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Key Pacific Issues - Disaster relief 

New Zealand responds to cyclones and other natural disasters in the Pacific. Pacific Division coordinates an Emergency Task Force that responds to natural disasters 24 hours a day, every day of the year.

The task force draws together people and resources from key New Zealand government agencies – including the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade, NZAID, Metservice and New Zealand Defence Force to respond with assistance and trained personnel.   

New Zealand also works closely with Australia and France under an arrangement known as FRANZ to respond to disasters in the Pacific – ensuring that resources are deployed effectively and without duplication.  The FRANZ arrangement, which began in 1992, has proved a useful tool for improving natural disaster coordination in the region. 

Natural disasters have a significant impact in the Pacific, and come at real cost.  The Pacific region, with its diverse mix of low-lying atolls and mountainous high islands, volcanoes and earthquake zones, contains some of the most vulnerable environments in the world.   

While earthquakes, tsunami and volcanic eruptions are unpredictable and can strike at any time, cyclones are a more regular and predictable occurrence.   An average year sees 9-10 tropical cyclones, normally between November and May, with the peak occurrence in February and March.  In very strong El Niño conditions, when the warm seas in the western Pacific spread east, tropical cyclones tend to be more frequent, and to form and track farther east.  

Regionally, efforts to improve disaster management capacity are carried out under the Community Risk Programme of the South Pacific Applied Geoscience Commission (SOPAC) and a regular meeting of National Disaster Management Officers.  New Zealand also works directly with the countries of the region on working on disaster management capacity issues.  NZAID plays a critical role in New Zealand efforts in this area through its Emergency and Disaster Response funding. 

UN EMERGENCY TEAMS ASSESSING CYCLONE TOLL IN OCEANIA

(New York, 10 March 2005):  United Nations emergency teams arrived in Samoa and met with the United Nations Resident Coordinator before heading to the Cook Islands and Tokelau to assess damages inflicted by Cyclone Percy.  
In the Cook Islands, the United Nations Disaster Assessment and Coordination team (UNDAC) is focusing on the outer islands. The team will prepare a comprehensive report including assessments results carried out so far. The International Red Cross and Red Crescent Society (IFRC) reports that the 600 residents of Pukapuka seem to have enough food and drinking water for about a week. About 80 per cent of the houses have been destroyed on Pukapuka and roads have been washed out. 

In Tokelau, the authorities have said that initial assessments indicate damage to infrastructure across the three atolls of Nukunonu, Atafu and Fakaofo, including seawalls, hospital facilities, schools, an office building and a meeting house. Debris is spread throughout the villages. Tokelauan groups began the clean-up operation quickly and in a well-organized fashion to avoid health problems. In the short term, immediate needs for food, medical and shelter appear to have been provided. 

In Nukunonu, initial estimates are that about 80 per cent of the village was under water at some stage. Around 80 percent of the buildings sustained water or wind damage and at least five homes were severely damaged. Food supplies have been badly affected with bulk storage facilities breached. Goods have been damaged by water or washed away. Some individual stores were destroyed. There is also major damage to agricultural crops. 

In Atafu, damage to septic tanks at the hospital and some homes poses a danger of diarrhoea outbreaks. In addition, the power supply was cut off, no international telecommunication is available, and temporary shelters, used by recovering patients and school children, sustained some damage.

On 26 February, Cyclone Percy pounded Tokelau with winds from 178 to 249 kilometres per hour, causing widespread damage to the three atolls: Atafu (population 500 – 600), Nukunonu (population 400 – 450) and Fakaofo (population 500). Tokelau consists of a group of three atolls in the South Pacific, about one-half of the way from Hawaii to New Zealand. The cyclone also moved through American Samoa and passed the northern part of the Cook Islands,

The Government of New Zealand has committed USD 360,000 for relief supplies, while Australia has committed USD 39,000 to be channeled through New Zealand. The United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) is releasing USD 50,000. 

It's life or death for tiny Niue
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Concerns have emerged over cyclone-devastated Niue's future as a nation, although senior New Zealand and Niuean government officials maintain they are committed to ensuring the South Pacific island's survival. 

Some island leaders have called for Niue to return to a New Zealand governance, fearing the worst cyclone in memory will accelerate the nation's population decline. 

Niue, whose capital was flattened when tropical cyclone Heta hit last Monday (Tuesday AEDT), has been self-governing in free association with New Zealand since 1974. 

New Zealand foreign minister Phil Goff said today the issue of the island's constitutional status was one for the government and the people of Niue to determine. 

Goff said one scenario being put forward was that Heta would create a resurgence of determination and commitment to Niue, including from Niueans living in New Zealand, while another view was that it would further diminish confidence and more people would leave the island. 

"We will work quite closely with the Niuean government to try to ensure that the first scenario is what comes to pass rather than the latter, to the extent of course that we're able to do that," Goff said. [image: image1.png]




	
	

	
	

	
	


He said a concern was the impact of the cyclone on Niue's private sector. 

"What we're trying to do obviously is to restore the situation as quickly as we can to maintain confidence and to minimise the loss confronted by the private sector in that regard, and to ensure that public services are up and running as soon as possible." 

Covering an area of 260 square kilometres and with a population of around 1,800, Niue is both the world's largest raised coral atoll and its smallest self-governing state. 

About 20,000 Niueans live in New Zealand and some on the island say its population could fall to an unviable 500 people in the aftermath of Heta. 

"The morale of people is really quite low ... people have already started leaving," Niuean MP and former minister of finance Terry Coe told the Sunday Star Times newspaper. 

Coe said the island should merge with New Zealand in some form. 

Goff said Niueans had overwhelmingly opted for the status quo - self-governance rather than greater integration or full independence - during a review of Niue's constitutional status a couple of years ago. 

"Without a living community on Niue, that would endanger the culture and language of Niuean people," he said. 

"Both the Niuean government and the New Zealand government have the same objective in that regard." 

Niue Premier Young Vivian said the islanders wanted to rebuild. 

"We want a new Niue out of this mess, out of this disaster. We want to rebuild Niue," he told reporters in Auckland on Friday night after returning from Niue for his wife's funeral. 

John Kaulima, Niue's former consul general in Auckland, said the Niuean community was rallying together. 

"All they want to do is get the country up and running again," Kaulima said. 

"They're all pulling together and it's fantastic."

Goff said special equipment would be sent on Tuesday's Hercules flight to clean up asbestos roofing fragments among the rubble of buildings destroyed by Heta.

"New Zealand and Australian experts on the island have identified an immediate health risk to residents from the smashed asbestos, and clean-up of affected areas has been suspended until the safety equipment arrives," he said.

