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Optimizing health resilience in islands: the role of community, traditional and local knowledges in small island developing states


	
Rationale
This session aims to discuss existing climate/public health risks and resilience building measures in islands, which are often disproportionately and negatively impacted by external shocks (Foley et al., 2022). Recent public health crisis, such as Covid-19, negatively impacted the socio-economic fabric of many islands, already challenged by limited financial capacity, infrastructure, long supply chains and looming climate change scenarios,  coupled with fragile health systems at capacity (Moncada & Nguyen, 2024). 

While climate change adds a layer of complexity to existing challenges to public health systems, many islands draw on their traditional capacity and resilient approaches to innovate and adapt rapidly to mitigate against a fast-changing threat. This is also true when it comes to the responses of many islands to the Covid-19 pandemic (Cuschieri et al., 2022). On the one hand, there is the increased isolation and the reduction of travel in and out of the islands that have severely affected local economies (Kim, 2020). On the other hand, many islands have responded (adapted) to this crisis by developing ad-hoc welfare and financial schemes to support their inhabitants (Nhamo et al., 2020), while others have adopted creative measures, such as the case of the ‘Welcome Stamp Visa’ in Barbados (allowing digital nomads to work remotely), or home gardening programmes in the Fiji, to foster post-pandemic resilience. Some of these programmes may also deliver benefits that prove to be compatible with adaptation to climate change. Therefore, a further objective of this session will be to identify key enabling factors capable of building health and climate resilience in the context of climate and public health crises in islands (Tukuitonga, 2021) 

A third objective of the session is to identify best practices in islands that can inform policy to adopt win-win measures (among which economic instruments, ‘nudging’, etc) to support post-pandemic climate resilient health systems. In fact, ‘traditional health systems” prior to pandemic halted during the acute phase of the pandemic, and services for NCDs consultations/preventive approaches were put on the back burner. In a post-pandemic time the repercussion from not following up these patients / not diagnosing them, is taking a toll on the healthcare systems.  These results have the potential to also be scaled-up to other countries and territories besides islands. Finally, the session explores, in its fourth specific objective, the opportunity to improve existing gaps in data collection, health system digitalization and generation of health intelligence in islands, which, if implemented while taking into account for the special characteristics exhibited by islands (remoteness, double insularity, higher costs to function, etc), can also help to improve wellbeing whilst lowering health costs and providing optimal return to investments, thus providing pilot settings for data driven health policy models in larger states.

This project also seeks to meet an overarching objective to support the work of the World Health Organisation Collaborating Centre (WHO-CC) in Health Systems and Policies in Small States, hosted by the ISSI of the University of Malta, and other applicant WHO-CCs located in the Pacific region.

Concepts 

While many climate change impacts and their links to health are widely reported in the literature (McIver, et al., 2015), there is still uncertainty on which specific climate threats are likely to impact communities in islands, given the diversity of island populations. What is common, is the need to develop climate resilient health systems to prepare for possible risks to supply chains of medicines, healthy food and health personnel in the event of a crisis (McIver, et al., 2016). This is made even more urgent as climate change further strains public health resources that would be available to counter the threat of emerging pandemics, which - in turn - are also more likely to occur in a warming world.

This session takes a Planetary Health Approach (Myers, 2017), recognising the strong links between the environment (including climate change) and health systems, examining climate and health preparedness of communities in islands. While some communities may not have access to the highest standard of healthcare, there are numerous systems that can also function to bolster community health while also building climate resilience, such as a strong domestic food supply utilising sustainable agricultural system to enable good nutrition, community health centres that are well-equipped with basic health facilities, and emergency facilities to prepare for unforeseen threats in both the health sphere (e.g. pandemics) and the environmental sphere (e.g. extreme weather events, respiratory diseases). 

This session also looks at current gaps in health and climate data surveillance, which is a common problem in islands. There is an identified lack of data and resources to implement suitable methodologies to collect crucial information, which remains an important gap in many islands (Gordon-Strachan, et al., 2025). There is a growing opportunity to improve the health system digitalisation in small states, which can indeed also provide a low-cost solution to address the existing gaps in data collection and expertise.


Programme
The session includes five presentations from well-established scholars, emerging authors and practitioners. Presentations shall focus on the question of how local, traditional and indigenous knowledge is informing theory, practice and policy, and on evidence of sound adaptation and factors capable of enhancing or inhibiting health resilience and the overall wellbeing of people living in islands in relation to their long-term ability to deal with climate-change. 

The session provides the facility to use live-streaming video, real-time updates on social-media platforms, including interactions with participants attending the conference. 

Anticipated outcomes of the session
A report shall be provided, aiming at sustaining the scientific results of the conference, more specifically highlighting the importance of stronger links between climate-change science and policy in islands and coastal areas, both to increase policy-effectiveness, and to boost scholarly enquiry in the context of communities often be side-lined by mainstream research.
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	INDIVIDUAL PANELLIST CONTRIBUTION

Moderator Details
Full Name: Prof. Hilary Bambrick 
Organisation: Australian National University
Bio sketch:
Director of the National Centre for Epidemiology and Population Health, nationally and internationally recognised for work on climate change and health, in particular in adaptation strategies for building resilience, from small community-led interventions to multi-nation cross-sectoral plans, expert reviewer for the IPPC.

Panellist 1
Full Name: Prof. Stefano Moncada, Dr Luca Nguyen
Organisation: Islands and Small States Institute (ISSI), University of Malta (UM)
Bio:
Stefano is Director of ISSI, published in more than 50 peer reviewed international journals and books, delivered over 50 conference & keynote speeches. He’s part of the editorial board of Small States and Territories, Mediterranean Experts on Climate and Environmental Change, Resilient and Sustainable Islands Initiative, and acts as expert reviewer for the IPCC. Luca is a Postdoctoral fellow at the UM, focusing on climate change adaptation, health resilience and experienced management and market research consultant with a decade of global experience in Beijing, London and Malta.

Presentation 1
Climate Resilience and Preparedness in Small Islands: The missing link

Panellist 1 Contribution: 
Introduction
This presentation discusses the results of a systematic literature review to describe how Small islands are often disproportionately impacted by external shocks, and the manner
in which they build resilience is increasingly important in the face of climate change and health crises, thus impacting the attainment of their Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).

Objectives 
This paper discusses the results of a systematic literature review (PRISMA protocol) that set out to examine which resilience-building measures are adopted by small islands to overcome the incidence of two shocks happening simultaneously: climate change and COVID-19. This is in line with the objectives set by SDG 13 (targets 13.1/13.3) and SDG 3 (targets 3.8/3.d). 

Methodology 
The PRISMA protocol was adopted, taking 16,369 studies that fulfilled the
criterion of jointly assessing pandemic, health and climate, only 662 of these mentioned small islands, and adding further 42 studies that fulfilled additional screening criteria. Within these studies, we examined whether a planetary health approach, which recognises the links between environment and health systems, was adopted.

Findings 
The results show that in small islands, and for such shocks in tandem, a planetary health approach is scarcely considered. However, specific actions to strengthen resilience
were documented to have been effective when facing climate and health crises, which we categorised as: (i) the management of short-term risks; (ii) community actions; (iii) local government support; and (iv) long-term strategic planning.

Panellist 2
Full Name: Li'amanaia Dr Roannie Ng Shiu, Professor Sir Collin Tukuitonga
Organisation: Te Poutoko Ora a Kiwa, University of Auckland
Bio:
Roannie is from Savaia and Leone in Samoa. She is a Co-Director of The University of Auckland Centre for Pacific and Global Health and the Interim Manager for the Pacific Academy of Science. Roannie has 15 years of research experience specialising in human geography, and Pacific health, education, and development.
Sir Collin is a Niuean Public Health Medicine Specialist currently Associate Dean Pacific at the University of Auckland Faculty of Medical and Health Sciences. He is a career public servant with extensive experience in NZ, the Pacific and internationally.

Presentation 2
Innovations for health resilience in the Pacific

Panellist 2 Contribution
Introduction
This presentation examines the sustainability and resilience of health systems in the Pacific. With small population groups scattered across vast distances, the Pacific Islands face several unique and interconnected developmental challenges, including unreliable and expensive transport, small and fragile economies, and vulnerability to climate change. Despite these obstacles, Pacific nations are advancing universal health coverage through a strong focus on primary healthcare and public health initiatives. However, the growing burden of non-communicable diseases (NCDs) threatens health outcomes and requires urgent policy action.

Objectives 
We evaluated the sustainability and resilience of health systems in the Republic of the Marshall Islands, Tonga, and Vanuatu by analysing key domains: population health, environmental sustainability, workforce, medicines and technology, service delivery, financing, and governance

Methodology 
Using a research framework from the Partnership for Health System Sustainability and Resilience (PHSSR), the study provides a comprehensive assessment of the Pacific Islands' health systems, considering both regional and global contexts.

Findings 
The findings highlight critical gaps in population health - particularly in managing NCDs, workforce capacity, financing, and governance; emphasizing the need for increased national investment, coordinated regional policies, and strengthened global partnerships. Moreover, local and indigenous knowledge plays a vital role in resilience, offering culturally relevant strategies for public health, disaster preparedness, and climate adaptation. Recognising and integrating these approaches with modern health policies will be essential for sustainable healthcare solutions. While Pacific communities have long demonstrated resilience, growing health and climate inequities underscore the need for continued and consistent support to ensure a sustainable future. 

Panellist 3
Full Name: John Paul Cauchi
Organisation: Queen Mary University of London, Malta
Bio:
Dr John Paul Cauchi is Senior Lecturer and Head of Public Health at Queen Mary University of London, Malta. He researches environmental health, focusing on climate change, food security, and health, with special interest in indigenous knowledge and resilience and is a member of the Indigenous People’s Observatory Network (IPON). He also strongly advocates social justice and holds surveillance system expertise.
 
Presentation 3
Community-Driven Adaptation for Food Security and Health in Kiribati 

Introduction
Kiribati’s limited land, dense population, and low-lying atolls make it highly vulnerable to climate change. This presentation emphasizes community-driven adaptation areas that integrate local knowledge and cultural structures to effectively address food security and health challenges.
 
Objectives
The presentation highlights how traditional knowledge and community collaboration can enhance climate resilience, focusing on practical, low-cost interventions using local materials to improve food and nutritional security.
 
Methodology
A mixed-methods approach was adopted, including focus groups, mapping exercises, and household surveys. Qualitative data from focus groups explored food systems, community needs, and perceptions of food health. Quantitative data on food availability, access, and quality were gathered through household surveys. Thematic analysis identified key livelihood resources and socio-environmental hazards.
 
Findings 
Community members perceive local foods as healthier, yet imported foods remain integral. Nutritional diversity is higher in rural compared to urban areas. Livelihood resources—physical, financial, natural, social, and human—support community adaptation efforts. Major themes for improving food security and health include present-focused resilience, traditional skills, the maneaba-unimane system for collaboration, water security, communal gardening, culinary innovation, and developing a domestic food market.
 



