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The Maldives are a chain of 1,190 small low-lying coral islands grouped into 26 
atolls in the Indian Ocean: 198 islands are inhabited and 80 house tourist resorts. 
The islands are predominantly coastal entities, and their ecosystems are among 
the most vulnerable in the world. The Maldives have a narrow economic base that 
relies on 2 critical sectors tourism and fi sheries. As most atoll workers are employed 
in these sectors, protecting the Maldives’s fragile coral reefs and coasts, fi sheries 
and the marine environment, which comprise the main source of livelihood in the 
atolls, from polluting sources is central to any poverty strategy. Unique geography 
and vulnerability pose key development challenges for the country. The dispersion 
of the population across the archipelago raises the cost of delivering social services, 
as economies of scale are diffi cult to achieve in service provision. 

Impacts resulting from the absence of basic infrastructure and social services in 
the atolls were further exacerbated by the damage that followed the high waves 
and fl ooding of the Indian Ocean tsunami which hit the Maldives on 26 December 
2004, leading in some cases to absolute destruction of existing infrastructure. 
Waste disposal sites on most tsunami-affected islands were destroyed and waste 
previously collected was spread throughout the islands, putting public health at risk 
and the groundwater lens at risk of contamination from leaching of pollutants. The 
freshwater lens is also endangered by potential contamination from spilled oil, salt 
intrusion and sewage from fractured sewerage networks or damaged septic tanks. 
The natural disaster led to a number of environmental and public health concerns: 
whilst provision of water supply and basic sanitation services are in urgent need 
of reconstruction and/or development, the need to expedite adequate solid waste 
management practices and structuring the sector for effi cient operation have 
emerged to be critical at this stage (Millennium Development Goals Maldives 
Country Report, 2005).

1
Introduction

The islands are 
predominantly coastal 
entities and their 
ecosystems are among 
the most vulnerable in 
the world. 
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Rationale for the Research 
Analysis and Perceptions
On 28 April 2006 the Asian Development Bank (ADB) 
approved a Project for US$6 million equivalent for the 
Regional Development Project Phase II (RDPII). The 
Project seeks to promote regional development to 
support equitable access to social services and therefore 
relieve Male’ of intense development population 
and environmental pressures. The project goal is to 
increase the standard of living in the Central Regions. 
The Project objective is to improve environmental and 
land management through a community centered 
approach. The project includes a balance of institutional 
infrastructure and environmental improvements in the 
focus islands and their regions. The Project will help 
safeguard public health and the environment, support 
community and private sector participation in waste 
management and sanitation, and increase public 
awareness of responsible environmental management 
practices. The Project combines policy improvement, 
capacity building and investment in physical facilities. 
Live & Learn Environmental Education is undertaking 
the Community Mobilization and Environmental 
Awareness subcomponents of the RDP II project. The 
Community Mobilization and Environmental Awareness 
subcomponents will be based on lessons learnt from TA 
4614-MLD that was delivered by Live & Learn between 
15th November 2005 and the 15th November 2006. 

General Perspective on the Role 
of Environmental Education

Poverty reduction and quality of life are two 1. 
issues central to all our environmental education 
approaches. Even though quality of life means 
different things to different people and in different 
contexts, all human beings have a hierarchy of 
needs they seek to fulfill. At the most basic level 
this includes regular access to safe drinking water, 
nutritious food and access to basic sanitation. Some 
argue that for impoverished communities, the 
generation of income (either monetary or in kind) is 
the only way they can truly meet their needs. 

As people seek immediate income, assumptions that 2. 
environmental awareness leads to change and that 
people choose to live in sustainable ways based on 
their knowledge are very problematic. Across the 
world communities and government departments 
allow unsustainable logging and fishing practices 
to take place in full knowledge of the devastating 
consequences. In many cases long-term needs and 
sustainability are considered secondary to immediate 
income. In this case, education and learning must 
offer practical examples of how communities can 
produce a stream of income and meet continuing 
needs by building environmental assets. It requires 
a versatile environmental education design driven by 
existing structures, assets and most importantly good 
will, set within a context of new ethics and practice. 
In our experience, introducing unfamiliar and generic 
approaches that people cannot identify with will have 
no impact. 

Environmental education alone is unlikely to inculcate 3. 
all the values needed to sustain the environment – if 
that was the case, we would already be much further 
down the road towards sustainable development. 
However environmental education is the central pillar 
of strategies to promote such values. Advancing 
sustainable development through community 
mobilization and awareness is far-reaching and 
complex and it needs a strategic approach. Imagining 
Tomorrow: Strategic Directions for Environmental 
Education in the Maldives is a Mini-Strategy and was 
one of the outputs from TA 4614-MLD. It will be used 
to guide this program and formulate a strategy based 
on the finding of the RAP.

This Rapid Assessment of Perceptions specifically 
applies the following findings to the review of the toolkits 
developed under the project TA 4614-MLD. The toolkits 
would be modified and developed as a training of trainers 
(TOT) guide to facilitate the trainers to implement training 
in the respective communities. The TOT package will be 
designed to suit the needs of the community facilitators. 

Background 
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Aim 
This Rapid Assessment of Perceptions (RAP) is a social investigative research method, 
which aims to assess community perceptions on issues relating to sustainable 
development and then use these perceptions in shaping effective tools to change 
knowledge, attitude and practices. Live & Learn has developed and tested the RAP 
in Melanesia, Cambodia and the Maldives, where it has been highly effective in 
creating an environment for community mobilization and empowerment. 

The research carried out in this RAP will be used to guide in the development 
of (i) a strategy for environmental education; (ii) a facilitators resource guide; and 
furthermore, to advance sound environmental management in the Maldives. The 
tools chosen will be based on the tools developed for the ADB TA 4164, and the 
communities existing knowledge base and perceptions along with a review of 
existing approaches to environmental education. A range of findings emerged from 
the research that will assist with identification of appropriate tools and methodologies 
for promoting sound environmental management within the island community in 
general. This research also forms the base-line for evaluation of project outcomes. 

For environmental management to be successful it needs to be informed by an 
assessment of stakeholder perceptions on related issues. The RAP employed a 
data collection methodology that was highly participative. Utilizing a combination 
of participatory mapping and ranking cards the perceptions of the community 
on environmental issues, opportunities for action, comprehension of social/
environmental linkages, ability for future’s thinking and perceptions of who makes 
decisions about what is being taught in the classrooms were collected. The 
community members were put in groups comprising members from IDC, WDC, 
youth groups, NGO’s and community leaders. Interviews with community leaders 
were also held. An idea of what the community wanted at the end of the project 
was also addressed in these discussions. 

Social research and assessment of perceptions are focussed on individual 
opinion and comment and therefore this report does not rely heavily on technical 
information and is not intended to serve as a technical report. The purpose of the 
report serves primarily as background for the development of appropriate education 
for environmental management. 

2
Rap Methods

The purpose of the 
report serves primarily 
as background for 
the development of 
appropriate education 
for environmental 
management. 
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Target groups
Four target groups were identified for the RAP (see below), however these were used as a guide and consideration 
was given to including other groups that may be representative in the local context.

Table 1. Target group and participatory method used

Resource mapping Ranking Interviews

Teachers 9 9 3

Community leaders 47 47 16

Women’s development committee 12 12 4

Youth 5 5 -

Key themes
The RAP activities focused on facilitating dialogue and feedback centered on the issues of sustainable development 
with five linked themes:

Perception of the environment;•	

Environment, health and sanitation; •	

Environment and culture; •	

Environment and livelihoods; and•	

Infrastructure development and ownership; •	
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The themes were further broken down into key research questions. These key research questions were intentionally 
broad and intended as a general guide for facilitators. In practice, facilitation allowed free-flow discussion to evolve on 
more specific and locally relevant issues as they were raised by participants.

Table 2. Key themes, research questions and participatory methods

Theme Key Research Questions Primary research tool

Perceptions of the environment How do people in the community, •	
teachers and women’s groups view 
(perceive) the ‘environment’? 

Environmental discourse

Environment, health and sanitation

Consider

Water supply•	

Waste management•	

Ground water pollution from the •	
septic tanks or sewerage

Drinking water supply and quality•	

Environmental health problems •	
(including mosquitoes, diarrhoea)

What are the issues?•	

What are the opportunities?•	

Community ability to solve •	
problems related to the issues?

Is any environmental monitoring •	
conducted, and if so how is it 
done?

Mapping

Environment, culture and religion.

Consider

Places of cultural significance  •	
(e.g. Utheemu Gaduvaru)

Places of natural cultural value•	

What are the needs and concerns •	
associated with unique plants or 
animals?

What are the needs and concerns •	
associated with places valued for 
recreation or scenery?

How do community leaders, •	
women and youth perceive issues 
(needs and concerns) regarding

What are the opportunities?•	

Community ability to solve •	
problems related to the issues?

Mapping

Environment and livelihood.

Consider

Agriculture, •	

Fishing•	

Tourism•	

Biodiversity and conservation•	

How do community leaders, •	
women and the youth perceive 
issues (needs and concerns) 
regarding:

Land use (agriculture, and housing •	
and development work)

Making a living from the land?•	

Mapping

Perceptions of decision making and 
influence (including land use planning 
issues) 

What is land use planning?•	

Who makes decisions of how to •	
use the land?

Is it practical to use the land •	
wisely?

Focus questions

Ranking

Community organization  
and capacity

How do community members •	
leaders, women and youth 
perceive: i) the organization and 
capacity of community groups.  
ii) Development activities and 
infrastructure management 

Focus questions

Ranking
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1 Rapid Assessment of Community Perceptions on Environmental Issues: Research Facilitators Guide. Available on request from 
Live & Learn Environmental Education, Male Office, Maldives.

Up to 30 representative people were chosen (with 
guidance from local community leaders) for each workshop 
group. The workshop groups included members from the 
IDC, WDC youth groups and NGO’s, (both sexes) and 
community leaders including the business people in the 
respective community. The participants were organized in 
mixed groupings to encourage active participation from 
those involved. 

The participants at each workshop were invited to 
contribute to three activities; mapping, ranking and an 
environmental discourse exercise. Individual interviews 
were held separately to the group workshops. All activities 
were conducted in Dhivehi with data simultaneously 
translated into English by the researchers as it was 
recorded.

Environmental discourse: Six posters, each labeled with 
one viewpoint of the environment (box 2), were placed 
around the room. Participants were invited to freely walk 
around, read, consider and discuss each of the posters. 
At the conclusion of the exercise participants were asked 
to stand in front of the poster they felt most closely 
represented their personal view of the environment.

Mapping: At each workshop, participants - split into three 
sub-groups - were asked to mark on a basic map outline 
of their local area features of significance to them. Task 
cards were provided to focus sub-groups to their selected 
key theme (box 1) and ample time was given to encourage 
discussion and reflection on the activity. 

The resultant individual maps were collectively discussed 
with specific focus on; ‘what are the issues’, ‘what are 
the opportunities’, and how do you solve such problems 
in the community’.

Ranking: Tailor-made ranking cards, detailing issues and 
needs identified through earlier activities and discussions 
were created for each community. Using the same sub-
groups as for mapping, participants were asked to reach 
a consensus and rank the issues in priority order and 
to provide a rationale for their decision. On completion 
participants collectively viewed and discussed their 
ranking.

Ranking was also used to elucidate decision-makers 
within the community. Participants were asked to detail 
community positions of responsibility, individuals or 
outside influences that were drivers in decision making 
for their two highest ranked issued within their own 
community.

A facilitator’s guide was developed to provide researchers 
with a framework for each activity and to assist in ensuring 
consistency of the research conducted across the three 
communities1. 

Focus questions: Three specific questions were 
presented to participants and used to direct discussion 
focusing on two key issues for this project; land use 
planning and waste management (table 2).
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Environment and Health and Sanitation 

Sources of water used by the community•	

Places where wastewater is stored or  •	
disposed of 

Sources of potential water pollution•	

Places where the water or land is polluted•	

Places where rubbish is dumped•	

Places where the septic tanks are in the household •	

Places where mosquito’s breed•	

Any other places linked with health issues•	

Environment and Livelihoods 

Agriculture•	

Land where agriculture was/is carried out•	

Land with gardens or agriculture•	

Places where people go fishing•	

Places where people process the fish•	

Places where tourists go / or could go•	

Environment and Culture 

Places where people consider as should be •	
preserved.

Places where people go hunting or fishing•	

Places where people gather medicinal plants•	

Places where people go for recreation (e.g. picnics)•	

Places with unique plants or animals•	

Places valued for their scenery•	

Box 1. Tasks cards listing items or issues to be marked on maps
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The RAP was conducted with a diverse audience from three different islands with 
the aim of providing an insight into community perceptions on environmental 
management related issues and how such issues impact their lives. The participating 
communities unanimously highlighted the major issues as being related to sewage, 
waste and water. 

There was a good degree of overlap between the methods employed and in the 
responses, which helped to ensure we gained maximum feedback from the participants 
on their perceptions related to the environment.

Participation
The RAP was carried out in communities from three islands with a total of 102 
participants: 79 attending group activities and 23 one-to-one interviews. Men and 
women were equally represented with 46 males and 50 females participating. The 
age range of interviewees was 21 to 52 years with a median age of 38.

Table 2: Number and gender of participants, by community

Activities Gender Lh. Naifaru L. Fonadhoo ADh. Mahibadhoo

Group 
activities

Males

Females

17

20

6

12

13

5

One-to-one 
interviews

Male

Female

8

4

0

6

2

3

Total 49 24 23

3
Findings

The participating 
communities 
unanimously highlighted 
the major issues 
as being related to 
sewage, waste and 
water. 
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Perception of the Environment
Participants held a generally holistic view of the environment, recognizing the all-encompassing relationship of the 
environment and their lives.

Figure 1: Participants perception of the Environment

Box 2. The six viewpoints provided on environmental discourse posters

Nature:  The environment is everything around us; where there is nature means there 
is environment.

Resource:  I see the environment as a resource to be managed so that it can provide us 
with food, materials and medicines.

Problem: I see the environment as a problem which has to be solved; we need to fix up 
pollution and overharvesting of our fish.

Place to live:  I see the environment as a place to live, to know and learn about, to plan for 
and take care of. The village and garden is my environment.

Whole planet:  I see the environment as the whole planet, where everything is connected and 
people are part of this system (water, air, plants, animals and people). We must 
all live together in the environment.
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Environmental problems faced by communities
Sewage was consistently the most frequently mentioned and highest ranking problem faced by all three communities. 
Garbage and waste disposal and water related issues were also frequently mentioned, although garbage and waste 
disposal was generally ranked as more important than water related issues. 

Figure 2: Ranking of issues as perceived by community members (1 = most important)

Figure 3: Summary of issues faced by communities (considering frequency and ranking) 

Community specific issues identified were:

LH. Naifaru Housing difficulties and sea wall destroyed
ADH. Mahibadhoo Flooding of roads and oil found in ground water
L. Fonadhoo Beach erosion, inadequate health and harbor facilities

Nature

Resource

Problem to be 
solved

Dusty roads

Place 
to live

Whole planet 

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

1 2 3 4 5

water

dusty roads

population

erosion

garbage / waste management

health

infrastructure

sewage

Rank

Fr
eq

u
en

cy

Sewerage

Infrastructure

Erosion

Health

Water issues Garbage and waste 
disposal

Nature

Resource

Problem to be 
solved

Dusty roads

Place 
to live

Whole planet 

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

1 2 3 4 5

water

dusty roads

population

erosion

garbage / waste management

health

infrastructure

sewage

Rank

Fr
eq

u
en

cy

Sewerage

Infrastructure

Erosion

Health

Water issues Garbage and waste 
disposal



18

Environment and Health 
Water was identified as an issue in three capacities; 
contamination and pollution of water; lack of availability 
during the dry season and; flooding. 

The participating communities were very concerned about 
the pollution of the island’s ground water, particularly 
around their wells. Ground water in some areas was being 
contaminated by oil spill into the ground - oil is situated in 
designated areas for consumption and trading purposes 
but there is oil spillage that reaches and contaminates 
the ground water. Participants stated that this pollution 
diminished their quality of life by impacting on their 
general health. Contamination from improper sewage 
disposal also occurs and participants clearly appreciated 
the link between pollutants or bacteria and their health 
and livelihood. In the past there have been health 
outbreaks of diarrhoea, including outbreaks attributed 
to Cholera, leading to the Department of Public Health 
conducting awareness campaigns, especially regarding 
the need to boil water. Participants clearly felt that they 
should be taking less water from the ground in order to 
reduce these risks. 

During the dry season there is concern about whether 
there is sufficient water storage capacity if they are 
unable to use ground water. In addition the roads of the 
island communities become dusty, which in turn makes 
households dusty and this was felt to be increasing health 
problems within the communities.

These perceptions were in line with the fact that, until 
recently, most families relied on well-water for washing, 
cooking and drinking. The United Nations Environment 
Program (UNEP) Post-Tsunami Environmental Assessment 
2005 emphasised that some of the well-water may have 
been fouled prior to the tsunami from poorly made or 
maintained septic tanks leaking waste into the freshwater 
lens. There had been limited general response from the 
communities in reacting to this, other than sourcing 
better well-water. Rainwater had only become a major 
source of drinking water relatively recently. However, 
enough water cannot be stored at household level for 
consumption purposes. Conversely, in the rainy season 
when the island gets flooded, there is no mechanism in 
place for the storm waters to leave the island.

In LH.Naifaru an RO (desalination plant) plant had been 
installed by USAID. The community members were 
hopeful that the plant would provide drinking water during 
the dry season. 

Waste management sites have been allocated on the 
islands by the Island Committees but have had varying 
success in the focus sites. Some were used actively and 
others were not being used and open dumping of waste 
was occurring in various places on the island. In line with 
this variability was the involvement of groups in waste 
management activities. The Women’s Development 
Committees appeared to be one of the groups most 
involved in waste management, however this varied 
from one community to another. It was also highlighted 
that there was no disposal facility in most places for 
hazardous wastes. Observation by the facilitators of the 
waste management sites shows that a major component 
of the waste stream was organic; a finding consistent 
with JICA research that found an estimated 75% of the 
waste stream to be organic. In discussions with the focus 
groups there was some interest in the use of organic 
waste through composting. 

The study activities revealed that waste management 
centers were very small and waste was thrown onto the 
surrounding beaches in two of the communities. Where 
waste collection procedures were in place, they were not 
very effective and people were paying for their waste to 
be taken to the waste disposal sites. There was general 
agreement amongst participants that local communities 
should follow the model of Male whereby waste is 
disposed of in a designated area and later transferred to 
another island waste transfer site. 

Disposing of metals and other inorganic materials to 
land fill sites had not yet been established. The use of 
polythene bags was discussed and there was consensus 
that increased awareness needed to be created on 
reducing the use of polythene bags. 

The contribution that improper waste disposal had on 
diseases spread by mosquitoes and how to eradicate 
mosquitoes through proper waste disposal was also 
discussed. Water retention in disposed containers was 
recognized as creating mosquito breeding places: the only 
solution identified was to clean the island once a week. 

“To work in waste management at the house hold level and 
to change people’s attitude towards waste management”.  
(Female, Lh. Naifaru)
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Prevention and control measures need to be incorporated 
at the community and school level and effective programs 
designed through the community and school to raise 
awareness of these issues in the community. 

Three of the focus groups highlighted the improper waste 
disposal and mosquito breeding links. This was noted 
in particular in the forest areas in L.Gan and Fonadhoo. 
They clearly identified the link between outbreaks of 
dengue and other diseases due to mosquitoes. Creating 
awareness on appropriate waste disposal strategies, 
such as for coconut shells and other objects that collect 
water, were suggested as solutions. Construction of a 
proper waste disposal site was desired by all three of the 
communities. 

One group highlighted the issue of nutrition and good 
dietary habits among the community members. They also 
expressed concern about rising food prices and the lack of 
any institution to regulate food prices in the community.

Solutions proposed by participants relating to water 
and waste were;

To establish a desalination plant and provide piped •	
drinking water at the household level.

Storm waters to be evacuated from the island by •	
establishing a pipe system. 

To establish a modern system of dealing with oil that •	
has seeped into the ground.

To establish a proper sewage system at the island •	
level

Suggested initiatives that could be taken by the 
leaders and NGO community to increase awareness:

Need to identify good leaders or groups to take the •	
initiative and lead the others.

“I believe that we can only tap resources if we have 
such a party/person who can take the initiative”

Develop the overall community spirit, rather than •	
individuality. 

Create a coordinating committee with members •	
from all the NGOs to initiate and lead community 
development activities.

WDC members and are active on the activities •	
conducted by the WDC. 

Leadership and governance should be stronger and •	
more initiative should be taken by the leaders.

The Atoll office should be leading initiatives.•	

The community will be mobilised if the initiative is •	
taken by strong leaders.

The many NGO’s have to co-operate together. •	

Encourage community ownership, getting together •	
and making it work.

Make the community aware of practical actions that •	
can be taken regarding the spread of diseases.

Cleanliness and personal hygiene to be promoted •	
through health centres.
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“Naifaru Juvenile (NGO) is very active, they have 
organised campaigns and trainings on the elimination 
of drug abuse, Zuvaanunge Aaa Roohu (NGO) is 
also very active, they are involved in hydroponics, 
and managing the waste disposal site, Adh Jamiyya 
(NGO) is also active, they are involved in facilitating 
the bringing of books for the school booklist and 
organising Quran competitions” (Interview). 

In one of the communities there were 7 CBO’s and the 
participants felt that CBO’s also should work together and 
sit down at one table to work together in order to create 
more awareness among the communities rather than 
conduct ad hoc programs.

Environment and Culture 
One community expressed that their island had culturally 
significant sites that were not being taken care of by the 
community. They suggested that these areas should be 
preserved as tourist sites for both visitors and the local 
community. The participants felt that little emphasis on 
preservation of these sites was given at the community 
level and therefore there was a lack of positive action 
being taken. 

A major issue that was discussed was that there was 
no land space available in two of the participating island 
communities for housing and other recreational facilities. 
The area of the island which was designated for swimming 
was polluted by leaking sewer pipes and waste. The 
communities wanted to fill the lagoon area and make the 
island bigger. Lack of land also meant that plants that had 
medicinal properties were becoming scarce. 

The increase in waste in the sea was identified as 
becoming a major concern for not only the life in the 
sea but also for traditional activities such as fishing. The 
issue of garbage disposal and its effect on the islands 
beautification was also expressed.

Traditional community structures indirectly impact on 
the environment through inefficiencies and difficulties in 
environmental management. Understanding community 
ownership and engaging all levels of society; traditional 
leaders and marginalised groups, will be essential to 
ensure strong activity in bringing about the environmental 
changes communities wish to see.

“I believe that our Island Office is not well developed 
in any way to deal with the current reality and status 
of this community, for instance we need capable 
leaders and also modern working methodology to 
keep up with the development. Also, in this area 
I have been taking initiative in almost all the work. 
And another problem is that there is no proper plan 
especially on environment related activities such as 
planting trees on the few main roads of the island. 
I strongly believe that if we don’t have a long term 
plan on such issues, than we will face additional 
problems in the future. Moreover, even the waste 
disposal issue is also a big problem together with 
the contamination of water like in Male’”. (Naifaru 
one to one interview male).

There were frequent comments and strong opinions 
relating to the quality and availability of good leadership 
within the traditional community structures

No unity among the community •	

No good relationship between the community and •	
the chiefs 

No cooperation from the community•	

Lack of social spirit among the youth •	

No Team effort•	

Community does not cooperate with organised •	
activities

Island office does not initiate activities at the •	
community level

The Atoll chief is not active in taking initiative in •	
community activities

Suggested initiatives to create more awareness 
among the community: 

Provide awareness to the community on issues and •	
possible solutions

Involve and mobilise communities to be active and •	
participate in development activities.

Link management strategies clearly to the •	
advantages attainable

Find motivated and active people to work with the •	
community.

Involve all groups within the community and seek out •	
to involve households previously not involved. 

“Initiative should be taken by a group of people from the school, 
for example to phase out plastic bags and placing bins on 
the streets. To provide a guideline for the Environment clubs, 
students and teachers”. (Teacher, A.DH. Mahibadhoo)
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Environment and Livelihoods
Beach erosion and coral bleaching were identified as 
issues by the participants. The flooding of roads during 
the rainy season and the breeding of mosquitoes due 
the flooding were highlighted as environmental concerns 
in the mapping exercise. Road flooding had high impact 
as the roads were needed for communities to have 
adequate access to markets, health and other essentials. 
Beach erosion caused problems because sand and coral 
is mined for the purpose of building houses. Erosion is 
known to be part of the natural process of the island but 
there was also some awareness of the ability to slow this 
process by planting vegetation and reducing the impact 
by improving access to other building materials. Sheet 
piling and building a sea wall to protect the beach area 
were cited as possible solutions.

The harbour of the island communities - either lack of, or 
state of disrepair -was a concern because of the need for 
vessels coming into the island was seen as essential. 

Suggested initiatives that could be taken by the 
community to create more awareness: 

Stopping sand and coral mining and littering on •	
the beaches especially plastic bags and cans that 
cause damage to the reefs by promoting appropriate 
environmental management using rigorous 
campaigns initiated by NGO’s and other groups 
(especially the island office and the atoll office).

Schools could lead initiatives, for example to phase •	
out plastic bags and placing bins on the streets. 

Provide guidelines for School environment clubs, •	
students and teachers.

Ensure CBO’s maintain coordinated approach•	

Infrastructure development and 
ownership
Only one of the three participating communities (Lh. 
Naifaru) had any existing waste sewage management 
infrastructure in place, and even here the system required 
further upgrading. Where infrastructure was lacking (Ad. 
Mahibadhoo and L.Fonadhoo), participants described 
garbage being burnt, littered or dumped into the sea. 
Sewage disposal - where present - was within the housing 
area or otherwise piped raw into the sea.

Maintenance of currently existing systems or potential 
future developments was perceived to be the direct 
responsibility of government authorities. Suggestions 
included either for government to appoint staff to maintain 
infrastructure or to provide support to committees formed 
at the island level.

“During last year or recently, with the initiative of an NGO 
called ‘Aaroohu’ members of the community cleaned the 
current waste disposal site, as the place was getting out 
of control. Also, a few years back the construction of the 
sea wall as I mentioned before was one such activity 
that involved a lot of people from the community. Even 
women’s contribution and their community spirit in this 
project are notable”. (Participant from the one to one 
interview).

Land use planning

Community perceptions on land use planning were 
consistent and recognised the positive long term benefits 
that effective planning could bring about.

“Provide opportunities for effective use of land for 
a long period of time. To meet peoples needs and 
to solve common problems and issues. To provide 
economic opportunities for the community”.  
(L. Fonadhoo community members)

“To use the land in a sustainable manner which 
would benefit the people of the island and that 
the development of the island will be positively 
affected”. (A. Dh Mahibadhoo community)

“To develop a land use plan and act accordingly to 
use the land in a useful way. To provide a home for 
everyone and to provide services and to provide 
economic opportunities for the community. Easy to 
live in a land where we have to spend less and feel 
happy” (Lh. Naifaru Community) 

Who should decide on how to use land within the islands 
was less clear: people of the island, atoll chiefs and 
Ministry of Planning were all suggested, however after 
discussion it appeared that government sections should 
play an integral role in land use decision making - alongside 
strong community discussion and input. 

Perceptions of the community on the 
outcomes of RDP 2:

All the members who participated in the rap •	
identified that an effective sewage system should be 
established by the end of the project. 

All the members also identified that there was dire •	
need in these communities to establish a waste 
management system and that the waste should be 
taken to a land fill site.

Both the communities in Ad Mahibadhoo and L. •	
Fonadhoo have identified the need to establish safe 
drinking water for the community members by the 
end of the project. 
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Perceptions of the PIU staff on their training 
needs:

The PIU (project implementation unit) staff was 
interviewed on the training needs in order to identify the 
areas that the staff needs training or upgrading. In the 3 
communities individual interviews and group discussions 
were held with the staff.

More training opportunities in the following areas were 
identified by the staff:

Trainings on project management1. 

Trainings on development of reports.2. 

Trainings on how to maintain the finances3. 

Trainings on office set up and office management.4. 

Up skill in the respective areas and to use technical 5. 
equipment.

Computer trainings especially in AutoCAD.6. 

Trainings on how to mobilize the communities.7. 

Perceptions of stakeholders on 
Critical Environmental Issues in 
their community
Education was perceived as a key tool for improving 
environmental management. Despite this awareness, to 
date education has not been used to affect the necessary 
behavioural changes required for environmental 
management in the Maldives. Participants expressed a 
desire for more practical activities to be incorporated into 
trainings for the community to take action on the critical 
environmental issues they face.

There is a lack of strategic environmental education 
being conducted throughout the Maldives. Discussions 
highlighted that initiatives for environmental management 
should be taken up by the island or atoll office and that 
they in turn should collaborate with the CBO’s and 
other institutions in the community who are active and 
interested in the field of environmental management. 
Community members were very much aware of the 
television and radio programs on environment and 
water awareness. However, observations suggest that 
there are very few environmental and water awareness 
materials used on the islands, despite the available 
opportunity. When enquiring, people said that they have 
been given materials but they did not last. For example, 
some awareness sheets were mounted on the walls but 
soon fell off or were removed. There may be a limited 
perception of what constitutes awareness and education 
materials. This is an important consideration for future 
participatory approaches undertaken with the community. 
It is very important to take full consideration of what 

people currently know and believe, in order to identify 
what might be the most effective tools. 

This study has shown that all three communities had a 
basic understanding of the issues, but lacked the power 
and technical knowledge to promote behaviour change. 
Environmental education activities should seek to empower 
community members to use their localised technical 
knowledge to deal with local environmental issues and 
lead the community in environmental management. The 
limited state of environmental education in the Maldives 
makes it necessary to reassess traditional approaches 
that seek a linear addition of awareness, knowledge, 
attitudes and skills in order to have sustainable actions. 
The rapid change in behaviour, as shown with fuel-wood 
use, emphasises that behaviour change is not necessarily 
reliant on linear additions in education but can be directly 
related to incentives. 

An important part of the RAP was to assess the existing 
environmental comprehension of the community 
members. There are some specific environmental social 
issues that were highlighted that also show a variation in 
attitudes within communities. 

“There is a lack of awareness in the community, 
so they do not participate in projects. Role of the 
community in participating is very important in 
environmental projects. We can get the participation 
by creating the awareness among the community 
members” (Participant from one to one interview).

Environmental education, as a tool for environmental 
management, was important to identify whether 
community members make connections between 
environmental and social issues such as the issue of 
waste in Lh. Naifaru.

“Currently, there are no activities, but sometime 
back cleaning the island and waste disposal. The 
last activity that involved a lot of the community 
members was the cleaning of the waste disposal 
site during December 2007. Normally, the NGO 
‘Zuvaanunge Aaa Roohu’ attempts to clean the 
waste disposal site, but a lot of waste is being 
dumped, approximately 5 pr 6 full pickups per day”.

The simple connection, such as the link between 
mosquito breeding and general health and livelihoods, 
shows some understanding of the inter-relationships in 
the environment. The underlying understanding of the 
carrying capacity of communities based on the availability 
of drinking water especially during drought is also a 
strong social/environmental link that may facilitate an 
entry point for action. These are points of knowledge that 
can be developed and linked with other environmental 
management considerations.
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Governance and leadership issues 
in the communities 
The participating communities were very concerned with 
the governance and leadership among the community 
members especially the NGO’s CBO’s and the leaders 
assigned in general. There was a lot of reliance on 
the government to take all the responsibility for 
developmental activities. Participants identified that more 
initiative needs to be taken by a group or an NGO, CBO 
or island authorities to mobilise the community in solving 
the community problems.

Coupled with this was the recognition for good 
coordination, collaboration and communication between 
all these leadership groups. Several NGOs and CBOs, 
in addition to standard atoll leaders and chiefs, were 
present in each community – all need to work together to 
ensure comprehensive and encompassing development 
programs.

The economic role of civil society centers on securing 
livelihoods and providing services and nurturing “social 
capital” for use in economic settings. In their social role, 
civil societies can be a reservoir of co-operative values, 
caring, cultural life and intellectual innovation. In general, 
it is civic groups that teach people the skills of citizenship 
and provide a framework for the expression of what they 
hold in their hearts. Although these economic and social 
roles are crucial for development, it is civil societies’ 
role in “good governance” that provides the channels 
through which poor people can make their voices heard 
in government decision-making, thus helping to promote 
transparency and accountability, curb corruption, and 
builds a social consensus in favor of economic reform. 
(Adapted from- Civil Society: The Development Solution? 
Working Paper presented at a Civil Society seminar, held 
at the Institute of Development Studies, Sussex, England, 
June 1996).

Critical thinking and problem 
solving in Environment Education
Critical thinking and problem solving should take place in 
an environment in which people can identify, justify and 

critique cultural and traditional values and practices. In 
a community setting, this may bring forward conflicting 
views, which will need to be managed and transformed 
into positive action. In many cases, innovative approaches 
that respect local knowledge make it easier for participants 
to cope with perceived risks involved with behaviour 
change. A process-based approach to long-term change 
can be complex, therefore high quality facilitation is 
essential to implement this approach.

The ability to think critically is essential if individuals are 
to live, work, and function effectively in our current and 
changing society. Critical thinking requires students to ask 
questions that challenge their thinking. Some examples 
are: Who makes decisions affecting the environment? 
Why are they made? Who benefits from decisions? 
Are the long-term consequences considered? Which 
decisions promote sustainable development and what 
opposition are these likely to encounter?

Critical thinking is about asking questions, challenging prior 
knowledge and learning, and challenging assumptions 
of our beliefs and knowledge. Critical thinking is about 
not taking anything at face value; it is about uncovering 
assumptions and finding underlying meanings. 

Communities must make choices, evaluations, and 
judgments every day regarding; 

Information to obtain, use and believe,1. 

plans to make, and2. 

actions to take.3. 

Research undertaken in the Maldives indicates 
that:

Providing experiences in real-life situations or situations 
that simulate real-life situations increases the probability 
that skills will be used. Providing modelling of the skills, 
ample opportunities for practice, and feedback on the 
effectiveness of the student’s thinking are also important 
considerations. Selection of experiences should be based 
on the developmental levels of the participants. 

“Good leaders need to be in the community.  
To implement the rules in the community and to tackle the 

issues of waste management, waste disposal and other 
environment related issues”. (Male interviewee)
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4
Recommendations  

and Conclusions

Education linked to 
incentives is equally 
likely to effect positive 
behaviour change; 
education without 
action is not likely to 
be effective.

Contextual Findings
The Maldives has a history of challenging environmental management issues and 
many of these have gained increased attention in the after-math of the 2004 tsunami. 
Major environmental management issues identified by the government include: 
climate change, scarcity and pollution of freshwater resources, waste management, 
air pollution, and biodiversity conservation.

There is a lack of strategic environmental education being conducted in the 
communities participating in this study and presumably throughout the Maldives. 
Education activities should seek to empower communities and promote localised 
technical knowledge to deal with environmental issues. Women and youth should be 
seen as key stakeholders in any environmental management initiatives.

The Poverty & Vulnerability study highlighted a rapid change in behaviour in regard to 
fuel-wood use. Restrictions on cutting down trees made the price of wood higher and 
alternative fuels such as kerosene more viable, thus providing an economic incentive 
to change from wood to other fuel sources for cooking. The report emphasised that 
behaviour change was not necessarily reliant on linear additions in education. As such, 
environmental education in the Maldives should reassess traditional approaches that 
seek a linear addition of awareness, knowledge, attitudes and skills to bring about 
sustainable behaviours. Education linked to incentives is equally likely to effect positive 
behaviour change; education without action is not likely to be effective.

From the information recovered and lessons learnt, future project progression should 
be viewed as cyclical. Environmental education tools need to be action-oriented, while 
other, usually linear progressive elements, (knowledge, attitudes, & values) need to 
be built in so they occur simultaneously to the action. In this way, benefits will be 
seen directly; thereby providing direct incentive for further actions to be conducted.
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Key Findings
Effective sewage systems need to be established•	

There is a dire need to establish a waste •	
management system and/or collection and 
transportation of waste to land fill sites.

Access to safe drinking water is a priority (especially •	
Ad. Mahibadhoo and L. Fonadhoo)

Projects should link with existing active community •	
groups such as Women’s Development Committees, 
community-based organisations, NGO’s and school / 
parent teacher groups.

Communities look to Atoll and island authorities to •	
act as leaders and to provide support for community 
development initiatives

Authorities, NGO’s and CBO’s need to cooperate and •	
work together in partnership

Enhancement of community awareness about issues •	
and potential projects is essential to maximise 
community participation and ownership

Scope for Innovative Tools 
The community members can act as change agents 
for the communities. There are also a range of semi-
government community based organisations such as the 
WDCs and Youth Clubs. All the schools in the communities 
researched had environment clubs, which were quite 
established and active.

Women have a primary role of environmental management 
in their household and were found to be highly aware 
of environmental health links. The WDCs, community 
based organisations and PTA in some sites were actively 
engaged in waste management activities and played a 
supporting role in other community initiatives.  

Religious education in the schools also plays a significant 
role in the formation of individual attitudes towards 
key issues such as health and the environment. Islam 
points to an appreciation of the world’s resources as 
a fundamental tenet of its faith. Religion plays a major 
part in daily life with prayer times breaking the day into 
specific components. 

There are significant areas of environmental management 
on which non-government organisations and donors are 
working with the government. Waste management is 
one such area, with significant external resources being 
made available to assist the government. There are many 
opportunities within waste management for innovative 
environmental education to be explored. The separation 
of organic waste for composting is one area that would 
link well with education. Current practices of burning 
waste at household, community and commercial levels 
could also be assessed, in order to develop supportive 
educational approaches.

Underlying Principles for Innovative 
Tools and Methodologies 
The focus of past environmental education approaches 
in the Maldives has been awareness and knowledge 
based. Placing greater emphasis on action oriented 
environmental education is critical to success. Awareness 
alone does not change behaviours. The promotion of best 
practices and learning by doing will provide innovative 
tools for behaviour change, which is the ultimate goal. 
There needs to be a process orientation to environmental 
management rather than an output orientation. 

The ‘building back better’ approach that has been 
promoted by the United Nations for the Maldives and 
other tsunami-affected countries is a significant and 
innovative approach that should be further developed. The 
psychology of taking a negative situation and looking at 
the positive potential is very encouraging. The Maldives 
seems to be taking this on board as they are actively 
increasing environmental management initiatives such as 
waste management across the country.

The general focus of Environmental Education in 
the past has been within the biophysical paradigm, 
exploring environmental linkages and some ‘cause and 
effect’ theories. While this paradigm is important and 
relevant, more attention needs to be paid to the social 
and economic processes that mediate environmental 
sustainability. Environmental Education carries the 
greatest impact when delivered through a socio-economic 
paradigm, which links to policy, sustainable livelihood and 
community development in a broader sense. 
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5
The Way Forward

Attention must be paid 
to the complexity of 
human interactions 
with the environment, 
including the economic, 
political, cultural and 
social systems in which 
people operate, as well 
as the natural systems.

Critical thinking needs to become a key ingredient in all Environmental Education 
ventures because it questions knowledge and values. When Environmental Education 
is combined with action-based learning, it requires investigation of local issues and 
relies on local participants’ willingness and skills to enable environmental, social and 
structural change. 

Starting with the learner, we must ensure that there are always one or two clear ‘do-
able’ messages in Environmental Education activities. If efforts are spread too thinly 
or vaguely over a range of issues, these efforts may fail to induce meaningful action 
or change. This is especially of concern for short term initiatives

Having fresh and innovative tools is not enough to ensure that students will participate 
in activities. It is necessary to identify the drivers behind the success so that people 
engage in activities that target prime community concerns in a meaningful way. 
Prime concerns are clearly such things as income generation and improved health. 
Increased knowledge is only actively sought if it can be combined with primary 
concerns. Realistically, in the community context, members can only have meaningful 
and lasting redirection toward more sustainable practices if those practices can be 
directly linked to income generation.    

To fully maximise the impact of Environmental Education the tools and methodologies 
chosen will need to recognise that more attention needs to be given to the link 
between family level micro-economics and environmental conditions. Attention must 
be paid to the complexity of human interactions with the environment, including the 
economic, political, cultural and social systems in which people operate, as well as 
the natural systems. As a consequence the tools chosen will need to tap into the local 
economy to make the environmental concerns a priority. 

Catalytic environmental behaviour change will only happen if Environmental Education 
tools and activities connect to everyday activities that are primarily focused on income 
generation from fishing, agriculture and tourism. 

There is a need for emphasis on visual tools as, even though the literacy rate is 
high, there is not a strong culture of reading with most people preferring to watch 
television. Although posters and billboards are common in the Maldives, few promote 
the environment and proper environmental practices. Whilst these media may initially 
seem readily acceptable through their commonality, people were not enthusiastic 
about getting more posters and therefore alternative visual modes need to be 
investigated.
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Opportunities exist for television and radio documentaries. 
One option for already overworked teachers may include 
television or radio broadcasts as part of their teaching. 
To relieve the pressure on teachers and streamline the 
time it would take to train more teachers it is suggested 
that mass media broadcasts would be advantageous. 
Such broadcasts should cover the importance of the 
environment and the actions needed to maintain it. 
Most importantly, tasks and activities need to be action-
orientated. Opportunities exist for utilising traditional 
dance and theatre. It is important that such approaches 
be seen in addition to effective face-to-face education 
approaches.

Culturally accepted activities and information delivery 
channels are an important link.  Religious education plays 
a major part in daily life and in the formation of individual 
attitudes towards key issues such as education, health 
and the environment. Innovative approaches that respect 
traditional, cultural and religious knowledge make it 
easier for participants to cope with perceived risks 
related to behaviour change. The role of mosques as 
communal water sites increases their potential to support 
environmental education by linking it to people’s spiritual 
learning and their relationship with the environment. 
To date, utilisation of the mosques for environmental 
education has not been developed.

Waste Management: The principles of waste management 
are based around the tenets of reduce, reuse, and 
recycle. The JICA 1999 study on solid waste management 
for Male’ in the Republic of the Maldives projects that 
household wastes in the Maldives will be comprised of 
75% Organic waste, 24.8% Inorganic waste and 0.2% 
Hazardous waste. With this in mind, composting is one 
of the most significantly innovative approaches that can 
be made toward waste management. Composting will 
significantly reduce the quantity of waste by removing 
organics from the waste stream and promoting the reuse 
of organic matter in the form of natural fertiliser and mulch 
for creation of nutrient rich soil for home gardens and 
agricultural plots. Furthermore, this will reduce the use of 
chemical fertilisers that can impact the groundwater.
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6
Annex

Community Profiles

Atoll Island Geographical 
Information

Population Primary 
Occupation(s)

Educational 
Status

Health 
Status

Lh Naifaru Island Code : G2

Area : 14.27 Hectares

Length : 625m

Width : 325m

Distance from Male’: 
141.97km

Longitude : 73° 22’ 10” E  

Latitude : 05° 26’ 40” N  

2185 Women 
2456 Men  

Fishing 

Masonry

Carpentry 

Sewing

Preschool  to 
Grade 12

Atoll 
Hospital

Adh Mahibadhoo Island Code : I4

Area : 17.70 Hectares

Length : 825m

Width : 250m

Distance from Male’: 
75.64km

Longitude : 72° 58’ 35” E  

Latitude : 03° 45’ 15” N  

933 Women 

986 Men  

Fishing

Shipping

Masonry

Carpentry

Preschool  to 
Grade 10

Atoll 
Hospital

L Fonadhoo Island Code : O8

Area : 159.20 Hectares

Length : 4000m

Width : 480m

Distance from Male’: 
256.71km

Longitude : 73° 30’ 00” E  

Latitude : 01° 50’ 00” N  

845 Women 

941 Men  

Business

Agricultural 
Farming

Masonry

Preschool  to 
Grade 12

Health 
Center
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