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EDITORS’ NOTE Kate Brown is a 
passionate advocate for islands with 
extensive experience in all island 
regions globally, and brings with 
her an extensive network of island 
leaders, blue sky thinkers and peo-
ple dedicated to supporting islands. 
She has experience working inside 
government, nonprofi ts and inter-
governmentally along with a keen 
sense of the most important ele-
ments of the international policy 
setting space relevant to islands as 
well as what is needed for imple-
mentation to happen. Brown previously served 
as an Action Strategy Advisor for the Secretariate 
of the Pacific Environment Programme, a 
Development Officer for Agriculture Western 
Australia and an Australian Youth Ambassador 
for UNFPA – Subregional Offi ce for the Pacifi c 
(Fiji). She is originally from New Zealand and 
lived for eight years in Apia, Samoa. She now 
resides in New Zealand. Brown holds a 
bachelor’s degree in journalism and politics 
from Curtin University.

ORGANIZATION BRIEF The Global Island 
Partnership (glispa.org) is a platform that enables 
island leaders and their supporters to take action 
to build resilient and sustainable island commu-
nities. Led by the Presidents of Palau, Seychelles 
and the Republic of the Marshall Islands, Prime 
Minister of Grenada and Premier of the British 
Virgin Islands, its mission is to promote action 
to build resilient and sustainable island commu-
nities by inspiring leadership, catalyzing com-
mitments and facilitating collaboration for all 
islands. Since its launch in 2006, the Partnership 
has engaged high-level leaders to catalyze $150 
million for island action and assisted more than 
35 countries to launch or strengthen major sus-
tainable island commitments. It has more than 
40 members and 55 friends as part of the island 
resilience movement.

Will you provide an overview of Global 
Island Partnership (GLISPA) and its areas of 
focus?

The Global Island Partnership is a partner-
ship that was convened in 2006 by two island 
Presidents, the President of Seychelles and the 
President of Palau, with the idea of developing 
a partnership that would enable islands to work 
together to implement global biodiversity-focused 

policy at the local level and within local 
context. It recognized that island issues 
were common but that many islands 
were separated by language, political 
status (territories, independent coun-
tries, subnational jurisdictions) and 
similar barriers. They needed an 
organization that could start to recon-
nect islands around solutions to com-
mon problems. As time went on, the 
leaders of the partnership expanded 
the focus of GLISPA to include island 
resilience and island sustainability and 
the partnership now connects a broad 

range of islands who are early leaders on taking 
action on these issues. We have supported many 
island political commitments to be both realized 
and implemented and provide a space for island 
leaders and island champions to work together 
and inspire and challenge each other. 

Islands are a special place to work – they 
have many problems within a bounded system 
and have the ability to trial solutions at a scale 
that can be learned from and replicated in big-
ger countries. They are often defi ned by their 
size and their population but when you look 
at the area they are responsible for it is a really 
large footprint on the earth’s surface, much of 
it ocean. We like to think of the earth itself as 
an island, thus island earth, which has fi nite 
resources and which we need to manage appro-
priately for our future. We can learn a lot from 
what islands are doing. 

In 2020 the Global Island Partnership is 
focusing on three things: 

• We mobilize high-level political will for 
island commitments and action on resilience 
and sustainability.

• We build and strengthen partnerships that 
implement global conservation & sustainabil-
ity goals on islands, especially the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs). 

• We help our members strategize to bring 
global attention to and support for island solu-
tions and initiatives, especially at major interna-
tional meetings and conferences.

How do you describe your leadership 
style and what do you see as the keys to 
effective leadership?

My leadership style is one focused on liv-
ing by my values of truth, fairness and justice 
which in practice is to demonstrate integrity in 
relationships and interactions at all times, to 
be honest, to appreciate all perspectives and 
to make sure that I am engaging with every-
one. I am also a New Zealand indigenous 
woman (Mãori) and have a unique perspective 
that comes from my cultural upbringing which 
is very Polynesian – consultative, listening, col-
laborative and group problem solving as our 
culture focuses very much on the group rather 
than the individual. This links to how I measure 
success. I believe that we see success when we 
lift up all important voices, but I don’t measure 
importance based on people’s position, connec-
tions or wealth. 

I believe for too long that all of these 
styles of leadership I mention above have 
been discounted because they are not 
what many see as the hard-charging more 
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levels in order to build resilience – they 

need to work together to advocate for their 

needs and concerns and to identify, share and 

deliver scalable, integrated solutions.”
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masculine style of leadership which we rec-
ognize as the model “leadership” based on 
stereotypes, movies, or literature. We are at 
a moment where we can recognize that this 
may not be as effective as these other leader-
ship styles and that a more feminine ver-
sion of leadership can be equally if not more 
effective. Effective leadership recognizes that 
diversity of voice is critical for addressing the 
issues we face in the modern world – this 
diversity includes gender, sexual orientation, 
cultural, ethnic, racial, economic and so on. It 
also shows that leadership is not about telling 
people what to do, but rather pulling together 
the right people to set a strategy or plan and 
then enabling it to be implemented, adjusted 
and improved upon. It is not about assert-
ing yourself in everything, it is about holding 
people accountable for what they say and do, 
for highlighting successes and mitigating and 
learning from failure. As a leader, it is critical 
to live by your values, as too often we see the 
vast hypocrisy of people going along to get 
along or who want to advance their careers so 
they never speak up. You have to be prepared 
to stand up for things, to do things differently 
than what everyone else might be doing and 
to speak up where necessary. I want to be a 
change maker, I want to work in organizations 
and with people who are trying to change the 
world for the better, I want to make a differ-
ence to people’s lives – these are the things 
that infl uence how I lead. For me, leadership 
is about people and if people are on board, 
we can do anything.

How do island nations, which are fac-
ing such challenges, including sea-level rise 
and economic crisis, build resilience and 
protect their cultural heritage?

Island nations need to operate at multiple 
levels in order to build resilience – they need 
to work together to advocate for their needs 
and concerns and to identify, share and deliver 
scalable, integrated solutions. Climate change is 
having catastrophic impacts on island commu-
nities. These are compounded by rapid growth 
of urban centers, pressure on limited land and 
water resources, and dramatic biodiversity loss.

Island economies, particularly Small 
Island Developing States, are vulnerable to cli-
mate-related severe weather events, sea level 
rise, catastrophic natural disasters and other 
external shocks. While many islands are suc-
cessfully managing new public health risks 
presented by COVID-19, they face economic 
disaster as a result of tourism disruption and 
the related loss of livelihoods and govern-
ment revenue. The COVID-19 pandemic has 
exacerbated other issues islands are grappling 
with including cyclones, which recently hit 
Vanuatu, Fiji and the Solomon Islands in the 
Pacifi c with hurricane season having started in 
the Caribbean. As the international community 
is considering how to recover from the current 
crisis, and reflect on previous catastrophes, 
islands can provide key examples of building 
resilience and reducing risk. They are taking 
bold and innovative approaches around new 
mechanisms including fi nance and insurance, 
policy tools among other initiatives. 

Over the past ten years, island leaders and 
their supporters have come together to tackle 
island priorities, but development approaches 
tend to be “siloed” and treat issues in isolation. 
These don’t tend to recognize that problems in 
islands are interconnected and require multi-
sector solutions and partners.

Islands urgently need more distributed 
and resilient infrastructure systems to reduce 
risk, provide reliable services, and help vul-
nerable communities adapt. This includes 
both green and grey infrastructure. It has 
also become increasingly clear that island 
responses on their own will not be enough. 
Public resources alone are insufficient and 
new partnerships are needed to mobilize 
large-scale investment in sustainable develop-
ment initiatives in islands.

Islands have a lot going for them – their 
people are resilient and are natural leaders in 
integrated, resilient solutions by virtue of their 
often-limited geographic area and resources. 
There is an ability to coordinate across sectors 
and between islands toward common goals. 
Islands have long been leaders in launching 
high ambition commitments and are leading 
on SDG implementation. Islands have the abil-
ity to demonstrate how we can deliver in a 
locally and culturally relevant way on our global 
agreements and the Sustainable Development 
Goals, and ultimately achieve island and global 
resilience. 

There is also an opportunity for islands to 
lead on the SDGs, uplifting the islander world-
view globally for sustainable development 
solutions which take into account the multiple 
challenges they face. We need to uplift, com-
municate and scale island solutions globally and 
the important message of hope, island values 
and tangible solutions.

Our partnership has been lucky to have 
been working for the last 8 months (since the 
pandemic struck) on a new island leadership 
initiative focused on the sustainable devel-
opment goals called the Local2030 Islands 
Network. In this we have convened a series of 
webinars where we have identifi ed and shared 
some of the examples of how islands are fac-
ing the pandemic and the resulting economic 
impacts including looking at the lessons from 
places who have been through devastat-
ing hurricanes and how they have looked at 
rebuilding. All of our webinars are focused 
on the idea of building back better. Where 

“Islands are a special place to work – they have many problems within 

a bounded system and have the ability to trial solutions at a scale 

that can be learned from and replicated in bigger countries.”
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are the examples where islands are thinking 
about this and putting it into action? How 
can these examples be used to inspire other 
islands? 

What responsibility do developed nations 
have to small island states when it comes to cli-
mate resilience?

There is a large imbalance in the burden 
of climate change at the global level where 
many of the countries least able to respond 
to the impacts of climate change are bur-
dened with the most impacts. Some islands 
in fact will not exist as they are now and will 
become uninhabitable. Developed nations 
need to recognize they have responsibility 
for these impacts, that they benefi t dispropor-
tionately from their development status and 
that small island states need special consid-
eration as identifi ed 25 years ago during the 
Barbados Programme of Action which iden-
tifi ed the sustainable development priorities 
of small island states. This includes fi nancing 
action and it includes debt relief for coun-
tries heavily impacted by climate change 
impacts and who are also heavily indebted. 
With COVID-19 there has been a sharp fall in 
tourism revenues and remittance fl ows, heavy 
debt-servicing burdens, high risks to ensuring 
food security, severe constraints to the fi scal 
space and vulnerabilities to natural disasters 
brought about by climate change. It will be 
extremely difficult for small island states to 
withstand a double impact when they are hit 
by hurricanes or cyclones. Scaled-up interna-
tional development cooperation is critical for 
ensuring that SIDS are able to stay on track 
towards sustainable development in the con-
text of climate resilience. 

What do you see as the importance of 
resilience in addressing the global crises 
the world is facing today?

Resilience, in all its meaning, is critical to 
addressing global crises. Strengthening resil-
ience enables an individual, an organization 
and a country to adapt to changing circum-
stances. It is moving from being a victim of 
your circumstances to recognizing a situation 
and responding to it in a way that helps you 
survive and thrive. It is a constant process of 
adapting and learning which you can apply to 
reduce future impacts, to mobilize the human 
and fi nancial resources needed and it creates a 
space for real creativity. I see examples of this 
in my work all the time:

Dominica’s effort to build back after the 
devastating impact of a hurricane and to become 
the world’s fi rst resilient island.

Seychelles effort to undertake a debt swap 
for climate adaptation which addresses their 
debt issue while at the same time conserving 
marine resources and mobilizing resources for 
local project implementation managed by local 
people through the Seychelles Climate Change 
Adaptation Trust. 

These are a few examples, but I think 
islands are real resilience leaders because they 
have always had to be this way by the very 
nature of island life. Island life is bounded by 
the resources available on the island and most 
are vulnerable to natural disaster. Once we start 
to listen to the experiences and solutions of 
island people instead of defi ning them by the 
size of their population or of their island we 
will see a real richness of thought and action 
and we will put the relationship between devel-
oped and developing countries back in balance. 
Islands shouldn’t be seen as just aid or devel-
opment assistance recipients, but their knowl-
edge, expertise and solutions should be valued 
for their importance in combatting our global 
challenges. Many of the islands we work with 
have mobilized domestic resources for address-
ing some of these challenges and are asking the 
international community to help them address 
the gaps. I see this as a step-up approach rather 
than a handout. If we learn more about the his-
tory of many of the places we are talking about, 
we would also understand what brings them to 
their current economic development situation. 

How critical is resilience to driving 
impact in nonprofit work?

This is absolutely critical. Nonprofi t orga-
nizations should have the goal of eventu-
ally doing themselves out of a job – our role 
is to equip the individuals and organizations we 
work with and support them with the tools and 
knowledge to be able to be resilient to what 
comes their way. Nonprofits themselves will 
also adapt and change so we are supporting 
resilience in our clients and building resil-
ience in our organization and in the system itself. 

Do you feel that resilience is something 
a person is born with or can it be taught?

I believe it’s a mix of both. Some people 
are naturally resilient and others need to be 
given tools and training to achieve it. Sometimes 
people don’t recognize it within themselves. 
We need to create a resilience mindset in the 

individual and the same type of approach in 
the organizations and governments that people 
exist within. Building resilience of an individual 
is never enough on its own. Resilience is more 
than just addressing climate issues. 

How has your personal resilience 
helped to drive your work?

I am relentlessly positive. A person who 
views a glass as half full rather than half empty – 
this to me is an important space to be in. In our 
work we have been focused for the last decade 
on identifying bright spots, things that are work-
ing and that can be scaled and replicated. This 
is very much my personal passion. I believe that 
we are much better placed to do more when 
we build on what is working rather than always 
identifying what is not.

I have been through a lot of trauma in 
my life – particularly when I was a child, but 
I have always refused to be defi ned by that. I 
believe that we will thrive when we build on 
our strengths and where we adjust for what isn’t 
working or won’t work. From my very humble 
beginnings, I have benefi ted from learning from 
others and from working with others who think 
like me and believe that all things are possible. 
I sincerely believe this. 

You recently moved back to New 
Zealand from Washington D.C. What has 
the experience been moving during a 
global pandemic?

I actually moved right before the pandemic 
and am forever blessed to be a New Zealander. 
We recently celebrated our 100th day without 
any community spread of COVID-19. Our Prime 
Minister, Jacinda Ardern, has been a global 
leader even before the pandemic and she dem-
onstrates many of the qualities that defi ne 
New Zealanders – common sense, pragmatism, 
a sense of community and kindness. I have 
moved to a place that is where my whãnau 
(extended family) is from which lies on the 
Pacifi c Ocean. My ancestors have lived here for 
generations and when I am here, I feel con-
nected to that world, to my history and also to 
many of the modern issues we fi nd ourselves in. 
Moving internationally with children is stress-
ful but it seems like the alternative would have 
been far worse. My children are back at school, 
playing sports and we are living life normally 
like we were before the pandemic hit. I have 
left one child in the U.S. so am kept up to date 
on the situation there. As I said, I am very lucky 
on the timing of my move home.•

“Nonprofi ts themselves will also adapt and change 

so we are supporting resilience in our clients and building 

resilience in our organization and in the system itself.”
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