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A. Sector Road Map 
 
 1. Sector Performance, Problems, and Opportunities 
 
1. Vanuatu is a small Pacific island country with a land mass of 12,281.25 square kilometers 
and an estimated population of 307,105 in 2020. 1  The inhabitants are spread across six 
provinces—Malampa, Penama, Sanma, Shefa, Tafea, and Torba—but highly concentrated in the 
urban centers of Port Vila (Shefa) and Luganville (Sanma). In Shefa Province, more than 40% of 
the inhabitants are aged 30–49 years, while 8% are 50-plus years. Sanma Province has a much 
younger population—40% under the age of 15 years, and 11% at least 50 years. Urbanization 
has been gaining momentum: the urban population is growing by an average 3.5% annually, 
compared with an average growth rate of 2.3% for the rural population.2 
 
2. While Vanuatu has had only five positive cases of coronavirus disease (COVID-19) as of 
5 November 2021, and no community transmission, the imposed travel and trade restrictions 
badly affected the tourism industry and related sectors. The economic consequences of the twin 
shocks of Tropical Cyclone Harold and COVID-19 are estimated to total about Vt60.35 billion, or 
54% of the gross domestic product (GDP) forecast for 2020.3 An extended border closure that 
began in March 2020 brought international tourism to a standstill, threatening as much as 70% of 
jobs in Vanuatu's tourism industry, which provides formal employment to about 29,000 people.4 
It is estimated that the share of the population living below $1.90 per day will increase from an 
estimated pre-COVID-19 rate of 13.9% to 18.3%,5 with a 10% decline in consumption because 
of COVID-19.6 The impacts are mostly felt in tourism-dependent provinces such as Shefa and 
Sanma. Already before the pandemic, poverty was higher in Port Vila and Luganville than in rural 
areas. Informal workers are twice as likely as formal ones to belong to poor households. Women 
are more likely to fall outside formal employment protection systems because they account for a 
smaller share of the paid workforce and dominate the informal economy in Vanuatu.7 
 
3. Vulnerable groups such as women are disproportionately affected. A rapid gender 
analysis of the impacts of COVID-19 (footnote 7) concluded that women’s economic status will 
weaken as quarantine measures and the lack of tourism take its toll on the informal sector, while 
gender-based violence may increase because of isolation and less household income. 
 
4. Social protection in Vanuatu is limited and does not sufficiently cater to the poor. In 
response to the compound effects of COVID-19 and Tropical Cyclone Harold, the government 
announced an economic stimulus package on 30 March 2020, which included employment 

 
1 World Population Review. Vanuatu Population 2021 (Demographics, Maps, Graphs) (accessed 13 September 2021). 
2 Vanuatu National Statistics Office. 2016. Mini Census Report. Port Vila, Vanuatu. 
3 Government of Vanuatu. 2020. Yumi Evriwan Tugeta, Vanuatu Recovery Strategy 2020–2023. Port Vila. 
4 World Travel and Tourism Council. 2020. Vanuatu: 2020 Annual Research. London; and Department of Tourism and 

Vanuatu Tourism Office. 2020. National Tourism Business Impacts Survey—Tropical Cyclone Harold and COVID-
19 Pandemic. Port Vila. 

5 J. Bulan et al. 2020. "COVID-19 and Poverty: Some Scenarios." Unpublished note prepared for ADB’s Economic 
Research and Regional Cooperation Department. 

6  United Nations. 2020. The Next Frontier: Human Development and the Anthropocene, Briefing note for countries on 
the 2020 Human Development Report. Human Development Report 2020 (accessed 24 June 2020). 

7 CARE. 2020. CARE Rapid Gender Analysis COVID-19 Vanuatu (accessed 1 May 2021). Women make up half the 
producers (49.5%) in the informal and traditional economy, typically growing and processing food or making and 
selling handicrafts. 

http://www.adb.org/Documents/RRPs/?id=54196-002-2
https://worldpopulationreview.com/countries/vanuatu-population
http://hdr.undp.org/sites/all/themes/hdr_theme/country-notes/VUT.pdf
http://hdr.undp.org/sites/all/themes/hdr_theme/country-notes/VUT.pdf
https://www.care.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/Vanuatu-Rapid-Gender-Analysis-COVID-FINAL-17.04.20.pdf
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stabilization payments to registered businesses. However, informal or unregistered enterprises 
did not receive such support. Social protection programs, except for social insurance provided 
from the Vanuatu National Provident Fund (VNPF), are small and uncoordinated. In most of the 
informal sector, social protection exists only through government funding of some, but not all, 
education and health services, and through extended family networks of resource sharing and 
assistance, which form part of the traditional Vanuatu culture.8 In 2015, the government’s social 
protection expenditure was 1.7% of GDP—translating into the equivalent of 0.5% of GDP for 
women beneficiaries, and of 0.8% for men.9 There is no central agency with a responsibility for 
social protection, and no central database of social protection needs or expenditure.10 
 
5. As a result, the social protection system in Vanuatu was poorly positioned to respond to 
the impacts of the COVID-19 economic slowdown on vulnerable groups. However, the pandemic 
did highlight the relevance of targeted programs to the poor and vulnerable, and the need to 
strengthen social protection and pilot new initiatives. 
 
 2. Government’s Sector Strategy 
 
6. The government's strategic priorities are detailed in the National Sustainable Development 
Plan,11 which charts Vanuatu's 15-year national vision and framework for development (2016–
2030). The plan presents an integrated approach to balancing the three pillars of society, 
environment, and economy. The society pillar defines the policy objectives of social inclusion. 
 
7. Social insurance for formal workers. Workers' income security in Vanuatu lies with a 
single institution, the VNPF. It manages a compulsory contribution savings scheme. Savings can 
be withdrawn on retirement, or in the event of permanent incapacity to work. If a member dies, 
his or her survivors are entitled to the savings. All employees who earn more than Vt3,000 per 
month must contribute, regardless of whether they are public sector, private sector, or household 
employees. In 2020, the VNPF launched a campaign for informal sector workers to register as 
voluntary members. More than 2,000 such workers—e.g., market vendors, domestic “house girls,” 
farmers, and fishers—took up the offer. The voluntary membership means that their contributions 
are not compulsory and can be set at any amount, but it allows them to save for retirement, and 
eventually avail of VNPF social benefits such as loans and special death benefits.12 

 
8. All private sector employers are required by law to maintain a worker’s compensation 
insurance policy. Private sector and household employees who are in continuous employment 
(i.e., who work more than 22 days per month) are also entitled to up to 21 days of paid sick leave 
per year, to cover short-term illness or accident-induced incapacity. Public sector employees are 
also provided paid sick leave, which may be longer. Private sector employees who are in 
continuous employment (working 4 or more days per week) for more than 1 year are entitled to a 
severance allowance of 1 month’s salary per year worked if they are terminated by the employer 
for any reason other than serious misconduct. This payment is also made on retirement at age 
55, or if the employee is unable to continue to work because of illness. The Vanuatu Employment 
Act (1983) guarantees paid maternity leave and employment rights, and the government agreed 

 
8 Asian Development Bank (ADB). 2012. Republic of Vanuatu: Updating and Improving the Social Protection Index. 

Manila.  
9 ADB. 2019. The Social Protection Indicator for the Pacific: Assessing Progress. Manila; and ADB. 2017. Republic of 

Vanuatu: Social Protection Indicator. Manila. 
10 ADB. 2017. Republic of Vanuatu: Social Protection Indicator. Manila. 
11 Government of Vanuatu. 2016. Vanuatu 2030 | The People’s Plan – the National Sustainable Development Plan. 

Port Vila, Vanuatu. 
12 Daily Post. 2021. VNPF Records Over 2,000 Informal Workers. 23 January. 

https://dailypost.vu/news/vnpf-records-over-2-000-informal-workers/article_275d98c4-5e96-11eb-8468-bf4487fa2bad.html
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to uphold International Labour Organization recommendations to guarantee job protection and 
nondiscrimination. 

 
9. Labor market programs. Vanuatu is also one of the principal sources of workers for the 
New Zealand Recognized Seasonal Employer scheme and the Australian Seasonal Worker 
Programme. Since its launch in 2012, Vanuatu has supplied 18,261 workers (15,054 men and 
3,207 women) to the Australian Seasonal Worker Programme, and about 5,000 workers per year 
were deployed to New Zealand. Since the COVID-19-induced border closure, 1,336 workers were 
deployed to Australia, and about 1,000 workers were redeployed, with current estimates that 
about 3,656 Ni-Vanuatu workers are in Australia as of February 2021.13 The Vanuatu Skills 
Partnership Program is funded by the Government of Australia and aims to support provincial 
economic development through targeted skills training. It is directed primarily at the rural 
unemployed, and poorly educated youth, and the courses focus on employment and income-
generation outcomes within a nationally recognized framework. 

 
10. Social assistance for vulnerable groups. Vanuatu does have legislation and a policy 
for the vulnerable, but neither has translated into action and expenditure on social protection. The 
Vanuatu National Disability Inclusive Development Policy 2018–2025 activates the commitments 
made by the government by ratifying the 2008 Convention on the Rights of Persons with 
Disabilities, aiming to improve the quality of life of people with disabilities. However, there is no 
direct government funding of disability organizations or programs for persons with disabilities. The 
National Child Protection Policy 2016–2026 aims to protect the rights and meet the needs of all 
children in Vanuatu. The Ministry of Justice and Community Services established a Child Desk 
Office with a broad responsibility for child rights monitoring and coordination. However, analysis 
by the United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF) found a lack of mechanisms to ensure oversight 
and quality of services; weak coordination systems to foster collaborative responses to child 
protection priorities; and inadequate platforms to support evidence-informed policy development 
and resource allocation.14 
 
11. Given the limited allocation of government funding to social protection, various civil society 
organizations (CSOs) are active in providing social welfare services to communities throughout 
the country. Table 1 presents the key CSOs involved in social assistance programs in Vanuatu. 
 

Table 1: Key Civil Society Organizations Involved in Social Assistance in Vanuatu 
Organization Description 

Act for Peace, 
and Vanuatu Christian 
Council 
 

Act for Peace is the international aid agency of the National Council of Churches in 
Australia. It works in partnership with the Vanuatu Christian Council (which represents the 
seven main Christian churches in Vanuatu). Together they focus on DRR, helping to set up 
community disaster committees, as well as WASH and GBV prevention activities. 

CARE CARE is the lead organization on gender and protection in Vanuatu. Provides technical 
support to the Gender and Protection Cluster to mainstream gender and disability inclusion 
across all pandemic and disaster response activities. 

Caritas, and CAN DO Caritas is the lead agency for CAN DO, a consortium of eight Australia-based humanitarian 
church agencies aiming to build the resilience of communities, strengthen the capacity of 
partners, and enhance agencies’ effectiveness in responding to disasters, especially in the 
Pacific. 

Oxfam Working in Vanuatu since 1989. Programs focus on youth empowerment, the rights of 
women and girls, training and supporting small-scale farmers, and helping people to better 
prepare for disasters. In response to the compound disaster of Tropical Cyclone Harold and 
COVID-19, Oxfam is implementing a cash transfer program, targeting most vulnerable 
households on the islands of Efate, Santo, and Tanna. 

 
13 G. Noy, Pacific Labour Facility (personal communication, 16 April 2021). 
14 UNICEF Pacific. 2014. Hidden in Plain Sight: A statistical analysis of violence against children. Suva, Fiji. 
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Organization Description 

Save the Children Has been working in Vanuatu for the past 25 years, in health, community education and 
training, emergency relief, community development, water supply resource development, 
pre-school education, and direct promotion of children’s rights. 

Vanuatu Disability 
Promotion and 
Advocacy Association  

Established in 2002 to advocate for rights and promote abilities of people with disability in 
Vanuatu. Member of the Pacific Disability Forum. 

Vanuatu National 
Council of Women 

Established in 1980 as the umbrella organization for Vanuatu women, providing opportunity 
for dialogue between women, and voice of women in national and international affairs. 

Vanuatu Red Cross 
Society 

Five provincial offices and headquarters in Port Vila, and more than 500 volunteers. Focus 
on first aid, health, sanitation, DRR, and emergency response. 

Vanuatu Women’s 
Centre 

Established in 1992. Running gender-based violence counseling centers on Efate, Tanna, 
Santo, Vanualava, Pentecost, and Malekula.  

VSPD  A locally run nongovernment organization that provides community-based rehabilitation, 
identification, and assessment of people with disabilities; technical assistance to clients; 
equipment such as wheelchairs and crutches; training of caregivers and parents; and 
support for people with a disability within schools and the workplace. VSPD also provides 
advocacy through community and awareness programs relating to disability, and the 
promotion of rights of people with disabilities. VSPD's twice-weekly Pikinini Group is open to 
all children with a disability, and includes activities, games, and parent support to improve 
developmental skills. 

Wan Smolbag Begun in 1989, Wan Smolbag is a nongovernment organization with more than 120 staff, 
operating youth centers in Port Vila, Luganville, and Pentecost. It runs adolescent sexual 
reproductive health, nutrition, sport, and arts programs, as well as rights-based work for 
people with disability and LGBTQI. Wan Smolbag produces films, theater and television 
programs, and videos; and information, education, and communication materials. 

World Vision Present in Vanuatu since 1980. Works in Tafea, Sanma, Shefa, and Torba. Runs disability-
inclusive programs on WASH, GBV, maternal and child health, healthy relationships, DRR, 
and early childhood education. World Vision is a key implementing partner for the Oxfam 
cash transfer program. 

CAN DO = Church Agencies Network Disaster Operations; CARE = Cooperative Assistance and Relief Everywhere; 
COVID-19 = coronavirus disease; DRR = disaster risk reduction; GBV = gender-based violence; LGBTQI = lesbian, 
gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, intersex; MCH = maternal and child health; VSPD = Vanuatu Society for People with 
a Disability; WASH = water and sanitation hygiene. 

 
B. Major Development Partners: Strategic Foci and Key Activities 
 
12.  Support from development partners to address COVID-19 impacts and support social 
protection is summarized in the table below. 
  

Table 2: Major Development Partners in Social Protection 

Development Partner Program Name Duration 
Amount 

($ million) 

COVID-19 Pandemic Relief 
Asian Development Bank COVID-19 Pandemic Response Program 2020 16.93 

Technical assistance grant to procure emergency 
supplies through UNICEF  

2020 0.90 

TCH Emergency Response Project  2020 1.00 
Pacific Disaster Resilience Program (Phase 3)  2020 5.00 
COVID-19 Emergency Response Project 
Systems Strengthening for Effective Coverage of New 
Vaccines in the Pacific (additional financing) 

2024 
2021 

1.50 
3.90 

Government of Australia Vanuatu Health Program & COVID-19 supplementary 
funding 

2020 8.90 

 Budget support to government of Vanuatu 2020 5.80 
Government of New Zealand Budget support to government of Vanuatu, NGO 

support, emergency response 
2020 1.90 

People’s Republic of China Medical equipment for COVID-19 response 2020 in kind 
Japan Funding for medical equipment and services provision 2020 2.70 
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Development Partner Program Name Duration 
Amount 

($ million) 

European Union EDF11 Budget support to government of Vanuatu; includes 
funds for 10 x community-level backyard gardens 

2020 11.30 

World Bank Catastrophe-Deferred Drawdown Option for budget 
support, COVID-19 and TCH 

2020 10.00 

United Nations COVID-19 Recovery and Response Fund, and Central 
Emergency Relief Fund (for TCH) 

2020 2.90 

UNDP, UNESCO, ILO Inclusive Economic Recovery through Sustainable 
Enterprises in the Informal Economies: focus on 
creative industries and agriculture 

2020–2021 1.50 

Persons with Disability 
Government of Australia  Wan Smolbag Community Partnership: this funding 

supports a range of Wan Smolbag activities, including 
the nutrition center in Port Vila. The project will seek to 
expand the nutrition program through the provision of 
kitchen equipment to the Wan Smolbag Northern Care 
Center in Luganville 

2018–2021 3.30 

Government of Australia, 
Governance for Growth, 
Disability Inclusive 
Development Fund, Pacific 
Women, Ambae Response 
Recovery—all committed to 
funding the program through 
2021 

Skills Partnership – Disability Inclusion: in partnership 
with the Ministry of Justice and Community Services, 
facilitated the appointment and funded the salary of the 
first provincial disability officer. There are now three 
officers employed in Malampa, Torba, and Shefa 
provinces. 

2019 (budget 
amount 

reflects the 
total annual 

budget for the 
program in 

2019) 

1.90 

GBV and Family Protection 
Government of Australia  Vanuatu Women’s Centre: GBV prevention, counseling, 

and protection 
2016–2021 4.60 

 Pacific Women Shaping Pacific Development: women’s 
economic empowerment, increased participation of 
women in public life and decision-making, and reduced 
incidence of GBV. 

2020 9.20 

 World Vision: Relationship Education About Choices 
and Healing (REACH)  

2018–2020 1.70 

Government of New Zealand World Vision: Men be the Change  2020–2025 2.05 
 Development Cooperation Funds: primary focus on 

justice and tourism.  
2020–2021 124.00 

World Vision United States World Vision: Faith and Development 2019–2023 0.36 
Livelihoods 
Governments of Australia 
and New Zealand 

Oxfam—UnBlocked Cash: provides cash transfer of 
Vt10,000 per month to 3,700+ beneficiaries on Santo 
and Malo, Efate, and outer islands and Tanna, targeting 
elderly (32% of beneficiaries), PWDs (49%), widowed 
(12%), single mothers (7%), and persons displaced by 
TCH (2%). Beneficiaries can spend the cash transfer at 
any of 340+ registered vendors, such as community 
stores (43%), transportation providers (25%), market 
vendors (15%), hardware stores (4%), grocery stores 
(10%), as well as pharmacies, agriculture supply stores, 
energy provider, bakery, and butchery. Involves 
19 implementing partners, and 70+ staff and volunteers. 

2020–2021 4.20 

Government of Australia  Vanuatu Skills Partnership 2017–2022 18.20 
 ActionAID: COVID-19 Recovery (focused on protection 

and livelihoods) 
2020–2021 0.55 

United Nations Livelihoods, food security, and accessible markets 2020 0.30 

COVID-19 = coronavirus disease; GBV = gender-based violence; EDF = European Development Fund; ILO = 
International Labour Organization; NGO = nongovernment organization; PWD = person with disability; TCH = Tropical 
Cyclone Harold; UNDP = United Nations Development Programme; UNESCO = United Nations Educational, Scientific, 
and Cultural Organization; UNICEF = United Nations Children's Fund. 
Sources: Government of Vanuatu, Ministry of Finance and Economic Management, Fiscal Strategy Report 2021; Asian 
Development Bank; and development partner reports. 
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C. Institutional Arrangements and Processes for Development Coordination 
 
13. Financing for infrastructure and any development initiatives involving the government are 
coordinated by the Finance and Treasury Department of the Ministry of Finance and Economic 
Management, with implementation coordination through respective ministries. Development 
coordination on social protection is limited, and challenging because CSOs and nongovernment 
organizations often compete for the same pool of donor funds and without an effective umbrella 
organization to map the work of each organization by sector. 
 
D. ADB Experience and Assistance Program 
 
14. The project proposed by the Asian Development Bank (ADB) is its first social protection 
project in Vanuatu with a focus on marginalized groups affected by the pandemic. It is designed 
to prevent the poor and vulnerable groups from experiencing further hardships and falling further 
into poverty because of the COVID-19 impacts. It proposes approaches to social protection with 
a view to ensuring long-term sustainability to improve the well-being of poor people when 
confronted with crises. It complements other ADB support in the country, including the COVID-19 
Fiscal Response Program. 15  The project is also aligned with ADB’s Strategy 2030 and its 
operational priorities of reducing remaining poverty and inequalities, accelerating progress in 
gender equality, and promoting rural development and food security.16 

 
15. The project builds on preliminary lessons from ADB’s response to COVID-19, such as 
ensuring ownership and commitment from the highest level of government, and partnership with 
the agencies involved; designing the project rapidly while ensuring quality at entry; and engaging 
communities and building local capacity.17 It also builds on key lessons from a previous ADB 
project, Social Protection of the Vulnerable in the Pacific, in supporting the establishment of a 
formal social protection system in Pacific developing member countries, such as collecting 
baseline and disaggregated data to strengthen implementation and monitoring; exploring 
opportunities for volunteers to be involved; and continuous capacity building to ensure quality of 
care for vulnerable groups.

 
15 ADB. 2020. Report and Recommendation of the President to the Board of Directors: Proposed Countercyclical 

Support Facility Grant Republic of Vanuatu: COVID-19 Fiscal Response Program. Manila. 
16 ADB. 2018. Strategy 2030: Achieving a Prosperous, Inclusive, Resilient, and Sustainable Asia and the Pacific. 

Manila. 
17 ADB. 2020. Responding to the Novel Coronavirus Crisis: 13 Lessons from Evaluation. Manila. 
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Problem Analysis Diagram for Public Sector Management (Social Protection 
Initiatives) 
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 Inevitable COVID-19 preemptive measures: 
Suspension of international travel and cruise ships impacting food supply and 
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