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CHAPTER TWO 
 
 

EVOLUTION OF A WATERSHED MANAGEMENT PROGRAM 
 

 In 1983, during a joint vegetation survey undertaken by the U.S. Forest Service 

(USFS) and the Pohnpei State Division of Forestry (DoF), rapid forest clearings in the 

island’s interior and upland forests were noted. This deforestation was attributed to the 

growth in human population and movement into the area for purposes of subsistence 

farming as well as cultivation of a traditional crop, sakau, which had begun to enjoy some 

commercial success as a cash crop.  As a result, the Pohnpei State Division of Forestry 

with the assistance of the USFS developed legislation to counteract these threats.  Based 

on watershed legislation in Hawaii, this legislation attempted to protect Pohnpei’s rich 

biodiversity and intact forests as well as its watershed, which supplied water for the 

people on the island.  The Pohnpei Watershed Forest Reserve and Mangrove Protection 

Act of 1987 (S.K. 1L-128-87) was passed and created a close to 12,500 acre Watershed 

Forest Reserve (WFR) from public lands which would be protected from consumptive 

activities and managed by the Division of Forestry.13  The legislation outlined rules and 

regulations on access to the WFR with entry requiring permits from the Division of 

Forestry (Anson, 1993).14 

 Work began in 1990 by the USFS and the Pohnpei Division of Forestry to lay the 

boundary for the Watershed Forest Reserve.  However, when government surveyors 

entered villages and attempted to lay down the boundaries in Kitti and Nett 

municipalities, they were confronted by villagers who were suspicious of these 

                                                 
 13 The legislation also encompassed protection of close to 13,300 acres of coastal mangrove 
forests.  However, for the purposes of this thesis, only issues dealing with the watershed areas and upland 
forests will be addressed. 
 14 The legislation is available in Appendix B. 
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government officers and were denied access to the areas, in some cases with machetes 

and guns (TNC, 1/3/94).  Though public hearings had been held, not much public 

education or notification of activities, particularly with villages neighboring the proposed 

WFR, had been done.  As such, villagers’ suspicions were only heightened as they 

considered public lands open to communities for farming and agroforestry activities.15 

 Faced with the anger and suspicion of villagers, work on establishing the WFR 

halted while those involved with the efforts contemplated how to move forward.  Bill 

Raynor, at the time an instructor at the College of Micronesia who had been hired by the 

Pohnpei Division of Forestry as a consultant because of his graduate work on the island’s 

agroforestry, crossed paths with John Weilbacher with the Pohnpei Department of Lands 

at a sakau market in Madolenihmw municipality.  As they discussed the situation, an idea 

to create an inter-agency task force (the first of its kind on Pohnpei) was developed and 

both men took the concept to Herson Anson, head of the Division of Forestry.  Herson 

endorsed the idea and the three developed a list of agencies involved in watershed 

management to include on the task force.   

 The result of this work was the formation of the Watershed Steering Committee 

(WSC) in 1990.  With the support of the Director of the Department of Resource 

Conservation and Surveillance (which the Division of Forestry was then under), the 

WSC’s responsibilities were to 1) develop, manage, and implement the law; 2) represent 

the government when dealing with the municipal governments and communities; and 3) 

                                                 
 15 This suspicion must also be understood in the context of Pohnpei’s colonial history.  People 
were used to seeing the state government in adversarial terms given the decades of colonial rule in which 
various governments changed traditional mechanisms of landownership and usage through establishing 
formal regulations on land registration resulting in control of lands by the state.  In addition, as one 
politician noted concerning the protective status gained by the area and suspension of farming activities, 
“the rules and regulations were unrealistic…subsistence living is very difficult.”  
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develop and implement long-term management strategies for the WFR (internal memo, 

1/25/93).  The WSC was also charged with seeking funds as well as technical assistance 

to implement the law.  Once the WSC gathered and incorporated community concerns 

into the law, specifically its rules and regulations of access and management that would 

enforce the law, it would then present these revisions to the Governor who would then 

amend the law to reflect these changes and reintroduce it to the state legislature for final 

passage.  WSC membership consisted of government agency representatives from the 

Department of Conservation and Resource Surveillance’s Divisions of Agriculture, 

Marine Resources, and Forestry; Department of Health Services’ Division of 

Environmental Health; Department of Lands’ Divisions of Historic Preservation and 

Land Administration; Pohnpei’s Environmental Protection Agency; College of 

Micronesia (and later The Nature Conservancy as Bill Raynor moved from the college to 

create and head TNC’s Pohnpei office in 1992); and the USDA’s Soil and Conservation 

Service.16  Funding for activities of the WSC (mainly the extension program of education 

and outreach with communities) came from the USFS and the United Nation’s South 

Pacific Regional Environment Programme.   

 With the creation of the WSC, momentum to move forward with the WFR began 

again in 1990.  One of the first activities of the WSC was an extension program for 

educational outreach, the goals of which were to educate communities about the 1987 

law, significance of the watershed, and to gather feedback on the rules and regulations of 

the law.  The extension program took the form of three day workshops in villages and 

                                                 
 16 Regarding organizational structure, the WSC membership was voluntary and its members met 
once a week to organize and coordinate its activities with decisions made through a consensus-based 
format.  The WSC had a chair as well as secretary who also kept minutes for each meeting and distributed 
them to the membership.   
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consisted of a presentation to the community by the WSC members covering topics such 

as the rules and regulations of the legislation, administration of public lands, land tenure 

issues and changes in land use, importance of watersheds and forests, biodiversity, and 

cultural sites related to the watershed (meeting minutes, 5/4/90).  After the presentations, 

the WSC then opened up the workshop for question and answer periods in which 

communities had a chance to express their concerns and issues with the law and 

discussion followed.17  The WSC began the education program by focusing on the areas 

of Koapin Soamwoai in Kitti, Lehdau-Senipehn in Madolenihmw, and Nanpil in Nett, as 

they were considered the most threatened areas based on past surveys and scientific data 

collected by the USFS, USDA Soil and Conservation, and the Pohnpei Division of 

Forestry.  Later, the WSC expanded its education program to other villages and by the 

end of the two years (1992-1994) had met with over 200 communities island-wide. 

 At the same time these education workshops were being conducted, the USFS 

sponsored three trips to the Philippines for three different groups of Pohnpei’s traditional 

leaders in the most critical communities.18  The purpose of these trips was to provide an 

opportunity for these traditional leaders to learn about deforestation issues in another 

country and its effects on the land and biodiversity as well as its people. As a result of 

these trips, the traditional leaders turned their opposition into support for the WFR and 

helped the WSC in developing relationships with the communities by serving as 

facilitators and educators. 
                                                 
 17 The WSC met with the traditional leaders of the municipalities and villages to gain support and 
approval prior to visiting with communities.  The workshops were also opened to the senators representing 
these areas in the state legislature as well as representatives from the municipal governments.  The WSC 
also aired radio programs to announce activities of its education program.   
 18 These traditional leaders were chosen and invited by the Division of Forestry.  Selection was 
based on their level of opposition and the key watershed areas they represented.  Those who were 
supportive were also invited in order to strengthen their ability to communicate issues to their villages. 
Other key leaders in the community, such as the clergy, also participated.   
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 By the end of 1994, the WSC developed an understanding of the communities’ 

issues regarding the law.  The key issues centered on the need for participatory 

management of the reserve between the state government and traditional leaders, 

developing a holistic approach of encompassing management from the mountain to the 

sea, and adjustments in the boundary lines.19  Within each of these issues were related 

topics concerning how decisions about appropriate use of certain areas were to be made, 

how local knowledge was to be integrated with scientific information, how capacity 

building measures for villages to co-manage these areas were to be developed, how 

methods of surveying the boundary of the reserve were to be decided upon, and how 

monitoring of activities in these areas and enforcement was to be conducted (meeting 

minutes, 6/4/90).  It became clear to the WSC that communities needed to be involved 

with management decisions if Pohnpei were to successfully protect its watershed.   

 In 1994, based on the work of the extension program, Pohnpei state government 

received a two-year technical assistance grant from the Asian Development Bank (ADB) 

to develop a long-term watershed management plan.20  The ADB grant would help 

Pohnpei to determine environmental conditions and trends of the watershed, review 

institutional capacity and needs to implement the law and community co-management, 

develop a watershed plan for sustainable resource use, and determine development 

options - all of which would culminate in a long-term integrated watershed management 

                                                 
 19 An interesting note regarding the extension program was that communities often wanted to do 
more for conservation than state agencies were doing.  Agency officials were often asked why they allowed 
dredging of coral or road construction as it led to disturbing natural resources.  This experience is important 
in that one concern often cited with community-based natural resource management is that communities 
will extract natural resources for their benefit without concern for conservation.  However, the extension 
program reveals that communities are very cognizant of sustainability issues as they rely closely on the 
watershed for subsistence living.  
 20 The ADB is a multilateral development finance institution focused on the Asian and Pacific 
regions.  
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plan which would go through community and government review (TNC, 1/3/94).   The 

grant was an opportunity to test various approaches and management strategies regarding 

watershed management and the incorporation of community participation.  The grant 

would be organized through the WSC, with TNC taking the lead role in coordinating the 

activities.21   

 Work with the communities to develop a community-based planning process for 

management of watershed areas began with a pilot project in the Senpehn village of 

Madolenihmw municipality in 1995.22  Information identifying threats to the watershed 

and development needs of villages were gathered through community participatory rural 

appraisal (PRA) workshops.23  These PRAs were also a method to help communities with 

organizational planning for management of their watershed areas (Dahl, 1995).  PRAs 

determined sustainable use of the upland forest areas and secured community agreement 

on the location of a core watershed forest reserve area.  The end result was a Community 

Action Plan (CAP) fully developed by villages, approved by soumas, senators, municipal 

governments, and DoF, and integrating community needs with watershed management 

                                                 
 21 As required by the grant, most of the work was conducted by ADB consultants (e.g. a GIS 
database management specialist, watershed management specialist, agroforestry specialist, biodiversity 
specialist, legal and institutional framework specialist).  These consultants were not local to Pohnpei, and 
were foreigners.   
 22 This pilot project would serve as a model for the Participatory Rural Appraisal and Community 
Action Plan development activities conducted with other villages.  The pilot project also tested joint 
boundary line development with communities through the use of GIS technology.   
 23 The PRA is a method of community participation that is bottom-up in approach.  It focuses on 
understanding the needs, usually socio-economic, of the target group through information sharing and joint 
analysis.  It is also an efficient way of understanding the local situation.  The goal is empowerment of 
participants as decision makers as they work to develop strategies based on this information sharing and 
analysis to address issues and problems.  PRAs are usually conducted by a facilitator, are short in duration 
(e.g. not more than three weeks) and can consist of direct observations, interviews, and group workshops.  
In the case of Pohnpei, government agency personnel and community representatives were trained to 
conduct PRAs with various villages (Dahl, 1995).   
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and WFR implementation.24 Local, village level management committees with 

membership appointed by the soumas, were created to implement the CAPs and to 

coordinate activities with the WSC.  Unfortunately, in the case of the Senpehn pilot 

project, though a co-management agreement between communities and the state had been 

developed and signed off by the soumas, chief magistrate of the municipal government, 

and governor, concerns by the State’s Public Lands Board of devolving control over 

public lands to local communities led the state government to eventually pull out of the 

agreement.  Their concern centered on the fact that there was no checks and balance 

system to prevent traditional leaders from encroaching on public lands in response to 

community needs for agricultural lands or housing.  (This issue, the relationship between 

traditional leaders and communities, is a consistent theme throughout the watershed 

program’s history and remains a challenge to this day.) 

 Also in 1995, at the suggestion of one of the traditional leaders, the position of 

Community Conservation Officer (CCO) for each village was created.25   Usually 

selected by soumas, CCOs were members of the villages designated as natural resource 

and watershed educators for the community.  They also helped with coordinating and 

implementing CAPs (including monitoring and enforcement) and served as a liaison 

                                                 
 24 In essence, CAPs were management agreements between local communities and the 
government.  CAPs defined roles and responsibilities of participating parties for natural resource 
management, identified issues and problems, developed guidelines for resource use and sustainable 
management, developed restrictions concerning the boundary lines of the WFR, and developed the capacity 
of communities to manage these areas.  CAPs also set up processes for review and amendments to 
management activities and agreements that had to be endorsed by traditional leaders, villages, and 
government officials.  The CAPs were later incorporated into the final ADB funded long-term management 
plan for the watershed.   
 25 The number of CCOs in each village varies depending on interest, training, and selection by 
traditional leaders.   Currently, there are 200 CCOs island-wide. 
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between the village and the Forestry PRA team and the WSC.  Training was provided to 

assist CCOs with these responsibilities.26   

 The ADB years (1994-96) resulted in a better understanding of the needs for 

watershed management on Pohnpei for the following reasons:  

 Activities with the communities (e.g. producing CAPs, CCOs, and local 
management committees) were conducted as well as environmental education 
(e.g. people removed latrines and pig pens from river areas thereby improving 
water quality); 

 
 Collection of scientific information on the condition and status of the watershed 

(e.g. threats established as sakau cultivation, human settlement, road construction, 
hunting, and development of trails for tourism) were carried out as well as 
institutional analysis for co-management with communities (e.g. analysis of laws 
and policy verified precedents for co-management with communities existed); 27 

 
 GIS land use analysis led to development, in conjunction with communities, of a 

spatial zoning plan for watershed management incorporating three areas of a core, 
protected watershed forest reserve, a buffer zone outside of the WFR for limited 
consumptive uses, and an intensive consumptive use zone outside of the buffer 
zone was established. 

 
 This understanding of needs, as well as the input by traditional leaders revising 

the rules and regulations of the 1987 law during the education workshops, led to 

development of an integrated watershed management plan at the end of 1996.28  The plan 

focused on community-based sustainable natural resource management and improving 

coordination between communities and the state government for co-management of 

watershed areas.  Strategies centered on the use of community planning and management; 

developing a framework for co-management with communities; government, private 

sector and related political/legal frameworks to support co-management; creating 

                                                 
 26 An assessment of the current CCO program is available in Appendix G. 
 27 A diagram extensively listing both indirect and direct threats to upland forests is available in 
Appendix C. 
 28 A national watershed workshop in which activities of the program were shared with government 
agencies and other relevant stakeholders was also conducted at the end of the grant. 
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compatible development options; building capacity around a core group of resource 

managers both at the community and governmental levels; and creating a monitoring and 

evaluation plan to guide this work (Pohnpei Watershed Project Team, 1996).  At a 

workshop held in 1996, this management plan was reviewed and given support by 

traditional leaders, state agencies, and then Governor Del Pangelinan.  Unfortunately, due 

to state budget cuts that occurred in 1997, this management plan, which was to be 

implemented by a Watershed Management Unit under the Division of Forestry, was 

never fully implemented.  Parts of the management plan, specifically work with the 

communities to develop management capacity and Community Action Plans, continued 

under TNC. 

 Before the management plan was completed, the revised rules and regulations 

enforcing the 1987 law and incorporating recognition of traditional leaders as partners in 

watershed management was presented to then Governor Johnny David in 1995.29   

However, the state’s attorney general concluded there was no legal basis on which to 

support devolving state management authority over public lands to communities via co-

management agreements with traditional leaders.  As a result, the rules and regulations 

were not adopted by the governor and were sent back to the WSC.   

 The WSC held discussions on how it should move forward in light of the 

governor’s rejection of the rules and regulations.  Some members felt that the objectives 

of the WSC had been met with development of the revised rules and regulations.  With 

no way to move forward, the WSC, as a vehicle to implement the 1987 law, was seen as 

moot and this group advocated pursuing a return to state agency regulation.  Others felt 

                                                 
 29 1995 was the last year in Governor David’s term.  Governor Del Pangelinan began his term in 
1996.  Governor David returned to office in 2000 and is the current governor of Pohnpei. 
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that since the state was unwilling to recognize communities as critical stakeholders in 

watershed management, the WSC should adopt a wholly community centered approach 

and move away from the state.  This approach was seen as the most effective for 

watershed conservation since communities were the direct resource users.  This division 

over separate approaches for the future direction of the WSC led to a split within the 

membership with the result that the group advocating a return to state regulation left and 

later headed up the Department of Lands’ initiative to create a master land-use plan for 

the entire island.  The other group, consisting mostly of TNC and the Division of 

Forestry, continued under the WSC and pursued capacity building in communities for 

watershed management (personal interview, 2002).  Activities focused on continuing 

with CAP development, working with communities to set WFR boundary lines, training 

new CCOs, developing environmental education programs, and continuing efforts to 

reform laws to recognize communities as partners in watershed management.   

 With funding from Keidenren, a Japanese organization, the years 1997-99 saw a 

continuation of these community activities in addition to a shift in some strategy.  With 

the state unwilling to engage in co-management, TNC gradually shifted its attention to 

working with municipal governments as potential co-management partners with 

communities and as a more effective body through which to address watershed 

conservation.  The shift to the municipal governments was also influenced by TNC’s 

realization that working at the kousapw level developing CAPs for the entire island 

would take too long to accomplish.  The level of authority of the traditional chiefs at the 

village scale was also an issue.  Soumas en Kousapws (village chiefs) had limited 

authority.  As such, to move CAPs forward more effectively, Nahnmwarkis at the 
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kingdom or municipal level had to be involved.30  Additionally, the local management 

committees, due to internal village politics and lack of dedicated members, had not been 

successful in moving forward to implement CAPs.  As a result, TNC moved efforts for 

management of watershed areas to the municipal level, where coordination was viewed 

as being more effective and authority for implementation stronger (personal interview, 

2002).  Institutional organizations to coordinate and implement CAPs (developed at the 

kousapw level but now amalgamated to form comprehensive municipal level CAPs) were 

developed in the form of Watershed Area Management Committees (WAMC).  Members 

were usually selected by traditional leaders.  Ten WAMCs were created for ten areas 

adjacent to major stream sheds with Nett and Madolenihmw municipalities taking the 

first step.  WAMCs also advised the Division of Forestry on watershed management 

issues.  Instead of having local, kousapw level management committees, CCOs took on 

the role and responsibilities of these committees.  TNC also developed a community-

based monitoring program for the watershed, covering issues such as land conversion, 

spread of non-native species, bird hunting, water quality, and sakau plantings.   

 TNC had also introduced legislation to the state legislature that allowed for 

recognition of community-based institutions and planning processes such as the WAMCs 

and CAPs as having authority for watershed management and enforcement.  However, 

this legislation died in committee.   

                                                 
 30 In addition to their management and enforcement abilities, the involvement of the Nahnmwarkis 
was also critical in that the authority they commanded was greatly respected by the state government, partly 
because their authority surpassed that of the state government.  As such, the state government could not 
challenge or counter decisions made by these traditional leaders.  In this way, Nahnmwarkis were seen as 
the only entity that could sufficiently challenge the state government regarding watershed management as 
well as exert control over the communities and villages.   
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In addition, after the dissolution of the WSC, a new coordinating structure, the 

Pohnpei Resource Management Committee (PRMC) formed in 1997.  The PRMC 

worked with WAMCs to coordinate watershed management activities.  The PRMC 

expanded its mission to not only focus on the watershed, but on addressing overall 

coordination of natural resource management on Pohnpei.  It consisted of state agency 

representatives and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) with chairmanship 

revolving between the parties.  It was later joined by the lieutenant governor, who 

became chair in 2001.  The leadership of the lieutenant governor strengthened the PRMC 

and the committee really began to move forward with its mission and objectives.  What 

makes the PRMC an important working group, one member noted, is that “the head of 

each agency [is involved] and they can commit to do each activity, they don’t need to 

clear it with anyone else, consensus-based.”31  Another member said, “because of 

committee, there is a partnership between NGO and government and agencies…now we 

have a work plan and it’s all coordinated work toward one goal.”   

 The first Resource Management Advisory Committee (successor to WAMCs), 

formed by traditional leaders and TNC, was established in Madolenihmw municipality 

during this time as well (Nett had also developed a similar resource management 

committee in 1997 which still remains today).  Though the committee stopped 

functioning in 2000 due to problems with finding capable and dedicated people to serve, 

the advisory committee had been tasked with clarifying the roles and responsibilities of 

both government and traditional leaders in watershed management.  The committee, with 

                                                 
 31 Unless otherwise noted, all quotes (in this as well as subsequent chapters) were derived from 
interviews conducted on Pohnpei during May-July 2002 and on Hawaii August 2002.  Interviews were 
conducted with the understanding that confidentiality would be maintained and no names would be directly 
linked with a quote.  As such, all quotes noted in this thesis are not subscribed to specific individuals by 
name. 
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the assistance of a TNC legal specialist and working with the municipal government, also 

developed a model conservation law empowering communities to nominate, designate, 

and manage protected areas with municipal governments.  This law, adopted by the 

municipal government, created a precedent for co-management between communities and 

a government entity (monthly reports, 5/00).32  Consequently, forest, mangrove, and 

marine conservation reserves have been established in the villages of Senpehn and 

Enepein. 

 In addition, a sakau nursery program was developed to help communities shift 

sakau planting from upland forests to lowland areas and near houses.  The concept had 

been a result of the 1996 integrated watershed management plan.  However, due to 

droughts resulting from El Nino during 1997-98, the program’s launch had been delayed 

until 1998.  This program has educated people that sakau can be planted successfully in 

these lowland regions.   

 This period (post-1996 on) also saw environmental education programs about the 

watershed and general natural resource conservation issues integrated into school 

curriculums through classes, workshops, events, and exchange programs between schools 

and students.  Efforts to involve youth are further developed with teen programs geared 

toward applied learning field trips to collect scientific information and evaluate 

conservation areas.  

  Between 2000-02, several activities developed during previous years were seeing 

fruition.33  Many of these activities were greatly assisted by the creation of the 

                                                 
 32 Municipal governments are allowed to declare and protect conservation areas as a result of a 
1999 amendment to the State’s Protected Areas Law that had been supported by TNC and the Conservation 
Society of Pohnpei.   
 33 These years were funded by the World Bank’s Global Environment Facility.   
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Conservation Society of Pohnpei (CSP), Pohnpei’s first local non-profit conservation 

organization.  CSP was formed from capacity building efforts to create a local institution 

that could assume day-to-day management and coordination of activities concerning the 

watershed.34  This organization was particularly critical as TNC began to shift its focus to 

a more regional conservation approach and looking at natural resource management 

issues in Micronesia as a whole.  

 In addition, sponsored by TNC, U municipality (e.g. municipal government 

officials, traditional leaders, church leaders, communities) conducted a community 

visioning process, developing a plan for sustainable community development and 

addressing socio-economic issues such as job creation, health care, education, and the 

environment.35  The section on the environment included activities to delineate the WFR 

boundary line, monitoring and enforcement of the area, regulating access to the 

watershed area, developing sustainable resource use activities, and establishing 

conservation areas (U municipality, 2000).  U became the first municipality to 

successfully lay the WFR boundary line.  Similar community visioning efforts are also 

underway in Nett and Madolenihmw municipalities, with Madolenihmw having 

completed half of its boundary line.   

 In 2002, the PRMC had a planning retreat in which completing the Watershed 

Forest Reserve boundary line was selected as a priority activity for FY03.  In the same 

year an island-wide CCO conference was held to facilitate networking among 

                                                 
 34 Specifically, activities consisted of working with the communities, the Grow Low campaign, 
monitoring, working with the state legislature, environmental education, and setting the boundary line. 
 35 Over the years, TNC had shifted its approach with communities to center conservation issues 
within development needs.  TNC had realized that conservation issues could not be addressed without 
integrating them into the development needs of the communities.  Similar to PRAs and the CAP process, 
Community Visioning is a method of community participation in which communities develop and set 
priorities for what they want to accomplish.   
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participants, strengthen community planning processes, and share lessons between 

different villages.  An extensive training program was developed for CCOs.  It focused 

on ecology, roles and responsibilities of CCOs, conservation, monitoring, and community 

planning and organizing.  Results from the monitoring conducted in 2000 were 

announced, revealing that few clearings had been created near the areas where 

community planning programs were in place and the WFR line had been surveyed and 

established (monthly reports, 9/00).36  A legal description of the boundary line for the 

WFR awaits amendment to the 1987 law while CSP and the DoF work toward finalizing 

and gaining approval for rules and regulations.37  Efforts to finalize the rules and 

regulations of the 1987 law, with emphasis on increasing management and enforcement 

authority for municipal governments, are currently being coordinated by CSP with the 

attorney general’s office.  Plans for community and public hearings are scheduled before 

final approval.  In addition, the State legislature approved $120,000 for FY03 to finish 

the WFR boundary line, thereby closing one chapter in the watershed program as a law 

passed 16 years earlier is finally fulfilled.38   

 
Significant Crossroads:   

A Legacy of Successes, Challenges and Lessons Learned 
 
 In the 16 years the watershed program has been in existence, many factors have 

contributed to its evolution.  Support of key decision-makers, funding, infrastructure and 

capacity development of involved partners, coordination of collaborative processes, and 

                                                 
 36 It is interesting to note that over half of the new clearings documented were in Kitti municipality 
where education and outreach activities with communities had been hampered by traditional leader politics 
and the high concentration of commercial sakau farmers. 
 37 Though individuals can be arrested for planting sakau in the upland forests, the state is unable to 
prosecute such offenders because there currently does not exist rules and regulations to implement the 1987 
law.   
 38 An abridged timeline of the history is available as a reference in Appendix A.  
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other factors are common to the watershed management program as well as other natural 

resource management projects involving large-scale land areas and multiple parties.  

However, certain key crossroads led directly to changes in strategy and approach and 

were influential in its effects on evolving watershed management efforts (the legacies of 

which are still being addressed by involved parties today).  Examining these crossroads 

will provide insight into some of the factors that can affect how a project evolves and the 

choices it makes.  These crossroads can also provide lessons for others on what can 

influence project direction and activities.39  

 
Extension Program with Communities 

 
 The first turning point in watershed management on Pohnpei occurred as a result 

of the extension program of community education and outreach conducted during 1992-

1994.40  The education campaign was credited by many interviewees as being a seminal 

activity.  When asked what they would keep the same if faced with doing the project over 

again, those interviewed most often cited the education program as an activity to repeat.  

The extension program was considered successful in that it accomplished several 

important steps that allowed watershed management on the island to move forward.   

 Opening the door to developing relationships and overcoming mistrust.  First 

and most importantly, the education workshops provided an opportunity for communities 

and state agencies to interact for the first time since the legislation had been passed.    It 

was the first time state agencies had attempted to reach out to communities concerning 

state activities.  It was also the first dialogue in which all parties had a chance to express 

                                                 
 39 Key crossroads were determined through analysis of interviews with participants of the 
program. 
 40 Lessons learned concerning engagement with communities were developed by The Nature 
Conservancy and are available in Appendix F.  
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their concerns and interests and to learn about one another.  Through the question and 

answer sessions, the WSC learned about community views toward land use and the 

watershed, concerns about specific facets of the rules and regulations that would affect 

their lives, and attitudes toward public and private lands.  The WSC also learned that 

though they had the technical, scientific knowledge of these watershed areas, community 

knowledge about these very same lands was just as critical and must be respected to 

succeed in watershed conservation.  Similarly, the WSC also learned practical skills such 

as interacting with communities (e.g. learning the high language of the chiefs) that would 

help them to effectively work closely with communities on watershed management in 

later years.  For the communities and traditional leaders, they too had an opportunity to 

learn about the rules and regulations of the 1987 law, helping to clear up 

misunderstandings or misconceptions as well as the concerns behind state action in 

enacting the law.  They learned about the various state agencies and how public lands 

were managed.  As a result, this mutual learning helped to develop a shared 

understanding of the issues and problems which in turn laid the foundation for building 

future working relationships that would help to overcome trust issues between 

communities and the state as well as build support for watershed management activities.   

 Gaining support.  Additionally, attitudes of communities toward watershed 

conservation (and state agencies) changed to the point where communities were 

welcoming the WSC into their villages, a far cry from 1990 when surveyors were chased 

out of villages with machetes and guns.  For the first time, through the education 

workshops, communities and traditional leaders were provided an opportunity to 

influence state management decisions that affected their lives and be truly engaged in the 
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process.  The extent of this accomplishment is best understood when juxtaposed against 

the following comment made by a sakau farmer regarding his views on the land, “the 

creation of the land is for what it should be used for – people…the land is there for 

people to use, that’s why its big and large and that’s the way they work, make their 

living…Lord made land for people, so long as people is there the land will be there for 

people.”  This viewpoint was held by many communities the WSC met with, yet they 

were able to convince communities to lend their support.41  The WSC did this by asking 

communities how and in what ways they wanted to see the rules and regulations changed.  

At the end of the three-day workshops, these suggestions were incorporated into revised 

rules and regulations that were then brought back to the community and the soumas (and 

in some cases the state senators for the area) for final approval.  By taking this step, the 

education program showed communities that their opinions mattered and that the state 

was willing to work with communities to address their concerns about the rules and 

regulations of the 1987 law.   

 The trips to the Philippines were also seminal in that it turned key leaders around 

to supporting watershed conservation.  Prior to the trip, traditional leaders had been 

skeptical of the deforestation problem the WSC had been outlining, particularly since 

their forests had never been anything but abundant.  However, the trip to the Philippines, 

also an island, showed these leaders through first-hand observation that forests, if not 

managed properly, could be destroyed and completely cleared.  By providing this 

destructive glimpse into Pohnpei’s potential future, the trips to the Philippines opened the 

                                                 
 41 It must be noted that people still hold this view today as the quote used to illustrate the gain of 
community support originated from a sakau farmer that was interviewed during summer 2002.  
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eyes of these key decision-makers.  These facets of the extension program had a great 

deal to do with the sea change of support in villages.   

 Focusing efforts through a coordinating structure.  Another legacy of the 

extension program was establishment of the Watershed Steering Committee.  The WSC 

was the first committee of its type in that it was an inter-agency task force bringing 

together and coordinating all the state agencies and activities responsible for watershed 

management on Pohnpei.  Shared mission and objectives were developed for all members 

of the WSC thereby effectively directing agency personnel and activities in coordination.  

Since the WSC served as the official state government representative, it made 

engagement with communities easier as communities only had to deal with one entity and 

with the same people, instead of being approached by several different agencies with 

different messages and objectives.  This coordination among various state agencies made 

the extension program an effective vehicle for turning the tide of support for watershed 

management.    

 
Asian Development Bank Grant Years 

 The funding provided by the Asian Development Bank supported several 

activities related to watershed management between 1994-96.  The ADB grant allowed a 

time of experimentation of theories and expanding the work that had been done during 

the extension program.  It produced several key items which continued to move 

watershed management forward and cemented the community-based approach that was to 

characterize the program’s approach.  However, the ADB grant also led to the project 

losing focus and clarity.  Support from certain agencies also began to waver.   
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 Developing new approaches and strategies.  The legacy of the ADB grant was 

full adoption of a community-based approach to watershed management.  The 

foundations for co-management were developed through pilot programs in areas such as 

Senpehn and later served as models on how to work with communities.  As a result, 

communities continued to support the idea of watershed conservation as well as build 

relationships with the state as co-managers.  During these years, the WSC also came to 

realize that conservation issues were intimately linked with community development.  

Conservation had to address the needs of the community as a whole rather than just 

environmental activities.  In this way, communities were provided with incentives to 

practice conservation when it was linked to better health, education, and income for 

families.   

 With regard to a product, the most important contribution from the ADB grant 

was a long-term management plan for the watershed that incorporated concrete goals and 

objectives as well as strategies and activities for conservation.  It also explicitly laid out 

the roles and responsibilities of both the state and communities in co-managing the 

watershed areas, thereby establishing communities as critical and legitimate stakeholders 

in watershed management.   

 The other significant legacy of the ADB grant was an unexpected byproduct of a 

larger GIS effort to map the watershed areas and different land uses and biodiversity.  

Ironically, though a large part of the ADB project funds had been used to develop spatial 

planning zones and train people to use the GIS software for strategic planning for the 

area, it was a simple poster generated as an afterthought that had the largest effect on the 

watershed project.  Though people on the island, through the education program, had 
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been informed about the amount of deforestation, it had been difficult to convince 

communities with just words when it seemed as if their part of the island still seemed 

healthy with trees and agroforestry crops.  The WSC decided to use maps that had been 

generated by the GIS work for an educational poster.  The poster depicted a digitized 

aerial view of the island taken at two different intervals, one in 1975 and the other in 

1995.  Forested areas were depicted in green and deforested areas in brown.   Given that 

during this 20 year period Pohnpei suffered a 66% decline of its primary forests, the 

comparative visual image of a much shrunken native forest area was quite dramatic. 

   

   

Figure 5.  The 
top figure shows 
Pohnpei’s forests 
(represented by 
the green area) in 
1975.  The figure 
below shows the 
same information 
for 1995.   Both 
maps illustrate 
the significant 
decrease of forest 
coverage Pohnpei 
experienced 
during these 
twenty years.  
Map courtesy of 
the Nature 
Conservancy.  
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 This poster was put up all over the island, in stores, in the post office, in 

restaurants, in schools, in municipal offices, in villages, and used in WSC presentations 

and talks with communities.  It was the first time that people had a visual representation 

of the deforestation they could see for themselves, versus just being told about the 

problem.  This impact was to galvanize support of communities and make the issue of 

watershed conservation an island-wide topic for discussion.  The poster raised the 

awareness of many people on the island of the importance and urgency of the issues and 

of the need to find solutions.   

 Creation of expectations and the loss of focus.  The ADB funded several 

activities to develop capacity, better understand issues and approaches, and strengthen 

communities and state agencies for co-management. These activities, however, were also 

considered by some interviewees to detract from, if not diminish, the momentum that had 

been developed at the end of the extension program.  At the end of the education 

program, community input for the rules and regulations had been collected and the WSC 

was to present their revisions to the governor, who in turn would present it to the state 

legislature as amendments to the 1987 law.  However, this path was delayed with the 

advent of the ADB grant.  Consequently, some participants felt that the ADB activities 

caused the WSC to lose its focus and sight of its mission.  It could also be said that the 

various activities may have stretched the ability of the WSC to accomplish its mission 

effectively.  In other words, people were involved with too many activities at the same 

time without having adequate time or skills to organize and coordinate WSC objectives in 

the most effective way.  The scope of the work had also moved to encompass the entire 

island versus targeted areas where watershed damage was the highest.  The other 
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criticism of the ADB funding was the requirement by the Bank to use designated 

consultants.  Though efforts were made to adapt the techniques of the consultants to 

Pohnpeian ways, some felt that these consultants came across as too western and expert 

in their approaches and diminished the community knowledge that had been used and 

respected during the education campaign.  As such, some members felt that the 

consultants began overshadowing the work accomplished by the WSC during 1992-4.  As 

one person shared:  

  Once education was completed, we were going to survey and designate the 
 lands.  When we completed it [education workshops], all these outside experts 
 came in to advise and experiment, rather than pursuing in-depth local knowledge, 
 we started getting people from all these consultancies.  We reverted the process, it 
 alienated the communities with all the consultants…like PRA, it was too western, 
 wanted to know who owned what and tell everything, people were beginning to 
 rely on the government, welcome it back, allow access.  PRA destroyed this and I 
 lost interest.    
  
 The other consequence of the ADB years was the expectation that was created by 

communities regarding their role as co-managers of the watershed areas.  The use of 

community action plans and the PRA method was positive in that communities became 

empowered and saw themselves as agents of change versus the complacent attitude of 

relying on the state that had been instilled during the Trust Territory years.  However, 

these methods of community participation also developed high expectations within 

communities, particularly among traditional leaders, that co-management would be the 

approach used for the WFR.  As such, the ADB activities created a large expectation that 

community-based watershed management would be accepted by the state, an expectation 

that would prove pivotal for the program in 1995.   
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1995: Governor Rejects the Rules and Regulations 

 1995-97 were pivotal years for watershed management on Pohnpei.  One key 

event led to a swift division of stakeholders, visions, and approaches for watershed 

management on the island.  Its influences are still felt to the present, where ramifications 

continue to pose challenges for effective management.   

 In 1995 the revised rules and regulations were given to then Governor Johnny 

David for final approval.  The governor’s approval would mark the official beginning of 

full implementation of the 1987 law and was a culmination of the WSC’s work and 

efforts.  The support of the governor was also critical because, as expressed by an ADB 

consultant’s report, “the state government has jurisdiction over much of the watershed 

land and success of the Watershed Management Project rests, to a large extent, on the 

state’s willingness to accept the principle of community management and control of 

watershed areas albeit within the framework of a broader strategic island-wide Watershed 

Management Strategy” (ADB report, 1996).  As a result, when the governor vetoed the 

rules and regulations, several key consequences resulted: 

 Loss of coordination and momentum.  When the WSC received the rules and 

regulations back from the governor’s office, it was a moment of crisis for the committee.  

At this point, some on the committee felt the mission of the WSC had become moot as 

the objectives of the committee and culmination of all their work since 1990 had been 

rejected.  Others thought the committee should continue its work with the communities 

despite the setback posed by the state.  The WSC never fully recovered from this split 

and as a result some members left to pursue watershed management through the 

government while others continued to work solely with the communities and turned their 
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attention from the state to the municipal government.  The WSC met sporadically and 

lost the focus and momentum which had propelled it in the earlier years.  The legacy of 

the WSC dissolution was the loss of benefits for the project that came as a result of 

having a unified, coordinated, focused mechanism that moved the project forward in an 

effective manner.42  The committee brought together all of the related state agencies 

involved with watershed management, thereby helping to coordinate activities and insure 

that agencies moved together toward one objective and direction.  In addition, this unity 

also helped when dealing with communities as the WSC provided a consistent body and 

message for communities to interact with.  Also, unlike the PRMC, the WSC’s sole 

mission was to implement the 1987 law.  However, with dissolution of the WSC, this 

focus and coordination was lost, with the result being that watershed management on the 

island has been sectioned off into various bodies, from the different state agencies to the 

NGOs.  Consequently, activities by some organizations are unknown to others, causing 

confusion among the different groups (not to mention communities as well as state 

legislators) and conflicts over contradictory activities and limited financial resources and 

personnel.  Another legacy from the WSC split is the absence of some of these key state 

agencies from committees such as the PRMC. 

 Setbacks for relationships built and trust developed.  With regard to the 

communities, particularly its traditional leaders, the governor’s rejection of the revised 

rules and regulations as well as dissolution of the management plan (due to budget cuts) 

resulted in several steps back.  First, the WSC, particularly TNC as it really led the 

                                                 
 42 Though it has also been said that one of the positive outcomes of the dissolution of the WSC 
was the ability to reorganize the PRMC so it attracted members that were committed to improving 
coordination of natural resource management on the island, versus those that were just involved to enjoy 
the meals, travel stipend, and opportunity to spend time in communities away from their normal work 
activities as had been done under the WSC when it conducted the education workshops.   
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activities with the communities and the PRAs, was discredited in the eyes of some 

traditional leaders.    As one person noted, “CAPs were rejected by the state, it put a big 

question mark on TNC, really frustrated grass roots, they [communities and traditional 

leaders] started putting the blame on others, they lost interest.  They got disillusioned, it 

really affected trust between community and government.”  Their expectations had not 

been met, despite the work and the community action plans they had developed, and as 

such, they lost faith as well as trust in the WSC (TNC), the program, and especially the 

state.  The progress and relationships that had been developed over the years was lost.  

The broken promise by the governor left traditional leaders wary of the state and this 

distrust and cynicism remains today affecting attitudes and opinions toward the state.  As 

one traditional leader stated, “state people careless to do their job.”  To a lesser extent, 

these feelings can also be applied to TNC as some traditional leaders continue to feel 

resentful over losing the benefits (e.g. vehicles and equipment) that would have resulted 

from the management plan and felt were promised by TNC.  As such, support and 

momentum for the watershed activities in communities suffered a setback as some 

traditional leaders withdrew their support or decreased their level of involvement.  

Though the project did eventually recover its activities with the communities after 1996, 

the process was a slow one and some traditional leaders and community members still 

cite these events as reasons to distrust the state and continue to pose challenges for 

watershed management on the island. 

 Decreased government support and capacity.  The other event which occurred 

during 1996 and influenced watershed management dealt with a state decision linked to 

external factors.  As the state looked toward its second step down in Compact funding in 
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1996 (the first occurring in 1992), it attempted to curb its budget and decrease spending 

by offering early retirement options to government employees and cutting the work week 

from five days to four every other week.  This action had several effects for the 

watershed project, namely for the Pohnpei Division of Forestry as a partner in watershed 

management activities.    The biggest impact was the dissolution of the integrated 

management plan that had been developed at the end of the ADB years.  As mentioned 

previously, the management plan would have been implemented through the Division of 

Forestry.  However, with the cutbacks, such a role for the division was impossible and the 

management plan made ineffective.  In addition, the early retirement option resulted in 

several good forestry employees leaving the government and of those who remained, the 

four-day work week and government cuts left the staff demoralized with additional 

responsibilities, such as administrative tasks, for which they were unequipped and 

overburdened.  As one U.S. federal agency representative who had worked closely with 

Forestry at the time noted, “when the state cut back to a four-day work week, it was 

demoralizing.  A lot of people got disillusioned with professional work.”  The cut back in 

working hours also meant that the Pohnpei Division of Forestry was only available on 

certain days for certain activities and this provided logistical difficulties for partners.  

There was also a Reorganization Act of 1996 which eliminated the Department of 

Conservation and Resource Surveillance, lowering the Division of Forestry from a 

division to an office within a division and reducing its authority for managing natural 

resources.   

 In addition to the budget cuts, a change in administration also signaled a step back 

for the project as the new governor was not publicly supportive of the project and as a 
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result, its priority within the state government was lost and with it momentum, support, 

and funding for watershed activities. 

 
 

Natural Disasters 
 
 The activities of the watershed management project were given unexpected 

support through a series of natural disasters, which similar to the poster, provided visual 

evidence to the people of Pohnpei regarding the importance of conserving forests and 

maintaining watershed areas.  These natural disasters were cited as critical events most 

frequently by all those interviewed across all parties from state agencies, to NGOs, to 

communities, to municipal governments, to politicians, and to traditional leaders.  As one 

Pohnpeian who was interviewed noted, “[Pohnpeians] can only understand what they see, 

experience, they can’t understand a life they can’t see.”   

 Raised awareness of the problem.  Starting in 1991, Pohnpei experienced several 

landslides that not only damaged property (Kitti in 1991), but also led to the deaths of 

several people (Sokehs in 1997).  Up until this point, mudslides had never been recorded 

or remembered by people.  In a way, these landslides legitimized what the education 

program expressed as the dangerous effects of deforestation.  For the first time, people 

could draw a clear link between deforestation activities and the devastation it caused.43  

As one Pohnpeian stated, “landslide that killed 17 people in 1996, never had an incident 

like that, associated with destruction people on the island could see.  Many people 

                                                 
 43 During my time in Pohnpei conducting research, the neighboring state of Chuuk experienced a 
severe landslide that killed many people and damaged utilities and property.  Medical personnel were flown 
in from Australia as well as Hawaii as the state declared the area an emergency.  Before newspapers could 
report on the cause of the landslide, it was interesting to note that conversations in town cited forest 
clearings as reasons for the devastating land slide (later indicated to be true as Chuuk had cleared forests 
for construction on the hillside).  
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stopped planting sakau because of this.”  This causal link was helped by the fact that the 

landslides occurred in Kitti, a municipality known for large commercial sakau farming 

where little watershed conservation management activities had been conducted due to 

traditional leader politics.  These landslides resulted in galvanizing support island-wide 

for watershed activities and for the first time, communities began targeting sakau farmers 

to address conservation measures.   

 Similarly, Pohnpei experienced periods of drought during 1992-93 and 1997-98 in 

which people noted streams that had never stopped flowing suddenly dried up or water 

levels decreased substantially.  Said one person, “it was the second drought, people 

started to blame sakau farmers for deforestation, no rain and water.”  As such, people 

were again provided evidence of how forest clearings could affect water supplies.   

 Pohnpei also experienced a cholera epidemic in 2000 which became a state 

emergency and was traced to contaminated water.  Again, this incident emphasized the 

importance of water quality as most communities rely on rivers and streams for drinking 

water, bath and cleaning water, and cooking.  As one person shared, “two years ago, 

cholera outbreak, that’s why important to have clean waters, in our area, no houses or pig 

pens [near streams].”  The cholera epidemic convinced people of the importance of 

moving pig pens as well as latrines away from streams and rivers, activities that had been 

urged by the WSC (and NRCS) during its early work with communities.   

 
Transitions 

 Building local capacity.  From the beginning, TNC, through its director, played a 

critical role in the watershed management program.  As a well-established, non-

governmental organization with its access to resources, expertise and funding, TNC was 
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in a unique position to take on the main coordinating and organizing role and provide 

momentum for watershed activities.  In addition, its position as a NGO allowed it to be an 

effective intermediary between the state agencies and the communities and its director, 

who had adopted Pohnpei as his home, provided the commitment, ideas, and organizing 

force to keep activities moving forward.   

 However, in 1999, TNC began shifting its focus to a more regional approach and 

as such, its central focus moved away from the watershed management program.  In 

anticipation of this shift, TNC helped to create Pohnpei’s first local NGO, the 

Conservation Society of Pohnpei (CSP).  CSP was created with the intent that it would 

assume watershed management activities.  Though only three years old, CSP has 

accomplished a significant amount in this short time.  CSP has been successful in 

establishing the WFR boundary line in U and half of Madolenihmw.  It has also 

established several conservation reserves with communities and successfully amended a 

state law that allows municipal governments to declare conservation areas.  To be sure, 

many of CSP’s successes have been possible because of the groundwork previously laid 

by the WSC and TNC, particularly the education workshop with communities and 

general public education campaigns.  However, CSP’s effectiveness can also be 

attributed to the fact that it is focused mainly on watershed conservation activities, has 

four times the staff of TNC (that is representative of all five municipalities), is also led by 

a dynamic, energetic, Pohnpeian executive director who has a clear vision for the 

organization and is well-respected, and is made up largely of Pohnpeians (including its 

board of directors).   
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 Unlike earlier efforts, CSP also focuses on working closely with the state 

legislature and key senators to promote watershed management activities by educating 

them on issues and creating environments for the adoption of ideas that build constituent 

support for senators without negative backlash.  In this way, by building on the lessons of 

past efforts, CSP has effectively utilized the approach of identifying the right strategies 

combined with the right people to engage at the right time.  CSP’s youth as an 

organization is also an advantage and an element to its success as it has not yet had time 

to develop a history regarding watershed management and other parties are still trying to 

understand the non-profit’s role.  Though it is not clear yet in what ways CSP will 

influence watershed management in the future, its achievements so far certainly hint that 

the organization will greatly affect the future of watershed management on the island.   

 Municipal governments as avenues for watershed protection.  The other 

transition that may prove influential is the growth of municipal governments as 

alternatives to the state, where lack of funds, skilled personnel and political will for 

participatory management with communities have made effective watershed management 

a challenge.  The relationship between the municipal and state governments is somewhat 

similar to the relationship that U.S. states have to the U.S. federal government – one that 

is defined by the state’s need to establish its own authority and boundaries separate from 

that of the federal government (even though some of its revenues are derived from the 

federal government and its legal relationship is secondary).  For many years, the role of 

municipal governments was second to the state government.  As such, when the WSC 

began its work, the municipal governments did not have the structure or capacity to 

address watershed management issues.  However, in the last few years, municipal 
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governments have begun to assert their positions in the form of new chief magistrates that 

see municipal governments as engines to effectively address issues within communities 

and themselves as independent from the state.  What makes these chief magistrates so 

effective is their use of the traditional system and working within the wehi (old kingdoms 

which are now municipalities).  They have laid the municipal government’s foundation 

for authority by aligning themselves with the Nahnmwarkis.  This strategy provides 

municipal governments with the clout and historical precedence in land management 

necessary to deal with the state.  Traditional leaders have historically managed lands for 

their people and often see land management as one of their roles and responsibilities.  In 

this way, municipal governments, by aligning themselves with the traditional system 

establish their own legitimacy in managing common lands, whereas the state has no such 

historical precedence or tradition to support its land management authority.  As such, 

municipal governments have begun to fill some of the roles that the state has regarding 

natural resource management.  An example of this move to fill state roles is the 

community visioning which occurred in three municipalities.  U municipality created a 

20 year plan to help guide the municipality toward various goals concerning healthcare, 

education, economic development, and conservation.  This sea change in the capacity of 

municipal governments to act as managers and leaders of municipal activities will have a 

large impact on watershed management in the future.  In this way, watershed 

management on Pohnpei has gained another partner and resource for its activities.   


