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Foreword v

FoReWoRD

Despite 50 years of aid in the Pacific region, including some S$17 billion invested over the past 
25 years, overall results in terms of sustainable improvements in capacity have been mixed, at 
best. This raises questions, not only in the Pacific but also throughout the developing world, 
about approaches to capacity development—what works, what doesn’t, and why? The Asian 
Development Bank (ADB) recognizes the importance of capacity development, having officially 
embraced it as a thematic priority in 2004. ADB’s commitment is consistent with the Paris 
Declaration on Aid Effectiveness and the Pacific Principles on Aid Effectiveness. The programs 
of a number of other funding agencies, including the Australian Agency for International 
Development (AusAID), New Zealand’s Agency for International Development (NZAID), United 
Nations Development Programme (UNDP), and the World Bank also embrace the importance of 
more effective capacity development. 

Increased interest in capacity development in recent years reflects an acknowledgment of 
the shortcomings in development assistance over the past 50 years. This has led to calls for 
approaches that are more systematic and integrated, and which focus more on developing country 
ownership and achievement of sustainable results. Capacity amounts to the policy, procedures, 
personnel, organizations, institutions, and supporting environment required to effectively deliver 
development outcomes. In particular, ADB has focused on the ability of public sector capacity to 
deliver essential services, thereby strengthening the compact between government, civil society, 
and the private sector. Capacity development is much more than just training or skills transfer. It 
is really about effective organizations and institutions, a sound unpoliticized policy environment, 
accountability systems, effective relationships, and appropriate incentives. And as noted in this 
study, capacity development should be firmly rooted in a country’s political economy. 

To gain a better understanding of what works in terms of approaches to capacity development, 
ADB’s Pacific Department (PARD) commissioned a regional study in 2007. The study was rooted in 
20 case studies from 11 countries across the region, prepared mainly by Pacific islands consultants. 
The case studies covered a range of programming experiences—from economic planning, to 
infrastructure development, health and legal sector reform, and civil society enhancement, as 
well as different modalities for supporting capacity development. ADB’s intent in commissioning 
the overall study was to draw upon the individual findings and recommendations to help guide 
future capacity building efforts in the Pacific, including institutionalizing a more focused and 
effective approach to capacity development in ADB’s country programs and operations.  



 vi REVAMPING THE COOK ISLANDS PUBLIC SECTOR

The case studies in this series and the overall study report are the result of collaboration among 
a number of consultants working with ADB under the direction of Steve Pollard, Principal 
Economist, PARD. The team leader for the overall study was Joe Bolger, and the authors of 
the studies were Helio Augusto, Kevin Balm, Brian Bell, Ron Duncan, Ben Graham, Ueantabo 
Mackenzie, James McMaster, Samson Rihuoha, Cedric Saldanha, Tom Seta, Paulina Siop, Esekia 
Solofa, Kaveinga Tu’itahi, Henry Vira, and Vaine Wickman. The study also benefited from the 
input of a number of resource persons, including Tony Hughes (Solomon Islands), Lynn Pieper 
(Timor-Leste), Tim O’Meara (Samoa), and Patricia Lyon, Senior Capacity Development Specialist, 
AusAID. The case studies represent the situation at the time of writing in 2007. 

In conclusion, this report seeks to enhance understanding and dialogue on capacity development 
and its potential for contributing to poverty reduction and improvements in the quality of life of 
all Pacific islanders. I trust that you will find it both thought-provoking and practically helpful 
in advancing our collective commitment to development in the Pacific.

Philip Erquiaga
Director General
Pacific Department





Marshall Islands Facts
Population:  57,000 (estimate)
Political status:  Self-governing constitutional 

democracy since 1986; former 
US Trust Territory, now in free 
association with the United 
States

Capital:  Majuro Atoll
Geography:  Central-northern Pacific, 

exclusive economic zone of 
750,000 square miles, total 
land area of 70 square miles

Real gross 
domestic product 
per capita ($2,000):  $2,304

Source: Marshall Islands Visitors Authority. 



Background 1

BACKGRoUnD

the Challenge

How do you transform a low-key, relatively directionless offi ce 
into a more effective, proactive, and pro-business national 
agency? Likewise, how do you turn around a stagnant, narrowly 
focused, restrictive industry into one that is more open, lucrative, 
and private sector–driven?

These were the key questions the Republic of the Marshall Islands 
(RMI) faced in 1995 as it fi nalized negotiations with the Asian 
Development Bank (ADB) for a multiyear fi sheries management 
technical assistance (TA) program that aimed, somewhat 
ambitiously, to turn the country’s fi shing industry on its head.

“I’m actually surprised that the consultants didn’t just turn 
around and go home when they fi rst got here. That’s how 
diffi cult the environment was then,” said Glen Joseph, recently 
appointed Director of the Marshall Islands Marine Resources 
Authority (MIMRA), where he has been employed since 1996. 
MIMRA had been established in 1988 to facilitate the sustainable 
and responsible use of RMI’s marine resources, but had not fully 
lived up to its mandate.

Those familiar with MIMRA and more generally the RMI’s fi shing 
industry in 1995 described them in such terms as “government-
driven,” “lacking private sector participation,” “out of touch with 
reality,” “highly restrictive,” and “a mess.”

Over thousands of years, the Marshall Islanders developed great 
expertise in exploiting and managing oceanic and coastal marine 
resources. However, this expertise in traditional subsistence 
practice did not cross over into the realm of modern commercial 
fi sheries development. Through the years, the fi shing industry 
also suffered a number of failures, including an unsuccessful 
attempt to develop a domestic fi shing fl eet in the early 1990s 
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 2 FISHING FOR DEVELOPMENT

(via an Asian Development Bank (ADB) loan to the Government 
worth $7.5 million).

These failures stemmed largely from the long-held perception that 
it was the Government’s role to directly own or tax the means of 
production (vessels, processing plants, etc.). This perspective also 
favored local over foreign participation in fi sheries; the overall 
policy environment made foreign investment costly in terms 
of licensing and time required for approvals. This viewpoint 
was, in fact, pervasive throughout the Pacifi c Islands and led 
to great losses and continued underperformance in the sector 
regionally. 

The Republic of the Marshall Islands’ (RMI) fi shing industry 
had never formally employed more than 100 workers, and little 
private investment had gone into new or expanded facilities 
and operations. Beyond the rhetoric, no real plan was in place 
to develop the industry, and the organization responsible for 
managing and developing marine resources was generally 
considered ineffective. The industry actually contributed very 
little to economic growth and development in terms of jobs, 
revenues, and gross domestic product (GDP). In the RMI, as 
in other Pacifi c states, when it came to fi sheries, it was far 
easier to identify costs than benefi ts. In short, the industry was 
stagnant.

It was against this backdrop that the RMI and the ADB began to 
jointly ponder new ways to move forward.

Reforms and Rethinking Fisheries 
Development

By 1994, both the RMI and ADB recognized that the business-
as-usual approach was not working and that overcoming the 
challenges would require a far more effective approach taking 
into account both institutional (policy environment) and 
organizational constraints. A fundamental shift in the way the 
RMI perceived and practiced fi sheries development had to take 
place. In other words, a rethinking of fi sheries development was 
sorely needed. The RMI and ADB ultimately agreed on a broad, 
multiyear fi sheries reform and development program in the form 
of two complementary technical assistance projects.
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A wider program of public sector reforms already under way 
in the RMI (under the Public Sector Reform Program, which 
started in 1995) encouraged openness to reforms throughout the 
country. In addition to reforms targeting fisheries, programs to 
reshape and strengthen the tourism and agriculture sectors were 
also under way.
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tHe CASe

technical Assistance Design: Sequencing 
of Inputs and Relying on experienced 
Consultants 

The fi rst technical assistance (TA) project (1996–1997) focused 
on preparing a national fi sheries development plan (NFDP). 
Essentially, the NFDP identifi ed the most appropriate policies 
and strategies to create a conducive environment for private 
sector–led fi sheries development. The second TA project (1998–
1999) sought to develop Marshall Islands Marine Resources 
Authority MIMRA’s capacity for fi sheries management and 
development, that is, its capacity to implement the NFDP. This 
included transforming MIMRA into an autonomous agency that 
directly negotiated with and received revenues from bilateral and 
multilateral fi shing agreements.

Sequencing capacity development efforts was an important 
factor. The TA purposely targeted institutional and policy-level 
issues fi rst, and then organizational and individual capacity 
development. This sequencing also meant that the fi rst TA 
and its participants (from MIMRA and the broader Marshall 
Islands Government) defi ned and shaped the objectives of the 
second TA.

The TA was provided by a team of international consultants 
headed by Simon Tiller, the team leader/fi sheries policy specialist. 
Tiller had strong expertise in fi sheries policy and development 
and had experience working in the Pacifi c Islands region. He 
spent most of 1996–1999 residing and working in the Marshall 
Islands, leading both TA projects. Additional specialists were 
brought in for short-term inputs, including a legal specialist, 
coastal fi shery specialist, senior fi sheries management specialist, 
and environmental specialist. All consultants went beyond 
their terms of reference and provided additional benefi ts to the 
projects.
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The international consultants worked closely with then Director 
of the Marshall Islands MIMRA Danny Wase, his staff (including 
current Director Glen Joseph), the MIMRA Board of Directors, 
and the Secretary and Minister of the Ministry of Resources and 
Development. 

Implementation of technical Assistance 
Project: Supporting Policy Development 
and organizational Change
As noted, the TA focus was on both the policy and organizational 
dimensions. Implementation of some of the first TA–identified 
policies and strategies began during the terms of their 
assignments; thus, some momentum had already been generated 
when the second TA project began.

Tiller recalled the general planning and implementation 
framework that everyone followed: “We sequentially looked at 
(i) what was present (benchmark), (ii) what the real opportunities 
were, (iii) what it would take to develop or realize those 
opportunities, (iv) the institutional arrangements needed (i.e., 
training, organizational structure, etc.), and (v) implementation. 
In this respect, we consciously lived for a long time with 
something of a mess at MIMRA and it was only towards the end 
that we shaped an organizational structure to better meet needs 
that by then were tangible and self evident.” [ 1 ]

The terms of reference of both technical assistance projects 
called for specific results: formulation of the National Fisheries 
Development Plan; improvement of overall fisheries policies and 
procedures; reorganization of MIMRA into a more autonomous 
and effective agency (including developing a corporate plan 
and financial systems); hands-on training in fisheries policy 
formulation, analysis, and management; identification of 
comparative advantages; development of strategies and plans 
for the coastal fishery; and legislative and regulatory review and 
development. All these were achieved.

1  The Marshall Islands Marine Resources Authority was reorganized and made fully 
autonomous by October 1999.
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Critical Relationships

The success of the capacity building efforts at the institutional 
and organizational levels required strong vertical and lateral 
working relationships. Technical assistance consultants had to 
have good working relations with their MIMRA counterparts 
and the Board. MIMRA, in turn, had to maintain good relations 
with community groups, other public and private organizations, 
members of Parliament, Cabinet, and others. The MIMRA director 
and the MIMRA Board frequently engaged high-level policy 
makers (including the President, minister of foreign affairs, 
and minister of fi nance) to ensure that they were aware of the 
changes going on and that forthcoming policy proposals were 
seen as viable and in line with the broader reforms and policies 
in the rest of the public sector.

A strong level of trust eventually developed between MIMRA and 
Tiller and this allowed Tiller to work closely with his counterparts 
on a number of initiatives. Tiller recalls: “The Government’s level 
of confi dence was evident in that I did three trips overseas to 
meet with fi shing companies and explain the advantages of 
RMI’s new approach. Likewise, the MIMRA Board could not have 
been more supportive.” By accompanying MIMRA and offi cials 
of the Marshall Islands on these overseas missions, Tiller helped 
build local capacity for more direct engagement and marketing 
of Marshall Islands as an ideal fi sheries investment destination. 
Today, MIMRA continues to attract investment proactively into 
the country.

Moving Beyond the original Design

Consultants and MIMRA staff collectively monitored progress 
and reported regularly to both its Board and ADB. This helped 
monitor and measure progress made against the stated objectives 
of the TA, as well as in strengthening capacity. 

Ongoing monitoring and evaluation revealed the need for slight 
project modifi cations. For example, one of the objectives of 
the second TA was to “draft a detailed program of institutional 
twinning with a developed fi sheries management agency that 
will further strengthen the establishment of the RMI fi sheries 
management and might be considered for further technical 
assistance by the Bank.” Diffi culty was encountered in fi nding a 
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suitable twining entity for MIMRA because of budgetary restraints 
and other restrictions in the potential twinning organizations. 
However, the reorganization of MIMRA and provision of hands-
on mentoring and other capacity development activities, such 
as training in policy development and analysis, diminished the 
need for formal twinning.

In parallel with the designed TA objectives were additional “value-
adding” benefi ts. Toward the end of the second TA, Tiller and 
RMI counterparts worked closely to market the RMI proactively 
as a destination for onshore investment in fi sheries facilities and 
services. The desire was to stimulate development by actively 
pursuing private-sector involvement, especially direct foreign 
participation. Tiller continues: “Our active pursuit of investment 
went so far as overseas trips to meet with operators so we could 
advocate the benefi ts of the RMI sector policy environment.” 
Flexibility in the TA budgets and support from the Government 
facilitated these engagements.

As part of the TA, the RMI also undertook a stocktaking of its 
competitive strengths and weaknesses, which had never been 
done before. Stocktaking became an ongoing process by the 
MIMRA Board with little guidance from the consultants. It 
revealed key weaknesses in the RMI’s relatively unproductive 
fi sheries [ 2 ] and policy environment, although this was already 
beginning to change by 1997. The RMI also had tangible 
advantages: its deepwater wharf, a large anchorage area, an 
exceptionally large fuel storage capacity, and a location in the 
middle of signifi cant fi shing activity.

This stocktaking led to the realization that the RMI’s comparative 
advantages lay less in fi shing and more in servicing fi shers. 
Tiller used an analogy to emphasize the point: “Levi Strauss 
made his fortune in the goldfi elds not from prospecting but from 
providing services to prospectors (work clothes).” Therefore, it 
was important to understand the capacities required to support 
a quantum shift in the sector.

The RMI’s deep wharf and large fuel storage capacity were 
especially valuable assets; they enabled direct fuel importation 

2  Migratory fish stocks tend not to concentrate in RMI exclusive economic zone, but 
are more prevalent in surrounding zones.
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from Singapore refi neries in large tankers rather than having to 
transship fuel through Guam for distribution by small regional 
tankers. These critical advantages allowed the RMI’s electric 
utility (which owns and operates the fuel tanks) to offer fuel to 
fi shing vessels at highly attractive rates (roughly $0.15 cheaper 
per landed gallon than fuel transshipped via Guam).

Large-volume purchases and direct shipment to Majuro, coupled 
with the elimination of a previously levied tax on fuel sales 
(which was ultimately agreed to by government authorities after 
carefully considering the costs and benefi ts), meant that the RMI 
was now able to undercut fuel prices of high-seas mother ships 
and the port in Guam. This was yet another turning point, and 
solidifi ed Majuro’s new role as a transshipment hub. Over the 
next few years, Majuro experienced a boom in onshore fi shing 
investment, transshipment, and in-port reprovisioning.

Other value-adding achievements not explicitly in the design 
of the technical assistance projects included privatization of the 
MIMRA pearl farm; recontracting of the fi shing base to a new 
operator; negotiation of new fi shery access agreements with 
Taipei,China and the Republic of Korea; and initial background 
work on the establishment of a small enterprise fund. 

Signifi cant value was also added through the consultants’ 
active participation beside MIMRA counterparts in supporting 
implementation of national policies and strategies. In addition 
to the activities mentioned, this included participation in 
public hearings, departmental meetings, and industry and 
regional meetings and negotiations. The active participation 
by the consultants reassured MIMRA counterparts and built 
their confi dence. Active participation of consultants alongside 
counterparts had not been a common occurrence in technical 
assistance projects in the Marshall Islands.

turning Point
A turning point was ultimately reached, after which the pace of 
positive change accelerated. This occurred near the end of the 
fi rst TA project. Tiller recalled this moment quite clearly: “It is 
absolutely imperative to get under the skin of the environment 
you are working in. That was happening toward the end of the 
fi rst TA and it was a major part of why we were able to move 
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so quickly with the second TA. I still recall the breakthrough 
point…Danny [Wase], for the fi rst time after 12 or so months, 
actually cautioned me about one of my ideas and suggested a 
slight change in approach.”

Up until this point, Tiller had not yet fully recognized the less 
obvious informal decision-making processes that lay beneath 
the more formal government processes and procedures. As Tiller 
stated, these connections “weren’t on any organization chart…
For the fi rst time, I felt we were partners and, from that point 
on, we began to make real progress.” 

Resistance and Challenges

The technical assistance projects met other challenges in 
addition to the diffi culties related to the proposed twinning 
scheme. An ADB-funded policy advisory team that also worked 
in the Marshall Islands during the late 1990s often voiced fi erce 
opposition to some initiatives of the marine resources authority, 
and this impeded progress to some extent. The policy advisory 
team felt that traditional institutional strengthening (consisting 
mostly of staff training) was the approach that the authority 
should have pursued.

Capacity enhancements at the Marshall Islands Marine 
Resources Authority (MIMRA) also exposed weaknesses in other 
organizations and this presented challenges to collective marine 
resource management. Glen Joseph said: “When we started 
to strengthen MIMRA, we began to realize that the same type 
of strengthening could have really helped the Environmental 
Protection Authority (EPA), the local governments, and other 
organizations that we worked closely with.” 

Moreover, the infl ux of fi shing vessels coming into Majuro port 
to refuel and reprovision prompted the ports authority to impose 
new and very costly pilotage charges in an attempt to cash in on 
the increased traffi c. This directly jeopardized MIMRA’s efforts 
to promote Majuro as a business-friendly port.
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enHAnCInG CAPACItY, 
IMPRoVInG PeRFoRMAnCe
From mid-1996 to the end of 1999, the Republic of the Marshall 
Islands (RMI) saw major changes take place within MIMRA and 
in the broader fi sheries sector under the two technical assistance 
projects. 

The fi rst project, mobilized in June 1996, produced a draft 
national fi sheries development plan (NFDP) by the end of the 
year. The NFDP was adopted by the RMI Cabinet in November 
1997 and, at about the same time, the MIMRA Act was amended 
to refl ect the new policy direction. By the end of 1997, a number 
of the recommendations of the NFDP were already being 
implemented. 

The second technical assistance project was mobilized in April 
1998 and throughout that year a number of changes took place 
in MIMRA, both at the organizational and individual levels. 
These included organizational restructuring, hiring new staff, 
and eliminating some positions. By August 1999 (the offi cial 
end of the second project), MIMRA had been fully reorganized. 
In October 1999, the beginning of the new fi scal year, MIMRA 
gained full autonomy.

Marshall Islands Fisheries: Before and After
A brief review of MIMRA and the overall fi sheries sector before 
and after the technical assistance reveals some signifi cant 
changes.

Prior to the technical assistance projects, MIMRA was less 
interactive locally, regionally, and internationally. It did not 
actively pursue private investment in fi sheries but instead 
operated according to a government-centric approach. Its staff 
had limited exposure to fi sheries policy analysis, formulation, 
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and management. As a result of the projects, MIMRA was 
transformed into an autonomous, self-funding agency [ 3 ] that 
proactively worked with businesses to attract investment and 
develop the industry. Its staff gained much hands-on experience 
and learned to engage more actively and effectively with local 
and international counterparts. 

The fi shing industry of the Marshall Islands saw a doubling in 
annual fi shing license fees from $2.1 million to $4.0 million 
from 1996 to 1999 and an estimated $5 million in new annual 
onshore expenditure. [ 4 ] The Marshall Islands established itself as 
a business-friendly country and began to attract new investment. 
The industry went from employing 79 workers in 1997 to 512 
in 2000 (and this continued to grow to 882 by 2004, although 
it fell subsequently as discussed below). Total wages paid out by 
fi shing companies grew from $0.4 million in 1997 to more than 
$1.3 million in 2000. [ 5 ]

the Sustainability Challenge

An ADB review of the technical assistance projects in December 
1999 found that the overall results were generally successful. 
But “despite the successes of the project, the major question is 
whether the changes implemented in this policy environment 
and in MIMRA are sustainable.” This question remains open 
today.

At the organizational level, MIMRA continues to face operational 
challenges, as well as broader diffi culties in managing and 
protecting oceanic and coastal marine resources. In addition to 
its oceanic fi sheries responsibilities, MIMRA is responsible for 
facilitating (alongside local government and other stakeholders) 
sustainable development and management of coastal fi sheries. 
This remains a challenging area for MIMRA and local 
stakeholders. At the industry level, the surge in fi shing license 

3 The Marshall Islands Marine Resources Authority now directly collects fishing 
licenses and fees on behalf of the Government (quarterly contributions to the central 
budget are made); these were previously collected and kept by the Government.

4 This was the 1999 estimate for foreign fishing vessels’ onshore expenditures on fuel, 
general provisions, support services, and other goods and services.

5 All employment and wage data were from the Marshall Islands Social Security 
Administration and the Economic Policy, Planning and Statistics Office.
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revenues, employment, and private investment witnessed in 
the late 1990s and early 2000s has leveled off. The closure in 
2004 of the largest fi sh processing plant [ 6 ] has reduced formal 
employment in the industry to 250—down from its peak of more 
than 800 in 2004, but still nearly four times the level in 1997.

MIMRA is still considered a much-improved organization in 
terms of its ability to formulate and manage policy, attract 
investment, and interact with other stakeholders. MIMRA also 
continues to emphasize ongoing staff development as a means 
of sustaining capacity improvements.

The organizational culture of MIMRA has also changed notably 
over the years. The organization has become somewhat of a 
magnet for younger, college-educated Marshallese. Some of 
MIMRA’s newer staff members are female, and this has ended 
the organization’s long-held reputation as a male bastion. 

Despite the closure of the largest fi sh-processing plant, the 
industry continues to see new interest and investment in 
fi sheries-related operations, including expanding exports of 
fresh tuna to the United States and other markets, expansion of 
the domestically based purse seiner fl eet, and the reopening of 
the fi sh-processing plant by a new investor (scheduled for late 
2007).

But the growth of commercial fi sheries has not been without 
some negative impacts and public criticism. The growth of the 
industry has been accompanied by (or, as some argue, has directly 
caused) increased environmental pollution, including pollution 
in Majuro Lagoon; the emergence of organized prostitution; 
increased smuggling; increased illegal fi shing activity; and 
possible overexploitation of some marine resources. All these 
potentially cast a shadow over the improvements in capacity 
and performance realized in recent years and, thus, will have to 
be managed carefully. 

6 The closure of the fish-processing plant was largely attributed to internal 
management problems and was not reflective of the overall condition of the 
industry.

MIMRA is still 
considered 
a much-
improved 
organization 
in terms of 
its ability to 
formulate 
and manage 
policy, attract 
investment, 
and interact 
with other 
stakeholders.





Refl ections:  What Have We Learned? 15

ReFLeCtIonS:  
WHAt HAVe We LeARneD?
Several lessons from these technical assistance projects relate 
to capacity development in the Marshall Islands and other 
small island states, particularly in the Pacifi c. These include the 
following:

Systems Approach to Capacity 
Development 

The Republic of the Marshall Islands (RMI) case underlines 
the value of an integrated approach to capacity development, 
taking into account relevant issues at all levels: individual, 
organizational, sectoral, and institutional. In fact, the positive 
outcomes of the two technical assistance projects stem largely 
from the integrated approach of their design. However, some 
RMI organizations with responsibility for marine resources 
did not benefi t from capacity development inputs, which 
hindered collective progress. This underlines the challenge of 
simultaneously addressing capacity issues in the broader system, 
and the implications of overlooking relevant actors. 

organizational Change 

operational Autonomy

It was recognized early on that to improve its ability to manage 
and develop fi sheries, the Marshall Islands Marine Resources 
Authority (MIMRA) had to be reorganized and transformed 
into a more autonomous entity. This realization highlighted 
the importance of the status or structure of an organization 
and how that can limit the extent to which its capacity can 
be developed or enhanced. In MIMRA’s case, gaining more 
autonomy was seen as a necessary precondition for developing 
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or using its capacity more effectively; in retrospect, this appears 
to have been the right approach.

Recruiting and Retaining Staff 

High turnover in public organizations is common throughout 
the Marshall Islands. MIMRA has proven to be an exception, 
particularly in upper management. This was a positive factor in 
the multiyear capacity development efforts. The fact that Danny 
Wase, Glen Joseph, and other key MIMRA staff saw the technical 
assistance projects through from beginning to end helped sustain 
and solidify progress, including changes in MIMRA.

The shifts in organizational culture and MIMRA’s status as an 
attractor, particularly for young, well-qualifi ed staff, is likely to 
help with the sustainability challenge, although it is too early 
to say how successful MIMRA will be in retaining those “newly 
attracted” staff over the longer term.

Learning, Adaptation, and time  
Learning and Adaptive Capacity 

Capacity development is about adaptation and change, and in 
most organizations and sectors, there is almost always some degree 
of resistance to change. Capacity development efforts, especially 
those that involve multiple stakeholders, thus require an iterative 
approach based on openness to learning, mediation of interests, 
and ongoing adaptation. Ample time is also needed to ensure 
that the changes introduced are suffi ciently institutionalized 
and become part of the regular way of doing business. ADB, 
as sponsor of these two technical assistance projects, provided 
suffi cient time to introduce the reforms sequentially, although in 
retrospect, more time could have been granted early on to assess 
the context and ensure broader-based ownership. 

Many public organizations in the RMI (and perhaps throughout 
the Pacifi c Islands) continue to operate based on processes and 
systems that have not changed fundamentally in years. In many 
cases in the RMI, these processes and systems were carried 
over from pre-independence administrations. Furthermore, 
it’s important to recognize that principles of organizational 
management that are commonly understood and practiced (and 
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even considered “universal”) in developed countries are far less 
prevalent in the Pacifi c. As the RMI fi shery reforms demonstrated, 
capacity development efforts and technical assistance designs 
need be cognizant of this reality, taking into account the history 
and unique features of the programming context, including the 
organizational culture.

Stay the Course, but Be Flexible

The RMI fi sheries case illustrates that sometimes very important 
achievements are unplanned. Consistent with that, ADB offi cials 
built fl exibility into the scope of the technical assistance projects 
that yielded signifi cant benefi ts. The active promotion of the RMI 
to foreign investors, for example, was an unplanned activity that 
generated millions of dollars in new business and hundreds of 
new jobs, although this aspect was never explicitly identifi ed in 
the terms of reference of the projects. This experience highlights 
the importance of having terms of reference and operating 
parameters for capacity development initiatives that are fl exible 
and open to mid-course adjustments. 

Anticipate and Plan for negative outcomes

Prior to the rapid growth of commercial fi sheries in the RMI, 
many in the community had already warned that commercial 
fi sheries development would encourage other types of unwanted 
developments. The rise in environmental pollution from 
fi shing vessels, prostitution (catering to fi shing crews), and 
contraband smuggling (of alcohol and tobacco products) in the 
late 1990s and early 2000s supported these early warnings and 
vindicated those who made them. While the technical assistance 
projects included efforts to mitigate some of these risks (e.g., 
strengthening environmental protection capacity at the marine 
resources authority), more could have been done. For instance, 
organizations with responsibilities for enforcement of pollution 
and prostitution laws (e.g., the Environmental Protection 
Authority and justice ministry) could also have strengthened 
relevant capacities. Some efforts were made to enhance capacity 
in these other organizations, but much of it was in reaction to 
problems that had already taken root.
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Understanding the Context 

Getting under the Skin

The review of RMI’s fi sheries sector also demonstrates that even 
the most knowledgeable external consultants often require 
signifi cant time to really “get under the skin” of their working 
environment. As Tiller described, it was not until late in the 
fi rst technical assistance project (a year after commencement) 
that he really felt he had grasped the nuances of working in 
the RMI. The lesson arising from this is the importance of 
time: technical assistance designers, local stakeholders, and 
consultants themselves must realize that time and the enhanced 
understanding that goes with it are very critical in capacity 
development initiatives. 

Stakeholders must also recognize the informal processes that 
lie beneath the surface of the more formal, structured ones. 
As this case illustrates, informal processes and relationships 
are sometimes just as important as the formal ones in terms 
of infl uencing change. External consultants working in new or 
unfamiliar environments should, as early as possible, seek to 
understand and gain an appreciation of these informal processes 
and their implications for their work.

timing and Context Are Critical

These technical assistance projects took place in the mid- to 
late 1990s, a time of great change for the Marshall Islands 
and its people. As mentioned, the country had embarked on 
a broad Public Sector Reform Program in 1995. In 1996, its 
fi rst President and paramount chief, Amata Kabua, passed 
away. By 1999, the national unemployment rate was 30.9%, 
with youth unemployment (ages 15–24) at 62.6%. The economy 
began to contract signifi cantly from 1996 (with real per capita 
GDP falling by nearly 25% by 1999), and more than 3,000 
Marshallese migrated to the United States during 1996–1998. 
The 1998 El Niño caused the worst drought the country had seen 
in many decades. Change was in the air and, without question, 
this benefi ted the aggressive reforms that the marine resources 
authority and these two technical assistance projects pursued.
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the Role of external Consultants 

Finding the Right “Fit”

External experts and consultants are often required to strengthen 
and support domestic efforts to enhance capacity. Both the 
recipient country and donor (e.g., ADB) must take great care to 
ensure that the consultants are not only professionally qualifi ed, 
but that they “fi t” in terms of their ability to work in the local 
culture. In small island communities this is especially important, 
as demonstrated in this case which showed how relationships 
between consultants and counterparts must be built and trust 
established before real progress can be made. 

Moreover, the role of external consultants must be clear from the 
beginning to build mutual understanding and to help establish 
a sense of trust. Once a sense of trust was established between 
the MIMRA and Tiller, real progress began to be made. The other 
consultants, who came on shorter assignments, benefi ted greatly 
from the atmosphere of trust that MIMRA and Tiller had already 
established.

Supporting Implementation

Unlike many capacity development technical assistance projects, 
consultants in this case worked side by side with local stakeholders 
to implement some of the initial recommendations. This helped 
ensure accountability with the consultants and assure Marshall 
Islands stakeholders that policy recommendations were legitimate 
and that the consultants themselves were trustworthy. 

enhancing Capacity to See the Bigger 
Picture
An important element of capacity development in this case 
involved expanding viewpoints and allowing stakeholders 
to see and consider alternative ways of practicing fi sheries 
development. Often, in isolated Pacifi c Islands, little change 
takes place in organizations over many years, not necessarily 
because of resistance to change but rather because stakeholders 
simply do not know any alternatives. In the case of the MIMRA 
and the RMI (as throughout the Pacifi c), fi sheries development 
had always been seen through a government lens. The technical 
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assistance projects attempted to broaden this viewpoint and 
encourage stakeholders to see the “bigger picture” and to then 
rethink fi sheries development based on this broader perspective. 
By all indications, this approach was successful. In Tiller’s words: 
“The TA did not attempt to impose alternatives but rather it set 
about showing that there were alternatives available and how 
they could be woven into the RMI context.” 

ownership: Critical to eff ective Capacity 
Development

Ownership and local demand for change can be critical elements 
for capacity development. In the RMI, a long history of fi sheries 
failures (despite the Government’s best intentions) convinced the 
key stakeholders that real change was needed, and soon. This 
instilled a strong sense of ownership in both the problems and 
the resulting technical assistance projects that aimed to address 
these problems, even though the external advisors played a 
strong role in implementing the reforms. This sense of ownership 
was evident at both the political leadership level and at MIMRA. 
The RMI recognized that the business-as-usual approach in 
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the fi shing industry was failing and this helped build demand 
for and ownership of the changes that the technical assistance 
projects delivered.

Conclusion: A Signifi cant Story
The momentum and effects of the changes (both positive and 
negative) that took place in MIMRA and the industry in the late 
1990s are still very visible today. While some clear negative 
externalities have emerged, this turnaround story is still 
considered one of the more positive episodes in the otherwise 
unexciting economic history of the Marshall Islands.

“In a sense, as the new Director of MIMRA, I am reaping the 
benefi ts of these TAs,” concluded Glen Joseph. “We can all see 
the value of the capacity development that took place and that 
continues to take place. Yes, we still have many challenges. But 
I think our ability to recognize and address our challenges, as 
well as opportunities, has really improved.”
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In the 1990s, the Republic of the Marshall Islands (RMI) turned its fisheries from 
a relatively stagnant industry to one which is more open, lucrative and private 
sector driven, with the support of a series of strategic capacity development 
interventions sponsored by the ADB. The turnaround in RMI’s fisheries sector, 
which is described in this case as “one of the more positive episodes in the 
economic history of the Marshall Islands”, was attributed, at least in part, to the 
leadership of RMI stakeholders, effective use of external advisors, and a flexible, 
adaptive and holistic approach to sector reforms. 
 This sub-series is published by the Asian Development Bank to provide 
the governments of its Pacific developing member countries (PDMCs) with 
analyses and insights on key issues and lessons learned with respect to capacity 
development. Cases studied highlight a range of experiences throughout the 
region by sector, theme and source of external support, revealing approaches 
to capacity development that work best and the conditions that have been 
conducive to their success. They also explore the unique challenges faced by 
PDMCs in addressing capacity constraints as well as some of the opportunities 
facing governments and the people in the Pacific islands. Among other things, 
the case studies underline the importance of PDMC leadership, engagement of 
local partners, strategic attention to long-term capacity issues and effective use 
of external resources. It is our hope that the findings in these reports will help 
to guide future capacity building efforts in the Pacific.
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integration.
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