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About Us
CARE has been working in the Pacific for just under 
30 years, across PNG, Vanuatu and Fiji. CARE works 
in isolated areas in the highlands of PNG and small 
hard to access islands in Vanuatu, where people 
have limited or no access to income, basic services, 
markets, transport, and experience a lack of food. 
CARE’s programs in the Pacific include disaster risk 
reduction, maternal and infant health, water and 
sanitation, education, food security, livelihoods and 
humanitarian response.

Oxfam has been working in the Pacific for over 30 
years and been operational in Vanuatu since 1989. 
Oxfam has offices in PNG, the Solomon Islands and 
Vanuatu, is establishing a regional hub in Fiji, and 
supports organisations in Samoa and Tonga. Oxfam 
works in partnership with local and international 
actors including civil society, the private sector, and 
community- and faith-based organisations. In addition 
to humanitarian response, Oxfam’s Pacific programs 
include: gender justice, particularly gender based 
violence; livelihoods; disaster risk reduction and 
climate change adaptation; and support for women 
and men to exercise their civil and political rights to 
improve governance and accountability.

Save the Children has been working in the Pacific for 
over 40 years. Save the Children works with children 
and young people, in collaboration with communities 
and local governments, to address issues of health, 
child protection, education, youth engagement, 
disaster risk reduction and climate change adaptation, 
as well as responding to emergencies. Save the 
Children operates in PNG, Solomon Islands, Vanuatu 
and Fiji, with a programming portfolio of more than 
US$10 million annually. Save the Children has been 
working in Vanuatu for 25 years, implementing 
programs for children and responding to emergencies 
in partnership with communities, local government, 
churches and other non-government actors.

World Vision has been working in the Pacific for 
more than 40 years, and in Vanuatu for 34 years. 
In the Pacific, World Vision operates in PNG, the 
Solomon Islands and Vanuatu, and in the 2014 fiscal 
year directly reached over 168,000 people with a 
programming portfolio of over US$25 million. As 
a child-focused agency, World Vision works with 
children, their families and communities to achieve 
its vision of life in all its fullness for all children – and 
this includes responding to disasters. World Vision’s 
programs in the Pacific include disaster risk reduction, 
water and sanitation, education, food security, 
economic development, reducing gender-based 
violence, maternal, newborn and child health and 
humanitarian response.
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Oxfam Australia and World Vision Australia. 
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Executive Summary 
In March 2015 Vanuatu was struck by one of the worst disasters ever experienced in the Pacific. 
Winds gusting up to 320 km per hour destroyed homes, infrastructure, crops and livestock and 
left more than half the population in need of emergency assistance.  

Supported by national and international actors, the Government of Vanuatu has invested 
substantial effort and resources in recent years in strengthening the national disaster 
management system. This includes a National Disaster Response Plan, a National Disaster 
Management Organisation with Standard Operating Procedures, a National Cyclone Support 
Plan, national-level humanitarian clusters, and the Vanuatu Humanitarian Team for coordinating 
the activities of non-government actors. These systems and structures had proved satisfactory 
in meeting the needs of previous, smaller-scale disasters. 

But Cyclone Pam was of an altogether different scale. The Government issued its first ever 
generalised appeal for international assistance, and this prompted an international response that 
far exceeded anything previously experienced in Vanuatu. Scores of international NGOs flooded 
into the country, many with minimal knowledge of national actors and institutions; agencies 
already in Vanuatu flew in surge capacity; and international humanitarian tools and services 
were brought in, many of them relatively new to Vanuatu. 

In countries vulnerable to large-scale disasters, a sudden influx of international aid – and all 
of the complexities that come with such an influx – should be anticipated in national planning 
processes. But very often this critical aspect of disaster response is overlooked until a large-
scale disaster hits. Such was the case in Vanuatu, and as a result, the national structures that 
seemed adequate prior to the cyclone were enormously stretched. While ultimately ‘everyone 
[was] working together to ensure that everyone got assistance in the right way and as soon 
as possible,’1 the lack of adequate planning at the national level for a large-scale international 
response, and the lack of understanding by many international responders of national 
systems and structures, resulted in inefficiencies and at times tensions between national and 
international responders.  

Through the lens of the Cyclone Pam response, and with a view to informing the Pacific 
Regional Consultation for the World Humanitarian Summit, this paper suggests four key 
areas for action to reduce vulnerability, manage risk and more effectively respond to disasters 
throughout the Pacific.

First, communities must be further supported to reduce their vulnerability and mitigate 
the impact of disasters. The communities visited while researching this paper said that 
although they had made some small preparations for the cyclone, they had never prepared 
for what would come. On the other hand, communities that had been supported to prepare for 
disasters were able to substantially mitigate the impact of the cyclone, highlighting the value of 
substantial, long-term investment in community-based disaster risk reduction.

Second, the critical role of national non-government actors in humanitarian response 
must be recognised and supported, and national governments must be supported to 
develop robust systems and procedures for disaster response. The response to Cyclone 
Pam highlighted the significant role of national non-government responders in the immediate 
aftermath, and the opportunity for international humanitarian actors to step up engagement 
with these actors so as to promote broader adherence to international humanitarian standards. 
More critically, the response highlighted the importance of national coordination structures being 
equipped to scale up and partner with international support structures in the event of a large-
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scale international response. Vanuatu provides a strong example of a humanitarian coordination 
structure designed by national actors for the national context; but it also highlights the fact that 
no matter how much has been invested in national disaster management systems, there will be 
extreme occasions when these are overwhelmed and international support is required. These 
‘extreme occasions’ will soon be the new normal, and thus it’s these types of events that we 
should be preparing for now.

Third, the international community must show much greater readiness to move away 
from ‘one-size-fits-all’ systems and procedures, and understand its core role as 
providing surge capacity, technical advice and expertise to national actors to enable 
them to lead and coordinate disaster response in their own countries. The Cyclone Pam 
response suggests that despite all of the rhetoric in recent years about the need to ‘localise 
the humanitarian response’, when we are presented with an opportunity to do this, we struggle 
to step back and not have things done our way. This paper suggests that we need to take a 
massive leap forward in our efforts to fit in with and support national actors, and find a way to 
move away from standard response plans and checklists and terms of reference, to an approach 
that’s genuinely tailored to national contexts.

And finally, much stronger action is required to tackle climate change so as to curb 
the increase in Cyclone Pam scale events and help Pacific Island countries adapt to 
increased disaster risk. Pacific Island countries are vulnerable to a range of natural hazards 
including floods, cyclones, earthquakes, volcanic eruptions and tsunamis, and vulnerability to 
hydro-meteorological hazards will be exacerbated by climate change. As disasters hit Pacific 
Island countries with greater intensity, the capacities of communities, civil society, governments 
and humanitarian actors will be tested with greater frequency, and to a greater degree. The need 
to ensure that international actors provide communities, civil society and national governments 
with the support they need to reduce vulnerability, manage risk and effectively respond to 
disasters is becoming more and more imperative.
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Recommendations 
The outcome document of the World Humanitarian Summit Regional Consultation for the Pacific 
should include the following commitments:

Supporting Communities 

1. To increase investment in strengthening disaster resilience and reducing disaster risk
at the community level. This could include supporting and expanding upon NGO programs 
to establish and strengthen CDCCCs, as well as supporting sub-national governments 
to establish, train and mentor CDCCCs. Additionally, to address the vulnerability of both 
traditional and non-traditional housing to future disasters, national and international actors 
could consider investing in interventions aimed at helping affected populations to access 
durable construction materials, and training builders in safe construction practices (traditional 
and non-traditional). In the aftermath of Cyclone Pam in Vanuatu, efforts to strengthen 
resilience should start with ensuring that community-based disaster risk reduction is 
integrated throughout the recovery effort.

Supporting National Non-Government Actors

2. To strengthen efforts to engage with the diverse range of actors involved in disaster
response (including national NGOs, volunteers and the private sector), in order 
to capitalise upon their local connections, resources and agility, while also promoting 
adherence to quality and accountability standards. Such efforts could include dissemination 
of the recently finalised Core Humanitarian Standard, training, mentoring, joint contingency 
planning, and perhaps even standing partnership agreements that could be activated in the 
event of a disaster. 

Supporting National Governments

3. To promote understanding amongst national actors of the international tools and
services available to assist with disaster response. OCHA’s Guide to Tools and Services 
is an excellent start, and should be widely disseminated and promoted through regular 
training amongst national actors (government and non-government) to facilitate the inclusion 
of these tools and services in national planning processes.  

4. To support national governments to strengthen and promote understanding of their
national disaster laws and policies in order to ensure better facilitation of international 
humanitarian assistance. The IFRC’s International Disaster Response Law Guidelines 
provide guidance to national governments on how to ensure that their disaster laws and 
policies facilitate and regulate the work of international aid providers. The Red Cross has been 
working with national governments to strengthen their disaster laws and policies, but these 
efforts require significant additional support to ensure coverage of the entire Pacific region. 

5. To significantly step up efforts to support national governments to manage
international humanitarian assistance. This should include ensuring that national planning 
processes and policies describe the international tools and services that may be utilised 
in the event of a disaster, and how and by whom these will be managed, as well as the 
relationship between national and international institutions and structures. 
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Improving the International Response

6. For the IASC and the Pacific Humanitarian Team: to undertake a complete review of
international and regional humanitarian rules, templates, checklists, guidelines and 
terms of reference with a view to removing the default assumption that international 
systems will be used, with the UN in the lead. The standard package of tools and services 
has enormous value where governments are either unable or unwilling to lead a response; but 
this is the exception not the rule.

7. To support national governments to promote understanding amongst international
responders of their disaster response laws, policies, systems and structures. This 
could be done through the development of a ‘guide for international responders’ on national 
systems and structures, or perhaps through the creation – at national or regional level – of 
an online platform where information about national disaster management systems, including 
laws and policies, could easily be accessed by international responders. Either way, such 
a guide should clearly explain how and by whom international humanitarian actors will be 
managed, and should be easily accessible to those unfamiliar with the national context

8. For international actors not already present in a country when a disaster hits: to more
conservatively and rigorously consider whether or not to respond. Decisions should be 
based on an agency’s capacity to contribute resources and expertise not already available 
in country, not on reputation, funding opportunities, the scale of the disaster, capacity to 
respond or media profile; and should be made in consultation with national governments and/
or non-government coordination bodies. In most cases the most appropriate approach will be 
supporting the efforts of national actors or international actors with an established presence  
in country. 

9. To get much better at understanding contexts, respecting cultural mores and utilising
in-country experience and local knowledge. This could be through additional briefings 
or trainings for deployable staff, or for agencies with an established presence in country, 
restructuring emergency response team deployments to ensure better integration with 
existing staff teams. 

Curbing the Increase in Extreme Weather Events

10. To call for stronger global action on climate change to curb the increase in extreme
weather events such as Cyclone Pam and help Pacific Island countries, including 
financially, adapt to increased disaster risk. The increasing vulnerability of Pacific island 
countries, exacerbated by climate change, is placing increasing pressure on communities, 
civil society, national governments and international actors to prepare for and respond to 
disasters. While the recommendations above can help ensure we’re as prepared as we can 
be, and can effectively respond to disasters, it must be acknowledged that the most cost-
effective strategy is to minimise the risk of increasingly severe weather events by tackling 
climate change and supporting communities to adapt to the impacts of it, many of which are 
already being felt.



1. Introduction 

In March 2015, as many of the world’s leading 
disaster experts – and the President of Vanuatu 
– were gathered in Japan for an international 
conference on reducing disaster risk, Vanuatu 
was struck by one of the worst disasters ever 
experienced in the Pacific. Winds gusting up to 
320km per hour and the flooding that followed 
destroyed homes, schools, health facilities, 
crops and livestock. In the cyclone’s immediate 
aftermath, it was estimated that more than half the 
population required emergency food assistance, 
around 40 percent required drinking water, and 
almost a third required emergency shelter.2

Vanuatu is not new to disasters, and over 
the past several years the National Disaster 
Management Office (NDMO), donors and NGOs 
have invested substantial effort and resources 
in establishing and strengthening national 
disaster response systems. In addition to national 
disaster plans and procedures, these include six 
government-led humanitarian clusters and the 
Vanuatu Humanitarian Team (VHT) – a network 
of non-government actors engaged in disaster 
preparedness and response. These structures 
have generally been well regarded, and prior to 
Cyclone Pam had proved satisfactory in meeting 
humanitarian coordination needs following small- 
to medium-scale disasters.3

But the response to Cyclone Pam was on a 
vastly different scale. In the cyclone’s immediate 
aftermath, the President promptly acknowledged 
the severity of the disaster and issued its first ever 
generalised appeal for international assistance 
– ‘appeal[ling] on behalf of the government and 
people of Vanuatu to the global community, to 
give a lending hand.’4 National and international 
actors with an established presence in country 
were quick to respond. The NDMO activated its 
Emergency Operations Centre (EOC), and VHT 
members met almost immediately and agreed 
who would work where. Within days the NDMO 
was hosting daily briefings, the VHT and the 
pre-existing clusters were meeting daily; and the 
NDMO had commenced a process of conducting 
assessments across the country.  

Within a week, these initial efforts were overtaken 
by a large-scale international response. Scores of 
international NGOs flooded into the country, many 
with no established relationships and minimal 
knowledge of national actors and institutions. 

Agencies already in Vanuatu flew in surge 
capacity, including staff from global emergency 
response teams with limited time to be briefed by 
colleagues on national coordination structures; 
and a range of international humanitarian tools and 
services were brought in, many of them relatively 
new to Vanuatu. None of this is unpredictable 
in a large-scale international response, and 
ideally should be anticipated in national planning 
processes. But it hadn’t been, and as a result the 
national structures that seemed adequate prior to 
the cyclone were enormously stretched.  

There were a lot of positives in the Cyclone Pam 
response: the ability of the Ni-Vanuatu people 
to quickly rebuild their homes and recover their 
livelihoods; standout examples of community 
preparedness (evidenced among other things by 
an astoundingly low national death toll); robust 
cooperation among government and pre-existing 
non-government actors; government authorities 
working around the clock to get things done in the 
face of enormous logistical constraints; and above 
all, as described by one NGO staff, ‘everyone 
working together to ensure that everyone got 
assistance in the right way and as soon as 
possible.’5

But the scale and nature of the international 
response prompted a number of questions. First, 
in the years preceding the cyclone, how effectively 
and comprehensively had communities been 
supported to mitigate the impact of large-scale 
disasters? Did we see the results of these efforts, 
following Cyclone Pam? Second, were national 
systems and structures equipped for such a 
significant influx of resources and personnel, and 
if not, how could these be strengthened to ensure 
better management of international aid? And thirdly 
and above all, was the influx of international actors 
and humanitarian response systems appropriate, 
and how can we tailor the international response to 
better support, without overwhelming or pushing 
aside, national actors? 

Through the lens of the Cyclone Pam response, 
this paper suggests four key areas for action, 
aimed primarily at international actors, to reduce 
vulnerability, manage risk and ensure that when 
disasters do strike the Pacific, affected populations 
are provided with the right assistance, in the right 
way and at the right time. 
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• First, communities must be further 
supported to reduce their vulnerability and 
mitigate the impact of disasters. 

• Second, the critical role of national non-
government actors in humanitarian 
response must be recognised and 
supported, and national governments must 
be supported to develop robust systems 
and procedures for disaster response, 
including procedures to facilitate international 
assistance.  

• Third, the international community must 
show much greater readiness to move 
away from ‘one-size-fits-all’ systems and 
procedures, and understand its core role as 
providing surge capacity, technical advice and 
expertise to national actors to enable them to 
lead and coordinate disaster response in their 
own countries.

• And finally, much stronger action is 
required to tackle climate change so as to 
curb the increase in extreme weather events 
and help Pacific Island countries adapt to 
increased disaster risk. 

This paper provides an international NGO 
perspective. It is based on the experiences of 
NGO staff involved in the cyclone response, 
supplemented by discussions with government, 
community and UN representatives. It focuses on 
issues encountered by international NGOs in their 
work with communities and other stakeholders 
prior to and in response to the disaster, and poses 
recommendations based on this experience. It is 
hoped that this perspective will provide a useful 
contribution to the World Humanitarian Summit 
consultations, and more generally for international 
actors looking to better support national 
governments throughout the Pacific to manage 
increased disaster risk. 

Methodology: 
This paper is based primarily on the experiences of Save the Children, CARE, Oxfam and World 
Vision in responding to Cyclone Pam, as well as previous disasters in Vanuatu. Additionally, 
the reflections and recommendations in this report are informed by discussions and interviews 
conducted in Vanuatu over a two week period in April 2015. Thirty-three key informant interviews 
and small group discussions were conducted, involving over 60 stakeholders including community 
members, staff of national and international NGOs, government ministries and departments at 
national and provincial level, the International Federation of the Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Societies, donors and UN agencies. 



2. Disaster Risk  
in the Pacific 

Disaster Risk in the Pacific: 
• Pacific island countries combine high 

exposure to disasters with low capacity 
to manage the resulting risks. 

• Pacific island countries are particularly 
exposed to tropical cyclones, which are 
likely to become more intense, bring with 
them heavier rains and cause more 
extensive flooding. 

• In the last 60 years the Pacific has been hit 
by more than 2,400 tropical cyclones.

• Together with other small island developing 
states, Pacific island countries face a 
disproportionate share of disaster-
related economic loss. Of the 20 
countries with the highest average annual 
disaster losses relative to GDP in the world, 
eight are in the Pacific.

• In Vanuatu, average annual disaster loss is 
equivalent to 80% of social expenditure. 
Average annual disaster loss is equivalent 
to 59% of annual social expenditure in 
Tonga, and 43% in Fiji. 

• Most countries in the Pacific would fail a 
‘stress test’ of their financial capacity to 
absorb the losses associated with a 1-in-
100 year loss. Such an event could cost 
143% of annual GDP in Niue, 63% in 
Tonga, 52% in the Federated States of 
Micronesia and 50% in Vanuatu. 

Source: World Bank, Acting on Climate Change 
and Disaster Risk for the Pacific (2013); UN 
Institute for Disaster Risk Reduction, Global 
Assessment Report (2015)

The Pacific is one of the most disaster-prone 
regions in the world, and Vanuatu has for the last 
four years been listed in the World Risk Report 
as the most vulnerable country in the world to 
disasters – based on exposure to natural hazards, 
susceptibility, capacity to cope and adaptation 
strategies.6 Like other Pacific island countries, 
Vanuatu is vulnerable to a range of natural hazards 
including floods, cyclones, earthquakes, volcanic 
eruptions and tsunamis. Across the Pacific, while 
numbers of people affected by disasters are often 
low relative to other parts of the world due to low 
population density, the percentages of countries’ 
populations and infrastructure vulnerable to 
disasters are extremely high – as illustrated by 
Cyclone Pam. Disasters in the Pacific thus have 
greater capacity than almost anywhere else in the 
world to affect a country’s entire economic, human 
and physical environment, with significant flow-on 
effects for long-term development.7 

Disaster-related economic losses in Pacific island 
countries, as a percentage of GDP, are higher than 

almost anywhere else in the world. Average annual 
losses in Vanuatu and Tonga, for example, are 6.6 
percent and 4.3 percent of GDP respectively (a 
calculation made prior to Cyclone Pam).8 Of the 20 
countries with the highest average annual disaster 
losses relative to GDP in the world, eight are in the 
Pacific.9 The World Bank estimates that a ‘one-in-
100-year’ disaster event could cost 52 percent of 
annual GDP in the Federated States of Micronesia, 
50 percent of annual GDP in Vanuatu, 63 percent 
in Tonga and 143 percent in Niue.10

The vulnerability of Pacific Island countries to 
many natural hazards is being and will continue to 
be exacerbated by climate change, with coastal 
communities, atoll islands and low-lying deltaic 
regions on larger islands particularly vulnerable 
to even small variations in climate. The average 
maximum wind speed of tropical cyclones is 
expected to increase, as are heavy rainfalls 
associated with tropical cyclones.11 For small 
island states, the impact of these increasingly 
destructive winds and heavy rains will be 
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exacerbated by rising sea levels.12 The damage 
caused by cyclones comes partly from the storm 
surges that follow in their wake, causing extensive 
flooding. Rising sea levels means that storm 
surges are now riding on higher levels, meaning 
floods are more severe. Following Cyclone Pam, 
Australia’s Climate Council concluded that ‘the 
damage caused … through widespread flooding 
was exacerbated by climate change’, and that 
‘climate change is here with us today, raising the 
level of the ocean and increasing the devastation 
caused by tropical cyclones.’13

As disaster risk increases for Pacific island 
countries, so too does expected annual disaster 
loss. The 2015 Global Assessment Report on 
Disaster Risk Reduction warns that ‘for small island 
developing states, future disaster losses represent 
an existential threat.’14 

As disasters hit Pacific Island countries with 
greater intensity, the capacities of communities, 
civil society, governments and humanitarian 
actors will be tested with greater frequency, and 
to a greater degree. The need to ensure that 
international actors provide communities, civil 
society and national governments with the support 
they need to reduce vulnerability, manage risk and 
effectively respond to disasters becomes more 
imperative every year. 

A teddy amongst the rubble in Eton village, Efate Island.  
Photo: Evan Schuurman/Save the Children



3. Community Efforts 
to Mitigate the Impact 
of the Cyclone 

Ni-Vanuatu communities have been preparing for 
and responding to cyclones for years. The almost 
impossibly low national death toll (just 11 people), 
and the ability of the Ni-Vanuatu people to rebuild 
their homes and re-establish livelihoods activities 
in an astoundingly short timeframe (85 percent of 
households replanted their subsistence gardens 
within weeks15) was testament to this. 

But Cyclone Pam also highlighted a couple of 
significant limitations to community capacity to 
mitigate the impact of the cyclone. The first was 
that the vast majority of houses were not built to 
withstand Cyclone Pam scale winds – a significant 
issue given that the intensity of tropical cyclones 
is likely to increase with climate change. A shelter 
assessment conducted several weeks after the 
cyclone found that almost two thirds of households 
had been temporarily displaced, highlighting a 
‘widespread lack of confidence in the ability of 
personal shelter to withstand the high winds.’16 
Eighty-one percent of households reported that 
their houses were damaged.17 Interestingly, and 
contrary to experience in some parts of the world 
(including the Pacific) where traditional housing 
has been found to be more resilient to disasters 
than modern alternatives,18 houses constructed 
with traditional materials fared the worst. Roofs 
constructed from natangura leaves and other 
thatch suffered greater damage than roofs made 
of corrugated iron, and walls made of bamboo 
suffered greater damage than walls made of 
corrugated iron or concrete.19 Also contrary to 
what is often understood about traditional building 
materials, the assessment referred to above found 
that in the aftermath of the cyclone, corrugated 
iron and concrete were significantly easier to 
access for reconstruction and repairs than natural 
materials such as natangura, thatch and bamboo.20

Despite the widespread damage to housing, the 
majority of households surveyed in the cyclone’s 
aftermath were building back with the same 
materials as before.21 The shelter assessment cited 
above concluded that ‘the widespread usage of 
pre-crisis shelter materials for rebuilding highlights 
a potential for longer term vulnerability to natural 
disasters across the affected area’, and ‘presents 
a key opportunity … to integrate ‘build back better 
programming as part of the medium to long term 
shelter recovery strategy in order to support 
communities to rebuild more resilient and less 
vulnerable structures.’22

The second issue with community preparedness 
was simply that communities had never 
experienced – or anticipated – anything on a scale 
approaching Cyclone Pam. Among communities 
visited while researching this paper, most people 
reported that although they had made a few 
small preparations for Cyclone Pam, they never 
imagined what could come. One girl from Mataso 
Island said, ‘we heard on the radio that the cyclone 
was coming, but didn’t prepare, because we 
didn’t know how strong it would be.’23 A village 
chief in northern Efate said ‘a few people did 
things to prepare, like strengthening their houses 
and putting nails in the roof, but most of the 
things were written off when the cyclone came. 
We didn’t prepare for the size of the cyclone.’24 
The National Cyclone Support Plan describes 
the responsibilities of Community Disaster and 
Climate Change Committees (CDCCCs),25 but in 
most cases these committees only exist where 
their establishment has been facilitated by the Red 
Cross or an NGO. Even where such committees 
do exist, capacity is often weak. This is a critical 
gap, because working at the community level is 
often the most effective way to mitigate the impact 
of a disaster.    

On the other hand, communities that had been 
supported to establish CDCCCs and otherwise 
to prepare for disasters were able to substantially 
mitigate the impact of the cyclone as well as 
constructively participate in the response. 

On the island of Erramango, for example, where 
CARE had implemented an 18 month disaster 
risk reduction program, the CDCCC organised 
villages to prepare for the cyclone by identifying 
safe houses, organising an evacuation, mobilising 
people to cut down trees close to buildings so 
that they wouldn’t cause damage when they fell, 
and storing water in jerry cans in the safe houses. 
One community member reflected, ‘even though 
Cyclone Pam was much stronger than previous 
cyclones, this time there were no deaths and no 
serious injuries … [without the trainings] people 
would have stayed in houses that fell down, plenty 
of trees would have fallen on houses if we hadn’t 
cut them, people would have been scattered 
and running everywhere instead of inside safe 
houses.’26 Following the cyclone the CDCCC 
conducted assessments throughout its area of 
responsibility, consolidated and summarised the 
assessment data, and passed the information to 
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the Area Secretary who in turn delivered it to the 
NDMO. They then cleared branches and debris 
from the airport so that a plane could safely land 
(as it finally did on day five), and developed a 
monitoring chart so that the CDCCC could ensure 
everyone was replanting their gardens so that 
there would be food when relief distributions came 
to an end.27

Communities on Aniwa Island, off the coast of 
Tanna, had received similar support from CARE 
to prepare for disasters. As in Erramango, when 
alerted that the cyclone was coming, they got 
themselves ready. They strengthened their 
houses, stored food and water, and identified 
safe houses. After the cyclone hit, again as in 
Erramango, they conducted assessments using 
the NDMO-approved forms. Then two community 
members got in a banana boat and travelled 
four hours across the ocean to deliver the forms 
to the Provincial Disaster and Climate Change 
Committee (PDCCC), who in turn passed the 
forms to the NDMO. The first plane to arrive in Port 

Vila from Tanna following the cyclone brought with 
it the completed assessment forms.28

Substantial progress has been made in Vanuatu 
towards building more resilient communities, in 
large part due to the work of the Red Cross and 
NGOs. But as the Red Cross has acknowledged, 
the number of communities in Vanuatu is vast, and 
non-government actors cannot reach all of them; 
nor can they continue to mentor all of those they’ve 
already supported. As throughout the Pacific, 
providing ongoing support at the community 
level is enormously challenging due to dispersed 
populations, high operating costs and complex 
logistics. Sub-national government authorities 
should thus be supported to play a stronger 
role in establishing and supporting CDCCCs in 
their areas, and training for CDCCCs should be 
aimed at promoting self-sufficiency (for example 
by building capacity to mobilise locally available 
resources), so as to reduce CDCCC reliance on 
external support.29

Community members in Pauningisu village, Efate Island. 
Photo: Adele Korman/Save the Children



4. Civil Society  
Response 

As is the case in disasters almost anywhere, 
national NGOs, volunteers, the private sector and 
in some cases expatriates with a long-standing 
presence in Vanuatu played a key role distributing 
essential items in the cyclone’s immediate 
aftermath. On the devastated Mataso Island, for 
example, the expatriate owner of a private bar was 
the first to arrive with food and water, a week after 
the cyclone hit.30 In Port Vila, the national NGO 
Promedical served as something of a staging 
post for those who wanted to donate items, and 
those who wanted to distribute them – mostly 
recruited via facebook. By day seven, according to 
facebook, they’d purified over 46,000 litres of water 
and distributed 1000 kilograms of food – much of it 
in areas that hadn’t received any other assistance.31 
One national staff from Save the Children reflected, 
‘we took time because we wanted to make sure 
everything was good. On about day four, I was 
in the communities collecting stories and taking 
pictures, and Promedical was there handing out 
food.’32 Promedical attracted some criticism for 
not bothering much with needs assessments or 
coordination; but their efforts were appreciated by 
communities, because they got there first.33 

Different agencies bring different expertise, and 
humanitarian response benefits from diversity. 
Spontaneous, local initiatives play a key role in 

humanitarian response around the world, and it 
would be neither practical nor desirable to stifle 
them. But global humanitarian standards have 
been agreed for a reason: to ensure a principled, 
accountable and high-quality humanitarian 
response. And while promoting a stronger role 
for local initiatives may inevitably require some 
degree of ‘letting go’ by the proponents of global 
standards, international actors could nevertheless 
play a stronger role in reaching out to their 
national counterparts – as well as to international 
volunteers, the private sector and others – to 
promote awareness of such standards, and 
perhaps engage in mentoring or joint contingency 
planning, with a view to broadening respect for 
standards when a disaster hits. There are two 
recent initiatives that can significantly support 
these efforts: the development by the Humanitarian 
Accountability Partnership and People in Aid of 
the Core Humanitarian Standard on Quality and 
Accountability, which describes the essential 
elements of principled, accountable and high 
quality humanitarian action; and the development 
by Save the Children of the Humanitarian 
Leadership Academy, which aims among other 
things to equip national responders (including 
government, corporate sector and civil society) 
in disaster-prone countries with the skills and 
knowledge to respond effectively to disasters.34 
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5. National Structures 
for Humanitarian  
Coordination 

Vanuatu has a strong legal and regulatory 
framework for disaster management, comprised 
of the National Disaster Act 2000, the National 
Disaster Plan 2004, the National Action Plan for 
Disaster Risk Reduction and Disaster Management 
2006-2016 as well as hazard-specific plans for 
cyclones and tsunamis. The implementation of all 
of these is the responsibility of the NDMO.35 While 
dissemination and implementation of the plans is 
an ongoing challenge, and the Disaster Plan is in 
need of review,36 the foundations for a reasonably 
robust national framework for reducing and 
managing disaster risk are in place. 

In support of these government systems, in 2011 
– at the initiative of Oxfam in consultation with 
others – the VHT was established as a network 
of non-government agencies with disaster 
preparedness and response capacity, to address 
‘repeated shortcomings and inefficiencies in 
the quality of humanitarian preparedness and 
response in Vanuatu.’37 Members include the 
Red Cross, NGOs and UN agencies, and it is 
coordinated by one national staff (and during 
the Cyclone Pam response, one international 
staff) employed by Oxfam but located primarily 
in the NDMO office. It is formally recognised 
in the National Cyclone Support Plan38 and 
the NDMO’s Standard Operating Procedures 

(SOPs)39, and has been recognised as a model 
for humanitarian coordination in the Pacific.40 Prior 
to Cyclone Pam there had been some concern 
expressed regarding overlap between the roles 
and responsibilities of the NDMO and VHT, but by 
and large the VHT had been well regarded by both 
government and non-government actors.41

The other structure for humanitarian coordination in 
Vanuatu is the cluster system – which as described 
in the National Cyclone Support Plan, has been 
‘adopted by the NDMO and the VHT to strengthen 
effectiveness of response to emergencies and 
disasters.’42 These national-level clusters are not 
the ‘Pacific Humanitarian Team’ (PHT) clusters 
described in the PHT’s Emergency Preparedness 
and Response Plan (EPREP). The PHT clusters, 
unlike clusters elsewhere in the world, have been 
established at regional level. At this level they 
exist as permanent structures – not activated in 
response to a particular crisis. The EPREP states 
that in the event of a rapid-onset disaster affecting 
multiple locations at once, these clusters will 
be ‘mobilised at the national level’; and that ‘in 
countries where multiple clusters have been rolled 
out, the PHT’s Inter-Cluster Coordination Group 
will relocate to the affected countries, with OCHA 
leadership.’43

National Disaster Response Coordination Structure 

Source: National Cyclone Support Plan Review 2013-2014
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But national-level clusters in Vanuatu also exist as 
permanent structures, and thus the mobilisation 
of the PHT clusters, envisaged in the EPREP, was 
not required. As described in the National Cyclone 
Support Plan, the national clusters operate under 
government leadership with VHT-member co-
leads44 – although in practice the role played by 
government ministries vis-a-vis the international 
co-leads varies between the clusters. This 
scenario is envisaged by the Cyclone Support 
Plan, which notes that a co-lead ‘may be the 
one that carries out the task for the lead agency; 
however the lead agency is still accountable 
for decisions implemented’.45 The roles and 
responsibilities of the clusters are described 
in the National Cyclone Support Plan and the 
NDMO’s SOPs. These do not necessarily replicate 
those described in the PHT’s EPREP, nor global 
Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC) cluster 
guidance documents, but this doesn’t really matter 
for Vanuatu. A 2013 review of disaster response 
systems in Vanuatu found that ‘the governance 
structure [of the clusters] supports national 
leadership and ownership of disaster response 
and provides the necessary backstopping that 
may be needed as a result of limited capacity 
within some government ministries.’46 One NDMO 
representative, reflecting on the role of the clusters 
following Cyclone Pam, said ‘they automatically 
came into life. They lifted a lot of work from the 
shoulders of the NDMO. We need to continue to 
strengthen the network that we have.’47

Overall, there was a strong sense among many 
government and non-government actors prior to 
Cyclone Pam that national-level institutions and 
structures in place for disaster management, and 
for coordination in particular, were effective – a 
view affirmed by the VHT evaluation in 2013.

But these systems had never been tested by 
a large-scale disaster, and the Cyclone Pam 
response highlighted a couple of issues with the 
national disaster management systems that had 
not previously been brought to the fore. The first 
was a structural issue. The Cyclone Support Plan 
envisages a scenario whereby UN agencies, the 
Red Cross, NGOs and the clusters fall under the 
leadership of the VHT, with the VHT reporting to 
the NDMO.48 As described above, however, the 
clusters in Vanuatu operate under government 

leadership. The structure described in the Cyclone 
Support Plan thus puts government ministries 
(the cluster leads) under the management of 
a non-government body (the VHT), with the 
VHT then reporting up to the NDMO. As one 
government cluster lead explained, the VHT was 
positioned ‘in between government’49 – a structure 
that didn’t make a lot of sense to the ministries 
concerned. The second issue was that with the 
exception of those with substantial pre-Cyclone 
experience, there was very limited understanding 
of what the VHT was.50 In particular, although 
the VHT was established as a network of non-
government actors, amongst international UN 
and NGO staff interviewed for this research the 
term ‘VHT’ was almost always used to refer to the 
VHT coordinators. The ‘VHT’ in this sense was 
described as having ‘served as a conduit between 
the international responders, the clusters and the 
NDMO,’51 which was seen as a valuable function, 
but wasn’t really the purpose of the VHT. 

Most actors interviewed for this research felt 
that the existing national coordination structures 
provided a solid foundation, but needed to be 
equipped to scale up and partner with international 
support structures in the event of a large-scale 
disaster. Prior to Cyclone Pam, the VHT had 
recognised the need to ‘clarify the role of the 
VHT and the long-term strategy for humanitarian 
coordination in Vanuatu’.52 Is it primarily a network 
of non-government humanitarian actors, for 
example, or is it an auxiliary to the government, 
with a core coordination and leadership function 
in disaster response? The Cyclone Pam response 
provides an opportunity to explore these 
issues, and at the national level, to ensure that 
learnings are reflected in the next revision of the 
National Disaster Plan and the Cyclone Support 
Plan. Importantly though, what Vanuatu does 
provide is a strong example of a humanitarian 
coordination structure, including both the VHT 
and the clusters, designed by national actors for 
the national context. But it also highlights the fact 
that no matter how much effort has been put into 
national disaster management systems, there 
will be extreme occasions when these systems 
are overwhelmed. Increasingly these ‘extreme’ 
occasions will become the norm, and thus it’s this 
type of event that we should be preparing for now.
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6. The International 
Response 

6.1 The number and diversity of actors:  
too many cooks?
One feature of the response, already touched on 
above, was the sheer number of non-government 
actors relative to the scale of the disaster, the size 
of the population and the absorption capacity of 
national structures and institutions. In addition 
to VHT members, national NGOs, volunteers 
and the private sector, this included a number of 
international NGOs responding in Vanuatu for the 
first time. Some attempted to go through the right 
channels, and approached the Government, the 
clusters or the VHT seeking advice regarding what 
was required; but others didn’t. As explained by 
one Provincial Secretary General, ‘the problem is 
that many NGOs came and just … went straight to 
the field, and we’d receive reports of some people 
receiving tarps, and others not. … You need to 
know who’s in your own backyard, so you don’t 
waste time and money on areas where people are 
already working.’53

The rapid influx of new actors posed a significant 
coordination challenge. One NGO staff explained: 
‘coordination got progressively more difficult 
the further you got from day zero. At the start, 
… it was just existing actors, with their existing 
relationships. Once surge capacity came in, 
complications increased exponentially.’54 Meetings 
were longer than they should have been because 
of the sheer number of actors, many with very 
limited understanding of national processes and 
requirements; many agencies weren’t coordinating 
their activities at all through the clusters or local 
government; and relations between the NDMO 
and NGOs as a whole were tense because 
‘everyone was tarred with the same brush.’55

One notable exception to this host of new actors 
coming in was Mercy Corps. Immediately following 
the cyclone, Mercy Corps deployed a team of 
emergency responders to assess needs. The 
following week, Mercy Corps announced to its 
global staff that: 

Following several days examining the situation 
and context, our analysis indicated our 
immediate role was not required … it is evident 
that the Vanuatu government is in control 
of the situation and taking full advantage of 
international support, in particular the UN, 

bi-lateral donors, militaries and a number of 
well-established NGOs.

The ratio of well-established agencies 
responding to Cyclone Pam in Vanuatu 
compared to the overall population of Vanuatu 
is high. Considering the existing capacity in 
country has well-developed networks and a 
deep understanding of complicated island 
logistics, Mercy Corps would add limited value 
to the immediate response.56 

This was a big decision for Mercy Corps, who, 
according to its website, has responded to ‘almost 
every global emergency in the past 20 years’.57 

Completing an assessment and then going home 
was a path not many agencies took. 

This is not to suggest that the response could or 
should have been handled only by agencies with 
an established presence in country (although 
some felt it could have been). But as a minimum, 
new actors must be expected to make decisions 
based on capacity to add value (as Mercy Corps 
did), and thereafter to coordinate their activities 
through existing structures. It’s also worth noting 
that the Government of Vanuatu didn’t have to let 
everyone in. The Cyclone Support Plan requires 
all agencies to have their programs approved 
by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA). Had this 
requirement been enforced and adhered to, it 
would presumably have led to new agencies’ 
proposals being assessed according to the value 
they could add to the response. This may have 
resulted in a significantly reduced international 
presence, and thus reduced strain on existing 
national structures.

6.2 International tools and services for 
humanitarian response 
The international response brought not only 
new actors, but a standard package of UN tools 
and services. These included the UN’s Disaster 
Assessment and Coordination (UNDAC) team and 
humanitarian funding mechanisms. Although the 
National Disaster Plan, the Cyclone Support Plan 
and NDMO’s SOPs do anticipate that international 
assistance may be required (the National Disaster 
Plan states that international assistance will be 
managed by the National Disaster Committee,58 
while the Cyclone Support Plan states that where 
international assistance is requested, the National 



16

Disaster Committee will liaise directly with aid 
agencies and donors regarding the type and quality 
of assistance required59), the international systems 
that generally come with a large-scale response are 
not themselves described. And as they had seldom 
been utilised in Vanuatu, understanding of these 
systems amongst government and non-government 
actors alike was minimal.

International humanitarian tools and services are 
described in a series of guidelines developed 
at the international level, which in some cases 
have been adapted for regional contexts. For 
disaster response in the Pacific, the most 
relevant of these is the PHT’s EPREP. For a large-
scale response, the actions described in the 
EPREP include activating the [regional] clusters, 
deploying UNDAC, briefing ‘national government 
counterparts on cluster mechanism and 
introduc[ing] PHT cluster leads’, and establishing 
an operations centre ‘with in-country cluster 
leads and national coordination structures’.60 

Responsibility for all these things is described as 
residing with the UN (although it’s worth noting 
here that the PHT acknowledges that the EPREP 
‘relies a lot on global language’, and is due for 
revision so as to be better suited for the Pacific61). 

The first of these tools and services to come in 
following Cyclone Pam (following a government 
request) was the UNDAC deployment. UNDAC 
teams are standby teams of disaster management 
professionals from around the world, coordinated 
by OCHA, with a mandate to support assessment, 
coordination and information management 
following a disaster. They have substantial 
expertise in coordinating large numbers of 
international actors, including high-level liaison 
between the international humanitarian community 
and government, inter-cluster coordination 
and all the processes that go with mobilising 
international humanitarian funds. In large-scale 
disasters exceeding national capacities, they 
have enormous value to add, as indeed they did 
following Cyclone Pam. One international cluster 
co-lead said, ‘they were able to get things going. 
Assessments happened, we got a flash appeal, 
funds were mobilised… they got it done.’62 

But there were a couple of issues with the UNDAC 
deployment to Vanuatu. The first was that although 
a request was put out to Pacific countries for 

disaster management professionals to deploy as 
part of the UNDAC team, only one person was 
available. Thus, most of the team were from other 
parts of the world (primarily Asia and Australia). 
Many of them were new to the Pacific, and most 
new to Vanuatu, and they deployed with minimal 
understanding of existing national coordination 
structures. The team were briefed on arrival, 
and OCHA staff from the Pacific regional office 
(more familiar with the context) were embedded 
within the team to capitalise upon pre-existing 
relationships and help bring the new team up 
to speed with contextual issues as quickly as 
possible. This helped, but there’s a limit to how 
much contextual knowledge can be acquired, not 
to mention relationships developed, in the rapidly 
moving context of an emergency response.       

The second (and related) issue was that there 
was no prior agreement regarding the roles and 
responsibilities of UNDAC vis-à-vis the VHT or the 
NDMO. It was a new arrangement for everyone; 
and while roles and responsibilities were quite 
quickly agreed between the NDMO, UNDAC 
and VHT, these were not understood outside a 
small number of individuals. The result was what 
appeared to many to be significantly overlapping 
coordination structures, illustrated by a daily 
meeting schedule that for some cluster leads 
occupied the first four hours of every morning – 
an enormous time commitment in the immediate 
aftermath of a disaster. The understanding of the 
hierarchy and the inter-play between the various 
structures was confusing for many who had been 
around before, let alone the newcomers. 

In addition to assistance with assessments and 
coordination, one of the most important services 
that the UN can offer in the aftermath of a disaster 
is assistance with mobilising international funds. 
Following Cyclone Pam, this was done using three 
standard humanitarian fundraising tools: a Flash 
Appeal; the UN’s Central Emergency Response 
Fund; and the Humanitarian Action Plan (HAP). As 
of late May, these tools had raised almost US$35m 
for the response. 

The HAP is a fundraising and advocacy tool used 
by the humanitarian response community around 
the world. In a rapid-onset disaster, it usually 
follows the launch of a Flash Appeal. It includes 
a statement of priorities, a total fundraising goal, 
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and a list of projects that UN agencies, the Red 
Cross and NGOs hope to implement. In Vanuatu 
as is generally the case elsewhere, Government 
approval was sought and obtained prior to the 
development of the HAP, and the Government 
signed off on the final product. But amongst 
those interviewed for this research it was most 
commonly described as an OCHA-led process 
that automatically followed the Flash Appeal. One 
UN representative explained: ‘it’s an automatic 
thing. It’s the second phase of the Flash Appeal. 
It was presented as a process that had to be – 
“now it’s time to do the HAP”. It wasn’t debated.’63  
This reflects the assumption in the EPREP (as 
in other international guidance notes) that HAPs 
will be prepared following large-scale disasters, 
‘where possible’ under Government leadership, 
but if not, with OCHA ‘responsible for initiating and 
consolidating the plan.’64 

The HAP was new for many in Vanuatu, 
and understanding of the process amongst 
government agencies, and in particular the fact 
that government agencies could not themselves 

raise funds through the HAP, was limited. One 
member of the protection cluster, for example, 
explained: ‘the disability desk [within the Ministry 
of Justice] had developed a project they wanted 
support for, but we had to tell them you can’t 
have government agencies in there, and then 
we called around the NGOs saying “someone 
needs to put these guys under them.”’65 National 
NGOs were also not easily included in the HAP – a 
problem exacerbated by the ambitious timelines 
established by the Government for finalising the 
process.  The protection cluster member quoted 
above explained, ‘the Vanuatu Society of Disabled 
People had a project, and an attempt was made 
to enter it into the system but of course they’re 
not in the system as an appealing agency. They 
could have been approved, but it needed to be 
approved by Geneva and that was going to take a 
week, and it was due in an hour.’66 

None of this is unique to Vanuatu. It’s how HAPs 
work around the world. What was different 
in Vanuatu, though, was that it was relatively 
unfamiliar, and thus questions were asked about 

Plane arrives in Port Vila with aid packages.  
Photo: Evan Schuurman/Save the Children
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things that in many other contexts are now 
taken for granted. Why shouldn’t the Ministry of 
Justice’s Disability Desk be able to put its project 
in the HAP? Why should the Vanuatu Society of 
Disabled People have to be approved by Geneva? 
They’re pertinent questions, and prompt reflection 
on the appropriateness of HAPs being uniformly 
rolled out around the world without adaptation to 
local contexts. 

This is not to say that there shouldn’t have been 
a HAP in Vanuatu. Some felt that ‘as a common 
prioritisation process, identifying gaps, it serves a 
purpose.’67 But it’s an enormously time-consuming 
process – one protection cluster member said 
there was a two week period in which the 
cluster wasn’t able to engage in substantive 
discussions about protection issues, priorities or 
gaps, because the meetings were ‘all about the 
HAP.’68 And if neither government agencies nor 
national NGOs could put their own projects in 
the HAP, it does raise the question as to whether, 
from the Ni-Vanuatu point of view, it would seem 
worth the effort. The point really is that there’s no 
international rule that says you have to have a HAP 
(although it’s in a host of international checklists 
and guidance documents), and there’s certainly no 
such rule in the National Disaster Act or Cyclone 
Support Plan. It shouldn’t automatically follow the 
Flash Appeal; just as no international tools should 
automatically be applied anywhere. 

International tools and processes have 
enormous value when time is of the essence 
and government capacity is overwhelmed, or 
where the government is unwilling to take the 
lead. In particular, funding appeals which utilise 
standardised processes tend to generate more 
funds than localised approaches, because they’re 
recognised and understood by donors, and are 
easier to fund. One UN representative explained, 
with reference to the speed with which the funding 
appeals were mobilised, ‘we all knew that the 
window of opportunity for Vanuatu would close 
rapidly … we needed to get things going while 
there was attention to the emergency.’69 Doing 
away with such systems altogether, at the cost of 
a slower and less effective response for disaster-
affected populations, is not an option anyone 
would want. But what the Cyclone Pam response 
illustrates is that these systems do not fit easily 
within national structures, and that we must get 

better at tweaking the systems, sometimes using 
parts but not others, and ultimately supporting 
national actors to ensure the best possible 
humanitarian response. As one senior UN staff 
reflected, ‘the worst disservice that we as an 
international community can do is come barrelling 
through with new policies and approaches that 
are so new, all at once … it’s a little unfair to ask 
authorities to suddenly take it all on.’70 

One thing that’s been frequently recognised 
in policy discussions is the need to make the 
international humanitarian system more accessible 
to national governments. To help this along, in 
2012 OCHA developed an excellent resource 
called Disaster Response in the Asia and the 
Pacific: A Guide to International Tools and 
Services, designed to ‘help disaster managers in 
national Governments gain basic knowledge of 
how to use international tools and services.’71 But 
there’s an important assumption underpinning 
the Guide, and it’s that these tools and services 
are essentially static, for governments to either 
use as they are, or not. But what if this was 
flipped on its head, and it was the role of the 
international humanitarian community to tailor 
its tools and services to fit in with and support 
national structures? The starting point would not 
then be a guide for governments on international 
tools and services, but a guide for international 
actors on national laws, policies and institutions. 
Every government in the Pacific would be 
encouraged to produce one, and international 
emergency response teams – UN, NGOs, foreign 
governments – would be expected to include it in 
their pre-departure briefing material. 

In reality, both are required: national governments 
need to know what tools and services are out 
there, so they can ensure that their national 
systems (Disaster Management Plans, SOPs, 
etc) describe exactly how and when such tools 
will be used, and by whom they will be managed. 
And as international actors, we need to review 
and where necessary rewrite our own systems so 
that they anticipate having to fit in with national 
institutions, structures and procedures – noting 
that international leadership may still be required 
where national governments are either unable or 
unwilling to lead. 
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6.3 Cultural sensitivities  
(and insensitivities)
It’s impossible to overstate the importance of 
cultural sensitivities. A number of staff interviewed 
during the course of this research said that 
failure on the part of newcomers to understand 
the Melanesian culture underlay much of the 
disharmony in the first weeks of the response. 
There were two parts to this issue: the first being 
a failure to show deference to figures of authority; 
the second being a pushing aside of national staff 
and international pre-cyclone staff, who between 
them had so much to bring to the response. 

On the first issue: in Vanuatu as throughout Asia 
Pacific, and much of the world, government 
authorities expect to be respected. The 
importance of ensuring that no one ‘loses face’ 
is ingrained in the national psyche, as is what is 
referred to locally as the ‘bigman syndrome’ – 
the expectation by men in senior positions that 
they will be accorded a degree of deference. 
So, as one long-term staff in Vanuatu explained, 
‘when international staff came in, taking dominant 
standpoints and speaking over the top of senior 
government authorities, it didn’t go down well.’72  
Staff with experience in Vanuatu, or elsewhere 
in the Pacific, or who were otherwise culturally 
sensitive, for the most part had good relations 
with the authorities and were able to work together 
to achieve results. One international cluster 
co-lead explained: ‘I never spoke in a meeting 
when the cluster lead was present. If I wanted to 
say something, I’d write a note and pass it to the 
[ministry representative] so that he could say it.’73 
The ministry representative in question said ‘it’s 
a positive thing to have organisations that work 
for the ministry, and speak for the ministry.’74 In 
contrast, an international NGO staff on one of 
the outer islands, new to Vanuatu, said – with 
reference to the attitude of the local authorities 
– ‘I’ve never felt so disrespected in my life’. But 
as one of her colleagues (a long-term volunteer 
on the island) pointed out, ‘if she’d respected the 
authorities, they would have respected her back. 
People are used to just coming in and doing 
whatever they want.’75  

The fault wasn’t all on one side. Certainly there 
were too many newcomers, and the international 
response, taken as a whole, failed to show 

sufficient deference to the national context. But the 
Government of Vanuatu did request international 
assistance, and with this must come recognition 
that international actors will bring with them, in 
addition to expertise, their own cultural norms and 
behaviours. In short, each side needs to be a little 
more amenable to the other, mindful that everyone 
is working to ensure that assistance gets where it 
is needed as efficiently as possible.  

The second, related issue was that national staff 
and international staff with rich experience with 
Ni-Vanuatu culture, government, systems and 
processes, were very often pushed side. This was 
an issue within NGOs, UN agencies, coordination 
forums, and the government’s own EOC. 
Cluster meetings were fast-paced, dominated 
by international staff, and exclusively in English. 
Commenting on the cluster lead arrangements, 
one senior government representative explained, 
‘the UN doesn’t like to be second.’76 One 
international staff with seven years’ experience 
in Vanuatu said, ‘I never felt comfortable to 
talk in a cluster meeting, because it was all 
experts.’77 Even the government’s own EOC was 
dominated by foreigners. One international cluster 
lead explained, ‘there’s hardly a Ni-Vanuatu 
representative there. The culture was completely 
foreign – early morning starts, loud, a militarised 
culture, everyone there with their wanker jackets 
and badges, high pressure, completely different 
from the way anyone operates here. It would have 
been an extremely difficult thing for a Ni-Van to 
walk into that room.’78 Another visiting international 
staff said: 

I will never forget walking into the EOC for the 
first time. I’d gone to see [the NDMO Director] 
… and he welcomed me … and said, let me 
take you to the EOC, you can sit there…I 
walked into a room that was overflowing 
with white faces, the only Pacific person in 
the room apart from [the NDMO Director] 
was the Fijian SPC [Secretariat of the Pacific 
Community] representative … the tension in 
the room was tangible and everything about 
it just felt “wrong” … The NDMO Ni-Van staff 
(the people who should really have been in the 
EOC!) were all sitting in the office across the 
corridor. There is no way I wanted to sit and be 
based in that room.79
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Some of this will sound familiar to those who have 
spent their careers going from one emergency to 
another. But it was more pronounced in Vanuatu, 
and less tolerated – perhaps because the existing 
government and non-government community had 
never experienced the pushing aside that so often 
comes with a large disaster, perhaps because the 
Pacific doesn’t have the same degree of exposure 
to international humanitarian actors as some other 
parts of the world, and perhaps just because 
the humanitarian coordination structures that 
existed before were genuinely national structures. 
Taken together, these things undermined the 
response. Respecting cultural mores is perhaps 
not the ‘strong and bold’ recommendation that’s 
being sought by the World Humanitarian Summit 
consultations, but it’s absolutely fundamental 
if national and international actors are to work 
harmoniously alongside each other in disaster 
response. As one international staff reflected, 
‘behaviour, attitudes and communication styles 
can block or unlock humanitarian processes.’80 

6.4 Legal issues regarding the  
facilitation and regulation of  
international assistance 
Finally, an important part of disaster preparedness 
that is often overlooked is having the right laws 
and policies in place to handle a large influx of 
international aid. Had such a legal framework 
been in place and enforced in Vanuatu, many of 
the issues canvassed in this paper could arguably 
have been averted. Finau Limuloa, Pacific disaster 
law delegate with the International Federation 
of the Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies 
(IFRC), explained: ‘It was frustrating for me in the 
first few days after the cyclone to witness from 
a distance (Suva) so many agencies, supplies, 
materials descending upon Port Vila, knowing full 
well the issues that would be unfolding … people 
often don’t consider the important role of laws and 
policies when it comes to disasters, when in fact, 
almost every action is dictated by law and policy.’81  

One key issue in disaster response law is the way 
in which international humanitarian assistance is 
requested by national governments. Vanuatu’s 
National Disaster Plan says that international 
assistance may be requested if the severity 

of damage caused by a disaster exceeds the 
capacity of national and provincial resources.82  
This determination is made by the National 
Disaster Committee, who submits a formal 
request through the Ministry of Internal Affairs, in 
‘consultation with the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 
and Aid Coordination Office under the Prime 
Minister’s Ministry.’83 These procedures were not 
really followed in the aftermath of Cyclone Pam, 
with both the Prime Minister and the President 
immediately and publicly appealing for assistance. 
In one sense this didn’t really matter, because 
there was no doubt that assistance had been 
requested. But formal appeals for international 
assistance should ideally stipulate the procedures 
to be followed by those offering assistance. Ad 
hoc appeals tend to set the scene for a more ‘free-
for-all’ response, a scenario starkly highlighted by 
Cyclone Pam.84

The procedure to be followed by international 
agencies wishing to provide assistance following 
a disaster is outlined (briefly) in Vanuatu’s National 
Disaster Plan and National Cyclone Support Plan. 
The National Disaster Plan states that the NDMO’s 
Central Control Group will be accountable for 
ensuring that all relief assistance is distributed 
in accordance with guidelines governing the 
provision of such assistance,85 while the Cyclone 
Support Plan states that international agencies 
wishing to provide assistance should ensure their 
interest is channelled through the MFA.86 Such 
national restrictions on the provision of relief, 
while often poorly understood by international 
responders, are considered good practice by 
international standards. Limuloa explains: ‘we 
encourage governments to have a register of 
approved international agencies that they already 
have an existing relationship with who will enjoy 
automatic (but conditional upon compliance) 
benefits, and to have rules in place to ensure that 
every other agency must go through a vetting 
process.’87

Among the international staff interviewed for this 
research, very few were aware of the requirement 
that their interest in providing assistance 
should be channelled through the MFA. How 
exactly this requirement applies to agencies 
with long-term agreements with the NDMO, or 
how it sits alongside the VHT Memorandum of 
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Understanding with the NDMO (pursuant to which 
the VHT commits to providing assistance following 
a disaster, and the NDMO agrees to work with the 
VHT in disaster response88) is not entirely clear. 
Not one agency interviewed for this research was 
aware of having followed the required procedure. 

Laws and procedures regarding international 
assistance must not only being in place, but 
understood – by government authorities tasked 
with enforcing the rules, and those expected to 
adhere to them. The requirement that agencies 
wishing to help in a disaster must channel their 
interest through the MFA allows for the MFA to 
accept or reject that assistance, presumably 
based on an assessment of whether the support 
being offered fills an identified gap in existing 
resources or capacity. This didn’t happen, and 
the result was a flood of new actors entering the 
country, many not known to the Government. This 
put enormous pressure on national authorities, and 
left the Government feeling that it was wasting time 
on coordination when it could have been getting 
on with the job. 

In 2007, the State parties to the Geneva 
Conventions and the IFRC adopted a set of 
guidelines for national governments on the 
facilitation and regulation of international disaster 
relief and recovery assistance, known as the 
International Disaster Response Law Guidelines.89  
The core principles underpinning the Guidelines 
are that: 

• international disaster assistance should be 
complementary to, rather than displace, the 
efforts of domestic actors; 

• international relief providers should be 
held responsible for abiding by minimum 
humanitarian standards; 

• international actors need legal facilities so that 
they can effectively respond to humanitarian 
needs; and that

• some of these legal facilities should be 
conditional on compliance with minimal 
standards.

The Guidelines are aimed at assisting national 
governments to better facilitate and regulate 
international relief. To further these efforts, in 
2013 the IFRC developed the Model Act for 
the Facilitation and Regulation of International 
Disaster Relief and Initial Recovery Assistance, to 
serve as a reference tool and example to law-
makers as they develop legislation on managing 
international aid in a manner appropriate to their 
national circumstances.90 Both the Guidelines and 
the Model Act are excellent tools, and should be 
widely promoted. As stated by Limuloa, ‘so many 
issues can be addressed in advance, and having 
simple but key procedures in place and testing/
practising them during peacetime can save so 
much heartache and tension during disaster.’91



7. Conclusion 

The initial stage of the response to Cyclone Pam 
saw significant achievements despite enormous 
logistical constraints. Among other things, in 
the first six weeks: emergency food rations 
were distributed in all affected areas; more than 
21,000 people received safe drinking water and 
over 26,000 people benefited from the repair of 
water supply systems; 67,500 people received 
tarpaulins and 55,000 received tool kits to rebuild 
their homes; and temporary learning spaces 
were provided so that children could return to 
school.92 These achievements would not have 
been possible without everyone working together 
to ensure that everyone received assistance in the 
right way and as soon as possible. 

But while everyone was working together, the 
response highlighted a range of issues related to 
the collaboration and interplay between national 
and international actors, processes, systems and 
structures that, ahead of the World Humanitarian 
Summit consultations, bear reflection. 

There’s been much discussion in humanitarian 
policy forums in recent years about the need to 
‘localise the humanitarian response.’ The World 
Humanitarian Summit preparatory documents have 
recognised that ‘the international humanitarian 
system has not sufficiently evolved to … reorient 
its work to supporting and complementing national 
capacity whenever possible,’93 and the World 
Humanitarian Summit aims to explore, among 
other things, ‘how the international community 
can better support … national and local response 
efforts, rather than often trying to bring in separate 
arrangements.’94

Cyclone Pam tested our ability to do this. There 
was an institutional, legislative and regulatory 
framework in place for disaster management 
(albeit with significant areas for improvement); 
a mechanism for coordinating international 
humanitarian actors that, although not perfect, had 
been formalised in national policy; and a desire 
by the Government to coordinate the response. 

Kindergarten children on Tongoa Island.  
Photo: Robert McKechnie/Save the Children
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But with all of this in place, as an international 
community we struggled to step back and not 
have things done our way. 

In part, this was due to a sense on the part of 
many international actors that the severity of the 
need required a rapid, large-scale response, and 
that the humanitarian imperative – the ‘obligation 
… to provide humanitarian assistance wherever 
it is needed’ – required things to move at a 
pace that would not have been possible without 
international actors playing a strong role. One 
international staff reflected, ‘it was a huge disaster, 
there was too much at stake, no one wanted to 
sit around and watch. We do operate under a 
humanitarian imperative.’95 Another said, ‘the 
issue in this circumstance was that if you asked 
the government what they wanted it was to slow 
everything down – and that can cost lives.’96 These 
statements reflect an inherent tension between 
the humanitarian imperative and the movement 
towards localising the humanitarian response. To 
some extent, adherence to one means sacrificing 
a little of the other. 

Another reason that international actors struggled 
to step back is that international humanitarian 
systems have not been designed to fit within 
national structures, or to be managed by 
national actors. The PHT’s EPREP says that in a 
disaster response, the UN Resident Coordinator 
should ‘support national efforts by leading and 
coordinating humanitarian action of relevant 
organisations in country, whenever possible in 
support of and in coordination with national and 
local authorities.’97 As noted above, the PHT 
has acknowledged that the EPREP is due for 
revision; but the language nevertheless provides 
an example of the pervasive assumption, found 
throughout international humanitarian guidance 
notes, that international actors will take the lead.

And finally, international actors struggled to 
step back because the scale of the international 
response did overwhelm national absorptive 
capacities. National structures were simply not set 
up to manage such a large influx of international 
aid, and all of the associated coordination and 
information management tasks. Nor were they 
set up to manage the processes associated with 
raising international humanitarian funds. Thus, 
international (UN) support with these key functions 
was critical to make everything happen at speed; 

and in the absence of national systems equipped 
to manage these tasks, the standard international 
systems were arguably required.  But many of us 
have worked in Vanuatu for years, including many 
of us with a focus on disaster preparedness, and it 
does raise the question: why hadn’t national actors 
been more effectively supported to prepare for 
such a large influx of international aid?    

This paper proposes that, as an international 
community, we need to take a massive leap 
forward in our efforts to fit in with and support 
national actors. We need to ask whether it’s really 
our role to ‘support national efforts by leading and 
coordinating humanitarian action’; or whether our 
role should be redefined as supporting national 
governments to lead and coordinate humanitarian 
action. If it’s the latter, then we need to step up 
our efforts to support national governments to 
play that role, and then find a way to move away 
from standard response plans and checklists and 
terms of reference, to an approach that’s genuinely 
tailored to national contexts. 



8. Recommendations 

The outcome document of the World Humanitarian 
Summit Regional Consultation for the Pacific 
should include the following commitments:

Supporting Communities 
1. To increase investment in strengthening 

disaster resilience and reducing disaster 
risk at the community level. This could 
include supporting and expanding upon 
NGO programs to establish and strengthen 
CDCCCs, as well as supporting sub-
national governments to establish, train and 
mentor CDCCCs. Additionally, to address 
the vulnerability of both traditional and non-
traditional housing to future disasters, national 
and international actors could consider 
investing in interventions aimed at helping 
affected populations to access durable 
construction materials, and training builders 
in safe construction practices (traditional and 
non-traditional). In the aftermath of Cyclone 
Pam in Vanuatu, efforts to strengthen resilience 
should start with ensuring that community-
based disaster risk reduction is integrated 
throughout the recovery effort.

Supporting National Non-Govern-
ment Actors
2. To strengthen efforts to engage with the 

diverse range of actors involved in disaster 
response (including national NGOs, 
volunteers and the private sector), in order 
to capitalise upon their local connections, 
resources and agility, while also promoting 
adherence to quality and accountability 
standards. Such efforts could include 
dissemination of the recently finalised Core 
Humanitarian Standard, training, mentoring, 
joint contingency planning, and perhaps even 
standing partnership agreements that could 
be activated in the event of a disaster. 

Supporting National Governments
3. To promote understanding amongst 

national actors of the international tools 
and services available to assist with 
disaster response. OCHA’s Guide to Tools 
and Services is an excellent start, and should 
be widely disseminated and promoted through 
regular training amongst national actors 

(government and non-government) to facilitate 
the inclusion of these tools and services in 
national planning processes.  

4. To support national governments to 
strengthen and promote understanding of 
their national disaster laws and policies 
in order to ensure better facilitation of 
international humanitarian assistance. 
The IFRC’s International Disaster Response 
Law Guidelines provide guidance to national 
governments on how to ensure that their 
disaster laws and policies facilitate and 
regulate the work of international aid providers. 
The Red Cross has been working with national 
governments to strengthen their disaster 
laws and policies, but these efforts require 
significant additional support to ensure 
coverage of the entire Pacific region. 

5. To significantly step up efforts to 
support national governments to manage 
international humanitarian assistance. 
This should include ensuring that national 
planning processes and policies describe 
the international tools and services that may 
be utilised in the event of a disaster, and how 
and by whom these will be managed, as 
well as the relationship between national and 
international institutions and structures. 

Improving the International Response
6. For the IASC and the Pacific Humanitarian 

Team: to undertake a complete review of 
international and regional humanitarian 
rules, templates, checklists, guidelines 
and terms of reference with a view to 
removing the default assumption that 
international systems will be used, with 
the UN in the lead. The standard package of 
tools and services has enormous value where 
governments are either unable or unwilling to 
lead a response; but this is the exception not 
the rule.

7. To support national governments 
to promote understanding amongst 
international responders of their disaster 
response laws, policies, systems and 
structures. This could be done through 
the development of a ‘guide for international 
responders’ on national systems and 
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structures, or perhaps through the creation 
– at national or regional level – of an online 
platform where information about national 
disaster management systems, including 
laws and policies, could easily be accessed 
by international responders. Either way, such 
a guide should clearly explain how and by 
whom international humanitarian actors will be 
managed, and should be easily accessible to 
those unfamiliar with the national context

8. For international actors not already 
present in a country when a disaster hits: 
to more conservatively and rigorously 
consider whether or not to respond. 
Decisions should be based on an agency’s 
capacity to contribute resources and 
expertise not already available in country, 
not on reputation, funding opportunities, the 
scale of the disaster, capacity to respond 
or media profile; and should be made in 
consultation with national governments and/
or non-government coordination bodies. In 
most cases the most appropriate approach 
will be supporting the efforts of national actors 
or international actors with an established 
presence in country. 

9. To get much better at understanding 
contexts, respecting cultural mores and 
utilising in-country experience and local 
knowledge. This could be through additional 
briefings or trainings for deployable staff, or 
for agencies with an established presence in 
country, restructuring emergency response 
team deployments to ensure better integration 
with existing staff teams. 

Curbing the Increase in Extreme 
Weather Events
10. To call for stronger global action on 

climate change to curb the increase in 
extreme weather events such as Cyclone 
Pam and help Pacific Island countries, 
including financially, adapt to increased 
disaster risk. The increasing vulnerability 
of Pacific island countries, exacerbated by 
climate change, is placing increasing pressure 
on communities, civil society, national 
governments and international actors to 
prepare for and respond to disasters. While 
the recommendations above can help ensure 
we’re as prepared as we can be, and can 
effectively respond to disasters, it must be 
acknowledged that the most cost-effective 
strategy is to minimise the risk of increasingly 
severe weather events by tackling climate 
change and supporting communities to adapt 
to the impacts of it, many of which are already 
being felt.
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