
Papua New Guinea: Highlands Earthquake Disaster Management Team Response Plan (28 March 2018) 

On 26 February 2018, a 7.5 magnitude earthquake hit the Highlands Region of Papua New Guinea 

(PNG) affecting around 544,000 people in Enga, Gulf, Hela, Southern Highlands and Western 

provinces. Of these, more than 270,000 people are in immediate need of life-saving assistance.

Aftershocks continue to cause fear and panic, forcing many people to remain outside. While numbers 
fluctuate, around 18,200 displaced people are staying in informal care centres, with thousands more staying 
with host families. Around 54,000 homes have been damaged and are in need of urgent shelter assistance.

Landslides caused by the earthquake have negatively affected food security. Many root crops and family 
vegetable plots have been destroyed. Around 143,000 people are estimated to have been rendered food 
insecure.

Roads have been damaged reducing access to markets and public services. Around 64% of health facilities 
have been damaged and 32% remain closed. Health workers are traumatized and unable to work. Surveillance 
systems are not functional, leaving the affected communities highly vulnerable to outbreak risks.

The integrity of water sources has been affected and are not safe for drinking. Rainwater collection systems 
have been destroyed. With limited access to safe and clean water, waterborne diseases, such as diarrhoea are 
a significant risk. This is further compounded by the destruction of sanitation facilities and unsafe hygiene 
practices. 

Many children and teachers have been affected, many likely displaced. Children have been traumatised and 
are afraid to go back to school. In the seven most affected Local-Level Government (LLGs) over 34,000 
school children are enrolled in 368 schools.

The earthquake has significantly affected children, women and girls, young people, persons living with 
disability and other vulnerable people. Psychosocial support is critical to help people deal with trauma and 
loss. The earthquake is likely to exacerbate cultural views and practices in relation to women and girls such as 
restrictive socio-cultural norms and practices, high levels of sexual and gender based violence. Mainstreaming 
of protection and gender considerations therefore are critical across the entire response. 

The current response focuses on live-saving assistance while slowly transitioning to life-supporting and 
early recovery efforts. This relief-to-recovery transition will be critical to empower those affected to quickly 
rebuild their lives with dignity.

IMPACTED AREA

PNG Disaster Management Team (as of March 2018)

SITUATION OVERVIEW

Intensity Total Pop
Female Male

< 18 years > 18 years < 18 years > 18 years

Intensity 7.5 37,689 8,241 9,597 9,171 10,680

Intensity 7.0 232,753 52,590 61,241 54,924 63,998

Intensity 6.0 273,926 60,993 71,026 65,561 76,346

Total 544,368 121,824 141,864 129,656 151,024
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STRATEGIC OBJECTIVES

FUNDING

TIMELINE

26 Feb 2018

At 03:44 local time (UTC) a 7.5 
magnitude earthquake hits the 

highlands region at approximately 30 
km south of Tari, Hela Province.

FOOD SECURITY

$23.4M

LOGISTICS COORDINATION

$1.4M

01 Mar

PNG Prime Minister Peter O’Neill 
declares a State of Emergency for 

Enga, Hela, Southern Highlands and 
Western provinces.

13 Mar

UNDAC Team and other 
surge staff deploy to 

support response efforts.

05 Mar

The Government and DMT agree to 
prioritise seven most affected LLGs in 

Hela and Southern Highlands provinces 
based on analysis of impacted areas. 

28 Mar

DMT launches  
response plan.

13 Mar

DMT submits CERF  
application to assist around  

144,000 people.

02 Mar

PNG Government welcomes 
offers of international 

assistance.

Aerial and ground assessments 
begin to understand the impact  

of the earthquake. 

27 Feb

1. Provide life-saving assistance to people affected by the earthquake and re-establish basic services.

2. Support the restoration of livelihoods and self-reliance. 

3. Provide safety and protection for vulnerable people, including women, girls, boys and men, people with disabilities including through the provision of transitional shelter. 

The Disaster Management Team (DMT) 

requires US$ 61,670,544 to provide immediate 

humanitarian assistance to 544,000 people in 

Education, Food Security, Health, Nutrition, 

Protection, Logistics Coordination, Shelter, 

WASH over the next 6 months. To date, US$ 

10,644,638 has been received from bilateral 

donors and UN funding sources.

DMT MEMBERS 
Adventist Development and Relief Agency (ADRA)

Americare

Anglicare PNG

Asian Development Bank (ADB)

Australian High Commission

Baptist Union PNG (BUPNG)

CARE

Caritas PNG

ChildFund PNG 

European Union Delegation

Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO)

International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC)

International Federation of Red Cross/Red Crescent  
Societies (IFRC)

International Organization of Migration (IOM)

Japan International Cooperation Agency  (JICA)

Japanese Embassy

Latter Day Saints Church

New Zealand High Commission

Oxfam

PNG Red Cross Society

Save the Children

United Church PNG

United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF)

United Nations Development Programme (UNDP)

United Nations Entity for Gender Equality  
and the Empowerment of Women (UN Women)

United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA)

United States Agency for International Development  
(USAID) 

World Bank

World Food Programme (WFP)

World Health Organization (WHO)

World Vision

PROTECTION

$5.3M

EDUCATION

$2.7M

$62M
required (US$)

HEALTH/NUTRITION

$11.4M
WASH

$10.7M

SHELTER

$6.7M
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RESPONSE BY SECTOR

Affected areas: Hela, Southern Highlands, Western

Target beneficiaries: 10,000

Funding required: $2.7 million

Lead/Co-Lead: Department of Education,  
UNICEF

SECTOR OVERVIEW:
In the seven most affected LLGs in Hela and Southern Highlands 
provinces over 34,000 school children are enrolled in 368 schools, 
of which more than 23,000 are in the five most affected LLGs in 
Hela. Many children have been traumatised and are afraid to go 
back to school. Many children and teachers have been affected, 
with many likely among the displaced. There are reports that all 
schools in Hela Province will remain closed until structural damage 
can be assessed. Reports from school inspectors and teachers in the 
two provinces have identified that 269 of 439 schools in the five 
LLGs are damaged. Provision and maintenance of water tanks, 
sanitation facilities, repairs of school buildings, learning materials 
and canvas for temporary shelters have been identified as most 
pressing needs.

PRIORITY RESPONSE: 
• Set up safe temporary learning spaces (STLS), including 

provision of water and sanitation facilities.

• Provision of psychosocial support to school children and 
teachers.

• Awareness on earthquake, sanitation and hygiene.

• Provision of teaching and learning materials, as well as 
recreational kits.

FOOD SECURITY EDUCATION

Target areas: Hela, Southern Highlands, Western

Target beneficiaries: 153,000 

Funding required: $23.4 million

Lead/Co-Lead: Department of Agriculture and Livestock,  
FAO

SECTOR OVERVIEW:
The many landslides caused by the earthquake and aftershocks 
have had a negative effect on the food security of affected 
populations, with many of the root crops and family vegetable 
plots destroyed, causing immediate loss of the main staples, and 
main access roads being damaged, reducing access to markets 
for both sale and purchase of commodities. Food security is a 
high priority in the response; both immediate life-saving food 
relief as well as more longer-term programmes allowing for the 
restoration of vegetable gardens and traditional root crops.

PRIORITY RESPONSE: 
• Provision of food relief. 

• Provision of farming inputs.

• Training for farmers and households.

• Provision of support to the national capacity for seeds and 
planting materials.

LOGISTICS
COORDINATION

Target areas: Hela, Southern Highlands, Western

Target beneficiaries: N/A

Funding required: $1.4 million

Lead/Co-Lead: Emergency Controller, National Disaster Centre, 
WFP

SECTOR OVERVIEW:
Given that the earthquake struck in an area of PNG that is largely 
mountainous and with isolated communities, there are many 
challenges in relation to access and logistics. The earthquake 
damaged infrastructure; including airfields, bridges and access 
roads. Several small airports and airstrips have experienced 
damage. Humanitarian assistance has started to enter the country, 
with the PNG Government, bilateral donors (including foreign 
military assets) and private sector companies supporting with 
logistic services. However, strengthened coordination is needed to 
facilitate access to these logistics assets offered to the emergency 
response, and help enable the flow of goods and services to 
effected communities. The Government of PNG has also 
requested logistics coordination services to assist with the flow of 
government provided relief items to the affected people.

PRIORITY RESPONSE: 
• Logistics assessments and planning to improve access to 

affected population.

• Technical assistance to establish a humanitarian supply chain.

• Logistics coordination and information management support.
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RESPONSE BY SECTOR

HEALTH

Target areas: Hela, Southern Highlands, Western

Target beneficiaries: 544,000

Funding required: $11,436,412

Lead/Co-Lead: Department of Health, WHO (Health), UNICEF (Nutrition)

SECTOR OVERVIEW:
Around 64% of health facilities have been damaged and 32% remain closed. Health workers have lost their homes; some are traumatized and in some cases unable to work, impacting service delivery. 
Surveillance systems are not functional, and a history of low vaccination coverage rates leave people highly vulnerable to outbreak risks. Across the two most-affected provinces, water systems and cold 
chain in health facilities are damaged or destroyed. Specialized services, including surgical capacity, have been compromised. The pre-existing poor nutritional status of under-five children in PNG is already 
at critical levels. Half of under-five children have stunted growth, with rates double the global average, and 15 per cent are ‘wasted’. Indicative data on the escalation of malnutrition rates (from 2.6% to 
4% on average) since January 2016 exacerbated by the earthquake, pose risks of severe acute malnutrition (SAM), illness and death. Poor feeding and caring practices, food insecurity, poor sanitation and 
hygiene conditions and inadequate medical care exacerbate the situation. The health response, which includes nutrition, is focused on restoration of core medical services ensuring strong last-mile delivery 
and outreach mechanisms, replenishment of medicines and medical supplies, comprehensive surveillance to detect and respond to outbreaks, re-establish immunisation supply and cold chain systems, 
screening and management of malnutrition and capacity to respond to trauma and other psychosocial support needs.

PRIORITY RESPONSE: 
• Strengthen health sector coordination at national and provincial levels, including support to establish Provincial Health Emergency Operation Centers.

• Restoration of safe and accessible primary health services through rapid health facilities repairs, replenishment of vital medicines and medical supplies, and integrated community health outreach activities.

• Restoration of maternal and new born health services across affected areas.

• Deployment of surge staffing to supplement and relieve local health staff.

• Restoration of cold chain and integrated outreach for immunizations to improve vaccine coverage and to prevent the spread of vaccine-preventable illness.

• Activation of an emergency surveillance and response systems.

• Addressing post-disaster mental health issues through provision of post trauma counselling and psychosocial support.

• Screening of malnutrition at community level for early case identification and referral for treatment.

• Procurement and distribution of therapeutic feeds and associated equipment for targeted management of cases diagnosed with SAM. Procurement and blanket distribution of essential nutrients.

• Provide skilled training to service providers and volunteers on SAM and on infant and young child feeding.

NUTRITION
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RESPONSE BY SECTOR

PROTECTION

Target areas: Hela, Southern Highlands, Western

Target beneficiaries: 270,000

Funding required: $5,283,732

Lead/Co-Lead: Department of Community Development, OHCHR, UN Women

SECTOR OVERVIEW:
Many people have been traumatized by the earthquake. In addition, disruptions to social and educational activities have a profound impact 
on the mental health and psychosocial wellbeing. Reports suggest that particularly marginalised and vulnerable groups – women (especially 
single, pregnant and lactating women), adolescent girls, female headed households, persons living with disabilities, older persons, children 
(especially those unaccompanied and separated) – have been particularly impacted and are in need of targeted support. The areas affected are 
known for ongoing tribal conflicts. Even before the earthquake, the safety, wellbeing of women, children, people with disabilities and other 
vulnerable groups were threatened by high exposure to incidences of violence, including sorcery related violence. While reliable national 
data is scarce, the limited available information that exists indicate that women, girls and boys in PNG experience some of the highest rates 
of violence in the Asia-Pacific Region. Further there are limited mechanisms to engage affected community members in the response. This 
poses significant risks related to accountability to affected people, which can further exacerbate unequal power dynamics that result in 
protection and corruption cases.

PRIORITY RESPONSE: 
• Provision of emergency psychosocial social support, psychological first aid and referral services for the most marginalised and vulnerable 

groups. 

• Provision of dignity kits containing essential protection and hygiene supplies to women and girls.

• Strengthening services for and promoting inclusion of persons with disabilities.

• Provision of essential GBV, child protection and sorcery accusation-related violence prevention and response services, including strengthened 
local referral pathways and service providers, community mobilisation and messaging. 

• Establishment of safe centres for women and children to protect them from violence, abuse and exploitation and provide psychosocial support 
services, recreational and learning activities, awareness raising, information and skills building opportunities. 

• Prevention of sexual exploitation and abuse of affected people though strengthening coordination and reporting mechanism, and 
sensitization of armed forces and humanitarian workers.

• Promote accountability to affected people by facilitating the Communicating with Communities Working Group to establish and scale up 
common service to receive and monitor feedback, complaints and rumours on broader humanitarian response, share with responders to make 
appropriate changes to the response, and share coordinated information back to communities using preferred communication channels.

SHELTER

Target areas: Hela, Southern Highlands, Western

Target beneficiaries: 60,000 

Funding required: $6,700,200 

Lead/Co-Lead: National Disaster Centre, IOM

SECTOR OVERVIEW:
The earthquake has led to internal displacement, destruction of 
shelter and household assets, as well as damaging local infrastructure. 
Around 10,000 households (60,000 people) have been displaced in 
Southern Highlands and Hela provinces. The Shelter Cluster has 
prioritised 3,242 households (17,188 people) with the possibility 
of scaling up to reach 10,000 households (60,000 people) located 
in 781 severely affected villages. Access to services in care centres 
and host communities, particularly access to safe drinking water 
and sanitation facilities is limited. Current conditions pose a risk to 
protection issues. The current displacement context is dynamic and 
there is an urgent requirement to better understand and be able to 
track displacement.

PRIORITY RESPONSE: 
• Provision of shelter, shelter tools and non-food items.

• Site improvement in the identified care centres.

• Create safe, dignified and protected temporary living conditions 
for the displaced population through care centre management.

• Roll out of the Displacement Tracking Matrix, to track and 
monitor displacement.

• Share key safe shelter messages related to landslides, site selection 
and shelter technical designs. 
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RESPONSE BY SECTOR

WATER SANITATION AND HYGIENE

Target areas: Hela, Southern Highlands, Western

Target beneficiaries: 312,000

Funding required: $10,750,200

Lead/Co-Lead: Department of Health, World Vision

SECTOR OVERVIEW:
The principle water sources for people in the highlands before the earthquake had been surface water and rainwater 
collection systems. Many of the water sources have been contaminated and/or depleted by the earthquakes. 
Rainwater collection systems have been destroyed. With no access to safe and clean water, water-borne disease 
outbreaks, such as diarrhoea, already among the principal causes of under-5 mortality, are most likely to occur. This 
risk is further compounded by the destruction of sanitation facilities and unsafe hygiene practices. Open defecation 
in rural communities is widespread. The main objective of the WASH intervention is to prevent and reduce the 
incidence of water-borne disease outbreaks that would be extremely negative from a public health point of view and 
particularly affect children.

PRIORITY RESPONSE: 
• Provision of safe drinking water: restoration of rainwater collection systems, water trucking, installation of 

treatment and distribution storage tanks (including emergency water points with water tanks). 

• Distribution of water storage items (10L jerrycans).

• Provision of emergency latrines: gender segregated and disability friendly emergency toilets, and community 
toilets (including desludging and regular maintenance). 

• Distribution of hygiene kits and dissemination of basic life-saving hygiene promotion messages including MHM, 
among the displaced people.

EARLY RECOVERY

SECTOR OVERVIEW:
While the Early Recovery Cluster is not reflected in this plan, partners 
are working to identify outstanding recovery needs not met by the other 
clusters and supporting further, more in-depth, assessments as needed. 
Mainstreamed or cluster-specific activities in Early Recovery will focus 
on (1) re-establishing physical infrastructure where this is not addressed 
under other clusters, (2) livelihoods support, (3) re-establishing governance 
systems, particularly related to the loss of facilities and capacities, (4) debris 
management and other environment-linked recovery-focused activities, 
and (5) conflict management and reduction. Specific activities on these 
areas will be elaborated in the context of the establishment of a restoration 
authority and continued humanitarian needs.

COORDINATION

SECTOR OVERVIEW:
The National Disaster Centre (NDC) coordinates relief operations. On 
1 March, the Government appointed an Emergency Controller to lead 
the National Emergency Disaster Restoration Team, overseeing relief 
and recovery efforts. Two forward operating bases, in Mt Hagen and in 
Moro, as well as Emergency Operations Centres in the capitals of Hela and 
Southern Highlands provinces, support coordination at the field level.

The joint inter-agency Disaster Management Team has convened to 
coordinate relief efforts of humanitarian partners and private companies. 
Seven informal clusters (WASH, Shelter, Food Security, Health, 
Protection, Education, Nutrition) and the Logistics and Communicating 
with Communities Working Groups support the work of the Disaster 
Management Team.


