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“We are still here not by luck but by design”. Indigenous Innovation, climate resilience and adaptation in the Pacific Islands.


	
Introduction
Indigenous innovation in the Pacific represents a radical, design-informed approach to climate resilience that has endured and adapted over millennia. Pacific communities’ worldviews and practices have demonstrated enduring relevance and resilience not by chance but through intentional design. The challenges these communities face are complex and multilayered, extending beyond acute disasters like cyclones which need multidisciplinary approachi. While the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) and scientific research have documented climate impacts, there is a critical gap in translating this evidence into actionable, culturally responsive solutions. This underscores the need to rethink scientific frameworks to prioritise and integrate the lived experiences, historical knowledge, and Indigenous innovation of local communitiesii. By centring climate resilience and adaptation practices of those on the ground—those who have long navigated environmental challenges through generations of accumulated knowledge—this research highlights the transformative potential of Indigenous innovationiii.

Objectives

· Critique externally driven, technocentric approaches to climate resilience and adaptation, demonstrating how Indigenous innovation creates adaptive, scalable, and equitable solutions.
· Explore the extractive, exploitative, and profit-driven tendencies of climate innovation, such as climate finance (mostly loan) and carbon trade initiatives, and their impacts on Pacific communities.
· Illustrate the dynamism and relevance of Indigenous innovation through case studies from the Pacific Islands.

Methodology
This research employs participatory approaches that center Indigenous voices, experiences, and solutions, asking: What works for Indigenous communities, and how can their innovations inform global climate resilience and adaptation strategies? The study was conducted during the Pacific Ocean Climate Crisis Assessment (POCCA) fieldwork, with the final report launched at COP 29 in Baku, Azerbaijan.

Findings
Case studies, such as freshwater management in Kia Island (Fiji), wetland farming (Mesei) in Palau, agribusiness models in Fiji, the nexus of science and traditional ecological knowledge (TEK) in Samoa, climate mobility narratives in Tonga, and communal labor systems in Niue’s post-cyclone recovery, illustrate the dynamism of Indigenous innovation. For example, the revival of traditional water holes in Timor-Leste restored local water tables and strengthened community resilience. Similarly, Langalanga Lagoon’s private island systems in the Solomon Islands exemplify innovative resource governance rooted in Indigenous values. These practices are not relics of the past but living systems responding to contemporary ecological, social, and economic pressures. Climate science, often driven by external experts, as seen in the IPCC, tends to marginalize Indigenous knowledge, which is deemed insufficiently aligned with modern frameworks.

Significance of the work for policy and practice 
By bridging scientific evidence with Indigenous perspectives, this research advocates for inclusive and equitable climate responses that respect and leverage Indigenous resilience and innovationiv. It calls for a paradigm shift that reimagines innovation as a tool for collective well-being, ecological stewardship, and cognitive and political justice, prioritizing equity, resilience, interdependence, and ecological balance.
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