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Pacific El Niño Overview – as at 18 April 2016 
For the past year, islands across the Pacific have 
been coping with the impacts of changed El Niño 
weather patterns which have caused drought and 
a longer, more intense cyclone season. Strong 
early advocacy by the Pacific Humanitarian Team 
on the risks facing the region helped prompt 
national efforts to prepare for El Niño’s arrival. 
This allowed countries to mitigate the most 
serious impacts before most situations reached 
crisis point. The majority of countries have worked 
internally through line ministries to develop 
drought plans, warn the public and manage the 
impacts locally. The Republic of the Marshall 
Islands (RMI) remains the only Pacific country to 
directly request international assistance. However 
international development partners have been 
supporting government efforts across the region 
by incorporating El Niño activities into their 
existing programs. Five countries in the region are 
still experiencing serious El Niño impacts. In the 
North Pacific, the Federated States of Micronesia 
(FSM), Palau and RMI are all grappling with El 
Niño-induced droughts that are threatening water 
supplies and food supplies. In the South Pacific, 
damage from Category 5 cyclones is combining with unusual rainfall patterns to intensify food security risks in Fiji and 
Vanuatu. El Niño has placed vulnerable groups, including women, girls, people living with a disability and the elderly, at 
increased risk. 

Republic of Marshall Islands 
On 2 February, the Republic of the Marshall Islands (RMI) became the first country in the 
Pacific to declare a State of Emergency in relation to El Niño. The number of people 
severely affected by the drought is estimated to be 21,000 with 4700 of those facing 
moderate to severe food shortages. RMI has requested that the US Government declare a 
Presidential Disaster. A nine month Drought Response Plan has been developed seeking 
US$8.9 million. So far, 14 per cent of needs under the overall plan have been met.  The 
Government has identified two priority clusters needing international support: WASH 
needs US$1.23m for the provision of additional reverse osmosis units, family kits, improved rainwater harvesting systems 
and logistics expenses, while Food Security requires US$599,000 for the provision of food rations. 
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Palau 
In Palau, an El Niño-related State of Emergency has been declared with the 
country’s water network now deteriorating. Total rainfall for the main state of Koror 
over the past four months was the lowest recorded since 1951 and rainfall is 
expected to be below normal for the next two to three months. The Ngerimel Dam 
has run out of water and has been shut down while the only other remaining source 
of freshwater, the Ngerikiil River, is at a critically low level.  As a result of the 
continuing decline in water levels widespread water rationing is now in place with 
some parts of the country now only getting water access for a few hours each day.  A US$3.2m Immediate and Near-
term Drought Response Plan has been issued but no specific request for international financial assistance has yet been 
made.   

Federated States of Micronesia 
In the Federated States of Micronesia, States of Emergency have been declared in 
all four states as a result of drought.  There is still no national declaration currently in 
force which means that international financial support is not yet being requested. 
Lack of rainfall has resulted in a critical shortage of drinking water. Assessment 
teams have been deployed to the outer islands to further gauge the severity of the 
drought, identify key areas of concern and deliver essential water supplies.  Food 
Security may emerge as a concern if rainfall remains below normal. 
 

Vanuatu 
Vanuatu has been grappling with drought since mid-2015 with many of the most 
affected areas the same as those which were hit by Category 5 Cyclone Pam last 
March. Successive disasters have challenged local resilience. Recent rain has 
eased water concerns across most of the country but food security remains an 
ongoing issue. The country’s Climate Change Department is still forecasting below 
average rainfall over the next few months after which Vanuatu will move into its 
traditional dry season which is predicted to be drier than normal.  There are 
concerns that food gardens may not be able to supply sufficient produce to keep all 
areas and populations appropriately fed this year. The Province of Sanma has reported food crop damage as a result of 
TC Zena which passed through the area in early April. This will further compound El Nino-related food insecurity. The 
newly elected government has recently provided 50 million Vatu (US$ 480,000) in emergency El Niño funding for water, 
sanitation, hygiene, food security and logistics needs. This emergency funding is also being used to procure and 
transport additional water tanks in identified hot spots. 

Fiji 
In Fiji, El Niño warmed Pacific waters helped fuel Tropical Cyclone Winston which hit the 
country at Category 5 strength on February 20 and 21. This extremely intense Cyclone 
was unusually long-lived after spending weeks crisscrossing the region’s warm waters. 
The cyclone killed 44 people, affected 40 per cent of the population and damaged or 
destroyed more than 31,000 homes. Many of the areas hit hardest by the Cyclone are 
those which had previously been struggling with El Niño-related water shortages, 
challenging local resilience. This is particularly true in the agricultural West and North 
where water trucking was conducted for many months in 2015. The economically critical sugar cane industry in Fiji’s 
West was hit particularly hard by the El Nino dry spell and the industry has now suffered significant destruction in Cyclone 
Winston with serious implications for local livelihoods. As a result of Cyclone Winston, parts of the country remain reliant 
on food rations or cash-for-food schemes. As with Vanuatu, El Niño could still further impact on rainfall over the coming 
months, presenting food security challenges during the post-cyclone crop re-planting phase. Pregnant and lactating 
women, as well as young children are particularly vulnerable to malnutrition. Recent flooding has washed away up to 80 
per cent of crops re-planted after Winston in some areas and has exacerbated other vulnerabilities including health and 
safety.  
 
Sources: Governments and NDMOs of Fiji, Vanuatu, Palau, RMI, FSM, Fiji Food Security Cluster, NOAA, Pacific Humanitarian 
Team Partners.  
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