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SUMMARY: 
 

Tonga is the only remaining island kingdom in the South Pacific. It comprise of 176 
islands with a surface area of about 750 square kilometres scattered over 700,000 
square kilometres of the southern Pacific Ocean, of which 52 are inhabited by its 
103,000 people. Seventy percent of Tongans reside on the main island of 
Tongatapu. 
 
The case study will be focusing on how the marginalized women’s group in the 
village of Sopu, in the main island, Tongatapu addressed one of the vulnerability 
they faced as a result of natural disaster. 
 

 

 
  

The Silent Culture 
 

Action at the Frontline, Tonga 
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INTRODUCTION: 
 
The village of Sopu has been challenged for a long time by its location, poor and degraded 
condition of the environment. The people have settled and built their dwelling houses in the 
swampy areas and they lived in this appalling conditions throughout the year for so long. 
Most of the people in Sopu emigrated in the 1960s from the northern island groups of 
Vava’u, Ha’apai, and the Noua’s in search for a better future for their children.  
 
In times of natural disaster, the people are more vulnerable and challenged by their location 
as huge waves and strong wind destroyed their houses, uproot trees, and flooded all the low 
lying areas. The aftermath of a natural disaster is followed by slow response for recovery 
from government and relevant stakeholders. As a result, children, elderly and disabled 
people in the village are more vulnerable to the outbreak of diseases from poor sanitation 
and drinking contaminated water. 
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Despite the promise for a more inclusive society by the process of democratization, the 
reality is, there will always be marginal groups and women is one of these. It will take time 
before society will fully accept them. However, the case study will show that women groups 
in Sopu are not sitting back and accepting their vulnerability. They are willing to act and 
make a difference in the village. 
 
The village of Sopu is situated along the northern coast of the main island of Tongatapu. 
Sopu village is mainly flat and low lying and it is located to the western direction of the 
capital Nuku’alofa. 
 
The village of Sopu was a new settlement set up by the government to address the 
increasing number of people emigrated from the northern island groups to Tongatapu. As 
there were no other dry land available for the government, they sub-divided the swampy 
mangrove areas.  
 

There is varying degrees of landfilling in Sopu 
village and it becomes an ongoing process for 
some whenever they can afford it or there is 
some external assistance available. Those that 
afford a full landfill of their homes are able to 
enjoy tree planting, gardening without much flood 
throughout the year, unless there is heavy rain or 
king tides. There are those that can only afford 
part of their homes to be landfilled and they live 
side by side with water in their compound and 
even worse when there is natural disaster. As 
there is no policy regarding landfilling and 

depends on who can afford to landfill, those that do not landfill have to harbour water most of 
the time.      
 
Sopu is one of the most degraded environmental 
areas which is worsened in time of natural disaster. 
The majority of the village of Sopu is in a swampy 
mangrove area. Due to its geographical location, it is 
prone to flooding in heavy rainfall as well as high 
tides from the sea. The people of Sopu constantly 
battle with their degraded surrounding for survival, 
compared to the neighbouring villages.   
 
Sopu village is part of Kolomotu’a district with about 
300+ households. The main source of income 
includes wage and salaried worker, farming, fishing and handicrafts. People plant stable root 
crops, fruit trees such as breadfruit and bananas in their small town allotment where they live 
or farming land in the push to supplement their livelihood from the sea. Women tried to work 
in groups encouraging planting of small raised vegetable gardens in the homes, raised 
domesticated chickens, pigs, and ducks to help family obligation and consumption. It is a 
homogeneous community. 
The key actors involved in this case study are:  

• Women: Looks after domestic chores 

• Men: Provider of food and financial security for the family 

• Elderly: Have the final say at home 

• Youth: Help out family with chores  

• Community leaders: Help keep the peace in the community, 
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• Members of civil society organisation: Work together to raise the issues through 

to the national level; 

• Local government members: Make sure that town officers brought in the voice of 

the people and it goes to the government. 

OVERCOMING CHALLENGES: 
 

Women are usually quiet in community meetings or training workshop. The best way to get 
them engage and actively participate in the discussion is to divide up the participants into 
smaller groups. Smaller group discussions usually encourage each one of the participants to 
voice their opinion and usually those that do not speak a lot have some very good ideas.  
 
Building their trust starts with the dialogue from home and families setting the right 
examples. It is also useful to set rules for the meeting that everyone must respect each other 
and encourage people to speak up. 
 
One way to balance power is to let everyone know that no matter how high you are in the 
social hierarchy, no one is risk free and everyone in the community will be affected. No man 
is an island. We need each other in the community and we can work together to build 
resilience for our village as the poor people will not have much to lose compared to those 
that have properties and money will have a lot at stake. 
 
During the smaller group discussion, each group will discuss the risk that is a priority to them 
and how it affects them individually and as a group. All groups come together in a plenary 
session where each group will present the result of their discussion and for the rest of the 
groups to listen, raise questions and feedback to each presentation. After all the 
presentation, everyone will then rank from the list of risks which one is the most priority for 
all. This is how the community of Sopu arrived in their priority risk. 
 
Tonga is an island kingdom in the South Pacific with people and culture that defines them. 
The traditional social fabric places the King at the apex of the social pyramid, nobles on the 
next layers and commoners at the bottom. The talking chiefs (matapule) connect these 
different social layers. The commoners that made up the majority of the population lived in a 
close-net social fabric known as kainga (extended families) and within the kainga is the 
smallest unit, the famili (family) which often led by the father and supported by the mother 
and children who silently do what they are told. 
 
Sopu is an urban area located at the periphery of Nuku’alofa, right next to the sea. There are 
about 300+ households in the village. The village is one of the most affected by the natural 
disaster especially flooding due to its geographical locations. 
   
The main livelihood of the community is from coastal fishing and small gardens of root crops 
that grows around each home. There were different types of fishing that they used to do on 
coastal and with surrounding mangroves they use to fish out mangrove crabs and sold to 
restaurant for cash income for the families. Over the years people keep on coming and land 
also becomes scarce from over-population. Exploitation of Marine resources results in 
people trying to work out other alternatives.  
 
Training of AFL in the community was critical and needs set mechanisms are in place that 
will change mind sets and influence the marginalized groups in the community through 
advocacy of what can work and what cannot, in this particular community. Approaches 
should be simple and creative to encourage participation as well as creating trust was of 
paramount importance to ensure that whatever strategies we proposed are acceptable and 
suitable to their situation. 
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Women, as a natural hostess and care taker, were forever a silent partner but their work has 
talked louder by creating self-initiative activities that will help the whole community at large. 
 
One of the risk they identified during the risk analysis that their children does not have 
appropriate classrooms to accommodate them during school. Women’s groups then 
prioritize their needs according to the risk impact in the community and organized to build an 
extra classroom for the children in the primary school.   
 
Women’s group also prioritized the lack of nutrients in their children. They organized each 
member to plant vegetable gardens in their individual homes. Fortunately, Rotary 
International is implementing a gardening project is Sopu. The Sopu women’s group take 
advantage of this opportunity and they joined with others selected by the project in planting 
vegetable garden in their homes.  
 
One of the obstacles they faced is trying to change the mind-set of the community to 
acknowledge and duplicate their activities and benefits. They believed that supporting their 
children is part of building resilience for their future. The children are the reef of today and 
will be the island of tomorrow. With these challenges the marginalized women group has 
learned to live with it as part of the culture that defines them and they are still proud to be 
part of it. 
 

Some of the key actors within the community 
include the District Officer, Town Officer, Women’s 
Group leaders, Schools principles. The reason 
these are key actors from the community is 
because they hold a leadership position and they 
can help to mobilise the rest of the community to 
be aware of the risks and follow-up actions. Key 
actors from outside the community include the 
government officers from the Natural Disaster 
Management Office, Ministry of Climate Change, 
Ministry of Internal Affairs, Tonga Red Cross, Civil 
Society of Tonga, and Caritas. These government 

and non-government agencies will help link up with the AFL process, share information and 
resources for the benefits of the community of Sopu. Inversely, the information gathered 
from the AFL process can benefit the work of these agencies as well. 
 

At the community level, we first approached community leaders to talk to them about the 
goal and activities of the AFL process and how it can benefits the community as well as 
Tonga at large. Similarly, we made appointment and went around to each of the 
stakeholder’s office and discuss with them the AFL process and how it can help to build the 
capacity of their organization as well. By the time we call the first workshop, they had a fair 
idea of the project and how they relate to it.   
 
We drafted a media release and send to all media outlets and inform them of the upcoming 
AFL process, its goals, upcoming activities, and the stakeholders involved and likely 
outcome. This helps to boost the profile of the AFL as well as the stakeholders involved. 
 
One of the main challenges is the lack of human resources available in government and 
non-government organisations that work full time on these issues. One way of dealing with 
the challenge is to keep an open communication with the key actors and make available to 
attend some of their meetings as well so they can make available themselves when you 
need them for the AFL process. 
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We always find it useful to write a formal letter informing stakeholders of the initiative and to 
invite them as one of the key stakeholders to the initiatives. It is important to acknowledge 
different viewpoints and not to downgrade nor upgrade certain views. A facilitator must not 
take sides but help to bring out all the different views and help to make is understood by 
everyone. It is also important to make sure that no particular views dominate others or make 
some people feel threatened.  
 

Before we engage with a particular village, we write 
a formal letter to the Minister of Internal Affairs and 
inform him of our new initiative and the need to 
engage this particular village because of their level 
of disaster risks involved. The Ministry of Internal 
Affairs are responsible for advising the district and 
town officers to mobilise and engage the people in 
the village. It is a government directives but also a 
form of recognition of non-government intervention, 
whether people participate or not. 
 
The outcomes varies and sometimes depends on 

the issue discussed. In most cases the difference is settled when the issue is clarified and 
the relationship can continued as normal. For example, some people come with personal 
agenda and even though they heard countless times about the goals and objectives of AFL, 
they continued to push for their agenda. We continued to remind them and sometimes used 
a little joke and it often worked because everyone will just laugh it out. 
 
One of the common challenges is understanding some of the scientific concept and breaking 
them down and simply for the understanding of the local people in the communities. It is 
often useful to develop and print out a brochure which outline the key features and 
components of the project. It is most useful to refer to the print out material while talking and 
they take it home as a reminder. 
 
Building multi-stakeholder partnerships and relationships is an essential part of our modern 
world. It is necessary in many cases because it promotes sharing of human resources, 
financial resources, skills, experiences and expertise. It encourages a win-win situation for 
everyone involved. It is a process which brings to the table those that are most likely to be 
affected by a problem and/or can contribute to the solution.  
 
The AFL process is no exception because it involves developing partnerships with 
stakeholders that have interests in the views of those that are in the frontline in times of 
natural disaster as well as climate change.   
 

Officers from the National Emergency Management 
Office (NEMO), Ministry of Environment and Climate 
Change and the Meteorological Services are 
amongst the first to be invited to help in presentation 
in the workshops. Their expertise are most helpful in 
explaining natural disasters and climate change. 
Since these natural events are becoming a 
household and community matter for discussion, 
people are concerning with new issues especially 
climate change. The officers explained how natural 
disaster occurs and how we can prepare ourselves 

to minimise the risks and impacts during and after the disasters. An adaption and mitigation 



7 
 

activity is included during the workshop where the communities can work to build resilience. 
Such are the expertise that is given out by multi-stakeholders when the partnerships are 
there and the dialogue will include all their expertise fields.  
 
People in the communities have work plans and their own capacities to implement some of 
these activities in the work plan. But they also need assistance for some of these activities. 
This is another area where the stakeholders will direct the people in the communities to get 
extra financial assistance. Making their own composting and organic sprays which cost 
nothing but works well as pesticides with harmless effects on the life of people as well as the 
environment. This is usually done by the Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry 
which also include the instructions on raising animals as well.  
 
Having these stakeholders from different departments and expertise including Government 
Ministries will create a national dialogue on advocacy and this will lead to the sustainability of 
the program by the Government. But in a community level, the idea is to link their effort to 
what they learn as well as giving them ownership of the project to build their self-reliant, food 
security and a healthy lifestyle for their family and their community. 
 

ACTION PLAN: 
 

Group Risk/Problems Solution 

Men Flooding, no land to 
grow food crops 

 Identify, seek rights from owners to use 
vacant and dry land in the village for 
gardening; 

 Work as a group to seek financial support for 
landfilling with top soil to plant vegetable; 

 Encourage composing as a way of recycling 
green waste and improve soil nutrients; 

 Encourage group plantation (toutu’u ‘ufi, 
kumara, etc) which give opportunity to non-
owners of land to access a piece of good 
farming land 

Women Flooding, unhygienic 
environment, health 
hazard for the children 
and family 

 Work together with the town officer, health 
officer, police officer to conduct regular 
inspection on standard of sanitation 
practises; 

 Encourage team work, industrious, and self-
reliant women in development groups; 

 Set development goals, encourage raise fund 
and working together in women in 
development groups to achieve those 
development goals; 

Youth Flooding, non-
engaged, lazy and 
unemployed, involved 
in criminal activities 

 Select and establish a strong youth 
committee; 

 Select a Youth program coordinator to 
develop activities that promotes life skills, 
social skills and other useful skills; 

 Encourage helping their families and 
contribution to the community. 

Elderly Flooding and health 
hazard 

 Relocation 

 Village inspection to improve environment 
and sanitation; 

 Encourage elderly social activities, sharing 
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and documenting lessons learned on coping 
with disaster to the next generation.  

 

 

 
 

RISK PROFILE: 
 
Identification of priority risk varies according 
to gender and age.  

• Men: Flooding & Lack of Land for 

cultivation  

• Women: Flooding and lack of 

arable land for cultivation 

• Youth: Flooding and Lack of 

financial resources 

• They agreed that their priority risk 

is flooding. 

 
• Men: land is too low and too close to the sea, so every storm surge, every rain 

season- their homes are flooded and became a water catchment; 

• Women: Flood brings disease, it brings pigs and dogs that destroy their homes. 

They dug our land and make soil runs off to increase erosion; 

• Youth: Climate Change is to blame. Lack employment, marine resources 

overfish, lack arable land to grow food, bills always too high 

 

LESSONS LEARNT: 
 

a. Through basic human rights application, people in the community deserves the same 
rights to be trained on how to manage climate change impact and trained on how to be more 
resilient toward disasters and risks; 
 
b. Without the endorsement of the Royal Family and political will of those in powers, a lot of 
NGO activities will NOT progress as fast or move as smoothly or as effective; 
 
c. Partnership between stakeholders are critical to harnessing the skills and experiences of 
those from relevant field of Climate Change, disaster and risk management, policies makers; 
 
d. Having both social  consent and political invested in local issues will always resulted in a 
high profile project outcomes; and 
 
e. Media are essential to boosting the profile of any project implemented or executed by 
NGO. 
 

CONCLUSIONS: 
 
This process has brought in new breeze to the work in community with the stakeholders 
involvement and people understanding their priority risk will sustained the philosophy of AFL 
in the community and the life of people. 


