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               Stories from the field 
 

 

THE HARDSHIP OF ACCESSING THE WORLD; AS 

EXPERIENCED BY NIUAFO’OU 

Niuafo’ou, though full of potential for success and great development, lacks 

the basic means for survival such as better access to the outside world.  

 

  

  

 
Enable rural poor people of Tonga to fight against poverty 

You would never have guessed by the 

sight of blue waters gently brushing 

against the backdrop of black coral sand, 

that this was not always the normal scene 

for the people of Niuafo’ou. The reality is 

that the seas are unpredictable and may 

be calm today but treacherous by nightfall. 

This causes a disruption in travel – as if 

there are not already any hardships of 

traveling by boat. The seas can cover the 

wharf and be continuously slammed 

against the rocks and slabs that make up 

this volcanic island. There have been a 

handful of misfortunate incidents during 

these times that resulted in death so when 

the seas are at this level of danger, there 

can be no unloading whatsoever and the 

ferry has no choice but to turn back and 

head for the main island.  

  

The wharf is widely known as 

‘Taualanga-i-fea’, which means ‘Where 

are thou harbour’ a name given because 

during high tide, it is hard to see 

Niuafo’ou land anymore. The whole 3 

days of travel from Tongatapu is now 

wasted, and those on the island who 

were waiting for family or cargo, must 

continue to wait for at least 3 months.  

Many people use the ferry as access to 

the Niuas as they are affordable and 

allow for more cargo and luggage to be 

taken with them, which is not the same 

with air travel. On MORDI TT’s field team 

visit to the Niuas for dispatch of materials 

on 5 June, 2014 the sea was calm 

enough for the passengers and cargo of 

MV ‘Otumotu Anga’ofa to be taken to 

shore. 

Photo: Normal ‘Boat Day’ for the island of Niuafo’ou 

Photo:  Everyone lends a hand to help the 

passenger onto the wharf, and also the hardest 

work of the day; unloading cargo.  



 

  

The night before any ferry is scheduled 

to arrive, the people of Niuafo’ou press 

pause on their lives and gather at the 

shores of their island to set up camp, 

and await the arrival. It is an exciting 

time for them as they anticipate the 

packages, cargo, and family members 

they will finally get to see. One may 

wonder why there is so much cargo and 

luggage taken to the island on the ferry, 

and the glaring reality is that the ferry 

does not frequent Niuafo’ou so often.  

The team’s particular travel was only 

possible due to the fact that it was the 

season of church conferences; hence 

cargo and people needed access to 

and from the island. Once this season 

ends, the next ferry out may take 1 – 3 

months so supplies to the island are 

crucial. This has improved over time, 

with the government’s purchase of new 

ferries that allow for more frequent 

travel in comparison to the past. The 

previous government ferry, the MV 

‘Olovaha operated on one machine 

making the travel to the island less 

frequent. The ferry’s travel to the Niuas 

often was as little as once every 4 – 6 

months. There is progress, and this 

progress must be encouraged to take 

head on the struggles that are still in 

abundance.  

The ferry stays on schedule even after 

docking at Niuafo’ou as the sea can 

quickly change in nature. Therefore, 

the people must bring overnight any 

cargo to be taken to the other islands, 

and everyone must wait afterwards to 

load the ferry again. Once the ferry 

departs, the people must patiently 

wait for the limited vehicles to 

transport them and the cargo to the 

villages which is a half hour walk from 

the wharf. It is a tiresome process for 

someone new to the island, but 

communities have adapted to this 

struggle that it is a normal routine for 

them.  

This is ‘Boat Day’ for the people of 

Niuafo’ou and one of the most 

important cargos from the ferry are 

the ice – cream supplies. There is a 

craze and crave for ice – cream from 

people of all ages, young and old, 

men and women. It is only once in a 

blue moon that the people on the 

island get to see and taste ice –cream 

and it is only on ‘Boat Day’. This 

makes the ferry visits even more 

crucial and absolutely necessary.  

 

KEY FACTS 

No. Villages: 8 
Total population: 523 (2011 census) 
Total households: 114 
No. Men: 277 

No. Women: 246 

Photo: A tiring process that requires everyone in the community to participate; Boat Day.  

Photo: Typical Tongan makeshift shelters that families 

sleep overnight in, by the wharf to await the arrival of the 

ferry. Boat Day requires the whole day and even schools 

must be put on hold so that everyone can help out at the 

wharf.  



 

 

  

 

 

  

On this particularly calm day, the boat was able to dock at 
sea but not at the wharf. The wharf is badly damaged and the 
rough seas contribute to the weakening of this infrastructure. 
Instead the boat is anchored a few feet from the wharf, and 
the island’s barge boat is used to transport people and cargo 
from the ferry onto land. It is a tiresome process, but it is also 
daunting. One will not hear much during this process save for 
the directives of the crew members on when to jump and 
more importantly, when to not.  

Helping hands immediately rush to gather passengers 
regardless of whether they are family or not and this is 
reflective of the common knowledge amongst the community, 
that life is hard. There is no particular exchange of words just 
yet, until all passengers destined for the little island have 
reached shore safely. When this is done, the work is only just 
beginning.  

The lack of a proper wharf causes further delay in the 
unloading of cargo, as the weak infrastructure cannot 
withhold the weight of even the average vehicle. Manpower is 
the only way and again, helping hands rush to unload the 
cargo regardless of which it belongs to.  

Niuafo’ou is immediately a likeable island even in comparison 
to Niuatoputapu. What is striking of the island at first glance 
(apart from ice – cream craze) is the togetherness of the few 
people left on the island, and the unceasing understanding of 
interdependence especially during times like this. Other 
supplies will reflect just how much the community relies on 
the ferry to provide home necessities, food, clothing, infant 
necessities, and many more.  

 

Photo: Families help one another unload cargo from the ferry. The workload is 

made easier  by interdependence.  

Photo: The unrepaired wharf has made it twice more difficult for work to be done, 

as vehicles cannot be used.  

Photo: Food supplies are one of the reasons why Boat Day is important.  



 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Enable rural isolated communities to fight against poverty 

Mainstreaming of Rural Development Innovations Tonga Trust works with poor, isolated, rural 
people to enable them to increase their incomes and determine the direction of their own 
development.  
Since 2007, MORDI Tonga has invested over TOP$3.3 million in funding projects and 
conducting training in 42 isolated communities in Tonga, empowering more than 629 
households to fight against poverty. 

CONTACT 

Mainstreaming of Rural Development 

Innovation (MORDI) Tonga Trust, 

Olovaha Road, Fanga-‘o-Pilolevu,  

(P.O. Box 996),  Nuku'alofa,  

KINGDOM OF TONGA  

 

T: +676 24 354  

F: +676 24 354 

E:  admin@morditonga.to 

W: www.morditonga.to/  

 

MORDI TT’s field team was on this particular visit to 
dispatch materials and tools for some projects, which 
included wheelbarrow, 81 in total. Immediately after the 
wheelbarrows were on the wharf, the community realized 
their usefulness and began to use them. The impact of the 
wheelbarrow reduced the cost of time in unloading. These 
simple tools are efficient in the context of this event. Its 
lightness meant that it could be used on the wharf in lieu of a 
van, and it was strong enough to hold hefty cargo. This is a 
reflection of just how isolated the Niuas are from Tonga; 
unpredictable weather, a damaged wharf,  poor roads and 
infrequent access to the main island; essentially contribute 
to the fragility of the island, and their  lack of resilience.  

These problems must be highlighted for the sake of 
understanding that the Niuas are a special case for the works 
of TRIP. Even projects do not hold autonomy of the schedule, 
as it is decided by nature’s fair winds and calm seas. The 
next few stories that cover the Niuas will continuously echo 
these hardships faced by the community. Nevertheless, one 
will find that surprisingly, the furthest island Niuafo’ou has 
been an active participant of the works that involve TRIP 
since their induction. There is a positive outlook for the future 
in agriculture, and continued efforts from both the Tongan 
Government and IFAD will reshape such scenes towards 
progression.  
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THE SECRET TO GETTING AHEAD, IS GETTING 

STARTED 

Niuafo’ou, a small and isolated community outside of 

Tongatapu looks to expand into the vanilla market. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Enable rural poor people of Tonga to fight against poverty 

Niuafo’ou is a hidden gem, often 

neglected because of its geographical 

distance from Tonga which seemingly 

distances them also, from the rest of 

the world. In economic terms, the 

people are impoverished and are 

living below the poverty line. There is 

poverty in Niuafo’ou although this 

poverty is stems from the hardship in 

accessing and working resources that 

they so have in abundance on the 

fertile volcanic island.  

 

Photo: One of the local farmers in Niuafo’ou stands among his kava and 

vanilla plantations.  



 
 

The struggle 
  

 

 

Niuafo’ou Island, also known as Tin 

Can Island, is the most remote island 

in the Tonga Island groups. It lies 

640 km north and slightly west of the 

main island, Tongatapu. Their main 

transportation is by air and sea, 

although this is not often, as the 

landing strip and harbour are not 

secure enough especially during bad 

weather. This in itself is already a 

challenge for the community. It 

means limited access to any cargo 

because the costs are high.  

 

The island is abundant in resources 

because of its fertile volcanic soil. In 

the past it was known to have 

produced crops and vanilla in 

plentiful supply which enhanced the 

standard of living on the island 

greatly. The main problem today is 

the difficulty in reviving these 

activities, because there is a lack of 

capacity to make the links.  

In the past 10 years, the population 

on the island has slowly dropped as a 

result of the difficulty of sustaining a 

life on the island. MORDI TT aims to 

help such rural communities fight 

poverty, by equipping the 

communities with skills to identify their 

problems, create sustainable 

solutions, and an improved lifestyle. 

MORDI TT began working with 

Niuafo’ou on June 21, 2013 through 8 

communities. In accordance with the 

MORDI TT procedures, these 

communities also went through the 

process that MORDI TT adheres to. 

Photo: Peni Koloamatangi (in green collared shirt) has been encouraging agricultural 

activities on the island.  



 

The success 

 

  

The work soon emerged after the communities 

signed the Memorandum of Understanding with 

MORDI TT. This partnership was signed for the 

next two years, on the understanding that there 

must certainly be a change in the community from 

thereon out. The next stage was to assist the 

communities in creating their own Community 

Development Plans (CDP). This plan allows 

communities to identify their problems, in order to 

find solutions. All 11 communities in Niuafo’ou 

identified the major concern was that 

“economically generating activities are rare and 

difficult.” The communities needed ways to make a 

living other than relying on family overseas. After 

much discussion and talks amongst the 

community, they identified vanilla farming as a 

source to tap into.  

 

Vanilla farming is not new to Niuafo’ou, as it was 

one of the main sources of income for the island 

in the 80’s until the late 90’s. This also meant 

that the ferry travelled to and from Niuafo’ou 

regularly. Families could take their crops to the 

main island for sale, while others could regularly 

receive cargos from the main island. However, 

access to the vanilla market was so limited that 

soon vanilla farming came to an end in 

Niuafo’ou.  

Today, there is hope for a revival of vanilla 

farming as a project for the community to move 

towards. John Ross, owner of the Heilala Vanilla 

business in Vava’u, confirmed that the company 

is willing to buy vanilla from Niuafo’ou provided 

that they follow all guidelines. This is an 

opportunity for Niuafo’ou to provide for them a 

sustainable livelihood. This access to Heilala 

Vanilla means access to the market; an access 

to success.  The success of this vanilla farming, 

will lead to other markets open, potentially 

watermelon which could be easily exported to 

American Samoa, a close neighboring island. 

The hopes of being able to fend for them a life, is 

not only revitalizing the plantations in Niuafo’ou, 

but empowering the community as well; to stand 

at the forefront of their development.  

 

Photo: Local farmers began growing vanilla and kava plantations test run with TRIP long 

before they had their tools sent over.  



 

The start 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Niuafo’ou is a volcanic island with fertile soil, 

thus allows a variety of crops to grow. One of 

the challenges to growing crops is the damage 

caused by the free roaming, local pigs. Pigs 

are a source of income and food for families 

however much a nuisance they pose to the 

plantation areas.  

However, with the success of the CDPs, the 

communities realized the need to have barbed 

wire fences to secure the farming area. Each 

community was then encouraged to write in 

these requests in the form of sub-project 

proposals, assisted by the MORDI TT field 

team. There is much work to be done, but 

these fences are the starting point to a 

favourable future. Each community and their 

respective town officers have begun the work 

by clearing the plantation area, as well as 

planting fig trees, and even some plantations 

have started planting vanilla.  

It is clear that the communities still have a long 

way to go. There may not seem to be any work 

done, and this project may only be just that. 

But it is hard to agree with this when the 

willingness of the communities and others 

speaks for itself. The OIC from the Ministry of 

Agriculture and Food, Forests and Fisheries 

(MAFFF) in Niuafo’ou, Mr. Peni Koloamtangi is 

also supporting the project by providing each 

farmer with a farming area. He has also 

provided training for the farmers, on the proper 

methods of vanilla farming. These are 

encouraging examples of the work being done 

for Niuafo’ou. 

The communities as well as MORDI TT are 

positive for this project and the impact it will 

make on the island in the long run.  

 

 

CONTACT 

Mainstreaming of Rural 

Development Innovation 

(MORDI) Tonga Trust, 

Olovaha Road, Fanga-‘o-Pilolevu,  

(P.O. Box 996),  Nuku'alofa,  

KINGDOM OF TONGA  

 

 

T: +676 24 354  

F: +676 24 354 

E:  admin@morditonga.to 
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Enable rural isolated communities to fight against poverty 

Mainstreaming of Rural Development Innovations Tonga Trust works with poor, isolated, rural people to enable 
them to increase their incomes and determine the direction of their own development.  

Since 2007, MORDI Tonga has invested over TOP$3.3 million in funding projects and conducting training in 42 
isolated communities in Tonga, empowering more than 629 households to fight against poverty. 



               Stories from the field 

 

‘O’UA MAKES GROUNDBREAKING HISTORY IN 

TONGA 

A small island community secures for themselves an off-limits reef 

zone, to stop overfishing and ensure their food source is secured.  
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Four hundred and forty-eight 
hectares of protected sea area 
under law of the Tongan 
government, is guarded by one 
motor boat. The patrol boat 
safeguards this protected area by 
making sure no other boats are 
illegally fishing on the protected 
waters. These four hundred and 
forty-eight hectares of prohibited sea 
belongs to the little island community 

of „O‟ua.  

This island community, though small 
in size and stature, has made 
groundbreaking history in the past to 
ensure their lives and the lives of 
their children. It begins with the 
Special Management Area (SMA) 
protection that they fall under since 
its enactment in 2006. „O‟ua is a 
special island, being the first in 
Tonga to have an SMA established 
and the story of their strength is one 
that must be shared. 

 

KEY FACTS 

Community: „O‟ua  
Total population: 144  
Total households: 28 
BENEFICIARIES 
No. Men: 83 
No. Women: 61 

 

Photo: „O‟ua‟s patrol boat at work with the town officer on 

board (white t – shirt.  

Photo: „O‟ua‟s Welcome billboard providing information about their 

SMA Zone.  



 

TRADITIONAL METHODS IN MODERN SOCIETY 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

In the 1800s, Tonga‟s first king Tupou I established 
himself as the sole owner of all Tongan land and sea 
areas. This was specifically outlined in the 1887 Royal 
Proclamation.  Tonga‟s marine laws are quite distinct 
from all Pacific islands, as its seas are an “open 
access” area. Since then, Tonga has been under the 
traditional marine management. This proclamation 
meant equal access for all Tongans to any sea area, 
with no fishing limitations. Naturally in the context of 
time this worked well because fishing was majorly 
subsistence, and it guaranteed that all Tongans had 
equal access to food with no prohibitions on where to 
fish. It was not an unusual law for Tonga at the time, 
as it was in their sharing nature to ensure that 
everyone had their portion of resources. 

However, in today‟s world of commercialization this 
tends to work against small island communities like 
„O‟ua. The community is reliant on marine resources 
for food, but with commercial fishing, food security was 
in danger. Many boats would come into „O‟ua‟s reef for 
commercial fishing, often resulting in overharvesting. 
Food security was being jeopardized, and the marine 
resources were at risk of depletion. The main struggle 
was with these commercial operators who might 
continue to overharvest and put „O‟ua‟s food security 
at harm. However, even if a village or an island 
adjacent to a part of the sea would manage and 
conserve the marine resources, it would still be 
obsolete because the sea would still be open for 
anyone to harvest.  It was finally time for „O‟ua to take 
action on this.  

In recognizing their urgent need to enhance food 
security the „O‟ua community put forth a request to 
the Tongan government for an SMA in 2005, after 
the SMA laws became enacted by the Tongan 
Government. „O‟ua was taken into account alongside 
two other neighbouring islands, Ha‟afeva and 
Felemea. The SMA laws are a part of the Tongan 
government‟s initiatives to change the traditional 
fisheries management and the open access waters. 
The government granted „O‟ua a SMA zone in 2005 
also giving them the resources, skills and proper 
equipment needed to take on the new task. „O‟ua 
was the first island to have a SMA zone because of 
the outstanding effort they were willing to put in to 
undertake the responsibility. A great advantage of 
the SMA initiatives is creating the sentiment of 
ownership among the people. The responsibility the 
community feels they have towards their livelihoods 
means they are willing to sustain the law for their 
food security and essentially, that of their future 
generations. 

Photo: „O‟ua was the first island to apply for an SMA Zone and today their neighbouring 

islands see the benefits of the zone. They too are now applying for such.  



 

STRENGTH AND SUSTAINABILITY 

 

 

 

 

  

For such a small island with a population of 144, the people of 
„O‟ua see no limitation and continue to push past their 
boundaries. Since the activation of the prohibited sea laws, the 
O‟ua community has been patrolling their reef to arrest any illegal 
fishing activity. A subcommittee has already been in place since 
2006 to overlook the task of supervising their protected areas. 
Over the years, the patrol has been done with the villager‟s boats, 
but this can be costly. The community decided to take action 
again to solve this situation 

 

. 

 

 

In 2007, „O‟ua became a partnership community with 
MORDI Tonga Trust. As initiation began, the community 
also developed a Community Development Plan (CDP), a 
requirement of all TRIP partnership islands. In 2010 the 
CDP was revised, and again in 2012 under the Tonga 
Rural Innovation Project (TRIP). Here, the community 
decided to put forward a proposal to TRIP for the 
purchase of a patrol boat with an outboard motor. This 
patrol boat would greatly assist the subcommittee in 
charge of caring for the SMA, as it would mean quicker 
and efficient patrolling. One of the problems the 
community faced since the SMA was enacted was the 
constant illegal fishing in the area. At times, it was difficult 
to stop these boats because they had an outboard motor 
whereas the patrol boats did not. The proposal with TRIP 
was successful, and the contributions came from the 
Tongan Government, as well as „O‟ua contributing to the 
purchase. By early 2014, the patrol boat was purchased 
in Tongatapu and finally taken to „O‟ua to continue 
enhancing their food security. The patrol boat was able to 
catch the illegal fishers and fine them. These fines have 
helped the subcommittee sustain and care for the patrol 
boat to ensure constant protection over the SMA.  

 

Photo: „O‟ua‟s strong docking area allows for the good maintenance of the patrol boat.  



 

CONTINUED EFFORTS TOWARD SUCCESS 
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Enable rural isolated communities to fight against poverty 

Mainstreaming of Rural Development Innovations Tonga Trust works with poor, isolated, rural people to 
enable them to increase their incomes and determine the direction of their own development.  

Since 2007, MORDI Tonga has invested over TOP$3.3 million in funding projects and conducting 
training in 42 isolated communities in Tonga, empowering more than 629 households to fight against 
poverty. 

CONTACT 
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Innovation (MORDI) Tonga Trust, 

Olovaha Road, Fanga-„o-Pilolevu,  

(P.O. Box 996),  Nuku'alofa,  

KINGDOM OF TONGA  

 

T: +676 24 354  

F: +676 24 354 

E:  admin@morditonga.to 

W: www.morditonga.to/  

 

In May 2014, the MORDI TT field team revisited 
„O‟ua to assess the impact of the patrol boat. 
Overall, there was a positive effect on the 
community, as the boat was able to better 
protect the reefs without burdening much of the 
cost on the people. However, after talking with 
the patrol officers and some of the villagers, the 
field team found that some “thieves” continued 
to fish in the prohibited area even after the new 
patrol boat was being used. The thieves had 
modified their boats which now had two 
outboard motors instead of one. This made it 
difficult for the patrol boat to keep up with them. 
The community did not deter from their 
responsibility, and again decided to take action. 
The community added another outboard motor 
to the patrol boat, thus matching its speed to 
that of the thieves which have been caught and 
fined.  

Sustainable development is frequently defined 
as the “development that meets the needs of the 
present without compromising the ability of 
future generations to meet their own needs.” 
„O‟ua is not an island community to be 
underestimated. Their sense of responsibility 
and independence is one that is truly an 
inspiration to the other communities. The 
underlying message in „O‟ua‟s strength is the 
need to ensure that there will always be enough 
fish for today and tomorrow.  
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TRACTORS PLOUGH THROUGH DIFFICULTIES TO 

ASSIST TUNGUA 
The Tungua community receives their long-awaited tractor at last  

and looks forward to new pathways for development.   
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“It is not every day in that one is woken 

at 2:00am to see a tractor hanging mid-

air from a passing boat. But that was 

the case for Tungua. The community 

had purchased a tractor with the 

assistance of MORDI TT and TRIP for 

the purposes of maintaining the 

villages. The tractor is intended to keep 

the settlement areas clean and clear of 

overgrown hedges and bushes, which 

cannot be tended to by physical 

manpower alone. However, the tractor 

will contribute to other maintenance 

services, like assisting smallholders 

(farmers) working their farmlands.  

 

This is not the first time for Tungua 

to purchase a tractor. They had 

done so in the past, but a frenzy of 

politics and traditional hierarchy 

prevented them from ever seeing 

their purchased tractor on the island. 

So the reasons became clear when 

Tungua‟s town officer arrived in 

Tongatapu weeks before to overlook 

the process of delivering the tractor, 

to settle any difficulties, and at last, 

to accompany the shiny red machine 

home.  

 

KEY FACTS 

Community: „Esia – „Eua  
Total population: 212 
Total households: 32 
BENEFICIARIES 
No. Men: 99 
No. Women: 113 

 

Photo: The designated driver for Tungua’s tractor during the training session on 

Safety Operation and Maintenance of the tractors.  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It took almost an hour for the work to be 

done, but what happened was that the boat 

docked at sea, just near Tungua and the 

rest of Lulunga. It was dark and the men 

who also woke up to see what the 

commotion was all about, pointed into the 

darkness saying, “There‟s Tungua, right 

there.” I did not see a thing, but trusted their 

intuitions seeing as some of them have 

mastered the seas, using this transport as 

their only source of travel.  While the boat 

docked, a barge boat and another smaller 

fishing boat emerged from the darkness and 

sped towards the boat, anchoring alongside 

our vessel. This barge boat belongs to the 

Niuas, but it was borrowed for this occasion.  

The crew members made sure that the 

tractor was tightly fastened, before it was 

hoisted in the air and slowly transited out of 

the boat. The tractor was finally lowered to 

the barge boat and the town officer also 

jumped on, with a sigh of relief (is what I 

imagine) that the tractor was practically 

already in Tungua. 

 

By 3:00am, we were well underway in our 

schedule continuing on to Pangai, Ha‟apai. No 

doubt, the tractor was finally on dry land, and 

most probably the community continued on 

sleeping soundly now more than ever.” 

-Excerpts from the journal of a member of 

MORDI TT’s field team staff.  

The difficulty of travel and access are only just 

the surface of the problems that island 

communities like Tungua face on the daily. 

This is just difficulty at sea, in which this 

excerpt highlights the unusualness of the 

whole ordeal. In order to even begin to 

alleviate these problems, the people of Tungua 

understand that they must start somewhere. 

As mentioned, the community attempted to 

purchase a tractor before. 

Photo: Some of the men from Tungua accompanied the barge boat  to watch 

their tractor lowered from the ferry.  



 

 

 

 

  

In their working with MORDI TT, they 

submitted a proposal for the purchase 

of a tractor. At the time, the vegetation 

on the island was scarce and there 

was not enough for subsistence. The 

community lacked the appropriate tools 

to tend to the farmlands properly and in 

addition, the villages faced the 

problems of overgrown bushes on 

abandoned homes. For Tungua, the 

tractor would be a tool to revitalize their 

agricultural activities and encourage 

the use of plants and crops to fuel a 

source of income for families. Because 

community contribution is vital to the 

works of MORDI TT and TRIP‟s target 

communities, Tungua was asked to 

contribute to the project. However the 

Town Officer soon advised MORDI TT 

that they could not meet the 

requirements of the community 

contribution. Instead of abandoning the 

project altogether, they requested that 

a second-hand tractor be purchased in 

which case the community could meet 

the contribution requirements. 

 

The persistence of this one community 

to see that they own a tractor only 

makes obvious how much value the 

output that the tractor will create for 

them The purchase of the second-

hand tractor was assisted by John 

Ross of Heilala Vanilla who obliged to 

scour New Zealand for second-hand 

tractors that were still of an acceptable 

condition. Heilala Vanilla works closely 

with some of TRIP‟s target 

communities in opening for them the 

vanilla market, and Mr. Ross‟ efforts 

resulted contributed greatly. The 

tractor for Tungua also had attached 

the slasher, and was serviced in 

Tongatapu by Nishi Trading.  

 

Photo: Tungua’s tractor sat in temporary shade while a makeshift 

parking area was constructed.  

Photo: Tungua’s tractor was lowered from the ferry at 

3:00am; the difficulties that remote islands face.  
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Today, the island of Tungua has done 

well for themselves as the tractor has 

become the catalyst for greater 

agricultural activities. More 

importantly, the tractor has ploughed 

the abandoned homes within the 

settlement areas giving women and 

children the opportunity to also take 

part in the agricultural activities.  

Since their vegetable nurseries were 

constructed a few months ago as part 

of the Rehabilitation and 

Reconstruction Project following 

Cyclone Ian, the communities have 

been growing the vegetables from the 

nurseries to their backyards and also 

on the abandoned homes. The 

vegetables are now in abundance and 

the tractor continues to plough through 

the fields to serve the community and 

enhance food security.  

Photo: Some of the vegetables from the nursery have already been 

transplanted to the members of the community for consumption.  



               Stories from the field 

 

INVESTING THE FUTURE IN AGRICULTURE WITH 

WHEELS OF CHANGE 

Three communities purchased tractors to help communities face daily 

challenges and TRIP funds training to equip the drivers.  
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Tractors may not seem like much of a 

change for most people, as it is single 

machinery that is used often for farming. 

Indeed they have become a useful tool for 

small holders in communities who have 

access to them; the tractors are used for 

ploughing through fields for farming and 

especially useful for hauling equipment or 

plants from the farmlands to the settlement 

areas. Women in most communities provide 

the main source of income as they sell mats 

and handicrafts but rely on pandanus leaves. 

With tractors, they can be easily transported 

to the women eliminating half the workload 

of cutting the plants and having to tow it 

back home. This is only just the surface of 

the usefulness of these tractors. They are 

multi-purposed and serve the communities 

not just for farming, but for transportation on 

badly damaged roads, or even unpaved 

ones. 

 

The stories of these communities will 

further elaborate on the impact of the 

tractors when they are purchased and 

used communally without the high cost of 

commercial renting. These machines 

have become the wheels of change for 

many communities impacting individuals 

from small holders, to the elderly, to 

women, and the community as a whole. It 

is an investment that these communities 

know are worth putting their money 

towards.  

 

Photo: Session II of the training allows practical for the drivers to test run their 

tractors and carry out what they learnt from Session I.  



 

 

  

  

Such is the success that IFAD works 
towards as it empowers communities, 
enhances their living standards and most 
importantly, increases economic benefits. 
However, some communities have 
experienced the benefits of a previous 
tractor they purchase except that they 
were not able to sustain it for longer 
periods of time. To address such issues, 
MORDI TT conducted training for the 
tractor drivers on the maintenance and 
safety operation of tractor.  

Sustainable development is often a difficult 

road because priorities conflict and the 

sustainability component is jeopardized for 

the sake of achieving the development 

component. But sustainable development 

ensures that these advances do not fade 

out after two or three years. Most 

importantly, it ensures that the 

development does more good than harm, 

and it paves a way for more opportunities 

for these communities to branch out and 

access resources to enhance the standard 

of living. 

Photo: The town officers and their designated drivers gathered at the 

training session at Nishi Trading with the trainer, Tevita Mahe conducting 

the training.  



 

 

 

  

 

  

The training was took place in Tongatapu 
where the drivers and each town officer 
arrived from their islands to participate. 
The participants were from ‘Esia – ‘Eua, 
Tungua – Ha’apai, and Nuapapu – 
Vava’u. The training was held over one 
day with an engineer from Nishi Trading 
as the trainer. Nishi Trading Company is 
an agro – focused company alongside the 
operation of a quarry. Because they deal 
with heavy machinery like tractors, and 
are the only company to do so in the 
Kingdom, the engineer Tevita Mahe was 
asked to assist. Nishi Trading often 
conducts similar trainings to its employees 
thus a guarantee that the training will fully 
equip the communities. Mr Mahe assisted 
MORDI staff on the compilation of a 
manual guide for the training and to assist 
the trainees once back in the 

communities.  

On the day of the training, the trainees 

were first taken to spare parts companies 

to engage with the businesses in seeing 

which can best provide spare parts for the 

tractor. This process is a case of building 

the relationship between businesses who 

can invest in these island communities. 

Because of distance, such relationships 

have not been established but TRIP aims 

at fostering economic ties in its target 

communities. For the Town Officers, this 

was an opportunity to strengthen their 

capacity to manage their own resources, 

and most obviously, lessen their isolation 

from the rest of the Tonga. 

Photo: Manual guides were provided to the trainees to assist the 

training session, and copies were also made for the trainees to go 

back to the island with.  
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The manual looked covered the how to 

operate the tractor, the additional 

components, and the maintenance of 

the machine after use. This assisted 

the training program and the trainer 

highlighted key areas that the trainees 

can always refer to, once operating in 

their island communities. The 

programme was led by the trainer who 

discussed with the trainees the manual 

guide before the practice session took 

place. This gave an opportunity for 

each driver to practice the operation of 

the tractor and under the supervision 

of the trainer.  

It is one of the objectives of TRIP that 

these trainings will be encouraged and 

will be conducted with communities 

who will purchase such machineries in 

the future. The training is an 

investment not only in the 

communities, but in their agricultural 

activities and their independence in 

doing it. Again, it may not seem like 

much, but safety operation and proper 

maintenance discussion are effective 

tools to ensure that the investment 

has been worth it. 
 

Photo: The training focused not just on operation procedures but also on the 

maintenance to ensure the tractors will serve the community longer.  



                     Stories from the field 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

SUSTAINABLE AID DETERMINED TO REVIVE 

COMMUNITIES AFTER CYCLONE IAN 

The Cyclone affected areas of Lulunga and Motu District create rehabilitation 

of agriculture with new nurseries to combat food security.  
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In January 2014, aid came to the cyclone 

affected islands in the form of tin fish and 

canned vegetables along with sacks of flour 

and sugar among other supplies. While 

there was a congestion of food aid to the 

larger islands, many of the communities in 

the outer islands were not included. Aid 

came at a different angle; one made to 

sustain these communities past the expiry 

date of most canned foods.  

Vegetable nurseries were the answer for 

sustainable development in Ha’apai and 

parts of Vava’u that were heavily set back 

by Cyclone Ian at the very beginning of the 

2014. The islands were slowly recovering 

from a 6 month–long drought period from 

July to December shortly before Cyclone 

Ian wreaked havoc to the islands. 

The assessment conducted by MAFFF after 

the cyclone projected a 90% of the 

vegetation damage. The assessment also 

found estimated costs of damages at 

TOP$38.5 million for the Agriculture and 

Fisheries sector, the main sector of income 

for many communities. Hard work was 

needed to revitalize the plant life, and most 

importantly to strengthen the resilience of 

these communities. 

KEY FACTS 
Total No. of target community:  17 
Total No. of Household benefit:  460 
Total No. Women benefit:   1,114 
Total No. Men benefit:   1,208 
 

Photo: Hopeful faces of the future wait to see 

the benefits of the nurseries. 



 

 

The Kingdom of Tonga greeted the New Year with devastation 
that further undermined the capacity of small outer island 
communities to remain self-sustained. . As the Tongan 
Government readied itself to activate recovery mode, MAFFF 
and other agencies including MORDI TT set out to investigate 
the damages in the Ha’apai Islands. Ha’apai bore the brunt of 
Cyclone Ian’s Category 5 destruction coupled with the drought, 
exacerbated the damages requiring urgent address. Initially it 
was thought that the Lulunga and Motu Districts were not 
damaged, but closer investigation by MORDI TT and the TOs 
and DOs proved extensive damage to 98% of the vegetation 
was badly damaged, leaving the communities without any 
agricultural harvest for the next six months.  After consultations 
with many agencies and working partners like MAFFF, NEMO 
and ITS Engineering, a design for a vegetable nursery was 
produced and ready for distribution. It is vital that the nurseries 
are contributing to sustainable development because climate 
change threatens the daily lives of these communities and 
Cyclone Ian may only just be the beginning of hardships to 
come. To withstand this, the project aims at rehabilitating the 
agricultural sector with the vegetable nurseries and enhancing 
food security. At the outset, the project also intends to 
encourage the small holders and community in their farming, 
and to enhance their agricultural livelihoods in the long term. 
The project aims to not only reset the community to a better 
standard of living even before the cyclone. The nurseries are 
cyclone-proof to ensure that it can withstand future hazards. It 
consists of the construction of the nursery sheds, distribution of 
tools for the seed sewing and continued maintenance, along 
with vegetable seedlings. A variety of packages were purchased 
which included tomato, Chinese cabbage, chili and broccoli 
among others.  

 

 

 

KEY FACTS 
PROJECT FINANCIERS 

RNZWCS  TOP$216,559.00 (68%) 
LIVE AND LEARN (PRRP) TOP$77,667.80 (24%) 
MORDI TT (TRIP)  TOP$26,322.76 (8%)
   

TOTAL   TOP320,549.56 

 

 Photo: The nurseries are also nursing future farmers, learning about 

sustainable development 

Photo: Cyclone Ian was unexpected to the people of Ha’apai leaving 

many homeless 



 

 

 

 
These nurseries will not only address the current problems facing the communities today, but it will encourage the growth of a 
variety of crops and plants. The nurseries are accessible to all members of the community who can use the space to nurture 
plants. The nursery will be effective for not only rehabilitating from Cyclone Ian, but serve as a starter for commercial 
vegetable and various plant farms such as sandalwood, medicinal plants, and traditional Tongan plants like heilala, maile and 
others.  

The nurseries provide an opportunity for not just small holders to benefit from but 
encourage women, the youth, the elderly and children who are equally important 
in the equation of economic development. Food sources will gain security as all 
counterparts of society have an equal opportunity to plant vegetables. Small 
holders will also have the chance to produce more crops where all hands can 
work together for a communal benefit. What is seen as a Response Project can 
now be considered a development project that can be used throughout TRIP’s 
target communities. 
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Photo: Effective aid response has given communities a chance at a better life.  



               Stories from the field 
 

 

LINKING DEVELOPMENT – ‘EUA MARKETPLACE 

OPENS IN TONGATAPU  

The people of ‘Eua find a way to promote agricultural benefits in 

communities throughout the ‘Eua Islands, with better prospects for the 

future 
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Showers of rain only made for 

blessings for the Opening 

Ceremony of the ‘Eua marketplace 

on June 20, 2014. The weather 

forecast of rain and some 

thunderstorms did not deter the 

spirits of the ‘Eua people who were 

setting up sales at their new 

marketplace. For some, it has been 

a hard journey but will soon be 

forgotten in the joys of the success. 

If one would take a stroll through 

the Tongan markets, a majority of 

the vendors are women. In most 

households, women take care of 

the sales of crops and vegetables in 

the marketplace, leaving men to 

work in the farmlands, or out at sea.  

 

It is a division of labour in the 

family that makes for efficient 

operation of income. The same 

can be said for the vendors from 

‘Eua who are majorly women, are 

given the task of bringing their 

sales from ‘Eua to the mainland, 

and then selling them before 

hopping on the ferry back to their 

homes. 

In the previous year, 13 

communities in ‘Eua began 

working with IFAD through TRIP 

to promote sustainable 

development and increase the 

people’s capacity for economic 

progression.  

 

Photo: The ‘Eua market on the first day of sales and the opening ceremony.  



 

WORKING WITHIN THE COMMUNITIES 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

After the induction of the ‘Eua 

communities for TRIP, work began on 

formulating Community Development 

Plans so that the community members 

can identify and prioritize the problems 

restricting their daily livelihoods. The 

compilation of the CDPs resulted in 

‘Eua’s District Development Plans. The 

key outcome in the DDPs revealed that 

the major problems identified by the 

communities were agro – related, and 

most common was the need for a 

marketplace in Tongatapu. The ‘Eua 

Agriculture Council took this as 

initiative to bring about changes to the 

people’s needs.  

 

In the context of geographical locations, 

one may think this would be seemingly 

easy as ‘Eua is closest to Tongatapu. 

But the case is that often frequent 

travel between the islands is costly and 

cannot happen daily as was the case 

with the ‘Alaimoana ferry. This ferry 

was small and only traveled to and from 

‘Eua 1 – 2 times a week. Accessibility 

became the first priority in providing a 

solution. The ‘Eua communities found 

that the ‘Alaimoana ferry’s schedule 

and size a problem. They required a 

ferry that would travel daily to Tonga 

and it would be possible seeing as it 

was the closest island group. The ‘Eua 

Sea Transportation Council made it 

their responsibility to set forth 

fundraising the purchase of a new ferry. 

‘Eua saw the possibility of a 

marketplace in Tongatapu, but it was 

obvious that the transportation needed 

to be a fixed asset. These discussions 

began before the CDPs were 

developed and with the assistance of 

the plans, the need was further 

reinforced.  

 

KEY FACTS 

No. Communities: 14  
Total population: 5,016 (2011 census) 
Total households (private and 
institution: 870  
BENEFICIARIES 
No. Men: 2,514 
No. Women: 2,502 

 

Photo: One of ‘Eua’s farmers show from the background the vast potential of land that can be 

used to increase agricultural activities.  

Photo: The community of Petani in ‘Eua gather 

together for a photo after the successful 

implementation of their first ever Community 

Development Plan 2013.  



 

COMMUNITIES TAKE OWNERSHIP OF THEIR 

DEVELOPMENT 

  ‘Eua invested in the purchase of its 

own ferry, the MV ‘Onemato which 

began operation in February 2013. 

The new ferry has scheduled daily 

travels between ‘Eua and Tongatapu, 

and is spacious enough for the 

people and their produce to be taken 

to Tongatapu. During this time, the 

communities set up a tent as their 

marketplace and sales began. 

However, it was not long before the 

sellers realized their loss was 

significant than the profit. Because 

there was no place to store the 

unsold produce, it was tiring taking 

them back to ‘Eua and the only 

solution were to sell them at discount 

prices – and in extremities – for free. 

This was a step backward for the 

project efforts and the temporary 

marketplace soon lost its potential.  

The ‘Eua Agriculture Council decided 

to request CEIG funding from TRIP, 

as some of the Project’s target 

communities are dependent on a 

marketplace to sell their produce. 

The CEIG funding was approved, but 

most importantly, the people 

continued to believe for a 

marketplace. Construction began 

underway and the marketplace now 

stands at Faua Wharf, adjacent to 

the Onemato docking area. This has 

made for easy access to from 

unloading crops, fruits and 

vegetables straight to the 

marketplace benches. 

Photo: The ‘Eua men happily gather to arrange their crops at 

the market. 

Photo: The decorators for the opening ceremony, who also 

happen  to be vendors at the market.  

Photo: Some of the female vendors prepare for sales by cutting the stems from the picked 

oranges before displaying them on the market benches.  



.  
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An important element that must be shared is the 
positive implications that the project has for the women 
of ‘Eua. To visit any marketplace in Tonga, one will find 
that a majority of the sellers are women. They sit 
through hours a day to sell their handicrafts, but also 
the family produce. The men are often in the farmlands 
continuing to tend to the crops, or at sea fishing for the 
next day’s sale. The responsibility of the women in this 
scene is underestimated but they carry the task of 
looking after the goods, the finance, and the 
competition.  

The previous ‘Eua marketplace was more of a burden 

than an accommodation for these women. The tent 

meant that the area was not secure and the women 

had to carefully look after the goods. At the end of the 

day, they had to make the final decision over the unsold 

goods. On top of that, the close proximity of the 

marketplace to sea is windy and can be treacherous 

during rainy days. And through this all, women had to 

care for their goods unprotected from weather and 

stress. 

 Since the establishment of the marketplace, there have 

been positive immediate social and economic impacts 

for the people of ‘Eua. This was monitored closely by 

‘Eua Agriculture Council and the MAFFF branch in 

‘Eua. On average, the vendors individually collect 

TOP$300.00 – TOP$400.00 per day. In total the 

average vendor provides for her family TOP$1500.00 

per week. 

 

Photo: The Town Officer for Sapa’ata’s wife, Vai sees the benefit of the 

market as it provides for her family, especially a child of hers who is 

disabled.  
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‘ESIA – ‘EUA’S TRACTOR BECOMES A CATALYST FOR CHANGE 

The CEIG grant provided by IFAD through TRIP has given the people of ‘Esia more efficient livelihoods. 
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‘Eua has hills and a landscape 

unique to them, not found anywhere 

on the other islands that make up 

the Tonga Group. Essentially this 

makes for great tourism but often 

the real issues fall by the wayside. 

Real issues refer to the obstacles 

and challenges people face on the 

daily, which often inhibits their 

abilities that are otherwise 

manageable. This is the case for 

the many countries that, like Tonga 

are under-developed because of the 

limitations it has geographically, 

politically and so forth.  

These manageable challenges 

however, often come in the form of a 

tractor, which was the case for the 

‘Esia community in ‘Eua.  

The geographical make-up of ‘Eua, 

though of a breath-taking nature is 

also breath-taking in another sense 

that it is difficult to reach these 

farmlands, which are on the high 

peaks of the island. ‘Esia faces this 

challenge, as small holders’ farmlands 

are located uphill which requires an 

efficient form of transportation – like 

tractors on rainy days. 

Photo: ‘Esia’s new tractor was taken on a test run by the designated 

driver during the training on safety operation and maintenance.  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Some people reach the 

farmlands on foot which takes 2 

– 3 hours and because of this, 

most of them camp at the 

farmland for some nights to get 

work done, before heading back 

home.  Vehicles such as trucks 

are not always the most 

convenient option as the rugged 

dirt roads become muddy and 

difficult on rainy days and only 

tractors can access the road.  

The tractors will help small 
holders in their agricultural 
activities – what many families 
rely on for food and income. To 
imagine their lives without a 
single tractor, would be to 
imagine a slow process of daily 
life being delayed from time to 
time because there is no 
assistance.  

 

Tractors are a catalyst for change, 

literally and the people of ‘Eua 

know the tractor will have an 

impact on their lives. ‘Esia has a 

higher female population than the 

male population and it is reflected 

in the income generation of the 

families, where women are the 

breadwinners. The village hall is 

the primary facility where women 

gather each week to strip and dry 

pandanus, and weave mats and 

handicrafts for sale to the main 

island.  Usually, women would 

gather at the village hall, eating 

sleeping and working together 

from Monday until Friday before 

departing to each of their homes. 

To lighten the burden, the 
husbands take on the task of 
cutting and collecting pandanus 
plants from the farmlands to assist 
the women, and for this a tractor 
greatly accommodates.  

 

 

Photo: The Women of ‘Esia actively participate in their Group 

Development Plan 2014, with the District Officer watching intently.  

Photo: ‘Esia’s Town Officer Mr. Seifi Taufa attended the tractor training in Tongatapu 

and was also given a copy of the manual guide for their tractors.  

Photo: The town hall of ‘Esia is almost covered in pandanus 

leaves used by the women to earn income for their families.  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

KEY FACTS 

Community: ‘Esia – ‘Eua  
Total population: 212 
Total households: 32 
BENEFICIARIES 
No. Men: 99 
No. Women: 113 

 

Now, the women of ‘Esia need not 
worry about the weather affecting or 
stalling their productivity.  There are 
many other villages like ‘Esia 
throughout ‘Eua, and the economic 
impacts that a tractor will make for 
‘Esia will definitely make a change for 
women. Through IFAD’s partnership 
with the Tongan government, access 
to such a tractor is made possible for 
‘Esia. One of the key areas of the 
TRIP project funded by IFAD is the 
provision of financial assistance 
through the Community Economic 
Infrastructure Grant (CEIG) for the 
implementation of priority 
development activities. CEIG was 
opportune to the ‘Esia community to 
request such a grant for the tractor 
that will greatly assist their agricultural 
activities.  

Vanilla especially is a targeted 
production as the owner and operator 
of Heilala Vanilla Company visited 
‘Eua and saw the best vanilla plants 
growing wild in the forest areas.  

 

 

At an annual average of at least 
TOP$30.00 per kilogram, small 
holders are hopeful of the 
prospects. 

To ensure that their agricultural 

activities and the target tree 

planting are met the people of ‘Esia 

will have better access to their 

farmlands with the use of the 

tractor. Linking activities is crucial 

to TRIP implementation in allowing 

the flow of development to reach all 

areas and people of the 

community, thereby providing 

benefits for not just a few, but for 

all.  

 

Photo: The women of ‘Esia included in their Group Plans that the hall was not large or strong enough to house them and the work they do to provide 

income for their families.  
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TRIP has initiated other activities on the island 

that includes tree planting as a means of some 

communities sustaining an ongoing project 

namely, the construction or renovation of the 

village halls. At least 400 vanilla plants, 50 

sandalwood plants and 30 orange trees are the 

target tree planting per household in 13 

communities, where the tractors will prove a 

useful tool for ‘Esia.  

Because of the hard work ahead ‘Esia also 

actively participated in the Tractor Safety 

Operation and Maintenance Training held in 

Tongatapu, to ensure that the drivers are well – 

equipped to take care of the tractor for the whole 

community. The Town Officer accompanied the 

designated main driver of the tractor and took 

part in the training where they were also give 

materials such as earmuffs, and some handy 

spare parts for future use. Manual guides were 

also distributed to fully ensure that the tractor is 

used optimally but also maintained well.  The 

‘Esia Agriculture Committee is in charge of the 

care for the tractor, but the most immediate 

impacts of this tractor is the fact that the people 

no longer have to worry about traveling by foot 

to the farmlands. They will no longer delay 

works because of rainy weather or afterwards, 

as the tractors can trudge through the muds.  

 

Photo: The Agriculture Department’s officer (sitting) also assisted the 

community after the CPP in sowing vegetable seedlings. In the background 

hangs more pandanus leaves outside the hall.  
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SMALL COMMUNITIES PLAN TODAY FOR A BETTER 

TOMORROW 

The communities in the outer islands of ‘Eua work towards development, by first 

creating Community Development Plans 
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As with any work, the crucial moments are 
embedded in a strong plan to ensure that the 
task is not only executed, but also a firm 
foundation for building success. The 13 
target communities in Eua are examples of 
this emphasis.  

 In April 2013, these communities agreed to 
work together with MORDI TT towards the 
creation of Community Development Plans 
(CDP). The communities agreed to the 
guiding principles of the program, and the 
town officers from each community signed a 
Memorandum of Understanding (MoU).This 
was quite an achievement for MORDI TT, as 
this program is very much a part of their 
target, as well as the TRIP Project.  
 

After some time, the same problems resurface 
without proper management on how to create 
sustainable solutions to counter.  As it is with 
isolated and undeveloped communities, some 
problems are not properly managed which is 
why the CDPs are also designed to prioritize 
identified problems and solutions.  
Prioritization can often be the enemy of 
sustainable development. Some problems 
identify solutions that clash with other solutions 
for other problems. On the other hand, some 
problems cannot be tackled immediately unless 
other problems are first dealt with. Prioritizing 
allows for these clashes to occur less, and give 
a more idealistic account of what the community 
can do at a time.  
 

Community Development Planning is a 
method to shine light on the problems of the 
community, which needs to be addressed. 
Most often, communities are aided by outside 
help to address these problems, but it is not 
always sustainable in the long run.   
 

Photo: Women’s Group in Kolomaile had to 

split into two groups due to the large number 

of participants for the CPP implementation 



 
 

BETTER PLANNING TODAY 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

  

The task of planning was a challenge 
for the community. It was a new 
method, thus unfamiliar to many. The 
very first step was seemingly difficult 
because the community worked 
towards identifying the problems they 
face daily. To ensure that all voices 
are heard, and make this step less 
complicated, the community was 
divided into gender or age specific 
groups.  There was a group for men, 
another for women, and a group for 
the youth. By doing so, each group 
could identify their own needs, ideas, 
and opinions. It was also an 
opportunity for each group to compare 
their similar needs as well as the 
needs that differed. The communities 
are then encouraged to find solutions 
for their identified needs. The sense 
of togetherness mobilizes efforts to 
solve their problems, and sustain 
these solutions. 

 

Community Development Planning is 
not a new term universally. It is being 
used in all areas of expertise to better 
manage collaborations and take on 
challenges.  The benefit of using CDPs 
for these outer island communities is 
that sustainable development projects 
can be created from them. The 
communities can also work out the 
solutions that will ensure long term 
prosperity.  
CDPs will also allow for the whole 
community to actively participate in the 
development of their livelihoods. It is a 
chance to wisely finance their projects, 
and look ahead to the future before 
implementing any changes to the 
community.  

 
Key facts 

No. Communities: 14   

Total population: 5, 016 

Men: 2, 514 
Women: 2, 502 

 
IFAD: International Funds for Agricultural Development 

TRIP: Tonga Rural Innovation Project, funded by IFAD for the Tongan Government and 
implemented by MORDI TT. The Project targets 60 communities throughout the islands. 

MORDI TT: Non- Governmental Organization, Mainstreaming Of Rural Development 
Innovation Tonga Trust. 

Photo: The Youth Group of Ha’atu’a are gathered to discuss problems they see 

affecting them daily.  



 

 

BETTER COMMUNITIES TOMORROW 

One of the highlights of the CDP formulation was the 
involvement of women and youth, an often small but critical 
voice in the community. The CDP strengthened their 
participation by allowing them space to think and speak. In 
most of the 13 communities, the youth group ranged from 
high school students, to primary school students, to school 
leavers. The people of the communities collaborated within 
their groups but more importantly, they worked efficiently 
with one another. In doing so, the challenge became lighter 
and the goals became clearer. With the right mindset, the 
communities found that they could make their changes on 
their own with the assistance of IFAD and MORDI TT in 
simply facilitating the process.  
 
The most underestimated yet truthful statement within these 
communities is that their better tomorrow begins with them, 
and that is where the empowerment begins.  

 

 

Enable rural isolated communities to fight against poverty 

Mainstreaming of Rural Development Innovations Tonga Trust works with poor, isolated, rural 
people to enable them to increase their incomes and determine the direction of their own 
development.  
Since 2007, MORDI Tonga has invested over TOP$3.3 million in funding projects and 
conducting training in 42 isolated communities in Tonga, empowering more than 629 
households to fight against poverty. 
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Photo: Ha’atu’a Community poses after successfully completing their CPP process 

Photo: Another Youth Group of Sapa’ata Community participates in all areas of the 

CPP Implementation 



               Stories from the field 

 
ONE SMALL COMMUNITY EAGERLY COMMITS TO 

DEVELOPMENT; NOW REAPS BENEFIT 

Fotuha’a, an island of the Lulunga District in Ha’apai initially began work for one 

project, but expanded throughout the process; they now see the impacts of their 

innovative thinking throughout the community. 

 

 

 

 

 
Enable rural poor people of Tonga to fight against poverty 

Their project changed from the 

construction of simply an agricultural fence 

to ‘The Agricultural and Food Security 

Project.’ MORDI Tonga Trust’s field team 

revisited Fotuha’a in May 2014 and found 

evidence of favourable impacts for the 

community.   

The works done here resulted in many 

benefits for the little island community. It not 

only encouraged sustainable means of 

living through agriculture, but it also allowed 

them to brace the devastation that Cyclone 

Ian left behind in January 2014. Fotuha’a 

has proved to be a strong community, a 

leading example for neighbouring islands.  

 

On November 19 2013, five projects were 

implemented in the Lulunga District of 

Ha’apai, Tonga. These five communities 

each had a project that they appealed for 

and was assisted by TRIP. Because this 

project aims to develop sustainable 

livelihoods in these outer islands, Fotuha’a 

proposed to construct an agricultural 

boundary fence throughout their community. 

As they began the initial works, the 

community decided to expand the project to 

include their needs for working equipment 

such as wheelbarrows, bush knives, hoes, 

and chainsaws.  

 

Photo: Approaching Fotuha‟a on which one of the 

harbours is known as the Sitepu or Fotu‟a Mei. To get onto 

dry land, one must time for the waves to lift the boat near 

the edges of the rocks before jumping onto the Sitepu 

(Steps). 



 

Fotuha’a; small yet significant 

 

 

  

Fotuha’a originally had a boundary 

fence throughout the island that was 

established in the 90’s. It was 

maintained by the community for a 

while until the roaming pigs made 

much damage. The community 

began working in partnership on 

September 2012 and the MORDI 

TT’s field team assessed the 

damage done to the fence. There 

was a need for the fence to keep 

livestock away from the crops. The 

island was also facing erosion 

issues and the fence would hold the 

soil together. Weak infrastructure 

has in the past affected food 

security especially in times of 

disasters such as cyclones. But 

more importantly, the community 

voiced this need in the formulation 

of their Community Development 

Plans (CDPs) through TRIP.  

 

This small but robust community 

took on the initial work towards the 

project. They formulated their own 

CDP and even contributed to the 

District’s Development Plan. They 

participated in various trainings run 

by MORDI TT which enlightened 

them on how to create sub projects, 

sub committees, as well as their 

maintenance. Fotuha’a also pledged 

to arrange a monthly fundraise to 

maintain the fence. Not only that, 

Fotuha’a had a system structure in 

place. The community has its own 

council, village committee, sub 

committees and groups. In 

constructing the proposal for the 

fences, the community members 

indicated that they will implement 

the project with the leadership of the 

Town Officer and the support of the 

Fotuha’a Agriculture Committee.  

 
 

Photo: Another harbour known as the Fanga‟one‟one, though 

dangerous and risky, is the only way to transport the materials onto 

dry land.  

Photo: The MV Sitka ferry cannot dock at Fotuha‟a so the materials must 

be unloaded onto the island‟s smaller boats, out in the open sea.  



  

As if this was not impressive enough for a small island 

community, there were some changes made to the 

project. In realizing that they were not equipped with the 

right tools, the community incorporated their need for 

tools such as wheelbarrows, to ensure that they would 

sustain the boundary fences, and also to help the 

plantation. When the boundary fence was complete, 

there were leftover materials. The community gathered to 

discuss what to do with the assistance of one of 

MORDI’s team facilitators. They agreed that it would be 

best used to construct a fenced in area to keep the pigs 

from roaming free.  

 

 

Photo: Some of the men of Fotuha‟a just finished the “live fencing” as a method to sustain the 

fence in the long run. This is done by planting these plants(shown) sticking close to the fence.  

Photo: One of the immediate impacts of the fence has allowed for greater agricultural activity. This is the longest 

and heaviest yam on the island, also named by the owner (pictured) “Hau „o e Pasifiki” (Warrior of the Pacific) 



 

Stepping stones to the future 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fotuha’a showed real courage and 

ambition in investing in their small island. 

The real work however, began in 

January 2014 when Cyclone Ian affected 

the Ha’apai Islands and part of Vava’u. A 

part of the boundary fence was 

damaged by some large trees that were 

uprooted onto the fence. Instead of 

waiting of aid, the community gathered 

together to assess the damage. With the 

tools they initially asked for, they were 

well equipped to do the task themselves. 

The town officer mobilized men and 

youth to clear the falling trees from the 

boundary fence, and reconstructed the 

damaged areas.  

In May 2014, the team revisited the 

island. The tools that were part of the 

project were multi-purpose and were a 

great assistance to many families. The 

team was able to hear testimonies of this 

including a family of a woman with two 

daughters and a grandchild. There was 

no male in the household, so much of 

the labour fell on the females. They said 

that the real help were the wheelbarrows 

that they used to carry what they needed 

from the bush allotments to their homes.  

Fotuha’a is a leading example of 

communities who are eager for 

development. They have shown their 

enthusiasm through their dedication to 

restructure the community system to 

benefit the projects they want 

implemented. They joined in all 

participatory planning activities carried 

out by MORDI TT, and addressed their 

issues on their own. The people proved 

that many islands are like themselves; 

willing and capable of development. The 

link between these small island 

communities and their future is 

sustainable help from the outside. IFAD’s 

goal works towards facing that major 

challenge of facilitating communities 

isolated from urban life. Together with 

TRIP, the project has achieved much 

because the community has achieved 

much. In stepping up to the roles and 

responsibilities needed, Fotuha’a was 

able to implement real changes; 

sustainable changes; developmental 

changes. 
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Photo: one of the many uses of the materials has given small 

holders efficient ways to better their farmland and enhance the 

island‟s food security.  



                 Stories from the field 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
KOTU ISLAND FIGHTS BACK - UNDETTERED BY 

CLIMATE CHANGE 

Kotu’s new seawall prevents any more erosion of land by waves, and community 

stays empowered to defend their homes. 

 
Enable rural poor people of Tonga to fight against poverty 

Tonga was identified in the 2012 World 
Risk Report as the second country most at 
risk, after Vanuatu. The sea level is rising 
and salt spray is becoming an increasing 
threat to agriculture. Food security is also 
at risk and Kotu is witnessing this firsthand. 
As climate change continues to be an 
international cause for discussion and 
debate, much of the small islands in the 
South Pacific are experiencing its force. 
Climate change jeopardizes sustainable 
development, affecting communities and 
their way of life. It is a devastating fact that 
they are the least responsible for climate 
change and yet are the most affected by it. 
Kotu is a victim of climate change but 
refuses to stay one. Instead, the 
community takes on the task of being their 
own defenders against all odds.  

 

Kotu is one of the small islands in the 
Lulunga District of Ha’apai. In fact, it is 
also one of the smallest islands in the 
Lulunga District. That is often 
discounted against them, especially 
now with their biggest challenge yet – 
climate change. There is limited 
understanding of climate change in 
such an island, but it is affecting their 
well – being and Kotu has proven to 
TRIP that climate change adaptation 
must be fostered into the development 
process. Because of this, technical 
assistance was greatly needed to 
ensure that an environmental impact 
assessment is conducted and other 
such factors are taken into account.  

 
Photo: The initial phase for reconstructing 

Kotu’s seawall which was assisted by TRIP 

as Kotu Island is one of the Project’s target 

communities. 



  

KEY FACTS 

(Census 2011) 
Community: Kotu – Ha’apai  
Total population: 178 
Total households: 36 
 
BENEFICIARIES 
No. Men: 91 
No. Women: 87 

 

For years, the island of Kotu has been slowly 

eroded by the rough sea, washing away its 

shores. In 2012, 16 meters of the shore was 

washed away, leaving only 8 meters from the 

sea to the boundary fence and inland. It was 

clear that they needed assistance right away or 

their farming areas would face the 

consequences. Kotu has been working 

effectively with MORDI since their partnership in 

2007. It was further strengthened in 2012 under 

TRIP.  After being introduced to this new 

project, Kotu was assisted to seek help in 

constructing a seawall. This sea wall would 

greatly help stop land erosion. It would keep the 

sea from also eroding the agricultural boundary 

fence, and the plantation. Because of the 

sensitivity of the project in its relation to climate 

change, the island community requested 

scientific knowledge and information before the 

work would start up. The construction efforts of 

the project were properly implemented by the 

community themselves. MORDI TT ran trainings 

on community structure, office bearers’ training, 

sub project proposal writing, and CEIG training. 

These trainings went into building their capacity 

to sustain the project they were facing. Kotu 

was also assisted through technical design by 

an architect provided by the ITS – Engineering 

Company Ltd. 

Altogether, ITS provided 5 different designs, all 

technological and very costly, which is often the 

case when dealing with climate change solutions. 

The need for a seawall was reflected in their 

Community Development Plan and this urgency 

was assisted through TRIP’s grant, the Community 

Economic Infrastructure Grant (CEIG). However, it 

was noted initially that Kotu’s requested project did 

not comply as it was a social and environmental 

infrastructure.  

The community saw the lack of a proper seawall as 

exposure making the community vulnerable to 

potential disasters. It threatened their food security 

and livelihoods. This project was crucial to them and 

TRIP could not move forward without first 

addressing the issues hindering one of their target 

communities from progress. Integrated into the 

project was an economic component whereby the 

community will contribute by planting pandanus for 

commercial means, which could generate income 

for the community. The seawall will ensure that the 

tree planting will be protected from erosion and 

inland flooding. Women now also have a greater 

role to play in the community.  

The project proposal and design consultations took 

place in February 2013 and work began by 

December.   

Photo: Kotu community attempted to build a temporary seawall previously with coconut trunks and 

large stones. This did not prove to be a sustainable solution 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

    Remaining undeterred 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The contribution made by the community is not 
a subject to be taken lightly. Often Kotu is such 
an isolated community because it is a low-lying 
island in comparison to its neighbouring islands.  
It only covers a land mass of 1.81 square 
kilometers. The people are dependent on their 
crops, pandanus and kava for a living. The 
construction of the seawall would ensure that 
their lands stop eroding and their plantations will 
be left unharmed.  Its geographical location is 
also a disadvantage because it stands alone 
from the other group of islands in the Lulunga 
District. Most of the islands lie to the south and 
south west of the main island in Ha’apai 
whereas Kotu lies south east in the other 
direction.  The population is small but in spite all 
these disadvantages for the community, there is 
still a sense of unity to mobilize change and 
continue to fight through the hardships. With the 
erosion of land, the community had previously 
made efforts to stop this. They had constructed 
a seawall of 60 meters with a 1.3 meter height 
made of coconut trunks and rocks collected 
from the ocean. Time revealed this would not be 
a long – term solution.  

 

The community contributed to the project 43% 
cash and 18% contribution in-kind to the cost of 
the seawall. They also took on the challenge to 
construct the seawall themselves, with no help 
from the outside, save for the planning and 
scientific perspectives needed. The community 
formed an Environment committee to overlook 
the implementation of the works as construction 
began well underway. With the initiatives that 
the community took on creating a proposal for 
the project, they were able to gain attention 
from the Tongan government who also 
contributed to 7% of the project costs. This is 
just one of the highlights for Kotu, an isolated 
community, now receiving attention from the 
world outside.  

 

 

Photo: The men of Kotu gather at the eroding areas preparing for the construction of 

the new seawall.  

Photo: All ages young and old put in the hard work to ensure 

that their community will be fully protected, but equally 

important, to protect their agricultural activities beyond the 

boundary fence (as seen in the background) and their food 

security.  
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The destructive force of nature unpredicted as it was, 
affected Tonga and much of Ha’apai in January 2014. Kotu 
was still in the process of completing the construction of the 
seawall, which began in December 2013. Cyclone Ian was 
the first real tester of the durability and strength of the new 
seawall. Measured as a prevailing category 5 cyclone, Ian’s 
disparaging nature wreaked havoc in Ha’apai, estimating 
damages at TOP$33 million and losses at TOP$5.4 million. 
It is clear that the impact of Ian placed a great burden on 
Ha’apai and parts of Vava’u that were affected. In the wake 
of the aftermath, MORDI TT’s office in Tonga was able to 
contact through to Kotu to assess the damage to the new 
seawall. In the face of all the destruction of goods and 
properties in Ha’apai, the seawall was reported back 
undamaged, and still withstanding.  

Kotu is an island undeterred and unfazed by its limitations. 

They prove that they are eager and willing to make a 

change for themselves, to sustain the improvements made 

to their standard of living. This is a success on behalf of the 

community in their preparation before beginning 

construction. Kotu may be a small and isolated community, 

but it is far from giving up their island to climate change and 

its calamitous nature. 

  Cyclone Ian 

 

 

Photo: The community effort enabled a stronger seawall, especially with facing Cyclone Ian. 

Photo: Kotu’s seawall still 

remains after category 5 

Tropical Cyclone Ian occurred 

in January 2014.  



               Stories from the field 
 

 

FROM SEA TO LAND TO LIFE; FIXING THE ROAD, 

BEFORE THE BEGINNING THE JOURNEY 

Newly cemented wharfs in Tonga’s outer islands, give hope to 

farmers who can now easily transport their crops to the main island  

for sale.  
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Simple ingredients for a much needed 

transformation included coral rocks, 

sand and cement bags were purchased 

for one of MORDI Tonga Trust‟s 

projects. These went into the 

construction of wharfs for Kapa, Taunga, 

„Ovaka and „Otea islands in Vava‟u. 

However, this is more than just a simple 

recipe for these small islands.  

 

It means better transportation from sea to 

land, and essentially, a better life for the 

people. The new wharfs will allow for 

easier travel and farmers can move from 

the smaller islands to the capital, with so 

much more ease. The new wharf has 

made loading and unloading at the docks a 

simple task which cannot be said for the 

difficult past they have had. 

 

KEY FACTS 

Community: ‘Otea 
Total population:  125 
Total households:  29 
BENEFICIARIES 
No. Men: 64 
No. Women: 61 

 



 

THE ROAD TO LIFE 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

KEY FACTS 

Community:  Kapa 
Total population:  69 
Total households:  14 
BENEFICIARIES 
No. Men: 34 
No. Women: 35 

 

In these small communities, 

agricultural products such as the 

crops that farmers grew were not 

considered a source of income. 

Instead, families heavily relied on 

women‟s handicrafts and weaving 

products. The absence of a proper 

wharf eliminated loading the crops 

on to the boats quickly and 

efficiently. It also discouraged 

agriculture but Tonga is highly 

dependent on this sector and its 

development is the key to eradicating 

low standards of living. In relation to 

these small communities, agriculture 

should be considered an effective 

means of income and food security. 

The road to life was one that greatly 

needed reconstruction. 

 

In the case of these outer islands, 

relying solely on their women to 

provide for everyone was by no 

means a sustainable lifestyle.  As 

MORDI began partnership works with 

these islands, the communities 

applied for the TRIP Community 

Infrastructure Grant (CEIG), and 

appealed the need for wharf 

reconstruction. The communities 

explained the possible outcomes and 

impacts if proper wharfs were to be 

constructed. After a considerable 

amount of work and observation, 

TRIP responded by funding 75 per 

cent of the total cost of the wharf 

reconstruction, whilst also 

emphasizing that each community 

pitch in. This part is crucial to MORDI 

TT‟s goals in encouraging the 

community to sustain these projects 

in the long run. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

‘OVAKA – A CASE OF community EFFORTS 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

„Ovaka is an island outside of Vava‟u, 
one of the main island groups of Tonga.  
It is a 3 kilometer boat ride from the 
island to Neiafu, not accounting the extra 
time needed for loading and unloading 
goods at the badly shaped „Ovaka 
harbour.  „Ovaka has been a partner 
community with MORDI TT and after 
TRIP was introduced, the community set 
about in revising their community 
development plan in September 2012. 
The community recognized that a good 
wharf was essential to their social well-
being and economic standards. Through 
TRIP and their own community 
empowerment to commit to change- 
plans were in effect for the upgrading of 
the „Ovaka wharf.  

Life is not easy for the people of „Ovaka, 
so they simply pushed harder. In the 
reconstruction of their wharf no 
machinery of any sort was used, 
because they could not afford. 

The unity of the community, a few 
wheelbarrows, and some shovels were the 
only input they needed. While the men of 
the community did much of the heavy 
labour, women and children also pitched in 
where they could. “We can‟t just sit here 
while our fathers, husbands, uncles and 
even our brothers are standing out there in 
the sun. We want to also stand up and 
help them”, says Ms. Mele Tu‟iono, one of 
the women in the community. The women 
also helped by delivering the sand and 
cement to where the men were working. 
Hand in hand, they empowered each other 
with no need to wait or call on outside 
assistance. This empowerment is more 
than just a group of people working 
together. It is the essentiality of committing 
to whatever project, for the long run; the 
sustainability of a project truly depends on 
the the communities themselves.  

 

KEY FACTS 

Community: ‘Ovaka 
Total population:  85 
Total households:  21 
BENEFICIARIES 
No. Men: 42 
No. Women: 43 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

BEGINNING THE JOURNEY 
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KEY FACTS 

Community:  Taunga 
Total population:  39 
Total households:  9 
BENEFICIARIES 
No. Men: 20 
No. Women: 19 

 

Now that the wharfs have been 
upgraded, the people of each 
island are looking forward to the 
impact it will have on their 
standard of living. Mr Valupei 
Vaisima, the Town Officer of Kapa 
told the project team, “We can go 
to Neiafu [capital of Vava‟u] more 
often now to sell our produce. 
Women no longer have to carry 
much of the load of earning, as 
men can now help play a part. 
This is also an opportunity to 
make a life out of our lands.”  The 
benefits do not just end here. Now 
the elderly, women and children 
can travel more comfortably, as 
the boats can properly dock at the 
wharf.  

 

The dangers of rough seas and 
the risks of attempting to even 
climb aboard have been reduced 
by much, owing it all simply to the 
reconstruction of wharfs.  

Farmers now have a chance to 
access the main island to sell their 
crops. Food security can be 
ensured, and most importantly, 
agricultural growth has been 
encouraged. The TRIP project 
targets September 2015 for a 
monitoring and evaluation of the 
usefulness of these wharfs and 
will hopefully prove to have made 
a greater difference in the lives of 
these communities. 
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