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Sowing 
seeds of the 
future in 
Tonga
Following the 
devastation of 
Tropical Cyclone 
Gita in Tonga, 
Rotary New Zealand 
World Community 
Service set about 
implementing a 
recovery program that 
would ensure long-
term sustainability 
for the island of Eua, 
where food crops were 
all but wiped out.

The Polynesian Kingdom of Tonga 
was devastated in February 2018, 
when Tropical Cyclone Gita slammed 
into the archipelago, bringing down 
electricity lines, smashing churches, 
flattening parts of Parliament House 
and levelling fruit trees and crops vital 
to the islands’ livelihood. Fifty per cent 
of root crops were damaged, as were 
orchards, agricultural infrastructure, 
livestock production and fisheries. Food 
security was an immediate issue, as 
were exports, which were paralysed for 
six to 12 months.

Twenty-one per cent of the damage 
happened on the island of Eua, with 
a population of more than 4000, and 
this is where Rotary New Zealand 
World Community Service (RNZWCS) 

By Stuart Batty
Executive Director, 
Rotary New Zealand World 
Community Service (RNZWCS) focussed its efforts by forming a  

disaster response partnership with 
matched funding from the New Zealand 
Government and implementation by 
Tongan non-government organisation 
Mainstreaming of Rural Development 
Innovation Tonga Trust (MORDI).

The main support needed was in 
two areas – home gardens and tax 
allotments. Agriculture is the primary 
source of income for 60 per cent of 
the islanders.

Home garden food security was 
tackled first. Chainsaws were provided 
to clear and clean the land, but the 
Tongans had never used them before. 
Training on safety, operation and 
maintenance was offered in all 15 Eua 
communities, with 321 people trained 
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in total. At the same time, a nursery 
was established to provide seedlings 
for food crops.

By June, the land had been sufficiently 
cleared for planting and the seeds and 
seedlings were ready to be distributed 
– cucumber, beans, carrots, cowpeas, 
corn, onions, tomatoes, cabbages and 
lettuces. Eight hundred households 
planted 270,000 seedlings and the 
same number of seeds.

Tax allotments are the income-
producing farmland. These also 
needed to be cleared of fallen trees so 
mechanical cultivation could occur. 

The size of this task and the urgency 
to plant cash crops meant only eight 
acres per community was cleared for 
planting in the first year. 

Again,  the tra ined chainsaw 
operators stepped up and the nursery 
provided seedlings. However, the area 
to be planted was so large that the 

seeds were purchased commercially 
through local suppliers and many of the 
root crops – sweet potatoes, taro and 
manioc – were donated or exchanged 
with other communities that had 
surplus supplies. This also occurred with 
banana and mulberry tree plantations.

The nursery itself was a major 
venture, and 225 islanders were 
employed there to grow and supply the 
seedlings required.

By the end of August, it was showtime 
on Eua. The King, government and 
church leaders attended the Agricultural 
Show and were shown the results of the  
recovery program.

C o m m u n i t y  i n v o l v e m e n t , 
empowerment and ownership of 
the recovery program was vital to its 
success. Extensive consultations were 
held with each community throughout 
the process, especially with the tax 
allotments, and this ensured that the 

most needy in each community gained 
the most immediate help. 

The donation and exchange of 
surplus supplies for planting was 
a lso negot iated through these 
consultations. While this was not the 
fastest way to recover from a disaster, 
it provided longer term gains for 
community development. 

Sustainable training programs were 
put in place, not just for chainsaws, 
but also healthy farming practices 
and composting. New crops were 
introduced, and farmers trained in 
their cultivation. 

A strong commitment was also 
made to ensure women had equal 
opportunities throughout the whole 
program. Women were involved in the 
decision-making process throughout 
the community consultations and 
employed in the nursery and all 
training sessions. 

“By June, the land had 
been sufficiently cleared 
for planting and the 
seeds and seedlings were 
ready to be distributed – 
cucumber, beans, carrots, 
cowpeas, corn, onions, 
tomatoes, cabbages and 
lettuces. Eight hundred 
households planted 
270,000 seedlings and the 
same number of seeds.”


