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Below average rainfall throughout the equatorial Pacific Ocean in early 2016 has created drought conditions in many 
Pacific nations.  According to the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA), “all locations across the 
Marshall Islands are in a severe or extreme drought” and that “one of the strongest El Nino events in recorded history 
remains entrenched across the equatorial Pacific Ocean.” 

Background 
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Why Reverse Osmosis machines? 
Reverse Osmosis (RO) is a form of water 
purification that can remove salt from 
seawater, a process called desalination.  The 
use of RO is a short-term solution and part 
of a broader strategy to ensure beneficiaries 
in the Republic of the Marshall Islands (RMI)  
have access to water during emergencies. 
 
Osmosis is the natural desire for water to 
equally distribute solutes such as sugar or 
salt.  Picture two bodies of water separated 
by a thin structure with billions of tiny holes 
(see figure 1).  Water on one side of the structure (or 
membrane) contains more salt than the other.  The water 
with less salt will travel through the membrane to other 
side until both sides of water have an equal distribution of 
salt.  This process is called osmotic flow. 

 
Left: 

Figure 1:   
Osmosis* 

 
 

Right: 
Figure 2: 

Reverse Osmosis* 

U.S. President Obama Declares Disaster 
On April 27, 2016, United States President Barack Obama officially declared a disaster in RMI due to the ongoing 
drought.  President Obama’s declaration will make federal funding available for “emergency relief…assistance to the 
Republic of the Marshall Islands”, according to the White House.  IOM, in close coordination with the RMI Government 
and the donor community, continues to deploy RO units and distribute hygiene materials throughout the RMI.  
Additional funding could help address other needs, including supplemental food assistance. 
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 February 03, 2016: RMI President H.E. Dr. Hilda 
Heine declares State of Emergency. 

 March 08, 2016: RMI President H.E. Dr. Hilda Heine 
declares State of Disaster. 

 April 27, 2016: U.S. President Barack Obama Declares 
Disaster in the Marshall Islands.  

 21,000 people in RMI are affected by severe drought 
conditions. 

 1,257 households are affected on the outer islands 
and 5,195 households are affected in urban areas. 

 Government of RMI identified 8.99 million USD in 
emergency response needs. 

Timeline of Drought By the Numbers 

If the right membrane is used and if 
enough pressure is applied, osmosis can 
be reversed.  The outcome is reverse 
osmotic flow where one side of the 
membrane has all of the salt and the 
other has all of the water.  For thousands 
of people throughout the RMI, this is a 
lifesaving process during times of 
drought. 
 
The RMI Government and the IOM have 
maintained a stock of RO units that are 
used during times of emergency.  These 

RO units are mobile, powered by solar panels and capable 
of producing up to 360 gallons of water per day.  There 
are currently 34 of such RO units deployed throughout 
RMI.  Once the drought has ended, the units will be 
returned to Majuro for maintenance and storage.   

*Source: The Economist, 2011. 

 

A 360 gallon per day RO unit on Namu 
Atoll @IOM Micronesia 2016  
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 Rainwater harvesting system in need of repair and proper   
installation in the outer islands of the RMI    

@ IOM Micronesia 2016  

 IOM’s Public Private Partnerships in RMI 

IOM works closely with many private companies in responding to the 
drought. The rapid purchase and deployment of essential relief items—
such as jerry cans, RO units and hygiene items—requires quick action 
from private sector partners.  Many have provided discounted prices 
and offers of logistical assistance so IOM can efficiently and effectively 
access and help those in need.  IOM offers its specific appreciation to 
Triple J Payless, Majuro Do It Best and Toblar for their cooperation 
and coordination during the ongoing drought. 

A majority of RMI’s 53,157 people depend on rain as their primary source of 
water.  According to the country’s 2011 Census, 79 percent of all 
households capture and store rainfall collected from their roofs.  During 
periods of drought, it is important to keep rainwater harvesting systems 
operable to ensure the rainfall that still occurs is all captured.   
 
IOM is working with partners in the WASH Cluster to develop a nation-wide 
Rainwater Harvesting Improvement methodology and program.  Building off 
of the work of the Marshall Islands Red Cross Society (MIRCS) and the 
International Federation of the Red Cross (IFRC), the program will target 
three islands to pilot the methodology.  A team of experts will be deployed 
to work closely with communities to improve rainwater harvesting practices 
and equipment.  The purpose of the program is to provide relief during the 
drought while also improving a longer-term source of water collection.     

Overview of Assistance 
IOM’s response continues to focus on deploying reverse 
osmosis units and needed relief materials to communities in 
need throughout the RMI.   
 
Since the beginning of the drought response, distribution of 
non-food and hygiene items has taken place.  A total of 
1,900 10 liter collapsible jerry cans were distributed to the 
outer islands to help people collect and store water.  IOM 
has also distributed 14,918 bars of soap to promote good 
hygiene practices during the drought.  The bars of soap 
were distributed to 12 different atolls/islands with 10,716 
bars still available for distribution.  
 
IOM and the RMI Government have deployed 34 RO units, 
each with a 360 gallon per day capacity.  All activities are 
based on coordination with the Government and over 45 
days of assessments in 20 different atolls/islands in RMI. 

Upcoming Activities 
IOM will soon deploy another 8 RO units with a 360 
gallon per day capacity and 3 with an 800 gallon per day 
capacity.   
 
Procurement is underway of another 25,000 bars of soap 
to cover basic hygiene needs for the month of May.  
Hygiene needs will also be addressed at high schools in 
Majuro and Ebeye with an upcoming distribution of 3,302 
individual hand sanitizer bottles.  Plus, an additional 
4,480 hard sided 20 liter jerry cans were procured for 
safe water transportation and storage in the outer 
islands. 
 
IOM will continue to work closely with governmental and 
non-governmental actors involved in the drought 
response.  Continued coordination with the EOC and 
relevant Clusters is an essential part of IOM’s ability to 
meet the needs of the most vulnerable in the RMI. 

A Sustainable Response to Drought 

IOM is responding to El Nino Induced Drought in partnership with: 


