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Introduction 

 

On 13 March 2015, category 5 Cyclone Pam slammed into Vanuatu severely affecting over 200,000 

people and destroying and damaging agricultural livelihoods, infrastructure and food resources 

across the sectors of agriculture, livestock, fisheries, forestry and biosecurity.  

The Risk and Resilience Unit of the Ministry of Agriculture, Livestock, Forestry, Fisheries and 

Biosecurity (MALFFB) immediately activated its long-existing Food Security & Agriculture Cluster
1
 to 

coordinate the relief and recovery response.  The RRU/FSAC membership was led by government 

but included non-government, private sector and international partners working collaboratively to 

both respond to the immediate food security needs of those affected and plan and implement long 

term recovery, rehabilitation and sustainable development. The activities of the RRU/FSAC built on 

strong collaboration in disaster preparedness and climate change adaptation work prior to Tropical 

Cyclone Pam.  

Immediately after the cyclone, the RRU/FSAC established an online repository of informal reports 

coming from island affected areas.  These reports have provided, and continue to provide, the most 

immediate on-ground information on which the Ministry of Agriculture has based its planning. 

During the Government’s 1st push of emergency food rations (21-28 March), the RRU/FSAC sent 

agricultural experts alongside the food to observe distributions, provide extension advice and collect 

first-hand expert assessments of damage and emergency needs.  Leading the Agricultural section of 

the Post-Disaster Needs Assessment (PDNA), the RRU/FSAC undertook economic analyses of the 

damages, losses in the agriculture, forestry, fisheries, and livestock sectors.  Coordination and 

communication was a core function of the RRU/FSAC, a role which the Ministry of Agriculture 

continues to hold as Vanuatu prepares for the oncoming El Nino.  

                                                             
1
 The Ministry’s FSAC has been operational since 2012, led by the Department of Agriculture & Rural 

Development, and supported by FAO and SPC/GIZ.  
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Simultaneously with the emergency response, the RRU/FSAC prepared a strategy for the post-

humanitarian phase wherein, from 2015-2017, all stakeholders including Government will work 

together to rebuild the food and agriculture sector, covering subsistence and commercial farmers.  

The Strategy is fully aligned with existing Government policy. This Ministry-led recovery and 

rehabilitation work has a strong climate change adaptation and disaster risk reduction element to 

ensure that Vanuatu emerges more resilient than before Cyclone Pam.  

Overall Purpose 

The overall purpose of the workshop was to identify how, based on the wide array of experiences 

and lessons from Cyclone Pam, the RRU/FSAC is able to perform better in future disaster contexts.   

Summary 

Summarized here are 10 key lessons and recommendations gathered from over thirty participants 

representing Government of Vanuatu, local and international NGOs, development partners and the 

private sector.   

The analysis of lessons learned has been categorized into 5 thematic areas, which are broadly linked 

to the functions undertaken by the Ministry’s RRU/FSAC in before, during and after Cyclone Pam.  

• Coordination, Policy & Strategic Planning 

• Communication, Messaging & Information Sharing 

• Assessments 

• Seed, Tools & Planting Material Distributions 

• Recovery Programming & Proposals 

The comprehensive documentation from the workshop is attached in Annex1. The participants list is 

in Annex2. Responses below represent the top two priorities for each thematic area in order. 

Electronic copies of the Lessons Learned Introduction presentation, MLRRS, Post-Cyclone Timeline, 

Assessments, Meeting Minutes and other relevant documents on these two sites: 

• http://foodsecuritycluster.net/countries/vanuatu 

• http://www.nab.vu/projects/food-security-agriculture-response-cyclone-pam 

An online survey has been developed for those stakeholders wishing to contribute additional lessons 

learned will be available until early June:  

http://esurv.org/online-survey.php?survey_ID=LNLNLH_a1960378 
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Key Lessons and Recommendations  

Coordination, Policy & Strategic Planning 

 

1. Continue to develop and build strong relationships at all times among NGO’s and 

government institutions and other actors for agricultural crisis response 

In most disaster response situations, local actors are the first responders. Response must use pre-

existing links where possible, enabling, facilitating and supporting local actors, including private 

sector.  Coordination at national, provincial and community level is necessary for a nationwide 

response to be effective. The Ministry of Agriculture’s RRU/FSAC is the default coordinating 

mechanism for all local and international agricultural actors in a crisis response, and should be 

maintained and strengthened for future responses. 

2. Central Government agencies should be involved in the RRU/FSAC immediately to avoid 

duplications, misunderstanding and disconnects. 

Strong leadership and direction is of primary importance in a disaster response. Timely evidence-

based decision making is the role of government ministries and parallel or novel systems should not 

be constructed in competition with the pre-existing systems and processes at the Ministry, 

Department and sector level. The National Disaster Committee and the Prime Minister’s Office 

should be better aligned to and responsive to the Ministry’s disaster response planning and 

coordination activities.  

3. State of Emergency Declarations should be made to enable early recovery. 

It was very encouraging to have VAT and DUTY exemptions for agricultural tools and materials 

granted at the request of the RRU/FSAC.  However, emergency policy decisions should strive to 

avoid unintended consequences that inhibit access to emergency livelihoods (keeping markets 

closed unnecessarily etc.). Recognising that local actors are the most active in the immediate 

aftermath and facilitating their response is vital to early recovery.  

Communication, Messaging & Information Sharing 

 

4. Communications by a centralized and Ministry-led secretariat  

As the central coordinating mechanism, the Ministry’s RRU/FSAC was the focal point for 

communications to all stakeholders in food security and agriculture sector during the Cyclone Pam 

response.  The ability to condense a wide range of technical advice into simple and regularly 

communicated messages (on radio, sms, newsprint, air drops and online) was paramount in enabling 

the public to quickly recovery.  All agencies has prepared messages before the cyclone (with the help 

of the RRU/FSAC) which were immediately available for dissemination post-cyclone. As novel 

information became available (e.g. seed import guidelines, food rations), regular memorandum were 

disseminated to all stakeholders.   Near-daily press releases were well received and informative.  
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5. Emergency SMS communications were critical; before and after cyclone Pam 

Emergency communications are vital in any response. Interactive SMS messaging on cyclone 

preparedness several weeks before Cyclone Pam reached an estimated 120,000 people in all 

provinces.   The broadcast SMS info messages send immediately after the event were a successful 

way of getting information out to those communities with functioning telephone systems. Soon 

afterward, the use of sms technology to understand food security needs in remote communities 

provided an efficient way to collect information from inaccessible places.  SMS updates were also 

used by some island managers to ensure the public was aware of food distribution schedules and 

plans.  

Assessments  

 

6. Mobile and electronic data gathering techniques should be used for field assessments 

The use of paper based data collection resulted in slow and laborious transcribing and affected 

timely analysis of impact and damage data. Reliable and timely data informs decision making.  A new 

system of field-based disaster damage assessments must be developed using mobile phones or 

tablet computers that enable immediate and standardized disaster impact analysis.  Planning, 

training and assessment methodology preparation for impact assessment data collection should be 

undertaken pre-disaster.   

7. Assessment must be coordinated and be directly linked to response.  

Assessment fatigue was a great concern in the aftermath of Cyclone Pam. Multiple and 

uncoordinated agriculture and food security assessments were undertaken in affected communities 

by a range of stakeholders, many of which were not linked to official RRU/FSAC response activities.     

It is recommended that the Ministry’s RRU/FSAC immediately develop clear guidelines on disaster 

assessments for the agriculture and food security sector.  These guidelines and SOPs must take into 

consideration and likely information gaps and seek to manage potential overlaps from well-meaning, 

but uncoordinated action by various partners (including UN agencies and international agencies).  

Vanuatu’s own standard agricultural assessments templates must be used, and must be linked to 

existing reporting mechanisms and capacities of community leaders, CDC’s, Provincial Area Councils 

and volunteers. Better coordination of agriculture and food security assessments is required, and 

lead should be taken by the Ministry’s RRU/FSAC.  The timing of assessments is critical, some of the 

RRU/FSAC assessments were delayed (including analysis), and therefore were not used in critical 

decision-making.  A review of the sequences of agricultural and food security assessments, analysis 

and collection of results is required. 

Seeds, Tools and Planting Materials Distribution   

 

8. Distribution processes for agricultural materials must be streamlined and coordination 

with other clusters improved   

The Ministry’s RRU/FSAC ensured that emergency seed distribution occurred with the first food push 

which ensured that affected populations immediately had materials in hand to recover their own 

resilience.  The largest hurdles faced for distribution was 1) the estimation of beneficiary numbers 
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and 2) the mode of fair, equitable and effective sharing with limited stocks.  While providing small 

quantities of random seeds to each household may have been an equitable option, it is likely not the 

most effective way to ensure that fast growing vegetables are quickly available for consumption, 

which may be best achieved by providing certain varieties of seeds to farmers associations and key 

farmers only.  Similarly, the distribution of materials was uncoordinated with duplication by multiple 

agencies because there was no clearly elaborated plan for these items.  For example, some 

beneficiaries received the same tools from both agriculture and shelter focused agencies. The 

beneficiary numbers and modes of distribution must be worked out, and approved by decision-

makers (including provincial authorities), well before a crisis situation.   

9. Targeted seed, tool and planting material distribution to vulnerable groups 

Vulnerable groups (the elderly, infirm, women, children, and people living with a disability) require 

proactive and special attention during in distributions to ensure fair and equitable access to 

resources. Transport, a buddy system, separate lines for women and children, and distribution 

timings can all be considered in assisting vulnerable populations within the community.  The 

Ministry’s RRU/FSAC received credible information that area council wide and even household level 

distributions did not reach these most vulnerable beneficiaries.   

Recovery Programming and Proposals  

 

10. Early recovery planning, and rapid endorsement by Central agencies is crucial 

The Ministry’s RRU/FSAC placed medium and long-term recovery and rehabilitation at the forefront 

of its activities immediately after the Cyclone.  Rather than recreate new strategies, the Ministry’s 

approach was to ensure that recovery matches existing development priorities/policies and makes 

these programs more resilient that they would have otherwise been.   The major success of the 

recovery programming was the full and comprehensive engagement of the private sector, non-

government agencies and all five relevant government departments.  The biggest challenge to date 

has been the lack of support for (and even acknowledgement of) the Ministry’s recovery needs by 

Central Agencies (Prime Minister’s Office, NDC) and in direct consequence, the donor community.  

By publishing the draft recovery and rehabilitation strategy very quickly (10 days after the cyclone), 

some quick acting development partners were able to mobilize relevant recovery support 

immediately.   
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Annex 1 Detailed Lessons and Recommendations 
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