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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Speaker notes – Opening slide
Malo e lelei and good afternoon everyone.
First, I would like to thank the Crawford Fund and the conference organisers for inviting me to participate and share MORDI Tonga’s experience.
Let me begin with a simple question:
How can investment in agricultural research and development create lasting change that is genuinely owned by local communities?
From our experience in Tonga, the answer is clear:
We must invest not only in projects and technology, but also in communities and the local institutions that support them.
For nearly two decades, MORDI Tonga has worked directly with rural communities across Tonga.
Today, I will share what we have learned about connecting community priorities, local knowledge and agricultural research to produce practical and lasting results.
My central message is simple: Sustainable food security is built with communities, not delivered to them.


http://www.morditonga.to/


MORDI Tonga evolved by responding to what communities 
needed
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2007–09
Development 
Programme and Trust
Community-led rural 
development

2014
Applied research
Turning field challenges 
into questions and 
evidence

2018–22
Climate and disaster 
resilience
Protecting development 
gains and relationships

Today
Research + 
development + 
resilience + social 
enterprise

120+
rural communities

39,000+
people within reach

One bridge
communities • government
researchers • partners

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Speaker notes – MORDI Tonga’s evolution
MORDI Tonga began as a rural development organisation.
We became a development programme in 2007 and a charitable trust in 2009, with a strong focus on community-led development.
In 2014, we expanded into applied agricultural research. We realised that delivering projects alone could not answer the complex challenges facing farmers. We needed research to understand what worked and adapt solutions to Tonga’s context.
Between 2018 and 2022, repeated disasters taught us another important lesson: development gains can be lost very quickly. We therefore strengthened our focus on climate and disaster resilience.
Today, MORDI Tonga brings together community development, research, resilience and social enterprise, the last of which is helping strengthen our long-term organisational sustainability.
We now work with more than 128 rural communities, reaching over 39,000 people.
But our most valuable asset is not a project or a piece of infrastructure. It is the trust and relationships we have built with communities over many years.
That trust enables MORDI Tonga to serve as a bridge between communities, government, researchers and development partners.



Community Development Plans turn local priorities into 
investable action
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1. Listen

Community 
dialogue
Local knowledge
Inclusive 
participation

2. Prioritise

Needs and risks
Agreed priorities
Community plan

3. Connect

Research and 
technical support
Government and 
finance

4. Own

Local contribution
Implementation
Maintenance and 
learning

Communities are partners and decision-makers not passive beneficiaries.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Speaker notes – Community Development Plans
This slide explains how MORDI Tonga develops a Community Development Plan.
It is a practical four-step cycle.
First, we listen.�We meet with the community, listen to local knowledge and ensure that women, young people and vulnerable groups can participate.
Second, we prioritise.�The community identifies its needs and risks, agrees on its priorities and records them in a Community Development Plan.
Third, we connect.�MORDI Tonga connects those priorities with research, technical expertise, government services and potential sources of finance.
Fourth, the community owns the process.�Community members contribute to implementation, participate in decision-making and take responsibility for maintenance and continued learning.
The final plan serves two purposes: it is a roadmap for the community and an evidence base for government and development-partner investment.
The key principle is that communities are partners and decision-makers, not passive beneficiaries.




Food security depends on the whole community system
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What communities identify

• Reliable water for households and production

• Climate-resilient crops and farming practices

• Tools, infrastructure and market access

• Livelihood diversification and local enterprise

• Stronger preparedness for disasters

Why the plan matters

It links agriculture with:

 Water security
 Health and nutrition
 Climate resilience
 Local governance
 Women and youth
 Markets and income

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Speaker notes – Food security and the whole community system
One important lesson from our Community Development Plans is that communities do not see food security as only an agricultural issue.
For example, farmers may want to increase food production, but they also need reliable water, suitable tools, good roads and access to markets.
Households need nutritious food and diverse sources of income. Communities also need to protect their crops, water systems and livelihoods from climate change and disasters.
All these issues are connected.
That is why community planning is so important. It allows us to understand the whole local food system, rather than focusing on one problem in isolation.
It also helps government, researchers and development partners make better investment decisions based on real community priorities.
The key message is simple: Food security depends not only on what farmers produce, but also on the wider community system that supports them.



The model connects planning, evidence and practical 
delivery
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IFAD / TRIP Community planning, livelihoods and local institutions

Australia / TARCP Locally led climate resilience and community finance

ACIAR + Research 
Institution

Research tested with farmers and adapted to Tonga

Water + 
infrastructure

Productive assets that communities help select and sustain

Research becomes valuable when communities can use it, adapt it and sustain it.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Speaker notes – Connecting planning, evidence and delivery
This slide shows how MORDI Tonga connects community planning, research and practical delivery.
Through the International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD)-supported Tonga Rural Innovation Project, communities developed their own plans, strengthened local institutions and received support for livelihoods.
Through the Australian Government-funded Tonga Australia Resilient Communities Program, communities are leading the design of activities that respond to their own climate risks and priorities.
Our partnerships with ACIAR and Australian Research Institution connect scientific research with the real experiences of Tongan farmers. This allows research to be tested locally and adapted to Tonga’s conditions.
Water and infrastructure projects provide another practical example. When communities help select the investment and contribute to implementation, they are more likely to take responsibility for maintenance and long-term use.
Across these different initiatives, the principle is the same: Research and investment become valuable when communities can use them, adapt them and sustain them.



Women’s leadership strengthens decisions, 
livelihoods and resilience
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Women already hold critical knowledge about food, nutrition, household 
resources and community resilience.

Voice

Create safe and 
meaningful space for 
women to influence 
priorities and decisions.

Opportunity

Connect women with 
skills, finance, markets 
and leadership 
opportunities.

Influence

Measure participation 
by decision-making 
power, not attendance 
alone.

Inclusion is not an add-on, it is part of effective food-system design.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Speaker notes – Women’s leadership
Women are central to the food system.
They contribute to agricultural production, food preparation, household nutrition, local markets and recovery after disasters.
They also hold important knowledge about household needs, community resources and local resilience.
However, women may not always speak first or have the strongest voice in formal community meetings.
MORDI Tonga therefore creates safe and meaningful opportunities for women to identify priorities, influence Community Development Plans and lead livelihood and resilience initiatives.
We also connect women with skills, finance, markets and leadership opportunities.
For us, inclusion is not measured simply by counting how many women attend a meeting.
The real measure is whether women influence decisions, have access to resources and take leadership roles.
The key message is: Women’s inclusion is not an add-on, it is essential to effective food systems and resilient communities.



Local ownership works, but enabling systems must 
change
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What works

• Trust built over time
• Community priorities documented
• Local knowledge combined with science
• Women and youth shape decisions
• Local institutions remain after projects

What still gets in the way

• Short funding and research cycles
• Predetermined activities and targets
• Fragmented sector programmes
• Limited finance, markets and infrastructure
• Disasters that reverse development gains

The challenge is not community willingness, it is aligning institutions and investment around 
community priorities.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Speaker notes – Local ownership and enabling systems
Community-led development works, but we must also be honest about its limitations.
It does not remove the geographic isolation of Pacific Island communities.
It does not solve weak markets, high transport costs, limited infrastructure or restricted access to finance.
It also cannot prevent disasters or remove the constraints created by short funding and research cycles.
What community-led development does is improve the quality, relevance and sustainability of investment decisions.
It builds trust, documents community priorities and combines local knowledge with research and science.
It also enables women and young people to influence decisions and strengthens local institutions that remain after a project ends.
The main challenge is therefore not a lack of willingness from communities.
The challenge is aligning government, researchers, funders and investment around the priorities that communities have identified.
For lasting change, the wider enabling system must support local ownership.




Five actions can scale the model across the Pacific
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1 Start with community plans Use locally agreed priorities as the foundation for research and investment.

2 Fund local institutions Invest in organisations that can sustain relationships beyond project cycles.

3 Co-design research Give farmers and communities a role in questions, testing and interpretation.

4 Join up sectors Link agriculture with water, climate, health, markets and local governance.

5 Measure what lasts Track ownership, capability and resilience, not outputs alone.

Sustainable food security is built with communities, not delivered to them.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Speaker notes – Recommendations and closing
Let me close with five practical recommendations.
First, start with community plans.�Use locally agreed priorities as the foundation for research and investment.
Second, fund local institutions.�Invest in organisations that can maintain relationships and support communities beyond individual project cycles.
Third, co-design research.�Give farmers and communities a meaningful role in identifying research questions, testing solutions and interpreting the results.
Fourth, join up sectors.�Connect agriculture with water, climate, health, markets and local governance.
Fifth, measure what lasts.�Do not focus only on activities and outputs. Measure local ownership, capability and resilience after the project has finished.
This brings me back to my opening question: how can agricultural research and development investment create lasting, locally owned change?
Our experience in Tonga shows that sustainable food security is not achieved by delivering solutions to communities.
It is achieved by investing in communities and local institutions that can turn research and knowledge into continuing action.
I invite you to consider how these principles could help shape Australia’s future engagement across the Pacific Region.
Sustainable food security is built with communities, not delivered to them.
Malo aupito.
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