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Development partners praise local 
approach  

The Cook Islands ‘local’ approach gained praise from overseas development partners who 

attended the Development Partners Meeting (DPM) in Rarotonga and Atiu recently. 

From eating healthy local food to meeting with local partners, in local places, donor partners 

met away from the usual hotel setting with most sessions held at the Cook Islands Red 

Cross Training Centre. Those taking part in the DPM, which ran from 10-14 February, also 

spent a day in Atiu to gain some insight into local life in the people of the Pa Enua face.  

International development partners included New Zealand, Australia, People’s Republic of 

China, India, Asian Development Bank, European Union, European Investment Bank, United 

Nations Fund for Population, United Nations Children’s Fund, and the UN Food and 

Agriculture Organization. Cook Islands development partners included the Chamber of 

Commerce, National Council of Women, Mayors’ Association and ministries.  

The topics discussed ranged from improving national systems, increasing private sector 

action, peer review recommendations, living in the Pa Enua, island governments, education, 

health and renewable energy. 

Chair of the meeting, Finance Minister Mark Brown, says the inclusion of the private sector 

and non-government organisations was a positive move away from their observer status at 

previous meetings.  

“I see real progress from the first DPM to where we are now. We are already observing the 

growing autonomy and obligations of the Pa Enua to clearly articulate their development 

priorities. It was pleasing to see the engagement of local government in understanding and 

taking part in our national development agenda.” 

“I firmly believe we have all come a long way. Much of it is building and strengthening 

relationships, improving procedures, and showcasing the Cook Islands national systems that 

have been used by the European Union (EU) in the agreement for 2.6 million Euro to be 

used by the Cook Islands through direct budget support and will be targeted to the water and 

sanitation sectors.” 

Donors expressed greater confidence in Cook Islands government systems and highlighted 

the value of discussing issues with local partners in business and the community as well as 
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government officials. This contributed to more focused discussions on the better use of 

resources and building a broad understanding of the views of women, community 

organisations and business as development actors in their own right. 

The framing of development around broad partnerships rather than ‘aid management’ was 

also highlighted at the meeting.  

International partners were impressed with the level of entrepreneurship and number of 

small businesses involved in the Cook Islands economy and the potential value of local 

knowledge for better development planning and implementation.  

Chamber of Commerce president Steve Anderson commented, "We found it very useful to 

have all the development partners in one room, and to be able to promote the private 

sector's capability and resources. 

Our stated goal of achieving 100 per cent local delivery of infrastructure projects was well 

received by most of the partners, and look forward to direct engagement with them for 

project delivery in the future." 

It was also noted that partners ‘got the point’ about the need for inclusive development. Even 

Rarotonga based participants commented on the value of a deeper understanding of the 

challenges and opportunities, especially in the Pa Enua. 

Cook Islands National Council of Women (CINCW) representative Taputukura Mariri said the 

aim of the organisation’s presentation was to highlight the needs of the people in the Pa 

Enua.  

“While most of the development happens in Rarotonga, our families out there have to make 

do with what the bureaucrats in Rarotonga decide for them. They have to put up with a lot of 

sacrifice for transportation costs, cost of goods in shops – which are double or triple that of 

Rarotonga. A classic example of the forgotten or put aside issues is the nearly 20 years 

since Cyclone Martin struck, Manihiki is finally going to have its harbour repaired and 

upgraded.” 

“It’s about emphasising that there are a total of 12 inhabited islands – the north has plenty of 

ocean and marine life, the south plenty of land and production from the land. No one size fits 

all – what is needed is for our development partners to understand what life is like in the Pa 

Enua and what is really needed for them to continue staying there. 

Mariri coordinates the Commonwealth Local Government Forum project in the Cooks which 

supports CINCW’s call for gender balance in local governance.  

Mayor of Atiu Taoro Strickland concluded an emotional Atiu session saying “we are re-

motivated to take up the challenge of leading our own development”, a statement which 

reflects the value of inclusion for the local community in development dialogue at this level. 

UNICEF Pacific Representative Karen Allen remarked that the meeting was characterised by 

good organisation, informative presentations, and “a delightful field trip that deepened 

partners’ understanding of sister island challenges, especially from the viewpoint of women”.  

Head of the EU delegation for the Pacific, Ambassador Andrew Jacobs, says the donor 

meeting was a good opportunity for government, donors, civil society and private sector 

representatives to exchange on key development challenges affecting the Cook Islands.  

“The event was definitely a landmark in terms of donor management for the Pacific and a 

model to follow. I was impressed and encouraged by the very good progress achieved in 
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terms of Millennium Development Goals and the positive results in economics and public 

finance management.” 

He said the visit to Atiu was also an eye-opener.  

“It has drawn the attention of the donor community on the dire situation of population of the 

outer island and the support needed there. The European Union will continue to support 

Cook Islands in the coming years in renewable energy and sanitation, and some of this 

support will go directly to help the population in the most remote islands.” 

New Zealand High Commissioner Joanna Kempkers says the Cook Islands continue to lead 

the way in donor co-ordination best practice. 

“The Development Partners Meeting was a great opportunity for development partners to sit 

down with the Cook Islands to ensure that our activities are focused and effective, and in line 

with our shared priorities.  While we could do that bilaterally, the value of the DPM is that 

donors can also get together to improve harmonisation and coordination of our development 

activities.” 

International development partners are involved in over 40 development activities in the 

Cook Islands, spending around 20 million NZD this financial year.  

Further information on the meeting and copies of the presentations made can be found on 

www.mfem.gov.ck. 
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