time frame. 

Consider starting your group with a combination of 
long-term planning and visioning along with a hands-

on action project. The hands-on project should focus 
on group members’ interests and strengths. It will allow 
people to contribute immediately and give them a sense 
of achievement. Action can be very empowering and 
motivating, especially for the passionate people who 
bring life and vitality to a group. 

Simple actions include running fundraisers and 
awareness-raising events, conducting school talks and 
holding a clean-up event. Part 5: Action guide beginning 
on page 63, contains a variety of engaging action 
projects for a catchment group.

Initiate a hands-on action project early in the process of 
starting a catchment group.

Shared vision

Hands-on action

Realistic expectations
The ingredients for a successful 
catchment group listed on these 

pages provide something to aim for, 
however, it will take time to achieve these 
goals. In reality, a group will achieve these 
goals to varying degrees and the success of 
a group will change over time. 

It is important to have realistic expectations 
when starting a catchment group. It will 
take time to build community ownership, 
gain support from leaders, motivate 
members, establish relationships within the 
group and build partnerships with outside 
organisations.

Do not give up if your catchment group does 
not look like this straightaway!
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Part 2: Ingredients for Effective Catchment Groups

Most communities already have a range of groups 
established by various organisations or by the 
communities themselves. Examples are church groups, 
youth groups, sporting clubs or committees established 
by the government. When starting a catchment group, 
it is important to consider how the group will interact 
with these existing groups. If a group has already been 
established that shares the same goals, then it is best not 
to establish a new group that will compete for the same 
audience, funds and membership. However some very 
successful groups have grown from other groups that 
wanted to support new needs.

The presence of other groups, however, may be an 
advantage. A catchment group covers an area defined by 
catchment boundaries and is likely to include more that 
one community or village. Catchment group members 
may be drawn from the members of existing groups, 
who may choose to represent their community group 
in the broader catchment group. The catchment group 
has the potential to represent a range of views from a 
broader community or number of communities. It has 
the capacity to mobilise or involve a greater number of 
people in water and land management related activities. 

Consider using Getting active resource # 1: Stakeholder 

analysis in Part 4 (page 45) to assess the relationship that 
other groups have with the catchment group.

Check if there are existing groups that may be interested in linking to the catchment group 
(e.g. community water committees, national water advisory groups and church groups).

If there is a similar group that already exists, check that the catchment group will be different 
from this existing group. It will be difficult for both groups if they have similar aims and 
compete for the same audience, funds and membership.

Existing community groups

Local youth groups may already be active in the Catchment
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Part 2: Ingredients for Effective Catchment Groups

Support and recognition by 
customary and government 
leaders
Although the catchment group aims to be self-reliant 
and independent, it is still essential to have support and 
recognition from the established customary leaders and 
government. To be effective, the group must recognise 
and work within the existing systems of governance. 
For example, by establishing links with chiefs, the group 
may be able to assist in establishing rules or taboos 
for better land and water management, which can be 
implemented through customary law. Community 
members may be reluctant to participate in a catchment 
group if it does not have the recognition and support of 
customary leaders.

A relationship with government will provide the 
catchment group with many opportunities to 
participate in planning, provide feedback on decisions, 
advocate action on issues of importance and obtain 
technical assistance or resources. It is vitally important 
that the catchment group maintains a relationship 
with government so that the ‘door is open’ to have 
meaningful dialogue. It may be useful to work with 
government officials to educate them about the value 
of having an independent community group and, 
particularly, how the group can assist the government 
to achieve improved outcomes and services for 
communities. Government workers can be encouraged 
to be involved in supporting catchment groups through 
coordinating meetings, venues and action days, or by 
providing resources. Government workers should be 
encouraged, however, to limit their role to assisting 

groups, rather than controlling, directing or otherwise 
interfering with the groups’ independence. Technical 
advice can be valuable, but needs to be provided in a 
sensitive and timely way without dominating the group’s 
decisions.

Relationships with customary leaders and government 
may be established in a formal way, if desired, through a 
Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) or agreement 
that outlines roles and how the parties will work 
together.

Seek the recognition and support of customary and government leaders in establishing a 
catchment group to benefit communities.

Ensure that customary and government leaders understand the role of the catchment group and 
their relationship to the group.

Plan to maintain positive and open relationships between the catchment group and customary and 
government leaders.

Not my chief…
A pilot catchment group was 
established in a village on Efate, 

Vanuatu. Part of the community was very 
supportive, especially those from the 
Presbyterian Church. The village, however, 
had two chiefs who were in conflict, both 
believing they rightly held the chiefly title. 
Furthermore, support for these chiefs was 
split between two camps. 

Only one of the chiefs was involved in the 
catchment group and, not surprisingly, 
anyone who supported the other chief did 
not get involved in the group. This had an 
impact on how effective the group could be, 
because at least half the people living in the 
catchment were not involved. This situation 
was difficult to solve. It demonstrates the 
importance of having the endorsement of 
customary leaders. 
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Partnerships
A catchment group provides a great opportunity 
for improving coordination between the various 
organisations seeking to provide services or promote 
development within rural communities. These 
organisations include government, non-government 
organisations (NGOs) and local civil society groups. 
These groups often work in isolation from each 
other, even when their activities could be mutually 
beneficial. Of more concern is when the activities of 
different organisations are in conflict or competition 
with each other. This regularly occurs with regard to 
land and water management. Unfortunately, it is not 
uncommon for a government agency and NGOs to be 
working towards water quality protection, while another 
organisation in the same catchment is promoting a 
development that will pollute the common water supply. 

Partnerships between civil society groups and the 
government are critical to the success of Integrated 
Water Resource Management (IWRM). Civil society 
groups are often imbedded in communities and can 
assist a shift in attitude needed for IWRM to take place. 
The government uses a mandate from the Pacific Island 

population to govern, in a role that civil society groups 
can never assume. Civil society groups may develop 
deep grassroots connections and use these connections 
to reach communities that the government would never 
have the resources or capacity to reach. 

Therefore, a catchment group should seek to work with 
all of the relevant government agencies and NGOs. This 
approach recognises that land, water and people are 
connected within the catchment and that development 
and management needs to be holistic. Partnerships 
will lead to each group or organisation having a better 
understanding of each other’s activities, the needs of the 
communities and the catchment as a whole. 

Partnerships may also bring benefits and opportunities 
directly to the catchment group. These may include 
training, support, resources, technical advice, 
infrastructure, funding opportunities and participation 
in development programs. Many organisations will be 
very pleased to have an opportunity to coordinate their 
activities within a catchment and will welcome the 
opportunity to work with others. The input of these 
organisations will also help keep catchment group 
members motivated and feeling supported.

Invite government agencies, NGOs and civil society groups to 
work with the catchment group to better coordinate activities 
within the catchment.

Catchment groups must have 
support and recognition from 

established customary leaders 
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Coordination and resources
A catchment group will require coordination and 
resources in order to get started and to maintain the 
group. This includes determining meeting dates and 
venues, inviting participants, and covering reasonable 
costs of members’ travel, catering and venue hire, if 
necessary.

It is possible for a catchment group to coordinate 
its own meetings and to raise funds to cover costs, 
however, a new group will require some external 
support to get started. It is possible that groups will also 
require a level of ongoing support in subsequent years. 

The level of coordination and resources required to 
support a catchment group can be minimal and will 
vary according to the size of the catchment, transport 
availability and the number of members. Coordination 
and resources could easily be provided by an NGO or 

through a government department or agency. The latter 
is more desirable because the government is more likely 
to be able to support a catchment group in the long 
term by incorporating support for the group into their 
normal business. This has many advantages for both the 
government agency and the catchment group.

It is important to make a distinction between 
coordination of a catchment group and decision-
making within the group. Coordination can be external 
and involves provision of administrative support and 
resources to assist the catchment group to meet. This 
can also be described as ‘executive support’, where the 
coordinator may help the group establish a meeting 
place and provide transport for its members. An external 
coordinator, however, does not get involved in decision-
making within the catchment group. The group, 
therefore, maintains its independence and ownership of 
its activities.

Provide a coordinator who can give logistical and administrative 
support to the catchment group and provide resources.
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Part 2: Summary Points
Catchment groups will be more effective and relevant if they have representative and influential •	
memberships.

Strong community ownership is needed to create sustainable catchment groups.•	

Catchment groups must •	 get active to engage and empower communities. Activities that link with 
livelihoods are essential.

Partnerships between catchment groups, government, NGOs, businesses and other stakeholders are •	
vital for success.

Endorsement by customary leaders will greatly assist catchment groups to maintain community support •	
and have influence.

A catchment group will require coordination and resources to get started and to maintain the group. •	
This may be provided with support from government or NGOs.
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Part 3: 

Mobilising the  
catchment group
Part 3 provides guidance on how to go about forming 
and operating a catchment group, leading to a group 
that is effective and largely self-reliant. Four phases have 
been identified, which are summarised in Figure 4,on 
page 26. 

Getting Started
The first phase, Getting started, commences before the 
catchment group is formed and involves consultation 
with the community and government. The catchment 
group is formed if there is sufficient interest and 
support. This first phase includes activities that identify 
community issues, needs and strengths, and that build 
group membership, establish relationships between 
stakeholders and launch the group.

Getting Active
The Getting active phase of the group involves two 
initial approaches. The group may be mobilised through 

involvement in catchment-related projects or activities 
coordinated by government or NGOs. Alternatively, 
the catchment group can plan and implement their 
own projects or activities. In the latter case, the group 
should meet regularly to share ideas and learn about 
environmental and development issues within the 
catchment. Monitoring of results and ‘learning through 
doing’ will result in a reinforcing cycle of ongoing 
community involvement, where lessons learned and 
results achieved guide further activities.

Strengthening Group Governance
As the main ‘vehicle’ for planning and implementing 
actions, the catchment group must be in a healthy 
condition. Attention must be given to how the 
catchment group is structured and how it operates, 
with efforts made to strengthen the way its members 
work together to make decisions. The implementation 
of phase 3, Strengthening group governance, should 
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Part 3: Mobilising the Catchment Group

 

A) Focal point for governmental and
NGO-led Projects, training and planning

B) Projects planned and managed by the 
catchment group:

Enabling education: learning 
through Education for 

Sustainable Development (ESD)

Participatory 
planning

Taking 
action

Monitoring and 
evaluation

3. Strengthening 
group governance

1. Getting started

4. Self-reliant 
catchment group

2. Getting active

Figure 4: Catchment group mobilisation model

“To be successful, a catchment group must be 
built on a strong foundation, informed by a 

good knowledge of the social and environmental 
situation within the catchment.”

be ongoing throughout the life of a catchment group 
and, hence, will overlap each other phase. A significant 
proportion of the effort of government or NGO workers 
supporting the catchment group should be directed at 
this phase. 

The Self-reliant Catchment Group
The final phase of the model is a Self-reliant 
catchment group, which is characterised by a resilient 
catchment group of community members, with a high 
level of autonomy, motivation and direction to keep 
the group operating effectively. This does not mean 
that the group will operate entirely independently of 
external support. The process of becoming an effective 
group will be gradual, link group governance and 
performance, and come about through experience and 
learning. Groups may have setbacks at times and need 
more support for periods. Eventually leaders will need 
to move on, so other group members need to build the 
confidence and experience to be ready to take over one 
day. There is no need to designate one person to take 
over, it is usually better for several to be ready.

1. Getting started
We can assume that in the beginning, a catchment 
group will be started by a number of individuals from 
either a government department, NGO or from within 
the community. The Getting started section provides 
information to guide those starting a group. This phase 
is the beginning of the process of empowering and 
giving ownership to the community. 

A good understanding of the history, current 
circumstances and key relationships between people 
and organisations within the catchment is needed 
to provide an opportunity to design the catchment 
group strategically. For example, the catchment group 
can be established around an issue that is of concern 
to the community, key people with influence can be 
involved, endorsement from leaders can be established, 
community participation can be encouraged and 
conflict can be managed or avoided. 

Preparation also requires that those involved in 
establishing and supporting the catchment group have 
a clear understanding of their roles and responsibilities 
and are comfortable with them. Consultation and 
engagement with stakeholders is essential to establish 
‘where the community is at’ currently, and this also 
begins the process of building relationships. 
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Stakeholders
The first step to consultation is identifying the 
stakeholders in catchment management, which includes 
those people and institutions who have an influence 
on land or water management and those who live with 
the consequences of how the catchment is managed. 
The stakeholders will include government agencies, civil 
society or non-government organisations, industries or 
businesses, and private citizens, and these stakeholders 
may be local, national or international (see table above).

The list of potential stakeholders is very broad and, 
therefore, it may not be practical or realistic to consult 
with all of them prior to starting a catchment group. Key 
stakeholders should be selected by considering their 

roles and responsibilities and influence on water and 
land issues. Key stakeholders will most likely include 
the government agency whose core business is water 
management, local government, businesses established 
within the catchment and the general community. The 
latter is very important as the local community are those 
affected by the health of the catchment, and will take 
responsibility and ownership of the catchment group 
when it is established. Therefore, efforts should be made 
to include a representative group of local people in 
consultations, taking into consideration the diversity of 
gender, age, clan, ethnicity and religion present within 
the community. It may be helpful to use Getting active 

resource # 1: Stakeholder analysis in Part 4 to identify the 
most important people and groups to consult with. 

Table 1. Potential stakeholders in catchment management

Government 
stakeholders

Civil society or NGO 
stakeholders

Private stakeholders

Local/
provincial

Council of chiefs•	

Municipal council•	

Provincial government•	

Public utilities•	

Government •	
departments 

Community-based •	
organisations

Schools•	

Local sections of NGOs•	

Youth associations •	

Women’s’ groups•	

Churches•	

Village development •	
committees

Rural training centres•	

Local business, such •	
as farms and tourism 
businesses

Clans and families•	

Individuals of different •	
ages and genders

National Elected •	
representatives, 
such as members 
of parliament and 
ministers

National government •	
departments

Universities•	

National NGOs and NGO •	
coalitions

Branches of international •	
NGOs

Faith-based organisations•	

Universities•	

Teachers’ associations and •	
trade unions

National businesses, •	
such as engineering 
businesses

Business associations•	

Media (private)•	

International/
regional

Inter-governmental •	
organisations, such as 
SOPAC and SPREP

United Nations•	

Donors, such as ADB, •	
AusAID and NZaid

Regional NGOs and •	
networks

Faith-based organisations•	

International environmental •	
NGOs and water alliances

Business associations•	

Multinational •	
businesses, such as 
mining, logging and oil 
palm businesses

Media corporations•	
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Table 2. Key questions and considerations when establishing a catchment group

Category Questions Considerations 

Issues What issues do stakeholders or sectors of the 
community perceive to be important? (Ensure 
you have an equitable representation of views 
across the range of groups present, including 
different genders, ages, clans, ethnicities and 
religions.)

How do different groups within the community 
perceive the relative importance of a variety 
of issues? (E.g. health, water, land disputes, 
fishing and logging money.)

Consider a focus on an issue/issues that are 
important and relevant to the community as 
‘entry points’.

Ensure that all opinions within the community 
are considered. Do not exclude groups who 
have less voice in decision-making.

Aspirations What are the aspirations of particular 
stakeholders or sectors of the community? 
(Ensure an equitable representation of various 
groups, including different genders, ages, 
clans, ethnicities and religions.)

Consider focusing catchment group goals 
around aspirations of the community and 
stakeholders.

Capacity What are the strengths of the community? 
What does the community already do well? 
What can the community contribute now? 
Consider a range of possible strengths, 
including existing knowledge of the land and 
water, attitudes of people or groups (are they 
motivated?), and skills and resources (e.g. 
labour and building materials).

Consider starting with activities that 
build upon existing strengths. This will 
be empowering, rather than focusing on 
problems that are beyond the capacity of the 
group to solve by themselves. 

Power and 
influence

Who currently makes decisions or has 
influence on the way water or land is managed 
or used? Who does not have influence but is 
affected by the outcomes of decisions? 

Attempt to establish a broad-based 
membership that includes people who already 
have some power or influence over land and 
water management (this way the group is likely 
to have more influence).

Also ensure, however, that the group includes 
members (e.g. women and youth) who may 
not have had power and influence in the past. 
These people should be treated as equals 
within the group.

Relationships What are the major groups and stakeholders 
in land and water management? What 
sort of relationships do these groups and 
stakeholders have with each other? What 
conflicts or sensitivities exist within the 
catchment?

Ensure that the catchment group is broadly 
inclusive of the interests within the catchment, 
but be aware and sensitive to existing 
conflicts. It is useful to bring groups together 
within the catchment group that have different 
goals or opposing views on issues – this can 
be the foundation of constructive dialogue – 
however, the way in which conflicting groups 
participate within a catchment group must be 
thoughtfully managed. If a powerful group 
(such as an industry) does not agree with the 
catchment groups goals, it may be necessary 
to not allow them to influence the group as a 
member.
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Key questions and  
considerations
Many decisions will need to be made when first 
establishing a catchment group. These include deciding 
who should be a member, where the group should meet 
(e.g. which village), who should coordinate the group, 
what resources will be required to keep the group 
running and what issues the group should focus on. An 
established group will gradually become independent 
and determine which issues they will be involved in 
themselves. In the beginning, however, it is useful to 
focus the group on an issue of significance as an ‘entry 
point’. It is important to understand that communities 
will only mobilise into action in response to an issue or 
need that affects their daily lives. 

Information that is useful prior to establishing a 
catchment group can be organised into five categories: 
Issues, Aspirations, Capacity, Power and influence, and 
Relationships. The table below provides examples of 
questions that can be asked to gather information about 
these factors. It also suggests how the findings may 
influence decisions about forming the catchment group.

Engaging with communities  
and stakeholders
Communities and stakeholders can be engaged 
through a number of methods, such as meetings with 
individuals or groups, structured or semi-structured 
interviews and through participatory appraisals. Each 
of these techniques can be used to answer many of the 
questions listed in Table 2 and to inform the design of a 
catchment group. If time allows, participatory appraisal 
is particularly useful because the process encourages 
the community to take a degree of ownership of the 
catchment group from the outset. 

Several ‘tools’ used for engaging with communities 
and stakeholders are described in Part 4: Getting active 

toolkit. These include facilitation tools for participatory 
appraisal, such as Getting active resource # 7: Identify and 

prioritise issues and Getting active resource # 10: Problem 

linking. Participatory appraisal methods are described in 
further detail in the boxed text on this page.

Participatory appraisal
Live & Learn conducted participatory 
appraisal prior to establishing pilot catchment 

group programs in the Teouma and Sarakata 
catchments in Vanuatu. Participatory appraisal is a 
social research and education process that is used 
to engage with stakeholders prior to establishing 
catchment groups. The process examines 
community perceptions of environmental, 
cultural, social and economic issues and how 
these interact. 

Participatory appraisal can be undertaken in a 
relatively short period of time to get a picture of 
the current situation within the community. To 
be realistic, empowering and representative, it 
needs to involve the diversity of groups within the 

community, and not just the community ‘gate-
keepers’, who most often have influence. For 
example, participatory appraisal should seek the 
opinions of leaders, women and youth, because 
each is likely to have a different perspective. 

Participatory appraisal is an empowering two-
way process, whereby both the facilitators 
and participants have opportunities to learn. 
Research of Aspirations and Perceptions (RAP) 
and Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA) are two 
suitable ways of engaging with stakeholders 
through participatory appraisal. The process 
relies on good facilitation and the use of a variety 
of ‘tools’ that encourage the community to 
participate in examining issues and questions. 
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Endorsement through 
agreements and partnerships
Those starting a catchment group should consider 
establishing agreements and partnerships with existing 
leaders to gain their endorsement of the group and its 
activities. This may increase the membership, support 
and effectiveness of the group in influencing change.

Agreements and partnerships can be formal or 
informal. An informal agreement, witnessed by regarded 
community members, may be sufficient or it may be 
useful to have a ceremony celebrating the signing 
or verbal affirmation of a more formal agreement. A 
Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) is a formal 
way of establishing an agreement that identifies how 
a catchment group will interact with government 
or leaders. It is a good way to clarify each other’s 
expectations so that leaders understand and agree with 
the role of the group, and how they will cooperate with 
it. Partnerships and agreements that clearly identify 
expectations and roles are particularly important if the 
catchment group is to have independence and avoid a 
situation where leaders develop feelings or perceptions 
of their power or influence being threatened. 

An MOU usually describes the role and purpose of each 
group and makes statements about how they will relate 
to and support each other. In this way, ground rules are 
established. This can avoid any future conflicts and also 
lead to relationships that support group activities.

An MOU or formal agreement may be delayed until 
after the group has formed. This will provide group 
members with more input and ownership of any MOU 
that is established. 

Establishing the initial 
membership 
After identifying potential members, these people 
should be invited along to the first meeting to get the 
group started. This will take more planning than simply 
sending an invitation letter. Direct face-to-face meetings 
with potential members will provide an opportunity 
to explain what the group is about and encourage 
participation. It might also be necessary to provide 
transportation to encourage people to attend.

Remember to target members who broadly represent 
the diversity of people and groups within the catchment, 
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including disadvantaged groups. Also invite people who 
have a high level of influence in the catchment. Refer 
to the checklist of ingredients for effective catchment groups 
commencing on page 14 for further suggestions.

Another way to attract members is to advertise or make 
people aware of the group through media (newsletters, 
newspapers or radio), or to promote membership 
through other community meetings. The advantage of 
these methods is that people who ask to be members on 
their own initiative are more likely to be motivated and 
contribute to group activities. 

Launch the catchment group
An official launch is a great way to start off a catchment 
group. It can draw attention to the group and increase 
community awareness of its existence and role. Any 
launch should respect local protocols and involve 
customary leaders and government officials as 
appropriate. Community involvement should also be 
encouraged. 

Use the launch to explain the purpose and role of 
the catchment group to the audience. This is also an 
opportunity to sign up more members. The launch 
can also be a celebration, with food and entertainment 
provided. This may help set the tone for future 
catchment group meetings, which have a serious side 
but should also be enjoyable, however, ensure that the 
group is not committed to providing food for members 
if this is not sustainable.

Initial meetings
Initial meetings of the catchment group should be 
enjoyable, engaging and start to paint a picture of the 
potential of the group to create benefits for members 
and the local community. The following outcomes 
should be considered as a focus for the early meetings:

Raise participants’ awareness of the role and •	
purpose of the catchment group. Participants 
should understand how the catchment group 
relates to other groups and the community. They 
should also be made aware of its potential, perhaps 
through some examples of what it could achieve.

Establish a group culture of participation and •	
ownership. From the outset, every attempt should 
be made to involve members in the decisions and 
running of the group. This will set the course 
towards the catchment group’s eventual autonomy 

– even though this may be a long way off. Members 
should be involved in deciding when and where 
the group will meet, and they may suggest new 
members to be involved. Consider using Getting 

active resource # 2: Encouraging participation to 
promote involvement. 

Give the group a name! A catchment group can be •	
named anything at all. Brainstorming and coming 
up with a name suggested by members is an 
empowering and symbolic step towards community 
ownership.

Consider starting up a small and achievable action •	
project for the group to be involved with. The 
action should be focused on an issue perceived 
to be of local significance or priority for group 
members (e.g. clean up a site that is littered with 
plastic wastes).

A new catchment group will probably take some time 
to gain momentum, and it can be anticipated that 
some members may leave the group, while other new 
members may join. This is to be expected and may 
actually be an advantage as the people who stay with the 
group are those more likely to be actively involved.

“I now declare the catchment  
group officially launched  
… (OK, let’s eat!)”

Community members, including business 
owners, customary leaders, landowners, 
government leaders and NGOs, were invited 
to the launch of the Teouma River Catchment 
Group. Letters were hand-delivered to invitees, 
along with a pamphlet. This gave organisers 
a chance to tell invitees about the group in 
person and allowed for follow-up phone calls, 
where required. The pamphlet explained some 
background about the catchment group, its 
purpose and its role. 

The group was launched in Eratap and the 
launch was attended by about 50 people. 
The local pastor, rural water supply officer 
(government) and Live & Learn staff made 
speeches about the catchment group prior to its 
official launch. Lunch was then served. 

The launch was successful in raising the profile 
of the group, and the opportunity was taken to 
sign up several new members. 
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2. Getting active
A catchment group is not a project. It is intended to be 
an enduring group that provides the community with 
increased participation in the management of resources 
within the catchment. The Getting active phase of 
the catchment group, however, can be thought of as 
projects that happen within the catchment group or are 
managed by the catchment group. 

Projects offered by NGOs and 
other organisations
There are numerous country, regional and international 
NGOs operating in Pacific Island countries, and 
many have goals related to issues that occur within 
a catchment. Issues may include land management, 
protected areas and biodiversity, human rights, 
water and sanitation, and sustainable livelihoods. 
Unfortunately, activities of NGOs and government 
are often not well-coordinated or strategic, leading to 
misdirected or replicated effort.

The catchment group provides a potential focal point 
for government and non-government projects and 
programs, and can help to coordinate efforts. This 
is because the catchment can act as a hub, with the 
community beneficiaries in the centre of this hub. The 
catchment group members will be aware of activities 
happening within the catchment and will, therefore, 
be well placed to advise government or NGOs on who 
should be involved in projects and training.

The catchment group members could also form the 
target audience for projects and training, particularly 
those with a ‘train the trainer’ approach. This can 
provide an efficient way of disseminating awareness 
and training through catchment communities. It will 
also help build the overall capacity and strength of a 
catchment group. 

Failure to launch …
The first pilot catchment group in the Teouma River catchment ran into difficulties in the first 

six months after the launch. The meetings were promoted and organised, but were consistently 
postponed by the community or went ahead with low attendance. This prompted organisers to 

investigate the reasons for the apparent lack of interest. Findings suggested that a range of other 
activities, especially paid employment, gardening and church commitments, preoccupied people living 
in the catchment. Some people did not recognise any issues in the catchment that they thought were 
important for the group to deal with. Others were concerned about issues, but were not inspired by 
the group because of its early focus on learning about problems and establishing group governance. 
The decision was made to postpone the Teouma Catchment Group until sufficient interest could be 
generated. 

So what were the lessons learned? 

Lessons learned were taken onboard for the very successful pilot catchment group launched in the 
Sarakata catchment. These included establishing the catchment group in a place where communities 
perceived water issues to be very important, drawing more connections between the groups activities 
and people’s livelihoods, and starting the group with tangible, hands-on actions that motivated members 
and made them feel like the group really could achieve something. 
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Ready-made target audience
The Sarakata Catchment Group became 
the focal point for the pilot community 

Water Safety Plan project in Vanuatu. The 
project coordinators used the group to conduct 
‘train the trainer’ workshops. Catchment group 
members were mobilised and conducted over 
200 water safety audits in households in the 
lower and middle catchment. The catchment 
group was a strategic audience for the project 
due to its members’ previous knowledge about 
water issues and their community connections. 
The catchment group members benefited 
through increased knowledge of water issues 
and were empowered through an opportunity 
to take action. The final beneficiaries were the 
householders who became more aware of water 
contamination risks and were shown simple 
actions to improve or maintain clean water 
supplies. 

A catchment group can prove an effective agent 
for implementing government or NGO projects. 

Enabling education: 
learning through 

Education for Sustainable 
Development (ESD)

Taking action

Monitoring and 
evaluation

Participatory 
planning

Projects managed by the 
catchment group
A catchment group can also be mobilised to undertake 
its own projects. There are numerous documented 
models and systems of project management that could 
be used by a catchment group to plan, manage and 
undertake activities. This handbook suggests a very 
simple operating approach, which is adaptable and 
easy for communities to follow (see Figure 5 below). 
It is based on the concept of ‘learning through doing’ 
and linking learning to taking action. Monitoring and 
evaluation are also an essential part of the process, 
ensuring that lessons learned and outcomes of activities 
can be used to improve future activities.

Figure 5: Operating approach for catchment groups
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Learning through Education for 
Sustainability (EFS)
It is necessary for the catchment group to learn 
about environmental issues affecting the catchment 
before they become involved in activities to respond 
to the issues. Education for Sustainability (EFS) 
seeks to ‘enable’ the catchment group to participate 
in planning and action. For example, to participate 
effectively, catchment group members need to have an 
understanding of the consequences of their choices 
and of the activities that happen in the catchment. They 
also need to be able to understand the points of view 
of other catchment group members or visiting experts. 
EFS is a flexible process that can be achieved in many 
different ways, however, it has some key features that 
should be incorporated in learning activities. 

The educational activities should draw connections 
between environmental, social and economic issues. 
This recognises that these factors do not occur in 
isolation and are interrelated. For example, when 
catchment group members learn about how poorly 
managed toilets can pollute streams, they should also be 
encouraged to consider how this links to people’s health 
and livelihoods and, hence, to poverty.

Educational activities should encourage critical thinking 

skills, which are needed for making decisions and 
solving problems. This type of education is ‘learner 
centred’, where the catchment group members are given 
the opportunity to express their opinions, listen to other 
views and make their own judgements and conclusions. 
Critical thinking is not about the exchange of simple 
facts, it is about considering whether you agree or 
disagree with an idea or suggestion. For example, a 
company may have suggested that a plantation is the 
best form of development for the catchment because 
it generates income and employment. What does the 
catchment group think of this idea? Do they agree or 
disagree? What are possible benefits and impacts of this 
idea? Who might benefit and who might not benefit? 
What conclusions can be reached?

EFS provides opportunities for the sharing of 
knowledge and the creation of new knowledge. The 
members of the catchment may come from different 
parts of the catchment and be involved in very different 
activities (e.g. business, farming or fishing). Therefore, 
there is great potential for people to learn from each 
other. Each person will come to the group with different 
experiences, knowledge, skills, values and attitudes. 

Learning may also encourage the creation of new 
knowledge from outside the group. This can occur 
when the catchment group identifies an issue or activity 
that it wants to find out more about. An expert could 
then be invited to speak to the group or the group could 
undertake its own research to find the answers to its 
questions. 

Learning should be linked to action. Taking action is 
a way of developing and practising skills and, hence, 
is a way of learning through doing. If the catchment 
group wants to have a positive impact on sustainable 
development, then all learning must be linked to doing 
something. When learning about an issue, catchment 
group members should be encouraged to consider 
what they can or should do about the issue. What 
responsibility do they have to do something? What 
capacity do they have to influence this issue? How can 
they go about taking this action?

The process of EFS underpins the entire operation 
phase and not just the first step. As suggested, EFS 
is also part of planning and taking action. A range of 
activities that use the EFS approach has been included 
in Part 4: Getting active toolkit. These include Getting active 

resources # 7 to # 11 (pages 55 to 62)
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Participation in decision-making is •	
empowering to communities. It provides 
people with an opportunity to realise their 
own potential.

Participation allows a community to take full •	
advantage of the diverse knowledge, skills 
and experiences that it contains.

Participation in decision-making allows •	
the needs of everyone in the community 
to be considered. A lack of participation 
raises the potential for certain groups to be 
disadvantaged (e.g. women and youth).

Empowerment through participation is •	
particularly important in the Pacific, where 

long distances between islands make 
the provision of centralised services and 
resources difficult. Participation increases 
local determination of decisions and can 
create better outcomes for the community.

Participation in decision-making involves real •	
learning, where people critically think about 
issues and solutions, enhancing the capacity 
of the community to respond to future 
challenges.

Participation allows fairness and transparency •	
in decision-making and helps to maintain a 
peaceful society.

Participatory planning
Participatory planning is a process of making 
decisions and deciding on a course of action based 
on the participation and ideas of a group. It allows the 
community to take more ownership of which activities 
or actions will happen in the future, rather than handing 
over this responsibility to an authority. Participatory 
planning provides group members with opportunities 
to learn. It is very empowering. Ownership of plans 
is a significant outcome of participatory methods. 
When community members feel ownership, they are 
more likely to comply with rules or policies and to 
cooperate in actions or activities. The starting point of 
participatory planning is developing a shared vision of 
what the group wants to achieve.

Practical outcomes of participatory planning include:

Examining and gaining a better understanding of •	
issues

Clarifying aims and objectives•	

Deciding what to do, through investigating the •	
available opportunities and options

Identifying available and required resources and •	
skills

Establishing a process and the logistics required to •	
implement an action (who, what, when and how)

Identifying methods to monitor or evaluate •	
progress.

Several community mobilisation tools designed to 
assist with participatory planning are described in 
Part 4: Getting active toolkit. These include Getting active 

resources # 4, # 5 and # 7 (pages 51 to 56). These are 
just a selection of the many participatory tools that are 
available in various resources and training manuals. 

Why participatory planning? 
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Table 3. Types of actions that can be undertaken by catchment groups

Type of action When might it be used? What might it involve?

Consultation When the catchment group is invited to give 

comment or input into a government planning 

process

Catchment group members consulting with the •	

broader community

Representing community views by attending •	

planning meetings and/or making written 

submissions

Advocacy When the catchment group wants to affect 

change to a plan, decision or policy that has 

been made by an authority (e.g. government)

Raising issues directly with the government and/•	

or putting issues in the public spotlight (e.g. 

writing letters to ministers, media involvement, 

conducting public meetings or rallies)

Rules and policies When the catchment group has members with 

the authority to establish rules or policies, or the 

support of people who have this authority 

Customary leaders involved with the catchment •	

group create rules regarding land or resource 

use (e.g. taboo on clearing riverside vegetation)

Hands-on works When the catchment group has the capacity to 

make a change happen by doing it themselves 

Mobilising the broader community to take part •	

in action. Examples include clean-up days, tree 

planting, removing weeds, and building toilets, 

wells or rainwater tanks.

Demonstration 

projects

When the group or a community member has 

developed an example of best practice or a 

solution to a problem that they would like to 

share publicly and encourage others to replicate

Inviting community members or government to •	

a site to learn about a certain practice or solution 

(e.g. an open day to view a composting toilet or 

water tank design) 

Writing project 

proposals

When the catchment group has clear goals and 

plans for an action, but needs extra resources or 

funding to make it happen

Writing applications for grants •	

Forming a partnership with an NGO who can •	

make an application on behalf of the group

Education and 

awareness

When the catchment group wants to encourage 

other people living in the catchment to gain new 

skills, or change their behaviour and attitudes 

towards an issue

Holding meetings, workshops and training •	

sessions

Creating posters and school materials•	

Engaging media to raise community awareness •	

Collaboration When the catchment group acts in partnership 

with the government or another party (such as an 

industry) to solve an issue or take an action

Shared vision, combining resources, an MOU, •	

developing an action plan

Monitoring When the catchment group requires information 

on an environmental or social indicator to 

measure the extent of a problem or impact of an 

action

Conducting surveys, audits or interviews •	

Using scientific monitoring equipment to •	

measure environmental parameters (e.g. testing 

for faecal coliform bacteria in drinking water)

Taking action
Improved environmental management and sustainability 
requires change to occur. This can only happen through 
action. The particular action taken by a catchment 
group will depend upon the issue of concern, the 
objectives of the catchment group, the support 
available and the capacity of the group to achieve 
the course of action. A catchment group should be 
encouraged to work to its strengths and be realistic 

about its goals. Taking on an action that is beyond the 
capacity of the group may lead to feelings of failure and 
disempowerment.

The following table suggests broad categories of actions 
that may be considered by a group, depending on 
their local circumstances and issues. It is not feasible 
to describe each type of action in detail, however, a 
selection of ideas for action projects has been included 
in Part 5: Action guide (page 63).
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Monitoring and evaluation 
Monitoring can occur throughout the duration of a 
program, project or activity. To monitor is to check 
on the progress of activities and the resultant affects 
(intended and unintended) of the activities. It requires 
regular observations and recording of activities that take 
place. Monitoring allows adjustments to be made to 
activities as they progress. 

Evaluation is the process of assessing the achievements 
of a project or activity in relation to the planned 
objectives. Information collected and recorded during 
monitoring can contribute to an evaluation. Evaluation, 
however, usually compares the situations before and 
after an activity or project. Evaluation can be used 
to unearth lessons from the project implementation 
experience and apply them to the planning of future 
projects.

Monitoring and evaluation are usually included in 
project implementation plans, but they are seldom 
given the attention they deserve. If the monitoring and 
evaluation is well-designed and timely, results should 
allow for project activities to be modified and improved. 

‘Action research’ is the name given to an approach 
where monitoring and evaluation are used to make 
changes to activities during a project, rather than 
waiting until the project has finished. Figure 6 
demonstrates this process and how it may benefit a 
project by leading to revised plans.

Evaluation should benefit the communities in which 
the work is being carried out. Too often communities 
never see evaluation data and, therefore, have no 
opportunity to use the data to further improve practice 
and capacity. With some guidance, communities are well 
placed to participate in impact evaluation, because they 
experience any changes first-hand. 

One effective method to enhance monitoring and 
evaluation is the Most Significant Change (MSC) 
technique. It is a form of participatory monitoring and 
evaluation in which stories of change are collected from 
the community. This process involves the collection 
of ‘significant change’ stories from the field and the 
systematic selection of the most significant stories by 
project stakeholders and partners. Project stakeholders 
then discuss the value of the stories, how successes 
can be replicated and how to identify limitations and 
opportunities. It is participatory because many project 

stakeholders are involved both in deciding the sorts of 
change to be recorded and in analysing the data. The 
MSC technique is well suited to programs that are: (i) 
complex and produce diverse and emergent outcomes; 
(ii) have numerous organisational layers; (iii) are focused 
on social change and advocacy. 

Take heart from lessons 
learned
Monitoring and evaluation sometimes 

shows that an activity is not achieving 
its intended outcomes. It is important to 
emphasise to a group that if their first activity 
fails, it is only the failure of that activity, not of 
their vision. They should not be deterred, but 
encouraged to think up different activities to try, 
without needing to abandon the vision.

Figure 6: Model of Action Research (O’Brien 
1998, after Kemmis and McTaggart 1988)
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3. Strengthening group 
governance
The sustainability of the catchment group and the 
activities it undertakes are strongly linked to how 
the catchment group operates and is governed. The 
catchment group model therefore includes a focus on 
strengthening the group, in addition to focusing on 
issues affecting the community and environment. 

Strengthening the catchment group is likely to require 
support from an NGO or government agency with skills 
and experience in areas such as:

Setting ground rules•	

Facilitation and running effective meetings•	

Developing a shared vision•	

Roles, responsibilities and group structure•	

Relationship building (within the group)•	

Decision-making•	

Managing funding•	

Conflict resolution•	

This is one of the main areas where the government 
or NGOs can provide support. The support targets the 
processes that help the group work together, but does 
not interfere with the decisions made by the group 
using their agreed process. 

For example, an NGO or government-employed 
facilitator may work with a catchment group to help 
determine how important decisions will be made. The 
group may decide that they will vote on important 
decisions and go with the majority vote. The facilitator 
has assisted the group to make decisions but will not 
be involved in actual voting, which is the independent 
business of the group members. 

The following sections outline some of the key 
areas where external support may be provided to the 
catchment group to assist them to work together more 
effectively.
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Setting ground rules
A new catchment group is likely to include a range of 
people who have never sat down together as members 
of the same group. If efforts have been made to involve 
people from different sectors of the community (e.g. 
customary leaders, women and business people), it 
is possible that conflicts may exist that pre-date the 
group’s formation. It is therefore critical to start off 
in a positive way, by identifying common and agreed 
principles that define how the group will work together. 
This is a form of conflict management and can be used 
to bring people together by identifying their common 
goals and acknowledging their differences. Developing 
‘ground rules of how we work’ is like a personal 
contract that members must abide by.

A third party who is not a member of the catchment 
group can facilitate development of guiding principles. 
The principles may cover issues such as:

Participation (who can participate)•	

Equality (are all members treated equally?)•	

Partnerships (are partnerships actively encouraged?)•	

Communication (how do we communicate with •	
others? Listening to one another with respect)

Independence and accountability (who do we •	
answer to and are we independent?).

Facilitation 
In the early phase of forming a catchment group, 
a government or NGO worker will undertake the 
facilitation. Facilitation is a highly skilled task and it may 
take some time before the catchment group develops 
the capacity to take on this role itself. 

Good facilitation can enhance participation, ownership 
and empowerment of the catchment group. Poor 
facilitation can have the reverse effects. A facilitator’s 
main role is to engage and mobilise communities 
through the catchment group. A facilitator is not 
expected to be an ‘expert’ and have all the answers, 
but is expected to bring the community together and 
create opportunities for a common vision. For this to 
eventuate, the facilitator needs to manage different 
agendas and interests and ensure everyone has an 
opportunity to speak. 

Often, participation and consultation are perceived as 
the same, but they are quite different. Consultation is 

merely a meeting where an issue is discussed; there 
is no obligation to take onboard community views. 
Participation is a process whereby communities are 
actively contributing, deciding and taking control of 
their own development.

It is easy for a facilitator to fall into the ‘consultation 
trap’. Therefore, it is important to always consider that 
community ownership and participation in developing 
solutions to problems in the catchment is key to 
sustaining the impact of the group.

An effective facilitator performs the following role:

Makes it easier for members to share their ideas and •	
learn from one another

Encourages participants to share ideas and •	
experiences with each other

Ensures both women and men are comfortable •	
participating

Uses inclusive language•	

Provides or creates an environment in which •	
participants can learn quickly

Helps the group focus on the subject being •	
discussed

Helps each member give and receive feedback about •	
the learning circle activities and management

Assists in solving problems or conflict situations•	

Summarises ideas or reports at the end of the •	
session or day

Shares new ideas and other information related to •	
the subject being learned

Assists the group to arrive at decisions•	

Sustains the interest or motivation of the group in •	
the learning activities

Maintains order and good feeling within the group•	

Initiates or poses ideas or questions that stimulate •	
participants to talk and discuss among themselves

Clarifies unclear messages or questions•	

Provides direction in discussions and learning •	
activities

“Facilitation is the art, not of putting ideas 
into people’s heads, but drawing ideas out.”

Anonymous



M
O

B
IL

IS
IN

G
 T

H
E

 
C

A
TC

H
M

E
N

T 
G

R
O

U
P

42

Part 3: Mobilising the Catchment Group

An effective facilitator 
Stays neutral and objective•	

Paraphrases continuously•	

Asks probing questions•	

Ask both open-ended and closed •	
questions

Ask questions using different formats•	

Encourages participation•	

Makes clear and timely summaries•	

Moves smoothly to new topics•	

Knows when to stop•	

Listens actively•	

Uses good body language.•	

Monitors time and process•	

Responds to the needs expressed by or observed •	
among the participants

Provides a role model for the group, demonstrating •	
how respectful interactions between people with 
different opinions, life experiences and abilities can 
be achieved. 

Consider using the resources provided in Part 4: Getting 

active toolkit (page 44) to assist with facilitation. These 
resources are a step-by-step facilitator’s guide to 
involving participants in dialogue for a range of different 
purposes, including visioning, planning, prioritising 
issues and decision-making.

A facilitator leading a team building activity with some catchment group members
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Roles and responsibilities 
A government officer or NGO worker may initiate a 
catchment group, however, the group must then go 
through a transition towards community ownership. 
Establishing the roles and responsibilities of members, 
and if possible formalising these roles, is a great way 
to begin. Someone who works with the group (but 
who is not a member) can facilitate the process of 
formalising roles, however, the group should participate 
and have ownership of the decision about roles and 
responsibilities.

The catchment group members can be involved in 
deciding how the group is structured and managed. It 
is very likely that some catchment group members will 
have been on committees and groups before and they 
will have their own ideas about how the group could be 
structured. 

Possible governance structures include a structure with 
a chairperson or president, secretary and treasurer. 
Alternatively, a group may form a management 
committee with roles that represent different groups 
within the catchment (e.g. tourism, youth, church, 
women and agriculture groups). Other groups 
may choose to use a non-formal or flat governance 
structure where everyone is considered equal and 
encouraged to have a say. A potential downfall of a 
non-formal structure is the possibility that no one will 
take responsibility for organising activities or calling 
meetings.

Decision-making 
A catchment group may avoid conflicts about 
contentious or sensitive issues and work more 
efficiently by agreeing on a process to make important 
decisions. An agreed decision-making process is 
probably not required for day-to-day decisions, such as 
when or where the next meeting will be held, but it is 
useful when more serious issues arise. Several options 
are available for how decisions are made. For example, 
a catchment group may decide to take a certain course 
of action when a majority of members vote in favour. 
Other groups may prefer to make important decisions 
by consensus (when all group members agree).

Consider undertaking Getting active resource # 3: Inclusive 

decision-making (page 49) to explore the value of 
participatory decision-making with catchment group 
members.

Conflict Resolution
Conflict may arise when group members cannot agree 
on goals or the action to take in reaching a goal. The 
presence of conflict within a catchment group is not 
totally negative. Conflict can indicate that people are 
passionate about issues, a necessary condition for 
empowerment and action. If conflict is not managed, 
however, it can lead to a breakdown of relationships, 
division within the group and conflicting goals. This can 
be harmful to the group.

The following principles from Fisher and Ury (1981), 
provides a useful approach to resolving or managing 
conflict.

Separate the people from the problem (treat the •	
other party as your collaborator in solving the 
problem, you can see yourself as disliking the 
problem, while still respecting the other person who 
most likely is also troubled by the problem)

Focus on interests, not positions (look at people’s •	
underlying needs, not what they say they want. This 
increases the options for satisfying everyone)

Invent options for mutual gain (seek win-win •	
solutions, not one winner and one loser) 

Search for objective criteria (if you have not •	
solved the conflict yet, try to agree to abide by an 
independent standard, e.g. an economic or building 
expert’s advice; or a fair process e.g. one cuts, the 
other chooses)

For more suggestions on dealing with conflict, consider 
using Getting active resource # 6: Dealing with 
conflict and emotion (page 54) for further guidance on 
facilitating solutions to conflict situations.
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4. Self-reliant catchment 
group
A self-reliant catchment group can only develop when 
the community feels a high degree of ownership and 
support for the group, and when there exists the 
capacity to keep the catchment group running. Self-
reliance is therefore a strong indicator of success and 
sustainability, particularly relating to group governance. 

Self-reliance and autonomy should be a long-term 
goal for a catchment group. But what does a self-
reliant catchment group look like? The following 
characteristics are good indicators of a catchment group 
with a high level of self-reliance:

Meetings are organised internally by members•	

Activities and actions are undertaken regularly•	

The group is proactive in seeking support and •	
partnerships

The group reacts promptly to local issues of •	
significance without external encouragement

The group has members with clearly established •	
roles and defined responsibilities

The group generates its own resources and funding•	

Catchment groups  
incorporated
Sometime in its development, it is possible that 
a catchment group may decide to become legally 
registered under the country’s relevant legislation for 
not-for-profit organisations or charities. This may be 
referred to as becoming incorporated or becoming 
an association, depending on the country’s laws. For 
example, in Vanuatu, a group can apply for registration 
as a ‘not-for-profit charitable organisation’. Legislation 
such as this requires certain conditions to be met. These 
conditions vary from country to country. Typically, 
conditions include having a management board with 
people nominated or elected into certain positions (e.g. 
president and treasurer). A constitution may be required 
and the group may also be required to hold annual 
general meetings.

The legal registration of a catchment group has 
advantages and disadvantages that must be considered. 
The disadvantages include reporting obligations to 

government and the possible expenses involved. If 
obligations are not met, this could threaten the viability 
of the group. The flip side is that legal recognition 
may encourage the group to become more organised. 
Furthermore, legal recognition allows a group to apply 
for grants and sponsorship, provided it has the capacity 
to manage its own funding. 

The following questions should be considered before 
deciding to become a legally registered organisation:

What authority is responsible for administering •	
registration? 

What documents are needed to register?  ›

How long does the registration take and what is  ›
the cost? 

What are the legal reporting requirements to  ›
local authorities? 

What forms of government supervision exist?  ›

To which government authorities does the  ›
catchment group have to report? 

What are the frequency and nature of the reports  ›
requested?

What standards must the catchment group  ›
comply with? 

Writing a constitution
A constitution typically contains the 
following information:

Preamble•	

Explanation of the organisation’s name •	
and logo

Basic aim and purpose of organisation•	

Mission statement•	

Membership (including types, •	
conditions/qualifications of members, 
status, length of service, procedure 
to become members, rights and 
obligations)

Organisational structure•	

Asset management (e.g. finance and •	
property, and membership fees)

Legal status•	

Contact address•	
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Is it possible or necessary to register as a charity? •	

If yes, how is this done?  ›

What are the costs?  ›

What are the advantages and disadvantages for  ›
the catchment group and donors? 

What are the catchment group’s obligations •	
towards taxation? 

Which taxes are, or may be, payable?  ›

What are the conditions for tax exemption?  ›

Who will complete tax assessments?  ›

Part 3: Summary Points
A catchment group is not a project. It is intended to be an enduring group that provides the community •	
with ongoing opportunities to participate in decision-making and actions relating to land and water 
management.

Understanding stakeholders’ needs and concerns can help to establish the catchment group membership •	
and make group activities more relevant and successful.

Catchment groups are active groups. Activities can be stimulated by another organisation, such as an •	
NGO, or initiated by the group itself.

Catchment group activities should focus on taking action and strengthening group governance.•	

Good facilitation is the key to forming a catchment group in which everyone can participate, contribute •	
and benefit on an equal basis.

Catchment groups are very flexible and learn through doing. Monitoring outcomes of projects can •	
strengthen future activities.
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Getting active toolkit
Getting active resource 1 :  
Stakeholder analysis
Introduction
Stakeholder analysis aims to identify stakeholders, gain a 
better understanding of their needs, and determine how 
they may impact on the goals of the catchment group. 
A stakeholder analysis can be used to make decisions 
about how to engage with particular stakeholders.

What is a stakeholder?
A stakeholder is a person or group that is somehow 
connected to the catchment group. A stakeholder may 
be affected by the catchment group’s activities, or the 
activities of a stakeholder may have an impact on the 
catchment group or catchment.

Stakeholder analysis can help the catchment group 
identify:

The interests of all stakeholders who may affect or •	
be affected by the catchment group

Groups or individuals who should be encouraged to •	
participate in catchment group activities or projects

Partnerships that could be developed to help the •	
group achieve its goals 

Potential conflicts or risks that could cause •	
problems for the catchment group

Ways to involve vulnerable and marginalised •	
groups.

When can you use this?
A stakeholder analysis is a tool appropriate for use at 
the beginning of a project, however, it can be used to 
help gain a better understanding of stakeholders at any 
time. A stakeholder analysis may be very useful during 
the initial ‘getting started’ phase of a catchment group.
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Activity
Make a list of potential stakeholders who are connected 
with the catchment group or a specific project or 
activity. This can be done as a group brainstorm. When 
the list is completed, these stakeholders can be analysed.

Create a table like the one on the below (Table 4). Enter 
the names of the stakeholders in the first column. Fill 
out the columns based on what you already know 
about the stakeholders. Be aware that the stakeholder 
analysis will represent your group’s perceptions about 
the various stakeholders. In reality, the stakeholders 
may have a different level of influence or interest. More 
accurate information can be obtained by researching or 
engaging directly with groups identified as stakeholders. 
If sensitive information about a stakeholder is recorded 
in the table, ensure that it is kept confidential.

Level of influence •	 refers to how the stakeholder 
affects the catchment group or certain activities or 
projects implemented by the catchment group.

Impact on stakeholder •	 describes the extent to 
which the catchment group or a certain project 
affects the stakeholder. 

Needs and concerns•	  recognises that the 
stakeholder has needs that they seek to meet and 
may have particular concerns about things that 
affect them. This is particularly important if a 
project has an impact on vulnerable groups.

Level of interest •	 describes the extent to which the 
stakeholder cares about or is willing to engage with 
the catchment group or project.

Use the stakeholder analysis
The stakeholder analysis can be used to make important 
decisions about how to engage with particular groups. 
The catchment group should use the table to discuss 
potential options, based on the information gathered 
and presented within the analysis. Some options to 
consider are:

Stakeholders with high influence should be •	
engaged as a priority. These groups have the 
greatest potential to ‘make or break’ catchment 
group activities. 

Stakeholders who are highly affected by group •	
activities should be involved as much as possible. 
They represent those most likely to benefit or be 
negatively affected by activities.

Stakeholders with high levels of interest may be •	
good partners, particularly if they are positively 
affected by activities.

Vulnerable groups should be acknowledged and •	
engaged to ensure that group activities do not 
prevent them from meeting their basic needs.

Stakeholder Level of 
influence

Impact on 
stakeholder

Needs and concerns Level of interest

E.g. Prawn 
Farmer

High. Major 
polluter.

High. Project 
seeks farmer 
to change his 
practices.

Prawn farming is the 
farmer’s only source 
of income. Provides 
employment for 5 people.

Low. The farmer 
does not yet see 
the relevance of the 
catchment group.

Add rows as  
needed 

Table 4. Stakeholder analysis tool
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Getting active resource 2 :  
Encouraging participation

Introduction
Participation is key to empowering people to be involved 
and feel ownership of the catchment group. Even 
when the catchment group has sufficient members, 
however, it can be a real challenge to enable everyone 
to participate equally. Some people are naturally very 
quiet, while others like to speak out. Social norms may 
also be a barrier to participation and can prevent people 
expressing their ideas. For example, women and young 
people are often reluctant to speak out in front of a 
group. Likewise, many people may be reluctant to offer 
a different opinion to a chief in front of a large group. 

Getting active resource # 2 suggests some methods that 
a facilitator or group leader can use to enable more 
people to fully participate and express their ideas. 

When can you use this?
Participatory techniques can be used at any time in the 
development and operation of a catchment group. The 
catchment group can also use these techniques when 
engaging with the broader community. 

Establish an environment for 
participation

Be open from the start. Say there is a common •	
problem in many community groups: some people 
talk a lot while others stay silent. Emphasise that we 
learn both by listening and talking, and we all need 
to talk and we all need to listen.

Give turns. This is the most common technique •	
to encourage involvement and prevent one or two 
people dominating the group. Say politely, “You 
have already spoken on this issue. Let’s hear from 
someone else who has not yet had a chance.”

Hold the conch. Let the group choose an object •	
(e.g. a ball, book or pen) that will give the holder the 
authority to speak. Only the person who holds the 
object may talk; others must wait. When finished, 
the speaker hands the object to someone else. This 
promotes the idea of talking in turn and listening. 
It regulates itself, draws attention to who talks 
and who does not, reduces interruptions, and can 
give time and confidence to people who may have 
otherwise stayed silent.

When using small discussion groups encourage the group to record and report on what they talked about.
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Recognise those who tend to dominate and give •	
them responsible roles. For example, make those 
who dominate recorders and observers of the 
group’s meetings.

You can share remarks by giving each member of •	
the group five or more matchsticks (or stones or 
seeds). Each time a person speaks, they should put 
one of the matchsticks into the centre. When they 
have none left, they cannot say anymore in that 
session.

Use high-participation techniques to 
get everyone involved
Discussion partners: After posing a question to a large 
group, ask everyone to find a partner and discuss the 
question for a few minutes. Have people report on what 
they talk about. 

Small focus groups: This is similar to ‘discussion 
partners’, above, but may include several more people. 
Arrange the groups so that quiet people or those who 
normally find it difficult to participate sit together. For 
example, if women form one group, they may discuss 
issues without the potential barriers imposed by having 
men in the discussion. Encourage the group to report 
on what they talked about. 

Tossed salad: Place an empty cardboard box on the 
table, give out small slips of paper and ask people to 
write down one good idea per slip. Have them toss the 
slips into the box. When everyone has tossed his or her 
slip in, ask someone to toss the salad. Pass around the 
bowl so that each person can take out as many slips 
as they tossed in. Go round the table and have people 
share the ideas they picked out.

Pass the envelope: Give each person an envelope filled 
with blank slips of paper. Pose the question or challenge 
to the group. Have everyone write down as many ideas 
as they can within a given timeframe and put the slips 
back into the envelope. Tell people to pass on the 
envelopes, either to the next person or in all directions. 
Pair off the participants and have them discuss the ideas 
in their envelopes. What are the positive and negatives 
of each idea? What other ideas could they add? Ask the 
pairs to present their discussions to the whole group.

Brainstorming: Brainstorming can be a fun way to 
encourage creativity and participation and come up 
with lots of ideas. Some ideas will be of high quality; 
some will not. Once people know there is no restriction 
on their ideas, they will have a lot of fun without the 
facilitator having to give too much direction.

Consider having smaller discussion groups for women and youth that may enable them to talk about issues more freely. 
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Getting active resource 3 :  
Inclusive decision-making

Introduction
The ways that communities make decisions often have 
a major effect on the success or failure of developments 
and activities. There are times when decisions are made 
without consultation with community members or 
stakeholders, thus resulting in people not benefiting 
from development, feeling left out or being negatively 
affected. This can result in conflict.

Getting active resource # 3 is a learning activity that allows 
group members to identify people and groups within 
their communities that have influence over decision-
making and those that have little say in decisions. 
It encourages group members to examine reasons 
why decision-making can result in conflict between 
individuals and families, and the value of inclusive 
decision-making.

When can you use this?
These activities are particularly valuable during the early 
development phase of a catchment group. Once the 
group is established, inclusive decision-making should 
become a standard practice.

Activities

Community decision-making analysis

Organise participants into small groups. Ask •	
participants to discuss and identify: (i) people or 
groups that make decisions; (ii) people or groups 
that have little say in decision-making; (iii) people 
or groups that have no say in decision-making 
within the community. This activity will be more 
effective if the participants discuss decision-making 
in the context of a certain activity or issue (e.g. 
decisions about developing land or decisions about 
using water).

Ask the discussion groups to list the groups and •	
stakeholders on paper and give reasons why they 
are categorised into each group.

Facilitate discussion using the following questions:•	

Why are some people and groups excluded from  ›
decision-making? 

Who is most likely to benefit from non-inclusive  ›
decision-making? 

Who is most likely to be negatively affected by  ›
non-inclusive decision-making? 

What are the advantages of inclusive decision- ›
making? What are the disadvantages?

Different people, different 
perceptions
This is a brief and fun activity designed to highlight that 
different people may look at the same situation or issue 
in very different ways. People’s perceptions arise from 
their prior experiences in life, their understanding of the 
world around them, and the values and attitudes that 
they hold. 

Arrange the participants into a large circle. On a •	
piece of paper, draw the letter ‘W’. Place the ‘W’ in 
the centre of the circle and do not tell participants 
what it is. Give everyone time to look at it and think 
about what it is. Ask each participant, in turn, to 
tell the group what the ‘W’ is. Note: because people 
view the ‘W’ from different angles, some will think 
it is an ‘E’, others an ‘M’, while some may see it as 
two mountains or even a flying bird! 

When the activity has concluded, discuss who was •	
right and who was wrong. The answer is that there 
is no right or wrong, just different perceptions that 
are all valid. Discuss the following:

What is the main message from this activity?  ›

What would you expect if the issue were  ›
not a ‘W’ but a decision to be made about 
development, such as selling land to a logging 
company?
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The message of this activity is that within a community, 
different individuals and stakeholders view certain 
issues differently. It takes an inclusive, participatory 
approach in decision-making to help the community 
address issues together. 

Ask participants to get into small groups and •	
choose an issue that affects the local community 
or river. For example, this could be the practice of 
farming pigs along the riverbank or logging in the 
catchment. Initiate discussion on the following:

What different perspectives related to this activity  ›
would you expect to find in the community?

How could people with different views on this  ›
issue be included in a decision-making process?

What are the advantages of including all points  ›
of view?

Organise participants into small groups to discuss and examine the decision-making process in their own community. 
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Introduction 
This resource provides guidance for establishing 
a shared vision for the catchment group or the 
communities within the catchment. A vision is the 
highest goal that the group would like to achieve or 
contribute to. It may not be possible for the catchment 
group to achieve the vision on its own. A shared vision 
is important, because if group members have very 
different ideas about what they want to achieve, this will 
most likely lead to tensions and conflict. 

A significant amount of new development in Pacific 
communities is initiated or facilitated by people or 
organisations from outside the community, often 
from overseas. Such organisations often propose 
development that will have a big impact on the future of 
communities. It is important for communities to shape 
their own vision of the future, based on their values and 
on the opportunities available locally or through the 
assistance of outsiders.

The following activities encourage discussion and 
thinking about what people value and what is of 
importance in their lives. An exploration of values 
provides a platform on which the catchment group or 
community can build their vision. 

When can you use this?
These activities can be undertaken early in a group’s 
development to ensure that everyone has a common 
understanding of what the group aims to achieve. 
The group could also use these activities to assist 
communities to develop a vision or to develop goals 
related to a particular project.

Activities

What do we value? 

Ask the participants to go outside and collect any •	
object that represents something important to them 
or has significance to their life. The object could 
be plant material, soil, stone, money, a tool or any 
other thing that the person might think of.

Allow each person to explain to the group why •	
the object is important to them. Ask each person 
to share their views by answering the following 
questions:

Why is this  › object or thing significant to your life 
or to the community?

What do you think the future holds for this  › object 

or thing that you care about?

When everyone has had a chance to speak, organise •	
the participants into small groups. Ask each group 
to discuss and write down (using words or pictures) 
important things or values that they would like 
to maintain. When they have completed this task, 
allow each group to present their ideas to the whole 
group.

Initiate an open discussion with probing questions. •	
Allow time for participants to share their views. 
Questions can include:

How does one person’s values affect another’s?  ›
Are anyone’s values threatened by another 
person’s values?

How can we use resources within our  ›
communities without causing conflict?

What are the threats to the things we value from  ›
developments that are occurring or planned in 
the catchment today?

Shared vision game

This is a brief and fun activity that highlights why it is 
important for the catchment group to develop a shared 
vision to guide group action. The activity demonstrates 
how conflict arises in a group in which members have 
very different visions about what they want to achieve. 
It also shows how a shared vision leads to cooperation 
and effective teamwork.

Stand in a circle, with each person holding hands •	
with the people next to them. Tell the group to 
choose a corner of the room. This must be done 
in silence and participants are not allowed to tell 
anyone else which corner they have chosen. If you 
are outside, the participants could each choose a 
different tree or landmark.

Getting active resource 4 :  
Values and vision for the future
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When they have all chosen a corner, explain the •	
following: “Everyone in the circle is in the same 
community. This is represented by your linking 
hands. You are not allowed to let go of the people 
standing next to you – this is a rule! On the count 
of three, I want you to move to the corner of the 
room that you have selected ... 1, 2, 3, go!”

When the dust settles, ask the group: Did you get •	
to the place that you wanted to go? Who did get 
where they wanted to go? How? If you were pulled 
into someone else’s corner, how did you feel? Did 
the group have a shared goal?

Allow the group to repeat the activity. This time, •	
encourage them to have a discussion and work out 
a shared goal before they start. Repeat the exercise 
when they are ready. Ask the group: Did you get to 
where you wanted to go this time? What was the 
advantage of having a shared goal?

Community visioning

Before commencing this activity, it is important to 
define the scope of the vision being created. Who are 
you creating a vision for? This activity can be used to 
develop visions for a catchment group, local community, 
or the whole catchment, Island or nation. It may also 
be useful to define ‘when’ the vision is for. Is it for the 
next 5 years? The next 20 years? Or perhaps there is 
no time limit? Ensure the participants understand the 
scope of the vision before commencing the activity. The 
instructions given below assume that the vision is for 
the catchment group. 

Begin the activity by asking participants to close •	
their eyes and think in silence about their vision 
for the future of the catchment group. Assist by 

asking questions such as: How do the catchment 
group members relate to one another? Who is a 
member of the catchment group? What types of 
activities is the group involved with? What are the 
impacts of the group’s work? What has changed 
from the present? What has stayed the same? 
Allow 3 minutes for the activity. Select a number of 
participants to share their vision with the group.

Separate the participants into groups to discuss and •	
contribute to creating a vision for the catchment 
group. Ask each group to develop their vision as a 
series of statements or pictures that explain their 
vision. When each group has completed this task, 
allow them to present it to the whole group. Initiate 
discussions about forming a combined vision for 
the catchment group. What aspects of the vision(s) 
presented do you like and dislike? How can we 
come to an agreement on a shared vision?

Vision statement

As a separate activity, or as a follow-on from the activity 
above, the group can create a ‘vision statement’. A 
vision statement is one or two concise sentences that 
capture the main elements of the group’s vision. It can 
be used to guide the group and communicate its vision 
to others. 

Divide participants into small groups and ask each •	
group to produce one or more vision statements. 
Use the following prompts to assist the brainstorm:

What do you want the situation to be like in the  ›
future?

Who will be involved? ›

When each group has prepared a vision statement, •	
ask them to explain and share it with the whole 
group. Initiate discussion by asking questions such 
as: What things need to happen to achieve the 
vision? Is it possible to achieve this vision? What 
are some difficulties and experiences that you will 
face? Who is responsible for making the vision a 
reality? 

Collate a list of vision statements and allow •	
participants to choose their favourite one.

A catchment group participating in a ‘Shared vision’ 
game. 
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Introduction 
This resource can be used to empower the catchment 
group or community by taking stock of the useful 
knowledge, skills and resources that are currently 
available. It will also help to identify where there are 
shortfalls and help the group to strengthen these areas.

Participants will be able to analyse their own strengths 
and weaknesses, and identify the strengths and 
weaknesses of the catchment group or community.

When can you use this?
This activity can be undertaken prior to planning group 
activities. Assessment of strengths can also be used to 
empower people if they have become overwhelmed by 
the scale of problems, or have developed ‘dependency’ 
on outside assistance. 

Activity

Individual assessment

Give the participants a pen and paper and ask •	
them to find some space by themselves. Tell them 
that they are required to think about their own 
individual strengths, according to:

Knowledge (what do they know about?) ›

Skills (what can they do?)  ›

Resources (e.g. are they associated with a group  ›
that can be used for support? What equipment 
do they have access to?). 

Ask the participants to record their strengths on •	
paper, either by writing them down or drawing 
them. 

Call the participants back together and pair them •	
up. Instruct each partner to share his or her 
strengths with the other. Encourage partners to 
think of strengths that may have been overlooked. 

Group assessment 

When the partners have shared ideas, bring •	
everyone back to the main group. Ask each partner 
to share his or her strengths and create an overall 
list. 

When the list of strengths is completed, conduct a •	
brainstorm to identify perceived weaknesses in the 
group. What is the overall group missing? 

Use the list of strengths to help select activities and •	
projects for the catchment group or community. 
Activities will be more likely to succeed if they 
focus on what the group can do well and use 
resources and skills that are available. Also identify 
weaknesses that need addressing. These can be 
used to identify training needs or support needed 
from outside specialists, NGOs, government or 
other organisations. 

Getting active resource 5 :  
Assessing our capacity



G
E

TTIN
G

 A
C

TIV
E

55

Part 4: Getting Active Toolkit

Getting active resource 6 :  
Dealing with conflict and emotion

Introduction
This resource provides some techniques for the 
catchment group leader or facilitator to manage conflict 
that may arise within the catchment group. Conflict can 
occur when group members cannot agree on goals or 
the action to take in reaching a goal. Conflict can lead 
to a breakdown of relationships, division within the 
group and conflicting goals. The techniques suggested 
can be used to refocus people on the issues rather than 
on personal differences, and may even lead to a more 
empowered catchment group. When can you use this?

Conflict management can be used any time the group 
has a disagreement or conflict or when it seems likely 
that a conflict will develop.

Some signs of conflict in a 
catchment group

People pushing their points of view•	

People becoming angry, defensive and personal in •	
response to other people’s ideas

Negative body language, such as glaring in anger •	
and finger-pointing

Mocking or rude remarks•	

People interrupting and criticising each other’s •	
ideas

Quiet people shutting down to stay out of the •	
conflict

How you might respond
The facilitator’s job is to handle negative emotions 
as soon as they appear so that they do not disrupt 
discussion. Here are some strategies that you could use:

Slow things down•	

Stay totally neutral•	

Stay calm•	

Emphasise listening to other people•	

Create closure. Assist people to close discussion on •	
an issue and move on.

If the conflict is serious and concerns a key issue •	
that the catchment group is involved with, use a 
structured approach – for example, the ‘win/win’ 
approach, see box above.

Win/win approach
If not managed, conflict can lead to a situation where 
someone wins and someone else loses. This is damaging 
for a group, as the ‘winner’ may find themselves without 
the support of others and incapable of reaching their 
aim. The ‘losers’ may even want to undermine activities 
and the catchment group could become divided. Since 
catchment group membership is voluntary, some 
members may choose to simply leave the situation – 
disaster!

While engaged in a conflict, many people will naturally 
try to defend their opinions and prove their point. 
Often, this involves attacking or discrediting someone 
else’s view. A win/win approach shifts conflicts away 
from the win/lose scenario and attempts to find a 
mutually agreeable solution that benefits everyone. 
In the win/win approach, the group members are 
encouraged to take the attitude: “I want to win and I 
want you to win as well”

Principles of the Win-Win 
approach:

Identify underlying needs•	

Recognise common needs•	

Acknowledge and understand differences •	
in needs

Be prepared to adapt one’s position for •	
mutual benefit

Attack the problem, not the people•	
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Activity
Where conflict exists, redirect the goal of the •	
discussion to find a solution to the problem that 
is beneficial to everyone. Explain this using the 
concept of win/win. Move the discussion away from 
different parties trying to beat their opposition.

Focus discussion on identifying the basic needs of •	
the group or people associated with the conflict. 
For example, ask participants to make a list of what 
they need, or what the community or group they 
are working with needs. Make sure that participants 
focus on underlying needs and not solutions.

Compile the list of needs that were identified. •	
Look for and acknowledge where participants have 
identified common ground (i.e. they identified the 
same needs) and also recognise where different 
needs where identified. To encourage greater 
understanding between the conflicting parties, ask 
participants to explain their needs.

When needs have been identified, encourage the •	
group members to look for creative solutions that 
meet the needs of each party, rather than exclusively 
meeting one group’s needs at the expense of 
another’s. 
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Introduction 
The catchment group may be confronted by a large 
number of issues that affect the water quality and 
people living in the catchment. It is not possible to deal 
with all the issues at the same time. It is helpful if the 
group can learn more about issues within the catchment 
and then make some decisions about which issues are 
the most important (i.e. prioritise).

The activities below can be used to facilitate discussion 
and learning about issues that the catchment group 
might focus on. 

When can you use this?
Identifying and prioritising issues can be used to gain a 
better understanding of communities and stakeholders 
prior to establishing a catchment group. Catchment 
group members can also use it at any time to help 
determine the group’s focus or to better understand the 
issues affecting a community that it is engaged with. 

Problem-based and strength-based 
approaches
Many development programs focus exclusively 
on problems. Generally, problems are something 
negative that we would like to solve. Solving problems 
is important and can have obvious benefits for 
communities. Focusing solely on problems, however, 
can sometimes be disempowering. Many problems 
may be too difficult or too complex to solve, or 
the catchment group might not have the required 
knowledge or resources to address the problems. 

A strength-based approach is about focusing on 
opportunities and what the catchment group can 
already do well. This can be very empowering, because 
the catchment group may already have the capacity to 
take action and achieve results. 

Activities to learn more about 
problems and strengths

Transect walk

This is usually an outdoor activity where the 
participants walk along a designated course through an 
area. The concept is that the participants should look 
consciously at a key focus in their physical environment, 
such as housing, water, resources, opportunities, 
problems or solutions.

As a group, determine where you are going to •	
conduct the transect walk. It could be through a 
village or along the course of the river. 

Develop some guidelines about what types of things •	
you will focus on. You may decide to split up tasks 
between group members. For example, some may 
look at pollution problems, some at land use issues, 
and others at opportunities for tourism. 

After you have completed the transect walk, allow •	
each group to report and discuss their findings. 
This can be done in combination with the Listing 
activity, below.

A transect walk can also be a ‘transect drive’. If •	
sufficient resources are available, group members 
could be taken through the catchment in a vehicle 

Getting active resource 7 :  
Identify and prioritise issues

Lessons learned from the field
It is important to stress to the 
participants that there is no right or 

wrong answer. Some groups hesitate to do 
the ranking in case they get it wrong. There is 
no wrong answer: just the perceptions of the 
participants!

Be aware that participants should have an 
open-minded dialogue or conversation about 
the reasons for their ranking. This is an activity 
that can easily turn into a debate, where one 
group tries to beat another. Encourage each 
group to consider changing their rankings 
based on reasons from other groups. Praise 
this as a positive thing.

As a facilitator, ask questions but be careful 
not to give your own opinion. 
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and make observations over a larger area. It is a 
great learning experience to follow a river from 
the lower catchment (where it meets the sea) to 
the upper catchment (usually in the hills), making 
observations along the way.

Resource mapping 
This activity can be performed inside or outside. It is 
designed to get participants to visually represent an area 
as they see it. Mapping is not about accuracy; it is based 
on people’s perceptions. The map is a visual picture that 
encourages discussion and the sharing of ideas. It can be 
especially good for people who cannot read or write well.

Form small groups. Provide each group with an •	
outline map of the community/catchment, including 
key reference points. The maps needs to be in a 
location where everyone in the group can see it and 
is able to place information on it. 

Start the process by adding more details to the map. •	
Ask about the location of houses, school, churches, 
medical centres, etc. Get each participant to mark his 
or her house on the map.

Ask the group to mark on the map: (i) places •	
where problems occur; (ii) places where there are 
opportunities to use community strengths. They 
may use a ‘legend’, if necessary. 

Allow 20 minutes for mapping. When the map is •	
complete, ask each group to explain what they have 
drawn on the map. After each presentation, ask if 
anyone would like to add or change anything on the 
map. The items on the map can be used to develop a 
list (see the Listing activity, below).

Listing 

This activity may used to identify important problems 
in the context of the community. Alternatively, it can 
be used to identify key strengths and opportunities. 
It encourages the group to critically discuss why each 
problem or opportunity is important.

In small groups, ask the participants to create a list •	
of either problems or strengths. This can be done 
using newsprint paper ruled as follows:

Problems Explanation

Strengths Explanation

The listing can be done in combination with the •	
mapping or transect activities, above. The map or 
transect walk will help group members to identify 
problems or strengths.

Allow each group at least 20 minutes to discuss and •	
produce a list. Ask each group to present their table 
to the rest of the group. Allow other participants the 
opportunity to comment on each issue and add new 
issues if necessary. 

Ranking 

Ranking is used to determine the priority of problems, 
opportunities or other factors, according to how 
important or urgent they are. This can be a very useful 
tool in assisting a catchment group in deciding where 
they should focus their efforts. Through ranking, 
participants can critically examine issues and form 
opinions.

Organise participants into small groups. Provide •	
each group with a list of issues, problems, strengths 
or opportunities. The type of list provided depends 
on what the group would like to focus on. The 
other activities in this resource can be used to 
generate the list. 

Provide each group with list items written on •	
separate strips of paper. Ask the participants to rank 
the list items (i.e. put them in order) from most to 
least important, according to their opinion.

When the groups have completed the task, and •	
have reached a consensus, ask them to present 
their rankings to the other groups. They must also 
provide reasons for their rankings. If there are too 
many items to rank (e.g. more than 10), just ask 
the group to present a rationale for their top 4 or 5 
items. 

Allow the other groups the opportunity to ask •	
questions of the group presenting their rankings. 
Then allow each group to reconsider their own 
rankings. The activity concludes when all groups 
have presented their rankings and have had time to 
discuss and reconsider their rankings based on the 
dialogue. 

The results can be collated to form one list of •	
ranked items. The group can use the rankings to 
help decide what activities they should focus on. 
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Introduction
A learning circle is a group of people who meet 
regularly to discuss and learn about issues that concern 
them, their communities or the wider society. This way 
of learning about issues is also suitable for a catchment 
group.

The basis of a learning circle is a dialogue of equals: the 
give and take of ideas, through which everyone learns 
from each other. Sometimes you might hear people 
criticise someone as ‘all talk, no action’, but for most 
of us, talk is fundamental. The first thing we do when 
a problem develops is talk it over – with ourselves, our 
family, our friends or our work colleagues. Talking 
allows us to explore different aspects of an issue, look at 
what it means to act in one way or another, and reach a 
decision on the best way to go in the circumstances. 

One reason for thinking and talking together in a group 
is that none of us possesses all the relevant information 
needed to decide what best to do about issues that 
are more than just personal. When we are talking about 
broader social issues, none of us can individually know 
what is best for us as a community. We might feel very 
strongly that one option is better than another – and 
we might have very good reason for believing this – but 
there is rarely one right answer. By thinking and talking 
together, we may be able to work towards a shared 
judgement about what is the best and most acceptable 
thing to do in the circumstances.

When can you use this?

A learning circle approach can be used when the group 
is faced with any issue or situation that it would like 
to find out more about. It can be used to discuss new 
information or written materials given to the group, or to 
reflect on information or advice provided by an expert. 

No teacher, no textbook

Learning circles are not dependent on teachers or 
subject experts, although they may be part of the group. 
Learning circle material is not like a textbook. You do 
not have to work through it from beginning to end; 
rather, you can choose to focus on those areas that 
interest the group most. Participants progress at their 

own pace, drawing on their own life experiences.

The aim of a learning circle is not to learn a lot of 
facts or for everyone to reach agreement. It should 
provide each person with the chance to increase 
their understanding of the issues covered, and give 
them the tools and confidence to act on their beliefs, 
with everyone learning something from one another. 
Learning circles also provide the opportunity for taking 
action, although doing so is up to individuals. 

Activity
Undertaking a learning circle is quite easy. The activity 
should be flexible and the subject matter based on the 
interest of participants.

Nominate a facilitator to help run the learning •	
circle. The facilitator’s tasks are to remain objective 
(not to provide their opinion) and to ensure that 
everyone in the learning circle can participate 
equally.

Identify the topic or issue that will be discussed. To •	
initiate discussion, the facilitator can ask the group 
to identify things they would like to know about the 
topic or issue. These can be phrased as questions 
and the questions can them be used to start the 
discussion.

During the learning circle, identify new things that •	
the group would like to find out about. This may 
then require some research to bring new material or 
ideas back to the learning circle for discussion. 

Focus discussions around information about •	
the topic or issue that the group can access. For 
example, this could be a newspaper article, poster 
or technical paper. A discussion could also be held 
after inviting an expert to speak to the group. 

Identify ways of finding answers in the local •	
community. Decide whether on not the group 
agrees with ideas and information provided to them. 

Discuss ways the catchment group can use what •	
has been learned to help encourage the changes 
they want to see in their families, their community, 
their catchment or the wider society. 

Getting active resource 8 :  
Learning circles
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Introduction 
Many Pacific Island communities have gone through 
rapid changes over the last century. Understanding 
how and why things have changed is an opportunity 
to learn from past experiences and to think about what 
might happen in the future. Changes have included 
the introduction of the cash economy, changes to 
land ownership systems and rules, the increase in 
Christianity, and changes to how people learn (e.g. the 
introduction of schools). Change has often neglected 
traditional and local knowledge that was more valued in 
the past. 

This activity aims to help community members 
understand and reflect back on how their communities 
have experienced different events that affect their lives 
and activities. It also explores the value of traditional 
and local knowledge to the use and management of 
resources.

When can you use this?
This activity can be undertaken prior to making plans 
or decisions about how to respond to issues. It will 
improve people’s understanding of issues, which enables 
better decision-making. 

Activities

Community timelining

Timelining involves drawing a line that represents the 
passage of time over a selected period (e.g. 30, 50 or 
100 years). The timeline is a visual representation of 
time that makes it easier for participants to reflect back 
on issues and events that have affected the community. 
It can be used to initiate discussions about whether 
events have had positive or negative impacts on the 
community.

Draw a timeline on paper to represent the period of •	
time that you want to explore (see example, below).

Start by placing key events on the timeline that •	
everyone can recognise (e.g. Independence). You 
could also start by recording participant’s birth 
dates.

Continue placing events on the timeline relating •	
to the issue or issues you want to focus on. For 
example, the timeline could show the progress of 
developments that have affected the land. 

1950 1975 2000 2008

The types of food we eat daily is a good example of a way that Pacific Island communities have changed 
over the last century.

Getting active resource 9 :  
Learning about change
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Focus discussions around the timeline. Ask •	
questions such as: 

What are the changes that have occurred? ›

Why did these changes happen? ›

Were the changes positive or negative?  ›

Who benefited from the changes or events, and  ›
who was disadvantaged?

What lessons could we learn from the past that  ›
should be considered in the future? 

Seasonal calendar

A seasonal calendar can be developed to show the value 
of traditional and local knowledge. Seasonal calendars 
can also help people to learn about and apply traditional 
practices and knowledge to planning and resource 
management.

Examples of traditional knowledge are:

Time of year and location where animals  ›
reproduce (e.g. fish spawning)

Time and location where foods are easily  ›
available (e.g. fruits or crabs)

Environmental indicators of change (e.g. when a  ›
particular plant is in flower or when turtles will 
be laying their eggs)

Taboo places where populations of significant  ›
species are protected

Taboo periods when no hunting or collecting is  ›
allowed

Special skills and equipment used for obtaining  ›
resources (e.g. fish traps).

Identify the seasons according to local custom  ›
and language. It is not necessary to split the 
calendar into the Western seasons of summer, 
autumn, winter or spring, however, these can be 
used if desired. 

Split up into different groups. The number of •	
groups should be equal to the number of seasons 
identified. 

Ask each group to use their local knowledge to •	
describe what happens during a particular season. 
What resources are available? What is the weather 
like? What cultural events take place? What plants 
are flowering? If the groups do not have sufficient 
knowledge or information to undertake this activity, 
it can be done over a period of time. Allow each 
group to consult with community elders to find out 
answers.

When the groups are satisfied with their season •	
calendar, bring them back together to share their 
knowledge. Discuss the value of understanding the 
seasonal calendar. Ask them about local knowledge 
concerning seasons and why people tend to 
preserve animals during spawning seasons. Is it best 
practice to exploit our resources all throughout the 
year? How has traditional knowledge been used 
in recent decisions in the catchment? How could 
traditional knowledge be better used?
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Getting active resource 10 :  
Causes of causes and effects of effects

Introduction 
A ‘bandaid solution’ refers to the practice of trying to 
solve a problem by only focusing on its effects. For 
example, if a child cuts her foot on a beach littered with 
glass, simply bandaging the child’s foot will not solve the 
problem. It will help minimise the effect of the problem, 
but the cause of the problem still exists: the glass remains 
and another child may get cut in the near future. 

Logic suggests that to solve a problem effectively, one 
must also focus on its cause. In reality, problems are 
often very complicated. Causes of problems are usually 
linked to many other factors that can be called ‘causes 
of causes’ or ‘root causes’.

In the earlier example, picking up the glass on the 
beach may also fail to solve the problem if the problem 
is caused by the fact that there are no rubbish bins 
available for people to use. The glass, and the problem, 
will soon return. Likewise, the effects of problems rarely 
happen in isolation. For example, the cut foot may lead 
to expensive medical treatments that create difficulties 
for a family. 

Long-term effective and sustainable solutions to 
problems can be found when the route causes of the 
problem are addressed. This resource provides methods 
to assist the catchment group or community to better 
understand problems and, hence, be in a better position 
to find solutions. 

When can you use this?
This activity can be undertaken prior to making plans 
or decisions about how to respond to issues. It will 
improve people’s understanding of issues, which enables 
better decision-making. 

Activity

Cause-and-effect chain

The objective of this activity is to construct a cause-
and-effect chain around a problem. This will help 
the group to gain a better understanding of the 
consequences of a problem and how to go about solving 
it by focusing on the root causes. 

Organise participants into small groups. Provide •	
each group with a problem to discuss. If possible, 
use a problem that the group has identified as being 
important.

Ask each group to construct a cause-and-effect •	
chain. Causes can be identified by asking: What led 
to this problem? Effects can be identified by asking: 
What did this problem lead to? In the beginning, 
the chain will look like the example below.

Continue by asking the group to add to the chain. •	
What factors could have led to the cause? What 
further effects did the first effect lead to? Continue 
this process of questioning until a cause-and-effect 
chain is created. It might end up looking something 
like chain below.

When the groups have finished their cause-and-•	
effect chains, ask them to share their findings 
with the other groups. Encourage questions and 
dialogue, and add to the chains if required. Use the 
follow questions to guide further discussion:

What has changed about how you see this  ›
problem?

What was the root cause or causes of the  ›
problem?

How difficult would it be to solve the root cause  ›
of the problem?

Where would you suggest focusing energy to  ›
solve this problem? Why?

For a more puzzling question, ask: When is a  ›
cause a cause and an effect an effect? Are they 
different or are they the same?

Explanation 
of a cause

Problem
Explanation 
of an effect

Cause

Cause

Cause

Cause

Problem
Effect

Effect

Effect

Effect

Effect
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Catchment groups should be encouraged to prepare for any visit from an expert in advance by determining what they 
would like to find out.

Introduction
Experts are a valuable source of information that 
can be used by a catchment group to increase their 
understanding of various issues. Experts are particularly 
important when it comes to understanding complex and 
technical issues such as groundwater hydrology, water 
treatment and engineering. 

There is sometimes a tendency for rural people to 
unquestioningly accept advice from experts as the 
solution to any given problem. Catchment groups are 
encouraged to take a ‘critical’ approach to the use of 
information given by experts. This means asking lots 
of questions and comparing the ideas or information 
provided by experts with other sources of information, 
such as local knowledge. 

This resource identifies experts that may be called on 
by a catchment group, and suggests ways to get the best 
value out of a visiting expert. 

When can you use this?
Experts can be invited to speak to the group when the 
group has identified a specific issue or technical area 
that it would like to know more about. This resource 
can also be used when an expert has offered to speak 
to the catchment group or community without being 
called on.

Issues and experts
The following is a brief summary of the types of experts 
who can provide valuable information to a catchment 
group. In addition to this list, there are many other types 
of experts who may have contact with communities. 

Hydrologist: Studies ground water. Uses scientific tests 
to gain a better understanding and make predictions 
about groundwater quantity and quality. May provide 
advice on where and how to access ground water, and 
the effects of development on ground water.

Getting active resource 11 :  
Engaging with experts
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Ecologist: Studies plants, animals and ecosystems 
such as forests. Can make predictions about the likely 
impacts of development on ecosystems.

Marine biologist: Like an ecologist, but with a focus 
on marine life. 

Civil engineer: Designs, constructs and oversees 
maintenance of infrastructure, such as dams or water 
supply facilities.

Natural resource manager: Develops strategies to 
use natural resources sustainably, so that developments 
such as farms do not degrade the land or environment. 

Environmental scientist/officer: Studies the impacts 
of development or proposed development on the 
environment, including the impacts on people. For 
example, investigates and advises on the impacts of 
development on water quality. 

Geologist: Studies rocks, soils and landscapes. Can 
advise on the suitability of land for mining or other 
development.

Lawyer: Understands government laws and legislation. 
Can provide advice on matters such as land ownership, 
and rights and responsibilities according to the law. 

Before the expert arrives
If possible, the catchment group should prepare for the 
expert in advance by determining what they would like 
to find out. 

Brainstorm a range of questions to ask the expert •	
and, if possible, send the questions to the expert in 
advance. The expert may like to have a presentation 
ready to share with the group, and your questions 
will help them to prepare. This will ensure that the 
expert presents information relevant to the group’s 
needs.

If you cannot send questions in advance, prepare •	
the questions and give them to different group 
members to ask (to encourage participation). These 
questions can then be asked at an appropriate time 
during the expert’s visit.

Reflection
It is important to spend some time critically reflecting 
on the information or advice provided by an expert.

Organise participants into small groups to reflect on 
the information provided by the expert. Provide a list 
of questions for each group to discuss and report on. 
These questions could include:

What were the most significant ideas or points •	
raised by the expert?

How has the information provided changed your •	
view on the issue or situation?

Was the information provided unbiased? Is there •	
any reason to suggest that it could be biased? Who 
does the expert represent?

What are alternative points of view to the •	
information provided by the expert?

What else would the group like to know or find out •	
about?

What can conclusions or recommendations can be •	
made?
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Action guide
Introduction
Part 5: Action Guide provides an overview of a number of 
project ideas that could be implemented by a catchment 
group. Many of these projects have been piloted or 
are currently being undertaken by groups of people 
throughout the Pacific region and elsewhere in the 
world.

Every catchment group will be faced with different 
issues and have different strengths and opportunities. 
The action guide provides a snapshot of a broad range 
of projects that could be undertaken depending on the 
situation. 

The project snapshots are presented using the following 
format:

The •	 type of action is presented in italics. 
This broadly identifies the focus of the action. 

Categories include: consultation, advocacy, rules & 
policies, hands-on works, demonstration projects, 
writing project proposals, sustainable livelihoods, 
traditional knowledge, education & awareness, and 
monitoring.

Capacity requirements•	  indicate prior knowledge, 
skills and resources that are needed to carry out the 
project. 

Description•	  briefly explains what the action aims 
to achieve and how it can be implemented. Some 
actions are described in more detail.

The catchment group should seek out support from 
other organisations to assist with planning, obtaining 
resources and implementing action projects. Support 
can be gained from a wide variety of sources, including 
government departments, businesses, educational 
institutions and local, national and regional NGOs.
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Action project 1 : Local resource management
Rules & policies, advocacy, education & awareness

Capacity requirements
Strong support from customary leaders

Description
The catchment group can work in cooperation with 
local customary leaders to establish good practices for 
managing the land and its resources. Customary law 
and traditional knowledge can play an important role in 
resource management and are often more effective than 
laws or policies imposed from outside the community.

For example, in many Pacific communities, important 
marine species have been managed through the 
use of customary laws or rules made by the village 
communities themselves. After the rules have been 
decided upon, the community can then enforce them 
through their own system of authority. The use of 
locally created rules and laws allows the community 
to take an active part in monitoring and managing 
their own resources. This can be very empowering and 
effective.

Examples of local laws

1. Declaring a taboo area where fishing, hunting or land-clearing is not permitted.

2.  Declaring a ‘No Fishing’ or ‘No Hunting’ period, especially around the time of year when 
fish spawn or land animals breed.

3. A local ban on the use of destructive fishing methods, such as those using explosives.

4.  A local ban of practices that cause water pollution, such as dumping waste in a river or 
situating a pigpen above a stream.

5.  Establishing bans on the cutting of mangroves or other forest types.

6. Adhering to customary taboos, including those related to not eating or killing the special 
spirit animals of a tribe or clan.

A sign that an area has been declared taboo and fishing or harvesting is not permitted. 
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Capacity requirements
Access to media, reading and writing

Description
Advocacy may be undertaken when the group wants 
to change a decision or practice that is controlled by 
another group. For example, this could be a government 
planning decision to allow or disallow a particular 
development, or a practice undertaken by a business 
that the group strongly disagrees with (e.g. a developer 
creating pollution or clearing land). 

Effective advocacy requires very careful planning and 
strategising about where to focus a campaign to have 
the greatest chance of achieving success. The group or 
person who is the target of the campaign may be open 
to changing their policy or activities if they can see some 
advantage or reason to do so. This is a good reason to 
establish a respectful relationship with the person or 
group that is targeted. 

Sometimes the target group or person may be less 
receptive to ideas for change. This requires a different 
approach. For example, to change a decision made by 
the government, the group may like to raise community 
awareness and support for the campaign. This may 
influence the government because the community 
votes at election time. Businesses may respond if 
the campaign is likely to affect their market; hence, 
advocacy could be directed at those who purchase 
products or services from the business. 

Tools of advocacy include meeting with the target 
person or group, writing letters to politicians, writing 
newspaper articles, conducting radio or television 
interviews, staging peaceful protests, making posters, 
creating displays, staging events, forming alliances with 
other supporters of the campaign, and holding public 
meetings, community workshops or forums. 

“Advocacy is speaking up, drawing a 
community’s attention to an important issue, 

and directing decision-makers towards a 
solution. Advocacy is working with other people 

and organisations to make a difference.”

CEDPA, Cairo, Beijing and Beyond: A Handbook on 
Advocacy for Women Leaders

Some groups’ stage peaceful protests 
to help get their message across to 
decision-makers. 

Action project 2 : Advocacy campaign 
Advocacy, rules & policies, consultation, education & awareness
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Action project 3 : Home water audits & action plans 
Education & awareness, hands-on works, monitoring

Capacity requirements
Group members must undertake a ‘train the trainer’ 
course about water auditing; volunteers to undertake 
audits; H2S test kits (optional) 

Description
This action involves trained catchment group members 
making visits to other people’s houses to assist them 
to protect their water from contamination. During the 
visit the catchment group member conducts a survey 
or ‘audit’ of water use. A water audit is a survey that 
identifies risks of contaminating the water supply, 
areas where water is wasted and instances where the 
household contributes to polluting a water source. 
The audit can involve measuring water quality, such 
as using the H2S test for faecal coliform (bacteria) 
contamination.

The catchment group members would require 
training prior to carrying out an audit. A number of 
organisations could assist the catchment group to 
design an audit and provide this training. For example, 
training can be provided through Live & Learn 
Environmental Education (subject to availability of 
funds). 

Catchment group members analyse result from 
household audits and then show the householders 
ways that they can reduce the risk of their water being 
contaminated. 

Water ambassadors
Members of the Sarakata Catchment 
Group became water ambassadors and 

conducted more than 50 home visits in villages 
within the Sarakata catchment. During the home 
visits, they tested the domestic water supply for 
bacterial contamination using the H2S (hydrogen 
sulphide) test. Many examples of contaminated 
water were identified and advice was given to the 
householders.

The H2S test is a simple way to determine the 
presence or absence of bacteria that come from 
animal or human waste. H2S is produced by living 
bacteria. The test establishes if H2S is present 
in the sample. If H2S is present, it indicates that 
harmful bacteria or viruses could also be present.

More information about the H2S test can be 
obtained from Live & Learn or the World Health 
Organization (WHO).

A  water ambassador using a H2S test Kit.
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Capacity requirements
Monitoring equipment (water test kits); training in 
monitoring techniques; volunteers

Description
Catchment groups can be involved in monitoring the 
quality of water in rivers, streams or in drinking water 
supplies. Water quality monitoring is used to determine 
the level of pollution or disturbance of a waterway and 
can be used to identify the sources of contamination. 
Monitoring can also be used to assess the impact of a 
management activity. 

The following variables can be monitored, provided the 
group has access to training and resources:

Turbidity, which measures how much silt or mud is •	
suspended in the water

Nutrients (nitrate and phosphate) •	

Dissolved oxygen •	

Temperature •	

pH (acidity/alkalinity)•	

Conductivity, which is the amount of dissolved salt•	

Faecal coliform bacteria, which is used to •	
indicate the possible presence of disease-causing 
microorganisms.

Community-based ‘rivercare’ and ‘waterwatch’ groups 
have been involved in extensive water-monitoring 
programs in countries such as Australia and New 
Zealand for over 15 years. Community involvement in 
water quality monitoring empowers people to better 
understand the causes and effects of pollution and 
assists group to take action to address the problems. 
Actions arising from monitoring could include advocacy 
or hands-on efforts to find solutions to problems (such 
as moving sources of pollution). 

H2S testing is a particularly useful test that allows 
people to determine whether or not their water is 
contaminated or safe to drink. The test indicates the 
presence or absence of H2S gas, which is produced 
by bacteria that live in the gut of people and animals. 
Anyone can be trained to use this simple test, which is 
also cheap to obtain. 

A Catchment group member using a Water Test kit to monitor the quality of water in a river.

Action project 4 : Water quality monitoring
Monitoring education, awareness & advocacy
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Action project 5 : Buffer zones 
Hands-on works, demonstration project

Capacity requirements
Landowner cooperation; community volunteers; 
resources and skills required vary depending on existing 
activities within the buffer zone 

Description
A buffer zone is an area set aside along the side of a 
river or stream to protect the river from nearby activities, 
such as gardening, logging, planting or grazing. A buffer 
zone could also be established around an important 
site where ground water is ‘recharged’ (meaning the 
place where surface water seeps underground). The 
buffer zone helps to keep a river healthy by reducing 

erosion of the banks, creating shade (cooling the water), 
providing habitats for plants and animals, and filtering 
out pollutants before they reach the water.

A 20-metre to 50-metre wide buffer zone will 
significantly improve river health. A wider buffer zone 
will be even more effective. Establishing a buffer zone 
along a river will require the agreement and cooperation 
of all the landowners along the selected stretch of river. 
This is likely to require engagement with landowners, 
as well as education and awareness. Physical works 
required may include building a fence along the buffer 
zone, planting native plants within the zone, and 
relocating gardens, pigpens or toilets outside the buffer 
zone. 

Clearing land without leaving buffer zones around water ways can cause significant impact on river and 
catchment health. 
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Action project 6 : Managing pig wastes
Hands-on works, demonstration project

Capacity requirements
For a compost piggery: funding; building materials (e.g. 
concrete); tools; good understanding or expert advice 
about appropriate design; reliable source of sawdust or 
other dry mulch

Description
Pig farms (large or small) can cause a significant amount 
of pollution if they are located too close to water 
supplies or rivers. For example, in Fiji, a study found 
that pig waste accounted for 35% to 40% of nutrient 
pollution affecting the Coral Coast. 

The catchment group can undertake works or 
demonstration projects to reduce the impact of pigs on 
river systems or water supplies. The simplest method 
is to assist owners to move their pigpens as far away as 
possible from water sources, rivers and the sea.

Alternatively, the group could also get involved in 
building a demonstration ‘compost piggery’. A compost 
piggery is a way to reduce the pollution coming from 
a pig farm; it also creates organic compost than can be 
collected and used to improve soil in gardens. 

A compost piggery is built on a solid concrete floor 
(usually 4 metres x 4 metres), which is covered by 
untreated sawdust to a depth of around 40 centimetres. 
(Straw or other dry mulch could also be used.) The 
floor must be kept dry, so a roof is required and the 
water trough must be located outside the pen. The pig 
waste mixes with the sawdust and breaks down, usually 
with very little smell. After several months, the compost 
can be shovelled out and replaced. The end product is a 
wonderful fertiliser that can be used on gardens. 

Demonstration projects such as compost piggeries can 
be very successful as they protect water resources and 
bring a useful gain (i.e. compost) to the pig owners.

Pigs cause pollution when they are kept too close to a river.
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Action project 7 : Revegetation 
Hands-on works, demonstration project

Capacity requirements
Access to a supply of plants (e.g. from a nursery) 
or ability to propagate plants; digging implements; 
community volunteers; landowner cooperation 

Description
Revegetation involves planting trees, shrubs or other 
vegetation within an area that has been previously 
cleared. Revegetation could be undertaken to protect a 
sensitive area, such as a river or water supply source, to 
rehabilitate an important habitat for wildlife, or to grow 
trees that have economic or other value (e.g. for timber 
or food).

Revegetation can involve native species of plants or 
introduced species, depending on the purpose. Habitat 
rehabilitation will require native species; growing plants 
specifically for use as a resource may require native and 
introduced species.

Careful planning and landowner cooperation is essential 
for the sustainability of revegetation projects. There is 
no point in replanting trees only to have them cut down 
again the following year. Revegetation also requires a 
supply of plants, which may be grown by the group or 
sourced from a nursery. Planting can be a great way to 
involve community volunteers and give them increased 
‘ownership’ of the project. Taking care of plants, 
monitoring growth and observing changes over time 
can also be very rewarding for a catchment group.

Collect Local Seeds
Before you start your re-vegetation 
project, you might like to spend some 

time collecting seeds.

Your surrounding local bushland is a good source 
of seeds. These local plants have adapted to the 
local conditions (soil, climate etc.) and, therefore, 
will require less maintenance and have more 
chance of survival. They also contribute to the 

conservation of biodiversity by providing habitat 
and food for local wildlife.

In the months or weeks leading up to your re-
vegetation project, keep a look out for plants that 
are producing seeds. Try to make sure the seeds 
are mature before you pick them, and when you 
are storing, try to keep them dry.
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Installing a new community water tank.

Action project 8 : Community/household water supply 
Hands-on works, demonstration project

Capacity requirements
Funding; building materials (e.g. concrete); tools; good 
understanding or expert advice about appropriate 
design and building methods

Description
Catchment groups can get involved in identifying needs 
and helping to build new community or household 
water supplies. This is likely to require a source of 
funding and expert advice (e.g. from a government 
officer or engineer). The water supply systems could 
be established as a demonstration project for other 
communities to view.

The type of water supply constructed will vary 
depending on the quality and availability of local water 
resources, the size of the community and other variables 
such as the funding and resources available. Options 
include rainwater tanks, wells, bores, surface water 
collection and reticulation (pipes). 

The catchment group should ensure that the local 
community is involved in construction and takes 
responsibility for the maintenance of water supply 
systems to ensure they do not break down in the future. 
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Action project 9 : Improved toilets (latrines) 
Hands-on works, demonstration project

Working together to build improved community toilets.

Capacity requirements
Funding; concrete and local building materials (e.g. 
bamboo); tools; knowledge of how to construct a pit 
latrine or composting toilet

Description
Toilets are one of the best ways to reduce the risk of 
people becoming ill from water contaminated with 
human waste. Some communities may want toilets 
because they currently do not have them, while others 
may like to improve the type of toilet that they use or 
place them in a more appropriate location.

Pit latrines are those in which the waste falls into a large 
pit in the ground, where it decomposes. Some pits are 
designed to be emptied; more often the pit is used for 

many years until it is full and then a new pit latrine is 
built. A ‘ventilated improved pit latrine’, or VIP latrine, 
is a design that reduces odours and prevents insects 
from breeding in the pit. 

Compost toilets break down human wastes into organic 
compost, which can be collected and safely used to 
improve soil in gardens. These types of systems usually 
separate the urine from solids and require regular, but 
easy, maintenance. Composting toilets are valuable ways 
of protecting nearby water supplies (especially wells or 
bores) from seepage from regular toilets. They are safe 
to use, but often require an awareness campaign to gain 
public support. 

A catchment group can assist communities to build 
improved toilets or establish demonstration projects 
that encourage other people to do so. 
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Everyone can be involved in a Community Clean up day.  

Action project 10 : Waste management
Hands-on works, demonstration project, education & awareness

Capacity requirements
Knowledge of waste management issues and techniques 
relevant to each activity; volunteers; materials (see below).

Description
Waste management is becoming an increasing problem 
in the Pacific Islands. A lack of coordinated waste 
management services has led to many communities 
disposing of wastes in rivers, bush or the sea. The 
growing volume of waste affects human health and the 
ecosystems that we depend upon.

Catchment groups can take a variety of actions in a 
campaign against waste:

An •	 education and awareness campaign may 
focus on reducing the volume of waste through 
reuse or recycling. Other issues include raising 
awareness about the dangers of burning plastics, 
and the disposal of toxic waste (e.g. batteries).

Community clean-up days •	 can be great for 
involving people, however, organisers must plan for 
an appropriate place to dump the rubbish collected.

Waste collection bins•	  can be made in a variety of 
ways, such as cutting and painting 44-gallon drums. 
Collection bins will only be effective if the group 
has organised for regular emptying of the bins.

A communal waste dumpsite•	  can be established. 
This may be a large hole dug in a location away 
from sensitive environments or water supplies. It 
requires careful management to keep wandering 
animals away and to ensure the dumpsite does not 
become a breeding site for mosquitoes. 

Composting demonstrations•	  can be held. 
Organic waste usually accounts for 60% to 70% 
of total household waste. All of this waste can be 
decomposed to make valuable compost for gardens. 
Compost may also have commercial value.
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Action project 11 : Producing biofuel from coconut
Demonstration projects, sustainable livelihoods

Capacity requirements
Knowledge and skills in producing oil from coconuts; 
supply of coconut fruits; strong pot or vessel for boiling 
coconuts

Description
The objective of this action is to make biofuel or oil 
from coconuts. This can help community members 
save money by reducing the need to purchase kerosene. 
The catchment group can demonstrate the process 
of making biofuel to encourage other community 
members to try it.  

Extracting coconut oil
Collect coconut fruits (any number •	

should do). Husk and scrape out the meat 
from inside the shell. Use the meat and juice 
from the coconut. Extract the coconut milk.

Collect the coconut milk, pour it into a pot •	
and apply heat.

Apply intense heat, while stirring, for •	
approximately 2 hours or until you can 
observe changes in the liquid.

The oil produced by the coconut milk is •	
totally clear. It will sit on top of the coconut 
milk ‘precipitate’ at the bottom of the pot.

Separate the oil from the precipitate and •	
leave to cool. You can use this coconut oil for 
perfume and cooking.

Purifying coconut oil
Measure the amount of coconut oil to be •	
purified and pour into a cooking pot. Add half 
as much water as there is coconut oil.

Apply heat to the mixture of water and •	
coconut oil, stirring occasionally. Use a dry 
stick to stir. Avoid contact with the mixture. 
It can cause ‘explosions’ of oil and water and 
can be dangerous.

Apply intense heat until all the water has •	
evaporated and the solution does not boil 
anymore. It is important to observe that 
there is no boiling. This indicates that the 
water has evaporated and only oil is left.

Turn off the heat, cool and pour the oil into •	
containers for safekeeping.





We cannot live only for ourselves.   
A thousand fibers connect us  

with our fellow men.  

Herman Melville


