Building an Accessible Future:
Supporting Health, Water and
Community Resilience in Lese Aviara
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When communities face the challenges of
relocation due to rising sea levels, maintaining
access to essential services can be just as
important as rebuilding homes. In Lese Aviara,
Papua New Guinea (PNG), a partnership between the
United Church of Papua New Guinea (UCPNG), CAN
DO and the Digicel Foundation has helped ensure
that vital health services will continue to support
thousands of people during a significant
community transition.

The journey began with UCPNG facilitating
Theology of Disaster Resilience in a Changing
Climate (TDRCC) training. The training helped
community members explore the relationship
between faith, climate change and disaster
resilience, creating a deeper understanding of the
challenges they face and the role they can play in
preparing for them.

This awareness-building was a critical first step. It
fostered a shift in thinking across the community
and laid the foundation for people to actively
engage in future resilience and disaster
preparedness activities.
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Building on this understanding, UCPNG facilitated
Community-Based Disaster Risk Management
(CBDRM) training and supported community
leaders to develop a relocation plan. A key priority
identified by the community was ensuring
uninterrupted access to healthcare throughout the
relocation process.




To support continuity of these services during the
relocation process, UCPNG assisted the health centre to
successfully secure funding from the Digicel Foundation
to construct a health facility at the new community site.

Through the Disaster READY program, funded by the
Australian Government, CAN DO provided additional
support by funding the installation of two rainwater tanks
at the new health centre. While the facility is not yet
operational, the tanks have already delivered an
immediate benefit. Before the impacts of El Nino,
community members were able to access fresh water from
the tanks, providing a valuable resource.

An accessibility review identified the accessibility
features of the health centre needed further
enhancement, to ensure that people with disabilities had
safe access to the huilding.

Initially, some community members questioned the need
for modifications. In a coastal community where
wheelchair users are rarely seen, there was limited
awareness of why accessibility standards mattered.
Through engagement with the provincial Assembly of
Disabled Persons (ADP) and support from UCPNG, the
community gained a greater understanding of how
accessible design benefits far more than wheelchair users
alone. As awareness grew, so did support for making the
necessary improvements.
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Although the new health post won’t operate until
the existing facility begins its relocation journey,
the improved infrastructure will ensure continuity
of healthcare services and create opportunities to
expand services in the future.

The project also highlights the growing challenges
communities face from climate-related impacts.
Following an extended period of low rainfall linked
to El1 Nino conditions, the water stored in the
rainwater tanks has now bheen depleted. Yet the
tanks remain an important investment in
community resilience, providing critical water
access when rainfall returns and demonstrating the
importance of integrating water security into
future disaster preparedness and relocation
planning.

Through collaborative action, this initiative has
strengthened community resilience, protected
access to essential healthcare, and ensured that
inclusion and accessibility remain at the heart of
development efforts. The result is more than a new
building; it is a safer, more accessible foundation
for the health and wellbeing of thousands of people
in Lese Aviara.
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