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Understanding possible adaptation strategies, barriers to their implementation, 
and potential limits to their effectiveness requires a deep understanding of the 
determinants of vulnerability and resilience, and the drivers of, and barriers to, 
adaptive capacity. Climate change will have direct impacts on people, affecting for 
example their employment, incomes and health. It will also affect people indirectly 
through changes in the costs of goods and services – especially, but not only, 
for example through changes in the prices of food and energy. It may also affect 
where and how people can live.
    - National Adaptation Research Plan



INTRODUCTION
This report documents the likely direct and indirect 
impacts of climate change on Saibai. It uses 
local knowledge from discussions with elders, 
community members and Council staff as well 
as from documented information about climate 
impacts in the region. The report aims to summarise 
Islander-identified priorities for activities to build 
resilience to these impacts in the immediate and 
medium term (2011-2050). 

The provision of this information is intended to 
allow a better understanding of what human and 
financial resources are needed to prioritise and 
implement resilience-building activities to allow 
Islanders to remain on their land and to encourage 
the sustainable social, cultural and economic 
development of the community.

In order to provide information in a manner 
accessible to all stakeholders, this report is 
structured around responding to the kinds of 
questions that Islanders themselves ask about how 
climate change will impact them, and the options 
that exist to manage these impacts. 

Due to this approach, the report addresses a 
broad range of issues. The reason for this is that 
many significant impacts from climate change 
are not as easily ‘seen’ as the king tides, but they 
are nevertheless likely to cause difficulties for the 
community in the next generation if actions are not 
taken on the island. 

This issue is especially important for Saibai 
because the community has already had one 
movement of people from the island to what is now 
Seisia and Bamaga in response to previous high 
tides in 1948.
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Most aspects of community planning and 
development will require climate adaptation to be 
incorporated into them in coming years. This means 
that decisions affecting emergency management 
planning, health care, or the location of new 
buildings for example will need to consider how 
they will be ‘climate-proofed’. 

Due to the context specific nature of climate 
impacts, it is vital that any climate adaptation 
activities are carried out with full community 
cooperation and using local knowledge to inform 
and prioritise decisions. With this approach in mind, 
this report is guided by concerns identified by 
Islanders themselves that have been documented 
during several visits by D Green over the period 
2006-2010. Discussions about the priority of 
these issues occurred with the former Councillor, 
and former Island manager as well as the present 
Councillor and the current PBC chair.

The authors would like to acknowledge the 
contributions of time, effort and insights of 
community members, without whom this report 
would not be possible.

This report assumes the reader has general 
background knowledge about the geography 
and basic demographics of the Torres Strait (this 
information is available for Saibai in its Sustainable 
Land Use Report which is available online). Material 
that is specifically written for this region relating 
to climate impacts, is unfortunately much more 
limited. 

Relevant documents and reports that provide some 
background include:

Sustainable Land Use Plan (TSI), TSRA
Torres Strait Climate Change Strategy, TSRA 
Torres Strait Development Plan 2009- 2013, TSRA 
Torres Strait and Northern Peninsular Area Regional 
Plan 2009-2029, TSRA 
An assessment of climate change impacts and 
adaptation for the Torres Strait Islands, Australia 
(journal article in Climatic Change)
Indigenous Australians’ knowledge of weather and 
climate (journal article in Climatic Change)
Climate Change Risk and Vulnerability, Dept of 
Climate Change
Climate Change in the Torres Strait and the Impact 
on Indigenous Peoples (Submission to the House 
of Representatives Standing Committee on Climate 
change, Water, Environment and the Arts)
Long-term management of erosion on cay islands 
in Torres Strait (project documents available from 
TSRA) 
Climate Change Risks to Australia’s Coast a first 
pass national assessment, Dept of Climate Change
Risks from Climate Change to Indigenous 
Communities in the Tropical North of Australia, Dept 
of Climate Change

The report is divided into four main sections:
Section one summarises what we know about the 
direct climate impacts for the region.
Section two discusses some of the ‘sensitivities’ of 
the socio-economic systems on Saibai.
Section three identifies the resources available to 
support activities that increase Saibai’s adaptive 
capacity.
Section four suggests activities that would 
increase the resilience of the island to climate risks. 
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Section one: Climate change 
impacts

What are the current concerns about 
climate impacts?
The usual answer to this question relates to 
concerns over increasing erosion and inundation 
associated with king tides at the beginning of each 
year, and how these problems threaten the security 
of the island in the mid-term. Despite a very clear 
message from Island leaders about the need to 
know what will happen in the future with sea-level 
rise and increasing storm tides, the scientific data 
for the region is not adequate to definitively answer 
this question. 

What the science is able to identify is that the 
extreme events – such as the inundations that 
currently occur for a few hours for three to four 
days during the high tides in January and February 

will become much more frequent in the future. The 
most recent studies suggest that the inundations 
that happen a couple of times a year could be as 
frequent as every few days by 2100. The photo 
above shows one of the trees that is very close to 
the shoreline getting inundated during the 2010 
king tides.

The increase in the frequency of inundation events 
is caused by gradually rising sea-levels, as well 
as increases in extreme weather. To reduce this 
problem, infrastructure built near the coast needs 
to be ‘climate-proofed’. Islanders have identified 
several areas of the island that are priorities in 
terms of this inundation/erosion problem. Some 
areas have cultural significance, others practical 
importance. The photo below, for example, 
shows how close the coast is to the graveyard 
(sandbagged grave in bottom right).
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Other areas of concern for Saibai are the main 
coast road which has been eroding away from high 
tides washing over it over the last few decades. 
The sea wall protecting the road is made up from 
concrete and locally sourced rock, and is not 
properly engineered to withstand the current high 
tides. The photo above shows a section of this 
eroding wall that would need to be entirely replaced 
if the road is to be protected.

There are also a number of less visible, but just as 
important impacts that will significantly affect the 
lives of Islanders in the mid-term. 

How will the climate change for Saibai 
in the next forty years?
The average changes in climate projected to 
occur in the Torres Strait indicate an increase in 
temperature and in rainfall extremes. However, what 
is likely to be of most concern to Islanders over 
the next two generations (in the next forty years) is 
that the frequency of extreme weather will increase. 
What this means is that the inundation that usually 
happens in January and February each year is likely 
to happen much more frequently. 

The science paper attached as an appendix to this 
document summarises what is currently known 
about climate change science for the Torres Strait 
region. Key issues of note are the likely increase in 
hot spells (runs of hot days and nights which are a 
significant health concern for elderly people) and 
the overall reduction in rainfall – although rainfall 
is projected to increase slightly in the rainy season 
and decrease in the dry season. 

Projections of storm tides indicate that the worst 
inundations that occur every few years now are 
likely to occur every few days by 2100. These 
extreme events are caused by the slowly rising sea 
levels in addition to increases in extreme winds 
that will increase the height of waves. There is 
confidence that over the next 40 years, storm tides 
inundating the island will become a significant 
threat to any infrastructure that is built close to the 
coast, and so it is very important that new building 
occurs away from coastlines and on the highest 
land available. Also building designs must be raised 
off the ground if at all possible and designed to 
withstand regular inundation.

Other impacts that are less easily seen - but 
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significant - include on the animals and plants 
living on the island and in the surrounding seas. For 
example, it is likely that future changes will impact 
on culturally significant species such as turtles and 
dugongs as well as commercially valuable species 
such as crayfish. These impacts include changes in 
their location, abundance and seasonal availability, 
although any detailed assessment of these changes 
has not yet been made.

Increases in sea surface temperature and 
acidification are likely to affect mangroves, and 
marine ecosystems. The response of the reef 
systems in the region to temperature and acidity 
change is not well understood at this point.

The ‘unseen’ impacts on Islanders’ health from an 
increase in hot spells are likely to be significant. 
No studies have been carried out to suggest just 
how problematic these impacts will be for the 
Torres Strait. It is likely though that direct effects, 
for example increases in temperature, as well as 
indirect effects, for example an increase in the 
range of mosquitoes carrying dengue, will be an 
increasingly important challenge for local health 
centres and disease prevention programmes to 
target. The photo above shows children playing in 

the water flowing down the main street after the 
high tide at the beginning of 2010.

Another concern that is not easily modelled is 
the impact of changing ranges of disease vectors 
(for example those carried by mosquitoes) from 
PNG, through Saibai and onto mainland Australia. 
The transmission of new exotic pests, weeds and 
pathogens associated with the moment of people 
and animals between PNG and Saibai is also a 
concern due to the likelihood of storm surges on 
coastal areas of PNG necessitating emergency 
responses – such as a large influx of PNG nationals 
travelling to Saibai.

The less tangible, but no less important, impacts 
on Islander culture need to be recognised. Specific 
issues include the protection of the graveyard, and 
other significant areas such as around the trees 
near the church. It is likely that in the future, areas 
of cultural significance will be impacted or eroded 
unless they are specifically identified and protective 
are measures taken. The most pressing question is 
whether to continue to use the existing graveyard, 
or to relocate it to reduce further problems with 
inundation of graves.
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Section two: sensitivity 
The community already has significant stressors, 
such as demographic change, and low socio-
economic factors, such as income, that means it is 
highly sensitive to many direct and indirect impacts 
from climate change. The following sections detail 
some specific concerns identified by Islanders 
about impacts on existing infrastructure.

Impacts on existing infrastructure
Millions of dollars has been spent on Saibai to 
develop infrastructure to provide a range of basic 
services over the last 40 years. As with the other 
inhabited Torres Strait Islands, the infrastructure 
includes: Council offices, churches, a health centre, 
a school, a community hall, sewerage infrastructure, 
coastal roads, a diesel power generator, a 
desalinator and a dam. The photo below shows 
how the area around the school was flooded by the 
tides at the beginning of 2010.

In order to protect these significant investments, 
it is crucial that human and financial resources 
continue to be invested. 

Equally, for new development, ‘climate-proofing’ 
considerations need to be made. 

Transport 
The airstrip on Saibai is well maintained, however 
one end is very close to the coast line and this 
end is affected by high tides as can be seen in the 
photo below.

All of the coastal and inland roads are regularly 
inundated during the king tides. The photos below 
show the road perpendicular to the coast that runs 
past the shop and the coast road after it has been 
inundated by the king tide. 

All the roads on Saibai are in a poor condition. 
Many of them are cracking and will need to be 
replaced or resurfaced in the near term. Problems 
of inundation and poor drainage that means that 
the roads remain wet for significant periods of time 
appear to have significantly reduced the life span of 
this infrastructure.
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The disadvantages many indigenous communities face in controlling 
and implementing decisions about their present and future well-being is 
the result of policy and market failures that, for example, exclude them 
from participation in the mainstream economy and accessing health and 
education services that most non-indigenous people take for granted. 
These policy and market failures are historical and structural problems 
that contemporary indigenous leaders are seeking to overcome. They 
arguably also limit the capacity of Indigenous communities to adapt to 
climate change in ways that preserve the needs, rights and values that 
they consider important. Thus there is a strong complementarity between 
efforts to overcome indigenous disadvantage and increasing the capacity 
of indigenous communities to adapt to climate change. 

- National Adaptation Research Plan
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Communications
Saibai does have limited mobile phone reception 
in the village which is an important factor in 
considering their ability to find out about and 
respond quickly to emergencies.  Unfortunately, 
the mobile service is not considered reliable, with 
islanders reporting that the service regularly drops 
out for days at a time.

Water supply
Saibai has had a problem with its water supply for 
several years. Originally, islanders sourced their 
water from fresh water wells on the island, but once 
they were encouraged to relocate into one area 
– the current location of the village – pressure on 
delivering larger amounts of water necessitated the 
building of a dam (see photo above). However, even 
with this dam collecting water in the rainy season, 
the water officer is concerned that they do not have 
an adequate supply to see them through the dry 
season.

There are a number of reasons that water security 
is becoming more of a priority for Saibai – they 
include increasing population and a greater average 

use of water for daily activities. Council has made 
efforts to reduce the water use and waste on the 
island through education, however these activities 
are not reducing the demand sufficiently.

In the future, the overall decrease in rain that is 
projected to occur is likely to mean that there will be 
more stress on the collected and stored rainwater 
supplies unless additional water saving measures 
are put in place. 

In addition, the sewerage infrastructure which is 
built on some of the higher land in the village is 
very close to the coast (see picture above which 
shows the infrastructure and the proximity to the 
mangroves at the coast). This infrastructure is 
therefore quite vulnerable to damage from king 
tides.

The sewer manhole covers already get inundated by 
salt water during king tides and this can significantly 
impact the sewerage and pumping system. This 
issue will need to be addressed immediately to 
ensure the security of this expensive and important 
infrastructure.
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Electricity supply
The costs of electricity, diesel and petrol are 
increasing for all Australians. However, in the Torres 
Strait, the cost of fuel is already very high. Electricity 
is mostly generated from diesel, and it is likely that 
in the near future the costs associated with bringing 
fuel onto the island by sea will become significantly 
more expensive if an emissions trading scheme 
(such as the proposed Carbon Pollution Reduction 
Scheme) is introduced. Similarly, the costs of flights 
between islands will be significantly increased with 
the introduction of a carbon price. 

The rising costs of fuel for dinghies has already 
been shown to reduce how often people use them to 
go fishing. If the costs continue to rise and subsidies 
are not brought in for the region, it is likely that 
fishing trips will be reduced. This is likely to have 
a significantly adverse affect on community health 

because of the reduction in consumption of locally 
caught fish and sea-food. Being able to go fishing 
to provide a good source of protein for families, 
for cultural resilience as well as a means to make 
income would all be significantly affected if fuel 
costs rose. 

Overcrowding and demographics
Inadequate housing and overcrowding is an 
ongoing, high priority issue for Saibai. Also there 
are vacant lots on the island, clan ownership 
has complexified the use of many houses. Also 
development of new sites would likely need to be 
carried out on land that has been built up. 

Due to the expense of getting building materials, 
builders and tradesmen to maintain the buildings 
on to the island, this is an important sector for new 
resource investment. With increasing population 
expected in the near future, this stress is likely to 
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become even more significant unless new houses 
are planned and completed quickly. The photo at 
the bottom of the previous page shows some of 
the old style houses built on the ground that are 
being made unliveable due to regular inundation. 
Newer style raised houses do reduce the problems 
associated with inundation, however, there are 
some difficulties for elderly people getting up the 
staircase to these houses. With a significantly 
ageing population demographic, providing houses 
where elderly people can comfortably live will be an 
increasing problem in the short to medium term.

Waste services
Saibai is trying to manage its domestic waste, 
however, as with the other Islands, recycling is 
extremely expensive as there are no facilities to 
recycle on the island. As a result, much of the 
domestic waste is held in the above-ground, 

partially-fenced tip. This tip is uncovered, with much 
of the waste being burnt on-site, the rest is exposed 
– potentially causing a public health problem with 
waste effluent polluting the swamp waters.

There has been some recycling of waste back via 
barge to Cairns, however this option is extremely 
expensive and only takes back a small proportion 
of the recyclable material. This is likely to be an 
increasingly pressing problem due to the lack of 
available land nearby that would be appropriate to 
extend the tip area.

Other vulnerable buildings
Customs building: Due to the proximity of Papua 
New Guinea to Saibai (3km) and the treaty between 
local villages, there is a clear need to have local 
involvement in customs and quarantine services. At 
present the customs building is located very close 
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to the coast, and during high tides – as can be 
seen in the picture above – is already affected by 
inundation.

Similarly, the dongas are located very close to 
the coastline and are regularly inundated at the 
beginning of the year. The photo below shows the 
proximity of the dongas to the sea wall. In 2010, the 
dongas were completely inundated and unusable 
for several weeks. This is problematic for local 
trades who are working on the island over this time 
as there is very limited alternative accommodation 
elsewhere.

Food security
There is still a strong reliance on the sea for to 
provide a large proportion of Islanders’ nutrition. 
In addition to marine resources, gardening still 
occurs on Saibai, both in house gardens and in 
built up garden beds further in the interior of the 
Island. However, the knowledge of growing local 
foods is not getting passed down to the younger 
generation as much as the Island elders would like. 
There is a great interest to develop a community 
garden project on Saibai using the knowledge 
and experience of the elders. One of the Island’s 
elders, Uncle Mebai, is shown in the photo below. 
He is one of the elders who is very keen that 
traditional ways are passed down the generations 

to enable traditional practices, such as the use and 
preparation of traditional foods to be carried out in 
the future.

Although many of the traditional gardens on Saibai 
are still in use, there has been a reduction in the 
number of Islanders working in the gardens, and 
a respective increase in the number of day labour 
PNG nationals employed by Islanders working 
them. As with many of the other Islands, there is 
a tendency to increasingly rely on the local shop 
to provide staples – which has reduced the overall 
health of Islanders. 

One reason for the decline of gardening is the ease 
of buying snacks and other general food staples at 
the IBIS, which provides a relatively wide range of 
food and other general items. Many of the prices are 
much higher than elsewhere in Australia, and the 
quality of much of the fresh produce is low – largely 
because of its extended storage during its transport 
by barge from Cairns. 

Many of the elders on the island have commented 
that since the IBIS shop opened they have seen 
increasing problems with the community’s health. 
Not only has nutrition declined, but the reduction 
in fishing and gardening has meant that there has 
been reduced physical activity for many people.
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Section three: adaptive capacity 
The adaptive capacity of the community to prepare, 
respond and recover from impacts is discussed in 
the following sections. Key factors that influence 
adaptive capacity of coastal communities include 
access to information, flexibility, access to resources 
and low susceptibility to non-climate risks. 

For Saibai, these are significant constraints for 
its adaptive capacity because it has limited ability 
to access information, and its remote location 
limits its flexibility. In addition, limited access to 
resources and pre-existing socio-economic stresses 
suggest a high susceptibility to climate risks. Of 
particular concern for Saibai is its topography. 
With the majority of the village area only about 2m 
above mean sea level and with the swamp area 
immediately behind the village, king tides bring 
water both from the seaward side, and the inland 
side as the swamp water level increases and limited 
drainage over or under the coastal road prevents it 
from draining quickly away.

Despite this assessment however, Islanders 

have demonstrated significant resilience to past 
natural hazards. Specifically, Saibai has already 
had to contend with the decision to relocate on 
a previous occasion. The settlement of Seisia 
and Bamaga exist because of the moment of 
Islanders from Saibai in the wake of storm surges 
in the mid twentieth century. The movement of 
Islands on to what is now Aboriginal owned land is 
unlikely to occur again in this manner, and there is 
considerable discussion amongst Islanders about 
the best place to move to if this eventuality were to 
happen.

Islanders have had to ‘make–do’ with inadequate 
resources and infrastructure for several generations. 
It is not surprising then, that one source of resilience 
available to the community is to rely on traditional 
practices, that is on how the Island’s elders used 
to manage the island’s natural environment and its 
social structure. 

Socio-economic issues 
Employment in the Torres Strait is an ongoing 
concern for every community and Saibai is no 
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exception. The main employment options are 
Council positions – and many of these are being 
curtailed by funding shortfalls. 

The costs associated with transportation limits the 
viability of many small-scale industries. There has 
been talk for some time of developing a community 
garden, and there was a recent consultant report 
suggesting that a small fishery nursery could be a 
viable option for consideration by the island as a 
way to increase income. 

Changes to CDEP
One very significant problem recently identified is 
the changes in availability of CDEP. There are many 
activities that are organised by the Council, such as 
the sea wall rebuilding programmes that are paid for 
by CDEP top up. Without this minimal but essential 
income for many people living on Saibai, there is 
a great deal of concern about how these jobs will 
be filled. Presently Council has to decide whether 
which basic services it will be able to afford in future 
as it does not have the resources to continue to 
fund even basic services once the CDEP scheme 
runs out. The photo above shows local involvement 

in maintaining the sea wall, and below that of the 
extent of the sea wall that needs to be maintained 
along the coastal road.

The major concern with the recent changes in the 
CDEP scheme is that they will force people to leave 
the island to get work. This causes a problem with 
the social structure for those remaining on the 
island. 

Council amalgamation
A significant social stress that does not seem to 
have reduced greatly since its initial introduction 
two years ago is the amalgamation of the individual 
island Councils. Discussions with island leaders 
have consistently suggested that this process 
has caused more problems for the Torres Strait 
communities than it has solved. It is not clear how 
this issue can be resolved, but it is clearly taking 
considerable human and financial resources from 
Council and its staff to orchestrate regular meetings 
and deal with specific issues associated with each 
island. In the context of providing a stable and well 
run local government structure so decisions can 
be made about how best to tackle climate impacts, 

12



both at the Island and the whole TSI region level, 
the problems associated with this governance issue 
needs to be resolved.

What adaptation strategies are 
currently being used?
Adaptation activities will need to occur in response 
to both biophysical drivers (eg a storm surge) and 
socially constructed drivers (eg increasing elderly 
population). Because of the complex interaction of 
drivers, this report aims to highlight those that are 
currently of most concern to Islanders based on 
their own knowledge about their social and physical 
environment. 

One of the biggest problems for the island is a lack 
of human and financial resources to rebuild the 
sea wall with a properly engineered brick structure. 
Requests for funding for this work to be carried 
out, has to this point been unsuccessful. Despite 
the need to maintain existing coastal defences, it 
is clear that this area is not adequately ‘climate-
proofed’. 

The photo below shows some of the cracking that 
has occurred in the sea wall that needs immediate  
attention.

Emergency management and 
relocation options
There are number of general emergency 
management documents in existence or in 
preparation for remote areas. Saibai has extremely 
limited air access, which means that the Island is 
extremely vulnerable in an emergency situation 
especially if it occurs after dark when small planes 
are unable to land. At present only the medivac 
helicopter would be able to land after dark on the 

island and islanders are increasingly concerned 
about what might happen if storm surges happened 
at night when people were sleeping. The community 
does not feel like this situation has had adequate 
attention to date. 

Can we carry out adaptation activities 
while also planning long-term 
strategies?
Islanders’ definitely want adaptation activities to 
continue while also considering longer-term options. 
There are a range of responses as to how to deal 
with long-term change. Elders state that they 
will never leave the island, although the younger 
generations tend to have a more philosophical 
approach to the maintenance of culture. They tend 
to believe that they can continue to uphold their 
cultural traditions in other locations, as long as 
the community moves as a group. Many of these 
relocation discussions are very informal as there 
has not been a formal process to discuss these 
issues to date.

Relocation is highly disruptive and costly and 
reduces the security of people and their livelihoods. 
However, women (especially those with children) 
tend to be much more practical about the likely need 
to re-locate from the island in the long-term, and that 
they would prefer this option was discussed openly. 
This would mean that activities to develop the island 
would continue alongside parallel discussions about 
re-location. This approach would mean that families 
would be prepared for this eventuality and reduce 
the likelihood of needing to rush into a hasty move 
in response to an emergency situation.
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Section four: recommended 
activities 

What can traditional knowledge help 
us with?
Islanders have had to deal with significant change 
on Saibai. Many of their memories of past extreme 
events can be extremely useful to ‘fill in’ areas of 
knowledge where scientific observation is lacking. 
Current short term adaptation that Islanders have 
reported is looking for slightly higher land to make 
their gardens. 

Other changes on Saibai that have been noted by 
elders in recent years include a shift in the location 
of sea snakes and other animals of cultural use. 
More details about these changes are noted in a 
paper that is attached as an appendix to this report. 
Not all of these impacts are just due to climate 
change, however, it is likely that in the future climate 
change may play an increasing role in exacerbating 
these impacts. Natural variation in climate has been 
noted by many elders, with many comments about 
unusual weather patterns and expected weather 
occurring coming at unexpected times. Several 
Islanders have suggested they feel they do not 
have enough information about why the changes 
are happening and want to know more about 
future impacts from a western science perspective. 
Specific comments related to seeing cyclonic 
activity on the western side (Gulf region) which isn’t 
something they used to notice before. 

Elders have also noted that many of the low-lying 
houses near the lagoon and airstrip are having 
more problems with mosquitoes in recent years. 
One issue relates to when strong rains follow the 
high tide and the ground gets very wet and muddy. 
People don’t like to leave their houses when the 
surrounding area is like this, but it is expensive to 
pave all these areas.

Elders strongly point out the importance of their 
connection to the sea and the intertidal plants and 
animals. For example there is a strong trade in 
mud crabs that are caught behind the village in 
the swamp areas. By using traditional prohibitions 
on seasonal catches, marine resources were 
sustainably managed in the past. This is not 
occurring today, and in combination with changing 
marine ecosystems (such as acidification and 
increasing sea temperatures) there is a concern that 
fishing stocks may be significantly affected. There 
is also significant concern of unauthorised catches 
by Indonesian fishing boats that affect their ability to 
manage these stocks sustainably.

Many past strategies that Islanders used to work 
with their natural environment are remembered 
today by the older generation and have practical 
significance to inform how to carry out culturally 
appropriate adaptation activities. 

Revegetation projects
Examples of these strategies on Saibai include 
using planting to reduce erosion at the coastline 
and to stabilise sandy materials. The photos below 

Traditional knowledge may also be critically important to tailoring generic adaptive 
strategies to a particular settlement. Indigenous knowledge may also provide 
important insight into landscape and cultural values that are at risk, as well as 
management strategies in the face of climate impacts.

- National Adaptation Research Plan
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shows where new coconut trees have been planted 
in front of the existing older trees in front of the 
Council building area (photos taken 3 years apart). 
Other mangrove planting and maintenance of plants 
is regularly carried out by the chair of the PBC and 
other villagers. A number of Islanders stated their 
concerns about losing coconut trees to erosion. 
Recent loses have been documented in the video 
work in collaboration with the MTRSF project and 
is held by the PBC chair on the island. Further, the 
PBC chair has noted that the tides are reaching 
areas that they had not before (further in the island) 
which is significant because these are areas where 
they use to garden. In other areas, the high tides 
have been removing soil and sand and exposing 
coral areas.  This means that areas that they use 
to picnic and camp as well as garden on have been 
inundated. Significant erosion of sand has occurred 
in some areas – to the extent that one area has 
lost sand that was chest high and several mature 
coconut trees have fallen as a result.

TEK – or drawing on stories from the past reminds 
us that Islanders have had to be resourceful in 
the past to survive. In this respect it is helpful 
to remember that the community now living on 
Saibai managed previous resource constraints by 
relocating some families to begin a new community 
on the Cape, although such a move would be 
unlikely to happen in the same way again.

Resilience-building to climate 
impacts through strengthening socio-
economic and cultural factors.
Resilience-building includes reducing risk and 
resource inequalities and strengthening social 
structures, increasing flexibility, decision making 

skills and dealing with the unknown. Resilience is 
promoted by good knowledge of natural hazards, 
high social capital and hazard reduction strategies. 
Ways to improve resilience include: promoting 
information and education about the impacts of 
climate change, regulating maladaptive practices, 
coordination of activities that increase adaptive 
capacity. 

On Saibai, most of the drivers of vulnerability are 
related to the low socio-economic situation of 
people on the island. A number of programmes have 
been suggested to increase the socio-economic 
and cultural resilience of the community. By 
strengthening the community in this way, their ability 
to respond to hazards – such as those presented 
by climate change – increases. The list of activities 
includes:
• Increasing local employment and skills through 
land and sea ranger programmes
• Totemic species management programme
• Developing art, culture and heritage programmes 
• Increase economic development through 
supporting locally-based and controlled enterprises
• Increase culturally relevant schooling programmes
• Implement the community garden project
• Assess the costs of rebuilding the sea wall and 
revegetation programmes on the coast road 
• Improve public health and preventative 
programmes to reduce chronic conditions
• Improve housing – specifically to reduce level of 
overcrowding and increase the number of raised 
new houses.

Who gets to make decisions about 
taking action?
The National Adaptation Research Plan highlights 
a significant barrier to adaptation is the lack of 
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clearly defined areas of responsibility and authority 
between different levels of government. This is a 
significant problem in the Torres Strait where not 
only do individual islands need to prepare their 
own adaptation plans, but there is an important 
step to integrate their work with that of coordination 
between individual islands and the Torres Strait 
region as a whole.

One major problem with responding the climate 
change on Saibai is the problem of who gets to 
make decisions about what activities need to 
occur, and how to obtain funding to carry out these 
activities. 

At the local level, the Councillor needs to prioritise 
activities on the Island in response to community-
identified concerns. The Island Council is 
responsible for providing community housing and 
related infrastructure such as sewerage and water 
as well as other facilities for the benefit of the 
community, such as public halls, Council offices, the 
CDEP programme. Therefore, the Councillor needs 
to relate planned activities on Saibai to what is being 
planned on other Islands, at the state level through 
the Torres Strait Island Regional Council (TSIRC), 

as well as the federal level through the Torres Strait 
Regional Authority (TSRA). 

One complication about this process is that the 
demands and priorities of each of these groups are 
not always aligned, and differences of opinion about 
priorities and responsibilities can occur. 

It is clear that top-down decision-making does not 
work well in Torres Strait. As in any community, 
unless there is a good local understanding about 
problems and potential solutions to problems, 
the community is unlikely to feel ownership over 
activities carried out in response to them. This issue 
suggests that a very important aspect of responding 
to climate change impacts on Saibai is to clearly 
identify what the likely impacts are – especially 
those that are not as readily ‘seen,’ what responses 
are needed, and to communicate these activities 
clearly to the community.  

Mitigation options
Local emission reduction strategies such as solar 
hot water heating (see photo above) have the 
additional benefit on Saibai of reducing reliance on 
diesel to make electricity. 
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Photovoltatic electricity generation has been 
installed in a few buildings, however these schemes 
are not well developed, and it is not clear that 
maintenance is being regularly carried out to ensure 
they remain in good condition. Given that the use 
of these renewable energy technologies is a good 
way to educate and empower people, schemes 
that support their wider introduction and ongoing 
maintenance should be supported.

Is more research on Saibai 
necessary?
There is a clear and consistent message from 
Islanders that if research is to occur on Saibai then 
it must be very directly linked to activities that will 
directly benefit the island community. This issue is 
of relevance to any future climate change science, 
impacts and adaptation work, in that components 
of any future research projects must incorporate 
appropriate ways of explaining why the research is 
needed and how it will benefit the community (see 
photo of community feedback workshop on climate 
impacts).

It is not clear that extensive science research is a 
priority for Islanders at this stage. Discussions noted 
that research activities that occurred in 1984 where 
the erosion issue was raised have still not been 
acted on. Having seen research funds being spent 
on numerous research projects, there is frustration 
that applications for funding to carry out activities 
that respond to the findings of previous research 
recommendations have not been forthcoming. 
Islanders fear this indicates a lack of support for 
their community and an implicit move to de-fund the 
island to encourage them to relocate off the island, 
an activity of last resort.
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