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Introduction:  
o General Introduction:  

The Hunga Tonga Hunga Ha’apai underwater volcano erupted on the evening of 15 January 2022.  The 
Government of Tonga and humanitarian partners report that the entire population of Tonga (approx. 
101,000 people) have been impacted by the ash and the resulting tsunami and that about 84,000 people 
(some 84% of the population) have been directly affected. This resulted in loss of livelihood including 
agricultural farming, limit fishery activities, loss of basic household amenities, and five communities were 
displaced.  

o Objective: 
To understand the status of the market post disaster and look for recommendations for future 
programming.  

o Area Covered:  
The team covered the market of Tongatapu, the main island that has 60,000 population. COVID-19 
restrictions have prevented the assessment team from traveling to the outer islands.  

o Methodology: 
The assessment team interviewed shop owners, wholesale owners, money transfer agents, and NGO 

representative.  
 
 
 
Section A: Community Perspective.  

o Market Access:  
After the disaster hit, the markets are still in an accessible physical distance to all residents – including 
men and women - in the island of Tongatapu.  
 
The residents of Kolovai district – the most affected district in Tongatapu – have to travel for 
approximately 20-30 minutes to access the main market. There is no reliable public transport but if it is 
there, it costs around $2 TOP from the furthest point west to the main bus station in the city center. Most 
residents have their own vehicles or carpool with friends/relatives/neighbors. Fuel prices are soaring as a 
result to a global market crisis. Fuel is priced now at $3.59 per liter for regular fuel and $3.46 per liter for 
diesel.  
 
Tongatapu doesn’t have one market that can offer all needs for residents. The market is scattered, and 
residents have to visit at least three different shops in different parts of the city center to buy groceries, 
produce, bread, and protein (chicken, fish etc.). 
 
There are few shops in the western districts, some of them were destroyed because of the Tsunami, most 
of them survived. Also, the island locked down the western side after the Tsunami for approximately two 
weeks to prevent covid from spreading. 6pm curfew was imposed on the island. Lockdowns and 
movement restrictions between districts were a major challenge for residents to access their needs and 
the markets.  
 
The shops can provide most food and non-food items to all residents. There is enough supply in the 
market that can cover the daily consumption of the population. There is also enough supply to cover the 
need of livelihoods inputs and resources that can cover the need of the livelihood’s activities of the 
residents.  
 



The table below explains that market that we covered in the assessment and answers specific questions 
that are related to them.  
 

Q1. Markets 
within an 
acceptable 
distance 

Q2. 
Transport 
cost 
(return 
journey) 
Post-
Shock 
(NOW) 

Q3. Physical 
access Post-
Shock? 

Q3. Safe 
access Post-
Shock? 

Q4. Are most 
traders able to 
provide most 
essential food / 
non-food 
items?   
Post-Shock 
(NOW) 

Q5. Are most 
traders able 
to provide 
most 
livelihoods 
inputs?   
Post-Shock 
(NOW) 

Male 
Y / N 

Femal
e 
Y / N 

Male 
Y / N 

Femal
e 
Y / N 

1 = Yes, like 
before  
2 = Yes, but 
less  
3 = No 

1 = Yes, like 
before  
2 = Yes, but 
less  
3 = No 

1. Nukualofa 
 
 

$2 if 
available  

Y Y Y Y 1 1 

2. Western 
district 
market 
 
 

$1 if 
available 

Y Y Y Y 1 1 

 
 

o Money transfer systems:  
After the disaster, the island went into a full communication black out for around a couple of weeks. That 
had an impact on the money transfer agents. However, they recovered and was able to resume 
operations.  
 
There are multiple money transfer offices that are open and functioning quite well. Many Tongans rely on 
remittance for their daily life either fully or partially. Main money transfer services are: 
Western Union, Money Gram, Klick X, and Digicel.  
 
All the above services charge money per transaction. The cost is based on the amount received. For 
example, Digicel charges 1$ per 100$ if you want to cash your money.  
 
Two cash transfer business said that they saw a spike in residents receiving money after the volcano 
eruption and any time after the government impose a lockdown. Both business’ agents ran out of cash at 
some point in the last month due to high demand. Closure of banks also didn’t really help them to restock 
their cash.  
 
All money transfer offices are physically accessible to all residents. The western district was under 
lockdown for two weeks after the disaster and residents couldn’t access.  
 



Few people lost their documentation due to disaster. It is easy to replace the ID if the resident has the 
required documents such as birth certificate. If all documents are lost, it can still be replaced but will take 
longer since the government offices are subject to COVID restrictions. With COVID-19 restrictions in 
place, money transfer offices and banks are open only for one day if it is red light and 3 days if it is orange 
light. That caused significant waiting time and delays. Hundreds of residents waited in lines for hours 
outside different offices to cash their money (see figure1)  
 
Digicel was among the two money transfer services that accepted to provide comments. They said that 
most money transferred comes from New Zealand, Australia, and the U.S. Digicel waved their transfer 
fees for one month after the disaster. They are very interested in partnering with NGOs and UN agencies 
to use their My Cash platform. Digicel has 2 branches in Eua and only 1 in Ha’apai, they are working to 
open more in the coming months.  
 
Money transfer to beneficiaries through an agent was never done before in Tonga. Digicel expressed 
interest in working with NGOs and UN agencies. They have high capacity to transfer money to a large 
number of clients. Money transfer requires a form of a photo ID. All fees are subject to the agreement 
with the provider.  
 
Many offices refused to comment and directed us to email their head offices. To the date of writing this 
report, we received no answers from any of the ones we contacted.  

 

Functional Money Transfer Systems 

Q6. Financial 
Structure within 
an acceptable 
distance 

Q7. Costs to use the 
money transfer system 
Post-Shock 

Q8. Physical 
access Post-
Shock? 

Q8. Safe 
access Post-
Shock? 

Q9. What is needed 
to use the money 
transfer system (ID 
card, mobile, bank 
account, etc. - list) 

Transport Other 
(list) 

Male 
Y / N 

Femal
e 
Y / N 

Male 
Y / N 

Femal
e 
Y / N 

1. 
Western Union 
 

N/A N/A Y Y Y Y ID, phone to get 
code from sender 

2. 
Banks such as 
BSP, ANZ and 
others. 
 

N/A N/A Y Y Y Y ID, Phone to get a 
reference number 

3. 
Money Gram 
 

N/A N/A Y Y Y Y ID, Phone to get a 
reference number 

4. Digicel N/A N/A Y Y Y Y Phone, ID is needed 
to set up My Cash 
app and to cash the 
money at an agent 

 
 
 



Section B: Markets traders’ perspective. 
o Market status: Regular and wholesale 

The island of Tongatapu can be divided into four parts, urban (Nuku’alofa), west, east and central 
The east and central part of the island is the part where farming is more common. It provides the main 
supply of produce due to the following conditions:  
- It is higher land, hence less impacted by disasters.  
- Better quality of soil. 
- Closer to the main market.  
 
West side: 
- Lower land, more vulnerable to disasters.  
- Soil is more like beach sand than farming soil.  
- Smaller land space.  
 
Urban side: 
- 80% of Tongatapu resides  
- 100% of Government services and 90% business/commercial hub 
- Main markets and entertainment services 
 
After the disaster hit, it took the market around 15 days to restock their goods. Now it takes 
approximately 7 days to restock. The main supply outside markets are New Zealand and Fiji. Goods come 
in both boats and aircrafts. 
 
Residents consume more vegetables than protein such as chicken, pork and beef. Protein is mainly 
imported and more expensive.  
 
Tongatapu provides enough locally produced vegetables that can cover the consumption of the residents 
The disaster had a significant impact on the agriculture sector since it covered the island with ash 
followed by no rain for two weeks. There were no vegetables in the market for a while. The markets 
recovered quickly. However, people were and are still relying on imported vegetables such as carrots, 
ginger, onions, garlic etc. and fruits (apples, oranges, grapes etc.)  availability in Tonga. Leafy vegetables 
are costly for $4.00 per small size cabbage and $5 for 3 tomatoes the size of a golf ball.  Yams, cassava, 
and taro are considered the most consumed by locals. They are available in the market at affordable 
prices. With yam ranging at $50 - $100 per batch (about 5 small or 3 large yam per batch), cassava $15 – 
20, and taro at $20-25 filled sack or coconut weaved baskets. 
 
After interviewing few shop owners, main observations were the following:  
- They all expressed their frustration of the COVID restriction and said to have more impact on them than 
the Tsunami. The multiple lockdowns and evening curfews left them with no customers and therefore 
less revenue.  
- The market is almost fully dominated by Chinese immigrants. Both small shop owners and wholesale are 
almost 75-80 percent Chinese. There is a rivalry and competition between them and native Tongan shop 
owners.  
- Small shops were impacted by the humanitarian aid that came to the island since January. Many 
residents got their needs from the aid assistance and didn’t feel the need to purchase anything from the 
shops. 
- Some shop owners who are located on the waterfront lost their refrigerators and freezers therefore 
they can’t sell any frozen food such as chicken and other proteins.  



- one shop owner stated that Wholesale shops were given a grant from the government. The shop owner 
was told to apply, and she hasn’t received anything yet.  
- Another shop owner said that the items are available, but they need to be assisted with cash to restock 
their shops since prices on some key items are higher (such as flour and sugar).  
- Shop owners said that they can recover quicker if they were given a grant that is around 1000-2000 TOP.  
 
The team also interviewed a wholesale business. Key findings are below: 
- The business has around 218 customers ranging from small shops to other small wholesale businesses. 
The business went down by 85% after the Tsunami hit. They lost around 3 containers. However, it 
recovered quickly and now it is back to normal.   
- There is a general 10-15% increase in prices across the board. Some items stayed the same, but most 
are more expensive now.   
- Wholesale shops are suffering from the global supply chain issue. There aren’t enough containers to 
ship items and they are being charged more money for the ones that are available.  
- It took them 3 weeks to restock after the Tsunami hit. They also learned from that lesson and now has 
enough stock for 6 weeks in advance. It takes about 2 weeks to restock now.  
- COVID restrictions had bigger impact on them than the Tsunami. Cargo ships are required to quarantine 
for 3 days in the port before they can offload. That measure has been removed recently. The multiple 
lockdowns killed the tourism industry which provided lots of jobs for the residents. With unemployment 
soaring there is less money in the market.  
- The business owner said that the community can recover from the Tsunami since they are used to be hit 
by natural disasters. It will be a lot harder to recover from the impact that COVID had on their economy.  

Commodity prices in working shops / markets 
Commodity Unit Q28. Price 

Pre-Shock 
Q29. Price 
Post-Shock (NOW) 

Q30. Price in nearest 
large market 
Post-Shock (NOW) 

PROTEIN (chicken) 
 

15kg 55 TOP 55 TOP 55 TOP 

YAMS 10kg 50-100 TOP 50-100 TOP 50-100 TOP 
CASSAVA 10kg 10-15 TOP 15-20 TOP 15-20 TOP 

Taro 10kg 10-15 TOP 15-20 TOP 15-20 TOP 

FLOUR 25kg 35 TOP 48 TOP 39 TOP 
SUGAR 25kg 38 TOP 50 TOP 41 TOP 

OIL / FAT 
(specify) 

1L  5.50 TOP 5.50 TOP 5.50 TOP 

SOAP 1 
bar 

Between 1-2 TOP 
per bar.  

Between 1-2 TOP 
per bar.  

1-2 TOP 

 
Challenges and limitations: 
 
The main challenge was COVID-19 restrictions. The island went into a hard lockdown for two weeks and 
moved into an easier lockdown for the rest of the time while we were doing the assessment. The 
assessment team couldn’t interview many shop owners and had to drive around and ask if any of them is 
willing to answer our questions. The market was completely closed during lockdown, shops opened only 
on Saturday for few hours and was extremely busy so the team couldn’t ask them.  
 



The nature of the scattered Tongatapu market is a challenge by itself. There isn’t a concentrated area 
where you can find shop owners for most business. The team had to drive to different parts of the island 
and adding COVID-19 restriction to that made it very difficult to get hold of shop owners.  

 
Conclusions:  
 
Generally speaking, and despite the global supply chain crises, the market seems to be recovered and 
doing fine after the Tsunami. COVID-19 restriction has bigger impact on the market than the Tsunami. 
The island was hit by multiple disasters and recovered from them. So traders and buyers have adapted to 
it. The economy is struggling with the number of unemployed people is sky rocketing. During our 
registration, out of 370 registered households 130 of them has no income. The handicrafts market – 
which provides lots of jobs for the community - has been closed for a while now. The Western side which 
was heavily impacted by the tsunami, majority of their women makes handicraft for a living. It could be 
the tsunami that they lost their handicraft tools use for tapa making, loss of plants use for handcrafting 
and such. Most also dependent on inshore fishing, the loss of boat and fishing tools could be a factor, and 
contamination from the eruption that inshore fishing is restricted. 
All shops - except for the few that were destroyed by the Tsunami – seems to be recovered and doing ok 
for the time being.   
 

Recommendation:  
 
IOM and MORDI recommends that the next round of assistance to be a combination of cash for food and 
cash for livelihoods. The cash for food will help meet the daily needs for the household and cash for 
livelihoods will help many businesses recover and start working again.  

 



 
Figure 1: Waiting line to the Western Union Money Transfer. 

 
 

 
Figure 2: Interviewing a shop owner that was affected by the tsunami event. 



 
Figure 3: Mr. Khalaf interview with a Supermarket manager. 

 

 
Figure 4: Mr. Khalaf interview with Wholesaler Manager 



 
Figure 5: Displaced Kanokupolu residents, evident of clearance of debris caused by the tsunami event. (PC: LSifa, 2022) 


