
 

 

 
 

 

Key Messages 

• Strong volcanic eruptions and a resultant tsunami on January 14 and 15 local time negatively affected 

approximately 84,000 people across Tonga, with greatest needs reported across the islands of ‘Eua, Ha’apai, and 

Tongatapu. 

 

• On January 24, USAID/BHA allocated an additional $2.5 million in humanitarian assistance to support relief and 

recovery efforts through UN agency and non-governmental organization (NGO) partners, bringing total 

USAID/BHA funding to the Tonga volcano and tsunami response to $2.6 million. 

 

 

Context 

• On January 14 local time, a series of eruptions began on Tonga’s Hunga Tonga-Hunga Ha'apai volcano, located on 

the uninhabited Hunga Tonga Island approximately 43 miles northwest of Tonga’s capital city of Nuku’alofa, 

Tongatapu Island, according to the USAID–U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) Volcano Disaster Assistance Program 

(VDAP). On January 15 local time, a second, stronger volcanic eruption triggered tsunami waves as high as 49 feet 

that reached islands across Tonga, the Government of Tonga (GoT) reports. The eruptions also generated an ash 

plume reaching up to 60,000 feet high across an area approximately 250 miles wide, producing fast-moving 

currents of ashfall, hot gas, and rock. The eruptions and subsequent tsunami resulted in three deaths in Tonga, 

adversely affected 84 percent of Tonga’s population of approximately 100,000 people, and damaged or destroyed 

an estimated 240 houses and other public infrastructure, according to the Government of Tonga (GoT). As of 

January 17, an estimated 1 inch of ashfall had covered the major populated islands of Tonga, with 4 to 6 inches of 

ashfall reported in some areas, according to the GoT and UN.  

• The eruption and tsunami damaged Tonga’s submarine communications cable, limiting international and domestic 

communications. However, the GoT confirmed that local providers had restored some voice, SMS messaging, and 

limited internet services as of January 24, and a ship was in route to Tonga to conduct needed repairs to the 

submarine cable in the coming weeks. 

• On January 19, the UN Resident Coordinator received a request from the GoT for urgent humanitarian assistance 

due to the effects of the volcanic eruptions and subsequent tsunami across Tonga. Initial assessments indicate that 

the islands of ‘Eua, Ha’apai, and Tongatapu are in greatest need of humanitarian assistance, particularly food 

security and water, sanitation, and hygiene (WASH) support. An estimated 50,000 people remain in urgent need of 
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safe drinking water across Tonga, according to the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF). While the GoT has determined 

that groundwater and clean rainwater on Tongatapu are safe for consumption, groundwater in the Ha’apai island 

group was contaminated by saltwater intrusion, and many water reservoirs countrywide were contaminated by 

ashfall. Food security also remains a significant concern across affected communities, as earthquake-related ashfall 

and saltwater intrusion have damaged or destroyed crops and fisheries, as well as resulted in livestock deaths. As 

of late January, an estimated 85 percent of livestock-rearing households had been affected by the volcanic eruption 

and tsunami, experiencing livestock loss, damage to grazing lands, and/or contaminated water sources, the UN 

reports. The agricultural sector represents more than 65 percent of national exports in Tonga, according to the 

UN Food and Agriculture Organization.  

 

U.S. Government Response 

• U.S. Chargé d'Affaires to Fiji, Kiribati, Nauru, Tonga, and Tuvalu Tony Greubel declared a disaster due to the 

effects of the volcanic eruption and tsunami in Tonga on January 16. In response, USAID/BHA is providing $2.6 

million in humanitarian assistance to support relief and recovery efforts through UN agency and NGO partners. 

USAID/BHA partners will provide assistance to populations in areas significantly affected by the eruptions and 

tsunami, particularly in Ha’apai and Tongatapu, and in accordance with GoT coronavirus disease (COVID-19) 

regulations, including requests that all international support be delivered to Tonga contact-free and that all relief 

supplies, except water, undergo a 72-hour quarantine. 

• USAID/BHA assistance includes an initial $100,000 in support to the Tonga Red Cross Society (TRCS) through the 

International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC) to deliver WASH assistance supporting 

more than 7,500 people in Tonga. TRCS staff and volunteers are also conducting psychosocial first-aid 

interventions and distributing messaging on disease prevention to affected households, as standing water and 

damage to WASH systems have exacerbated health risks across Tonga.  

• USAID disaster response experts in the region are coordinating relief and recovery assistance with humanitarian 

and FRANZ partners, including through regular participation in FRANZ coordination hub meetings.4 FRANZ 

partners—including the governments of Australia, France, and New Zealand—are leading international support for 

the Tonga volcano and tsunami response. 

• As Emergency Telecommunications Cluster and Logistics Cluster lead, USAID/BHA partner the UN World Food 

Program (WFP) is coordinating the provision of portable satellite data terminals, satellite phones, and two-way 

satellite ground stations—known as VSATs—to augment international telecommunications services on Tongatapu.  

• USAID/BHA partners CARE and Catholic Relief Services’ local partners are supporting GoT relief efforts and 

assessments on the ground, as well as distributing thousands of hygiene and first-aid kits in affected areas. 

• VDAP is preparing to ship volcano monitoring equipment to GNS Science New Zealand—the leading agency in 

New Zealand that provides earth, geoscience, and isotope research and consultancy services—for use, should 

international experts provide onsite technical assistance to the Tonga Geological Services in the coming weeks. 

The equipment includes a seismic station to detect volcano-related earthquakes, an infrasound array to detect 

explosions, and supporting equipment for installation and data transfer to monitor the Hunga Tonga -Hunga Ha'apai 

volcano.   

• The U.S. National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration is preparing to send tsunami data collection 

equipment, including laser rangefinders, to GNS Science New Zealand for onward distribution to the GoT to 

bolster future tsunami warning forecast models worldwide. 

 
4 The FRANZ Arrangement between France, Australia, and New Zealand was signed on 22 December 1992. Under the arrangement , the three governments coordinate 

disaster reconnaissance and relief assistance in the Pacific when requested by partner countries. FRANZ is a civilian -led arrangement that is supported by defense forces. 

FRANZ partners coordinate closely with the affected countries and with the Pacific Humanitarian Team, which includes humanitarian an d development partners from the 
UN, Red Cross movement, NGOs and civil society. 



 

 

 
 

 
USAID HUMANITARIAN FUNDING FOR THE TONGA RESPONSE IN FY 20221 

IMPLEMENTING PARTNER ACTIVITY LOCATION AMOUNT 

USAID/BHA 

IFRC WASH Nationwide $100,000  

TOTAL USAID HUMANITARIAN FUNDING FOR TONGA RESPONSE IN FY 2022 $100,000 
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PUBLIC DONATION INFORMATION 

• The most effective way people can assist relief efforts is by making cash contributions to humanitarian organizations that 

are conducting relief operations. A list of humanitarian organizations that are accepting cash donations for disaster 

responses around the world can be found at interaction.org. 

• USAID encourages cash donations because they allow aid professionals to procure the exact items needed (often in the 

affected region); reduce the burden on scarce resources (such as transportation routes, staff time, and warehouse 

space); can be transferred very quickly and without transportation costs; support the economy of the disaster-stricken 

region; and ensure culturally, dietarily, and environmentally appropriate assistance. 

• More information can be found at: 

o USAID Center for International Disaster Information: cidi.org 

o Information on relief activities of the humanitarian community can be found at reliefweb.int.  

 

 
USAID/BHA bulletins appear on the USAID website at usaid.gov/humanitarian-assistance/where-we-work 

https://www.interaction.org/
https://www.cidi.org/how-to-help/why-cash-is-best/
http://www.reliefweb.int/
https://www.usaid.gov/humanitarian-assistance/where-we-work

