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Food Security in PNG related to El Nino Climate Events, 2015 

Papua New Guinea (PNG) has been undergoing a severe food security crisis 

related to climatic effects stemming from a particularly strong El Nino 

weather cycle, starting around April of 2015. There was prolonged drought 

in many areas in the country, as well as severe frost is many highland areas. 

Although rains have returned to many locations, it is still not clear that 

returning rains have been adequate for agricultural recovery in some 

locations. Some flooding and slides due to the rains have damaged re-

planted gardens in some areas where rains have fallen.  

 

All told, the cumulative effects of this El 

Nino event have damaged the agricultural 

food production system nationally. Many 

households in drought (and post-drought) 

–affected areas are mainly subsistence 

farmers relying on home gardens to feed 

their families. For these households, the food security situation has been, 

and remains, particularly dire in many hot spot areas across the country.   

 

Nearly a year after the El Nino event first registered its affects in PNG, there 

are reports that at least 200 000 people are facing critical food shortages, 

and are in need of immediate food relief assistance right away. Other parts 

of the country, while in receipt of food relief supplies, have noted that what 

has been provided hasn’t been adequate to meet their family’s needs for the 

sustained periods of time that they have been affected. 

 

Staple crops, such as kaukau for example, can take up to 9 months to regrow, 

depending on altitude. There is a currently an in-country shortage of many 

planting materials and/or seeds that required to rebuild important garden 

staples. In-country capacity to supply and multiply foundation seeds needs 

to be supported. Generally speaking, a proper agricultural recovery, one that 

allows self-reliant maintenance of local food production to return, is still 

months away. Until then food insecurity remains, or even grows. 

 

The Government of PNG estimated that more than 2.7 million people have 

been affected negatively to some degree by drought and other El Nino 

related climatic events.  Population estimates based on 2011 census data 

suggest that over 700,000 people live in areas either classified as being very 

severely affected (category 4) or extremely affected (category 5) by drought 

related effects. Of this number, approximately 480,000 are in Category 5, 

and 220 000 are in category 4 affected areas. It is estimated around 162 000 

are in desperate need of immediate food assistance at the current time. 
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The precise number of households requiring agricultural recovery assistance 

is yet to be determined, but the cluster-supported Joint Agricultural Sector 

Recovery Plan will work to clarify these numbers, as well as present a 

coherent strategy for addressing the requirements for timely agricultural 

recovery. Field assessments will take place in last week of March and the first 

week of April.  

 

The Food Security Cluster (FSC) was established in the PNG in January 2016 

and the regular fortnightly cluster meeting has become a common platform 

to share information and coordinate efforts. The Department of Agriculture 

and Livestock (DAL) is chairing the Cluster meeting on a regular basis.     

 

CLUSTER STRATEGY:  

The overall strategy of the FS Cluster revolves around increasing access to 

food and improving livelihoods and nutritional status of the most vulnerable 

people across drought affected districts through collaboration between 

partners and stakeholders, information sharing and coordination between 

agencies in support of project and programs, as well as shared outcomes and 

goals.  

CLUSTER PRIORITY ACTIONS:   

Priority 1:  Relief for highly food insecure communities in category 4 and 5 

drought affected areas. It is estimated are around 200,000 people in WP, 

Highland Areas and Small Islands in Milne Bay are desperately need of 

immediate food assistance. And potentially 500 000 or more in need of some 

continued food relief and support to some degree. The FSC will continue to 

coordinate with the Government of PNG and FSC partners, and will advocate 

for the funding for the relief food assistance and help coordinate relief 

activities, where we are able.     

Priority 2:  National Joint Agricultural Sector Recovery Plan. The FSC is 

supporting the development of an NDAL led Joint Agricultural Sector recovery 

plan, assisting NDAL, FPDA and NARI collect and collate information on total 

needs and gaps, as well as a coherent strategy for assisting the recovery of 

food production systems. Field assessments begin the last week of March and 

the first week of April. 

CERF FUNDING AND POTENTIAL EFFECT ON FSC ACTIVITIES:    

The UN Country team and the PNG Disaster Management team have 

collectively decided to attempt to access additional recovery funding support 

through the CERF mechanism. CERF is the Central Emergency Response Fund 

and it was designed to 1) promote early action and response to reduce loss 

of life; (2) enhance response to time-critical requirements; (3) strengthen 

core elements of humanitarian response in underfunded crises.  

 

 

NDC/WFP MOBILE VAM SURVEY RESULTS/IMPLICATIONS:    

In an assessment carried out by WFP on behalf of the government for the 

National Disaster Center with input from the Department of Agriculture and 

Livestock, more than 3,700 people across the country were interviewed by 
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phone to find out about the food situation in their families and communities.  

Key findings of the report are: 

 Food security has been highly impacted by the El Nino-induced 

drought and frost, leaving 1.47 million people food insecure - of 

which 162,000 are severely food insecure 

 Immediate, targeted food assistance is needed in severely impacted 

areas, where households are facing extreme food shortages. 

 Supply of food in local markets is limited, and prices of most locally 

produced staples have doubled -or even tripled for kaukau (sweet 

potato). Prices of imported rice have also gone up significantly. 

 Almost half of people interviewed have a sick child in their 

household. Of these, 60 percent have a child suffering from diarrhea 

or other stomach problems. This poses significant risks of further 

deterioration in levels of child malnutrition. 

 Water stress is a significant concern across the country, not only in 

terms of lack of drinking water, but also regarding impacts on health 

and livelihood activities (notably sago processing). 

 While the government has provided some assistance over the past 

three months, this has been insufficient to prevent the deterioration 

of food security conditions. More assistance is urgently required, 

especially in severely affected areas. 

 

 

CLUSTER PARTNERS UPDATES:    

• Department of Agriculture and Livestock 

(DAL) is currently compiling the Agriculture 

Recovery Plan for the Drought Response, 

together with the National Agriculture Institute 

(NARI), Fresh Production Development Agencies 

(FPDA) and Provincial Agriculture Offices. Food 

Security Cluster partners are submitting the details of the drought response 

projects to the Cluster through 4Ws matrix for March to complement national 

data and assessments. The FSC is providing technical support for the planning 

and preparation. Assessments undergoing last week of March/First week of 

April, and results to follow, 

• Ongoing relief responses include food assistance efforts by the 

Government of PNG, although an update on the exact locations, type and 

quantity of assistance yet to be provided. Some other humanitarian and 

private sector actors have distributed small quantities of food assistance 

including agencies like CARE and Catholic relief workers.   

• NARI is distributing seeds in the districts, as a foundation materials. 

Particularly in the drought response areas under category 4/5, they are 

distributing early maturing and drought tolerant crops. NARI is targeting the 

category 4 and 5 areas in the Highlands, Western, West Sepik and Morobe 

region. This distribution is being accompanied with training on water 

conservation and management. Seed and material capacity is still weak in 

country. NARI, FPDA and DAL need a coherent strategy and seed availability 

database which has been encouraged and supported through the cluster and 

Joint Agricultural recovery activities. 
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• Oxfam and CARE currently are distributing seeds and conducting 

training on ADAPT (Agricultural Drought AdaPtation and mitigation). Most of 

the training activities have been designed in collaboration with DAL, NARI 

and/or FPDA. Farm Kits have been distributed to beneficiaries in three 

districts (Chuave, Gumine and Henganofi). 12 total seed multiplication sites 

are planned. 

• IOM is funding some agricultural recovery programs in Simbu, Jiwaka 

and Enga provinces but seed material availability from government sources is 

slowing down these efforts. 

• Letter of cooperation signed between FAO and NDAL in March, to 

invite technical experts from INIA research institute in Peru to support DAL in 

investigating and controlling the insect infestation that was damaging the 

growth of food crops after the drought. Pests such of weevils have been 

causing havoc with agricultural recovery in many areas and FAO is supporting 

DAL to have the capacity to deal effectively with pest issues. 

• The Church Partnership Program (CPP) is finalizing a drought 

response plan (draft) and have been undertaking rolling assessments in highly 

affected communities. Planning activities have been ongoing in Mt. Busafe, 

Enga, Hela, and South Fly regions. The last week of March, CPP released a 

summary of assessments finding in high altitude communities around the 

Kandep Basin (Enga) and Panduaga Valley (Hela), where the food security 

situation has continued to deteriorate, and where food relief hasn’t been 

adequate to meet the required and ongoing needs of local people. 

 
 
 
 

CONSTRAINTS and CHALLENGES:   

 Several isolated communities have received 
little to no food supplies so far. There are reports that 
relief food is sometimes dispatched without clear 
instruction on who should be the final beneficiaries, 
and is therefore left in warehouses. Many others 
report shortfalls in food assistance received thus far, 
considering the prolonged affects and slow recovery. 

 Seed and planting material capacity in 
country is lacking, and needs to be reinforced, as 
well as supporting timely introduction of agricultural 
inputs that aren’t available in country.  

 Government Food Assistance locations and 
amounts are still unclear 

 Accessibility difficulties and high transportation costs, especially where 
airlifting is the only way to access communities in need, remain a 
challenge for most humanitarian partners. 
 

CONTACT: 

Cluster Leads: 

Stephen Mombi, Deputy Secretary, DAL: mombistephen@gmail.com  

Ken Shimizu, Country Representative, FAO: ken.shimizu@fao.org 

Jean-Luc Siblot, Country Representative, WFP: jean-luc.siblot@wfp.org 

Farshad Tami , FSC Cluster Coordinator: farshad.tami@fscluster.org 
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