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Foreword
The work of the Asian Development Bank (ADB) in the Pacific water, sanitation, and hygiene (WASH) 
sector supports its developing member countries (DMCs) to plan, improve, and extend sustainable WASH 
sector services. The coronavirus disease (COVID-19) pandemic has increased the urgency of improving 
WASH in the Pacific region given the sector’s key role in frontline responses to new cycles of community 
transmission. ADB’s Pacific WASH technical assistance for Strengthening Water, Sanitation, and Hygiene 
Practices and Hygiene Behavioral Change in the Pacific1 focuses on nine key priorities to support governments 
in improving WASH and helping ensure the sustainability of the sector: (i) behavioral change communication; 
(ii) business continuity planning; (iii) sector coordination and partnerships; (iv) installation of handwashing 
stations; (v) promotion of handwashing with soap; (vi) WASH policy reform and financing framework; 
(vii) WASH regulation, standards, and compliance; (viii) water safety planning; and (ix) water quality, 
sanitation, and wastewater management. The scope of ADB’s technical assistance is consistent with its 
objective to comprehensively support the WASH needs of its DMCs in respect to technical, financial, social, 
and governance dimensions.

WASH remains a priority across the Pacific, and ADB will continue to work in partnership with its Pacific DMCs 
to identify opportunities to build a resilient, inclusive, and equitable WASH sector with the aim of protecting 
and improving community health in the Pacific.

Leah Gutierrez
Director General
Pacific Department
Asian Development Bank

1 ADB. 2020. Technical Assistance for Strengthening Water, Sanitation, and Hygiene Practices and Hygiene Behavioral Change in the Pacific. 
Manila (TA 6551-REG).

 Best practice water treatment. The wastewater treatment plant 
in Suva, Fiji is an investment in wastewater management.
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 Employment for women. Trucking clean water to remote areas 
in PNG provides job opportunities for local women. 
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Key Terms
Term Definition

Asian Water Development Outlook

The Asian Water Development Outlook (AWDO) is an Asian Development Bank publication which provides a comprehensive review of the 
factors that comprise water security across Asia and the Pacific. It incorporates five Key Dimensions (KD) of security including:
KD1: Rural Household Water Security
KD2: Economic Water Security
KD3: Urban Water Security
KD4: Environmental Water Security
KD5: Water-related Disaster Security.
Data for the KDs is calculated from public data and for the purposes of this report KD1 and KD3 rankings have been adopted to demonstrate rural 
and urban household measures of water and sanitation security across 14 developing member countries (DMCs).
The full report can be accessed here: https://www.adb.org/publications/asian-water-development-outlook-2020.

Rural household water security 

Key Dimension 1
Ranking of national water and sanitation 
security in rural households (1–20)
1 = low´20 = high

“The provision of su¼cient, safe, physically accessible and a¿ordable water and sanitation services for 
health and livelihoods, coupled with an acceptable level of water-related risk, in rural households.”
Indicators: (i) access to water supply, (ii) access to sanitation, (iii) health impacts related to water, 
(iv) a¿ordability.
Source: Asian Water Development Outlook (2020).

Urban water security

Key Dimension 3
Ranking of national water and sanitation 
security in urban households (1–20)
1 = low´20 = high

“The extent Asian Development Bank members provide safely managed and a¿ordable water and 
sanitation services for their urban communities to sustainably achieve desired outcomes.”
Indicators: (i) access to water supply, (ii) access to sanitation, (iii) a¿ordability, (iv) drainage (flooding), 
(v) environment (water quality).
Source: Asian Water Development Outlook (2020).

Other terms

WASH coverage Access to safe water, toilets, and good hygiene. 

WASH sector Water and sanitation hardware, standards, policies, and guidelines; WASH implementation agencies: 
local, regional, and international; funding and financing of WASH programs. 

WASH cluster Set of structures, processes, principles, and commitments to coordinate humanitarian action when a 
national government requests international support for WASH services. 

WASH = water, sanitation, and hygiene.
Note: Water and sanitation data and rankings (1–20) are derived from AWDO (2020). 

 Building skills. Laboratory technicians are critical to maintaining 
water quality throughout the water supply network.

https://www.adb.org/publications/asian-water-development-outlook-2020
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The Review of Opportunities for the Pacific WASH Sector (2021) provides an overview of the water, 
sanitation, and hygiene (WASH) sector in ADB’s 14 Pacific DMCs during the coronavirus disease 

(COVID-19) pandemic, highlights the urgency of strategic WASH interventions, and recommends strategic 
directions for ADB and others. The recommendations aim to build resilience to COVID-19 as a priority, 
while looking beyond the current pandemic to strengthen the overall resilience of people and sustainability 
of the WASH sector. 

Investments in infrastructure alone will not achieve WASH sector objectives. They must be accompanied by 
a broader enabling environment, capacity building, institutional strengthening, behavioral change programs, 
and sector coordination. Conversely, improvements in services and expansion of services are unlikely 
without investments.

Background
 Improving household water.
Villagers in Fiji receive water delivered 
by tanker to meet household needs.



2 Review of Opportunities for the Pacific WASH Sector

Figure 1: Water and Sanitation Security in Pacific WASH Sector Projects (2015–2021)

PAPUA NEW GUINEA

NIUE

SAMOA

COOK ISLANDS

KIRIBATI

NAURU

MARSHALL
ISLANDSFEDERATED STATES

OF MICRONESIA

SOLOMON ISLANDS

VANUATU
FIJI

Urban Water Supply and Sanitation Sector Project
(ADB grant and cofinancing) [$75.35 million]

Ebeye Solid Waste Management Project (ADB grant) [$6.50 million]

PALAU

Integrated Urban Resilience Sector Project (ADB grant)
[$18.28 million]

Preparing Urban Service Improvement Projects – Project Readiness 
Financing (ADB grant) [$5.00 million]

Urban Water Supply and Wastewater Management
Investment Program (ADB loan) [$99.75 million]

Ebeye Water Supply and Sanitation Project (ADB grant) [$12.00 million]

Greater Port Vila Urban Resilience Project (ADB grant) [$9.64 million]
Luganville Urban Water Supply and Sanitation Project – Project Readiness 
Financing (ADB loan) [$3.00 million]

Preparing the Funafuti Water and Sanitation Project – 
Project Readiness Financing (ADB grant) [$4.00 million]

TONGA

South Tarawa Water Supply Project (ADB loan) [$56.59 million]
KD3 15.3
KD1 19

Water Supply Scheme for Tete Settlement
(cofinancing) [$0.80 million]

KD3 5.6
KD1 4

KD3 7.1
KD1 n.d.

Chuuk Water Supply and Sanitation Project (ADB grant) [$17.76 million]

KD3 4.7
KD1 11

KD3 7.9
KD1 7

KD3 7.9
KD1 8

KD3 10.3
KD1 16

KD3 9.1
KD1 12

KD3 9.1
KD1 9

KD3 5.9
KD1 7

KD3 10.6
KD1 14

TUVALU
KD3 12.6
KD1 14

KD3 10.6
KD1 18

KD3 10.3
KD1 15

ADB = Asian Development Bank; AWDO = Asian Water Development Outlook; n.d. = no data; WASH = water, sanitation, and hygiene.
Map Key: 
KD1 = AWDO Key Dimension 1  Rural household water security (Scored 1–20, 1 being low and 20 being high)

The provision of su¼cient, safe, physically accessible, and a¿ordable water and sanitation services for 
health and livelihoods, coupled with an acceptable level of water-related risk, in rural households
Indicators: (i) access to water supply, (ii) access to sanitation, (iii) health impacts related to water, 
(iv) a¿ordability.

KD3 = AWDO Key Dimension 3  Urban water security (Scored 1–20, 1 being low and 20 being high)
The extent Asian Development Bank members provide safely managed and a¿ordable water and 
sanitation services for their urban communities to sustainably achieve desired outcomes
Indicators: (i) access to water supply, (ii) access to sanitation, (iii) a¿ordability, (iv) drainage (flooding), 
(v) environment (water quality).

Water and sanitation sector projects  ADB approved projects by country (2015–2020)
Total approved ADB funded projects (2015–2020) = $137.09 million 
Total approved ADB and cofinanced projects (2015–2020) = $239.78 million

Note: Amounts in the figure pertain to ADB, and ADB-administered and collaborative/parallel cofinancing.
Source: ADB. 2020. Asian Water Development Outlook 2020: Advancing Water Security across Asia and the Pacific. Manila. https://www.adb.
org/publications/asian-water-development-outlook-2020 (accessed 28 September 2021).

https://www.adb.org/publications/asian-water-development-outlook-2020
https://www.adb.org/publications/asian-water-development-outlook-2020
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 Maintaining water infrastructure. Water Operations Teams in Solomon Islands regularly maintain critical water supply infrastructure 
(photo by Solomon Water). 

WASH Conditions in the Pacific
The concept of universal access is central to securing a strong WASH sector in the Pacific. Pacific DMCs 
face significant challenges in accelerating and sustaining access to basic water supply and sanitation 
services. Nowhere is this more evident than the growing urban centers, which are characterized by large 
numbers of informal settlements, large household sizes, high rates of communicable diseases and limited 
access to basic water and sanitation services. 

Many Pacific DMCs have limited reliable water resources, such as Nauru and Tuvalu, and this problem 
is exacerbated by climate change impacts. Multiple countries also struggle with saline intrusion and 
wastewater contamination of groundwater and surface water; and this is particularly significant for nations 
vulnerable to rising sea levels. The increased need for clean and safe water supplies for handwashing during 
COVID-19 places these countries at particular risk for outbreaks.

Sanitation also remains a challenge for several DMCs, particularly those that are rapidly urbanizing and have 
large informal settlements, such as Fiji, Papua New Guinea, and Solomon Islands. Many houses do not have 
private toilets or lack connections to reliable sewerage systems, leading to contaminated water supplies and 
health problems. 
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WASH Needs in the Pacific
Improved sector frameworks and coordination in the WASH sector are a current focus for all Pacific DMCs. 
The pandemic has thrown the need for more e¼cient coordination into the spotlight, requiring government 
agencies, utilities, and donor-funded projects to work closer together to promote handwashing and 
improve water supply and sanitation services, including developing and updating WASH policies. 
For example, in 2021 Nauru updated the national WASH sector policy to ensure urban development 
considers vital water and sanitation needs.

There remains room for improvement in household and public water and sanitation facilities. 
Improving access to clean and reliable drinking water is central to reducing burdens on health, as is 
improving sanitation and sewerage systems at the household and community level. Several Pacific DMCs 
are also taking the lead to facilitate better hygiene practices, for example by scaling up the installation of 
handwashing facilities in busy public locations.

Behavioral change campaigns are crucial for improving hygiene practices. COVID-19 has illustrated just 
how significant good handwashing behavior is in reducing the spread of illnesses. Improving community 
understanding of hygiene, health, and sanitation requires ongoing attention, beginning in schools and 
continuing throughout lifetimes.

Data Sources and Approach
The report is based on four key sources of data:

(i) international data sources providing context and data relating to the Pacific WASH sector, 
including access to basic sanitation and basic water supply, gross domestic product (GDP), health, 
employment, vaccination rates, and economic data;

(ii) “grey” literature providing qualitative and evidence-based data relevant to ADB’s TA program, 
including ADB’s national consultant reporting and online media;

(iii) observations and commentary by ADB’s national consultants providing real-time assessment of the 
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic;

(iv) WASH case studies in individual countries presenting evidence of resilience and adaptive responses 
to the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Data gathered from international, regional, national, and local sources illustrate the impact of the COVID-19 
pandemic on the Pacific WASH sector and an adaptive management approach adopted by countries in the 
region to meet the challenges posed by the pandemic. The report was prepared in August 2021 and the 
information and data it contains is accurate for the period March 2020–August 2021.
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Figure 2: Rural Household Water Security (2020) Comparison by Region

Water Supply Sanitation Health Impacts A�ordability KD1 Score

Central and West Asia 2.8 1.9 1.7 1.4  7.8

East Asia 2.0 2.0 5.0 5.0 14.0

Pacific 1.3 1.3 1.2 1.5  5.3

South Asia 3.0 1.0 1.2 1.2  6.4

Southeast Asia 2.7 2.2 2.7 3.2 10.8

Advanced economies 4.9 4.9 4.4 4.8 19.1

Asia and the Pacifica 2.6 1.7 2.8 2.9 10.0

a Without advanced economies.
Note: Maximum score for KD1 is 20; numbers may not add precisely due to rounding.
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Key: KD1 (Key Dimension 1) – Rural Household Water Security: the provision of su¼cient, safe, physically accessible and a¿ordable water and 
sanitation services for health and livelihoods, coupled with an acceptable level of water-related risk, in rural households.
Indicators: (i) access to water supply, (ii) access to sanitation, (iii) health impacts related to water, and (iv) a¿ordability.
Source: Asian Development Bank. 2020. Asian Water Development Outlook 2020. Manila.

Results from ADB’s Asian Water Development Outlook (AWDO) 2020 highlight the Pacific’s relative 
position on rural and urban water and sanitation security. Countries’ rural water security (Key Dimension 1) 
is evaluated through the indicators of (i) access to water supply, (ii) access to sanitation, (iii) health impacts 
related to water, and (iv) a¿ordability. Urban water security (Key Dimension 3) is assessed using the 
indicators of (i) access to water supply, (ii) access to sanitation, (iii) drainage (flooding), and (v) environment 
(water quality).

Figures 2 and 3 demonstrate that the Pacific region rates the lowest on rural and urban water security in 
comparison with other regions, as assessed by AWDO Key Dimensions 1 and 3.
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Figure 3: Urban Water Security (2020) Comparison by Region

Water Supply Sanitation A�ordability Drainage Environment KD3 Score

Central and West Asia 3.6 1.9 4.8 0.8 0.4 11.5

East Asia 5.9 5.9 4.7 0.9 0.6 17.9

Pacific 1.4 1.3 1.6 1.0 0.9  6.3

South Asia 2.7 1.2 4.7 0.9 0.6 10.1

Southeast Asia 3.0 2.0 5.3 0.8 0.9 11.9

Advanced economies 5.9 5.9 4.8 0.9 1.0 18.4

Asia and the Pacifica 3.9 3.1 4.8 0.9 0.6 13.3

a Without advanced economies.
Note: Maximum score for KD3 is 20; numbers may not add precisely due to rounding.
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ADB = Asian Development Bank.
Key: KD3 (Key Dimension 3) – Urban Water Security: the extent ADB members provide safely managed and a¿ordable water and sanitation 
services for their urban communities to sustainably achieve desired outcomes.
Indicators: (i) access to water supply, (ii) access to sanitation, (iii) drainage (flooding), and (v) environment (water quality).
Source: ADB. 2020. Asian Water Development Outlook 2020. Manila.
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continued on next page

Table 1: Water Resources and WASH Governance in the Pacific (2021)

Country Water Resources Condition and Key Challenges
Coordination 

Platform 
Country 
Utilities

 Coordinating 
Agencies

Cook Islands • Low-lying islands/atolls: brackish water 
• Low community acceptance of conventional water 

treatment and disinfection methods
• Limited maintenance of village water systems

Cook Islands 
Water Safety Plan 

Committee

Infrastructure 
Cook Islands, 
To Tatou Vai

Ministry of Works

Fiji • High elevation regions: reliance on surface water
• Vulnerability to severe droughts, intense tropical 

cyclones and extreme flood events
• Severe land constraints contributing to overcrowding
• Complex customary water governance systems

WASH Cluster Water Authority 
(WAF)

Ministry of Health 
(Environment 
Health Unit)

Kiribati • Low-lying atolls: freshwater lenses vulnerable 
to saline intrusion

• Low community acceptance of conventional water 
treatment and disinfection methods

• Limited connectivity and supply of goods

National Drought 
Committee, 

National Water and 
Sanitation Steering 

Committee

Public Utilities Board Ministry of 
Infrastructure 

(Water Division)

Marshall Islands • Low-lying atolls: fragile lenses
• Vulnerability to severe tropical cyclones and droughts
• Di¼culties in providing coordinated responses 

to disasters in outlying islands

WASH Cluster Kwajalein Atoll Joint 
Utilities Resources, 
Majuro Water and 

Sewerage Company

Ministry of Health, 
Environmental 

Protection Agency

Micronesia, 
Federated 
States of

• Low-lying islands/atolls: brackish water
• Vulnerability to severe tropical cyclones and droughts
• Di¼culties in providing coordinated responses 

to disasters in outlying islands

WASH Cluster, 
COVID-19 
Taskforce

Chuuk Public Utility 
Corporation, Kosrae 
Utilities Authority, 

Kosrae Department 
of Transport and 

Infrastructure, 
Pohnpei Utilities 

Corporation, 
Gagil-Tomil 

Water Authority, 
Southern Yap Water 
Authority, Yap State 

Public Services 
Corporation

Department of 
Resources and 
Development

Nauru • Limited freshwater sources
• Vulnerability to prolonged and intense droughts
• Limited connectivity and supply of goods
• Severe land constraints contributing to overcrowding

Sustainable 
Urban Development 
Steering Committee

Nauru Utilities 
Corporation

Department of 
Climate Change and 
National Resilience

Niue • Low-lying islands/atolls: brackish water 
• Vulnerability to severe droughts and intense 

tropical cyclones

Ministry of 
Infrastructure

Public Works 
Department

Ministry of 
Infrastructure

Palau • Low-lying islands/atolls: brackish water 
• Limited maintenance of village water systems
• Di¼culties in providing coordinated responses 

to disasters in outlying islands

Ministry of 
Infrastructure

Palau Public Utilities Ministry of Health

Papua 
New Guinea

• High elevation regions: reliance on surface water
• Vulnerability to severe droughts and extreme flooding
• Severe land constraints contributing to overcrowded 

settlements with poor WASH access
• Complex customary water governance systems

WASH Cluster Water PNG Department of 
Health, Ministry of 

Planning

Samoa • Low-lying islands/atolls: brackish water
• Vulnerability to severe droughts and intense 

tropical cyclones
• Limited maintenance of village water systems

Water Sector 
Coordination Unit, 

Water Sector 
Steering Committee

Independent 
Water Schemes 

Association, Samoa 
Water Authority

Ministry of 
Natural Resources 
and Environment
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Table 1: Continued

Country Water Resources Condition and Key Challenges
Coordination 

Platform 
Country 
Utilities

 Coordinating 
Agencies

Solomon Islands • High elevation regions: reliance on surface water 
• Vulnerability to severe droughts, intense tropical 

cyclones and extreme flood events
• Severe land constraints contributing to overcrowded 

settlements with poor WASH access
• Complex customary water governance systems

WASH 
Coordination 

Platform

Solomon Water Ministry of Health 
and Medical Services 

(Environmental 
Health Division)

Tonga • Low-lying islands/atolls: brackish water and 
saline intrusion

• Limited maintenance of village water systems
• Limited ability to provide coordinated response 

to disasters in outlying islands
• Small atoll islands with very limited transport 

connectivity and supply of goods

WASH Cluster Tonga Water Board Ministry of Health 

Tuvalu • Low-lying atolls: fragile lenses
• Limited maintenance of village water systems
• Limited ability to provide coordinated response 

to disasters in outlying islands
• Small atoll islands with very limited transport 

connectivity and supply of goods

WASH Cluster Ministry of Utilities Ministry of 
Public Works

Vanuatu • High elevation regions: reliance on surface water
• Vulnerability to severe droughts, intense tropical 

cyclones, and extreme flood events
• Limited maintenance of village water systems
• Complex customary water governance systems

WASH Cluster Department of 
Water Resources, 

UNELCO

Ministry of Lands and 
Natural Resources 

(Department of 
Geology, Mines and 
Water Resources)

COVID-19 = coronavirus disease; PNG = Papua New Guinea; UNELCO = Union Electrique Du Vanuatu Limited; 
WASH = water, sanitation, and hygiene.
Source: Asian Development Bank. 
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The COVID-19 pandemic is a major global crisis that requires country, regional, and global intervention, 
as well as collaboration, to mitigate damage to economies and health. Many countries, including Pacific 

island countries, have imposed lockdowns and border restrictions to prevent the rapid spread of the disease. 
While border closures and quarantine measures are strong temporary measures, safe WASH practices will 
play a critical role in blocking transmission pathways once borders start to reopen.

ADB’s multicountry WASH engagement in the Pacific is led by the ADB Pacific Department and implemented 
in 14 DMCs: the Cook Islands, the Federated States of Micronesia, Fiji, Kiribati, the Marshall Islands, 
Nauru, Niue, Palau, Papua New Guinea (PNG), Samoa, Solomon Islands, Tonga, Tuvalu, and Vanuatu. 
Country o¼ces, resident missions, and national consultants in the DMCs provide local knowledge, expertise, 
and community networks to design and implement WASH activities. 

ADB works closely with the Pacific Water and Wastewater Association to support water and sanitation sector 
expertise in the Pacific and partners with bilateral and international development and funding organizations to 
finance key WASH sector investments. 

Pacific WASH 
Technical Assistance  Community safety. Local sta� 

install water infrastructure for the 
Koror-Airai Sanitation Project in 
Palau, while maintaining community 
access and safety.
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ADB’s technical assistance supports countries to (i) assess WASH needs and priorities; (ii) align WASH 
policies and plans with national policies, strategies, and programs; and (iii) implement specific actions and 
activities to improve resilience to COVID-19 and overall WASH sector performance.

The technical assistance forms 12 key activity packages, grouped into two main themes as follows:

1. WASH campaigns:

(i) Behavioral change campaigns – Assist government agencies in developing (national) WASH 
promotions campaign aimed at specific audiences to improve WASH behaviors and delivery 
of services.

(ii) Installation of handwashing stations – Support agencies and partner utilities in planning, 
design, procurement and installation of gender-inclusive handwashing facilities in schools, 
communities, churches, parks and public places; seeks opportunities to improve local 
businesses and supply chains, employment, and overall public health of population.

(iii) Promotion of handwashing with soap – Assist key government agencies in raising awareness 
and promotion of proper handwashing in schools, communities, and public places; provision of 
WASH kits and consumables to improve the practice of handwashing and hygiene (including 
menstrual hygiene management).

2. Utility and government support:

(iv) Sector coordination and partnerships – Support e¿ective sector coordination and reporting 
among WASH agencies and development partners, including delineation of roles, functions, 
and overall sector leadership.

(v) WASH Policy Reform and Financing Framework – Support the review, development or 
updating of relevant policies, strategies, and plans to meet sector goals and strengthen enabling 
environment for improved WASH sector service delivery.

(vi) WASH regulation, standards, and compliance – Support the review, development, or 
updating of overall WASH regulatory framework to improve standards and compliance, and 
strengthen capacities of responsible agencies in delivering better WASH services.

(vii) Business continuity planning – Assist partner utilities and service providers in coping with the 
impacts of COVID-19 by developing and implementing pandemic preparedness plans. 

(viii) Water safety planning – Assist partner utilities and WASH service providers to adopt and 
strengthen risk-based approach by developing water safety plans and implementing identified 
priority actions to promote better water quality; support includes introduction of community- 
and household-level solutions to secure safe drinking water.

(ix) Asset management and maintenance – Assist partner utilities in the introduction and adoption 
of good industry standards and practices in the operation and maintenance of water and 
sanitation infrastructure systems and formulation of tools and programs for their performance 
improvement. 
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(x) Expanding water supply access and connecting informal settlements – Support partner 
utilities in developing or reviewing plans and strategies in achieving universal coverage focusing 
on last mile population without access to drinking water supply; support implementation of 
poor-inclusive programs.

(xi) Water quality, sanitation, and wastewater management – Support government agencies and 
partner utilities in reviewing or developing of sanitation and wastewater management plans 
and identify further analytical studies or support for upgrading/rehabilitation of small on-site 
sanitation facilities or wastewater treatment facilities; assistance may include strengthening of 
sanitation service chain and pilot demonstration.

(xii) Operational and financial sustainability – Support partner utilities in adopting technical 
and financial principles and approaches to remain commercially viable and apply sustainable 
solutions; assistance may include policy dialogues on the review of tari¿s, subsidies, and 
implementation of community service obligations.

Figure 4: Water Safety Planning Process
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Source: ADB. March 2021. Water Safety Planning, Pacific WASH Webinar.
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Context Analysis
The 14 Pacific developing member countries (DMCs) under the water, sanitation, and hygiene (WASH) 
technical assistance of the Asian Development Bank (ADB) have a total population of 11.4 million people in 
a region that covers an area of about 85 million square kilometers.1 The countries range in population from 
less than 2,000 in Niue to 8.8 million in Papua New Guinea (PNG); and from a single island nation in the 
case of Nauru to 6 major islands and more than 900 minor islands in Solomon Islands.2 Collectively, they 
share similar challenges in relation to climate change impacts, sea level rise, fragile water sources, rapid 
urbanization, capacity and governance constraints, economic vulnerability, and geographical remoteness.3

These shared challenges have created a high level of disaster preparedness and, in some instances, a 
growing resilience to external shocks and stresses.

The Pacific’s response in the early stages of the coronavirus disease (COVID-19) pandemic (from March 
2020 onward) was swift and decisive action by national governments4 to limit the transmissibility of the 
disease by restricting travel in the region, enforcing international border closures, and implementing a range 
of comprehensive interventions to limit the community transmission of the virus.5

1 ADB. 2021. Pacific Urban Update (2021). Manila (draft).
2 ADB. 2021. Pacific Urban Development, Water and, Sanitation Sector Road Map 2021–2025. Manila.
3 ADB. 2021. Pacific Approach, 2021–2025. Manila.
4 The closure of national and international borders was the response of most Pacific nations. However, there were exceptions. 

Palau did not declare a state of emergency, preferring to issue a health alert to treat COVID-19 as an “unavoidable emergency.”
5 World Bank. 2020. Pacific Island Countries in the Era of COVID-19: Macroeconomic Impacts and Job Prospects. Washington, DC.

Regional Summary
SECTION I

 Improving water sources.
Across the Pacific women fetch 
water from unimproved water 
sources, often from local streams.
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Initial COVID-19 Responses in the Pacific

“Pacific island countries are characterized by remoteness, susceptibility to natural disasters, and vulnerability to 
external shocks.”6

The key actions taken by national governments between March 2021 and June 2021 to prevent the spread 
of the COVID-19 pandemic are summarized in Table 2.7

Detailed national responses to the threat of the COVID-19 pandemic are contained in the individual 
country summaries in section II and section III.

6 J. Hart, S. Saketa, and F. Russell. 2021. Is There a Preferred COVID-19 Vaccine for Pacific Island Countries? https://pursuit.
unimelb.edu.au/articles/is-there-a-preferred-covid-19-vaccine-for-pacific-island-countries.

7 Data were sourced from the technical assistance national consultants in each country and technical assistance monthly reporting 
updates. The table is indicative of the broad actions taken by national governments to prevent the transmission of COVID-19.

Table 2: Actions by Pacific Nations in Response to the COVID-19 Pandemic

Action COO FIJ FSM KIR NAU NIU PAL PNG RMI SAM SOL TON TUV VAN

National state of emergency X X X X X X  ...a X X X X X X X

International borders closed X X X X X X X X X X X X X X

Increased power – health services X X X X X X X X X X X X X X

Increased power – police X X X

Emergency and disaster plans enacted   Xb   Xb X X X X X X X X  Xb X  Xb

Schools and businesses closed X X X X X X X X X X X X X

Social venues closed X X X X X X X X X X X X X

Night curfew imposed X X X X

National COVID-19 task force 
established (including utilities)

X X X X X X X X X X X X X X

COO = Cook Islands, COVID-19 = coronavirus disease, FIJ = Fiji, FSM = Federated States of Micronesia, KIR = Kiribati, NAU = Nauru, 
NIU = Niue, PAL = Palau, PNG = Papua New Guinea, RMI = Marshall Islands, SAM = Samoa, SOL = Solomon Islands, TON = Tonga, 
TUV = Tuvalu, VAN = Vanuatu.
a Palau did not declare a state of emergency, but the Ministry of Health was provided funding to procure necessary medical equipment for the 

country’s health workers and hospital sector.
b In Fiji, Vanuatu, and Tonga, concurrent national emergency measures were implemented to manage the response to COVID-19 and Tropical 

Cyclone Harold. (United Nations Pacific. 2020. COVID-19 Multi-Sectoral Response Plan. Fiji.)
Source: Asian Development Bank.

https://pursuit.unimelb.edu.au/articles/is-there-a-preferred-covid-19-vaccine-for-pacific-island-countries
https://pursuit.unimelb.edu.au/articles/is-there-a-preferred-covid-19-vaccine-for-pacific-island-countries
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Pathways to Recovery

“International tourism may return to the Pacific islands in late 2021 and build momentum into 2022.”8

After initial government intervention to isolate countries from the threat of community transmission, 
attention turned to vaccination, economic stimulus packages, and cautious approaches to lifting travel 
restrictions to restart economic growth in the region.

The World Bank documents the economic impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on GDP in the Pacific as 
–13% annualized growth in 2020.9 The emergence of new COVID-19 variants, including new waves of 
community transmission, is evident in rising COVID-19 case numbers in countries such as Fiji and PNG 
from mid-2021 onward. Economic growth is highly dependent on how quickly travel restrictions are lifted, 
and commercial and supply chains re-established. 

“In Samoa, authorities have said that borders won’t open until 98% of the country has been vaccinated.”10

Access to vaccines became a regional priority from mid-2021 onward. The COVID-19 Vaccines Global 
Access (COVAX) Facility initiative, led by the World Health Organization (WHO), provides umbrella 
support for all Pacific countries who sign up to receive vaccines.11 Fiji was the first country to receive doses 
via COVAX and vaccinated frontline workers with an initial 12,000 AstraZeneca doses (footnote 10). 
Solomon Islands, Nauru, Tonga, and Tuvalu quickly followed in receiving doses of the AstraZeneca vaccine. 
Countries with territories, associations, historical, and cultural links swiftly joined the urgent mass vaccine 
e¿ort. The United States (US) adopted Operation Warp Speed to distribute vaccines to the Federated 
States of Micronesia, the Marshall Islands, and Palau as well as the US territories of American Samoa, Guam, 
and Northern Marianas.12 Australia and New Zealand provided support to the Cook Islands, Fiji, Niue, 
PNG, Solomon Islands, and Vanuatu. Nauru, over a 4-week-period, succeeded in providing one vaccine 
dose to the entire adult population of just under 11,000 people.13 In June 2021, the Government of Samoa 
sponsored a nationwide vaccination program, achieving more than 50,000 first doses in the first month of 
the program.14 Despite these successes, vaccine hesitance is still prevalent in some areas of the region and 

8 Australia and New Zealand Banking Group (ANZ). 2021 Vaccines an Injection of Hope for Pacific. https://bluenotes.anz.com/
posts/2021/06/anz-research-pacific-covid19-vaccination-recovery.

9 World Bank. GDP growth (annual %) – Pacific island small states. https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.MKTP.KD.ZG?
locations=S2.

10 Asia and the Pacific Policy Society. 2021. Vaccine access is key to the Pacific’s COVID-19 recovery. https://www.policyforum.net/
vaccine-access-is-key-to-the-pacifics-covid-19-recovery/.

11 WHO. 2021. Working for Global Equitable Access to COVID-19 Vaccines. Geneva.
12 Defence Visual Information Distribution Service, Government of the United States. 2020. Vaccine distribution strategy empowers 

states, jurisdictions. Washington, DC.
13 Australian Broadcasting Corporation. 2021. Nauru gives first vaccine shot to entire adult population. https://www.abc.net.au/

news/2021-05-13/nauru-vaccination-coronavirus-covid-astrazeneca-covax/100137268.
14 WHO. 2021. Samoa receives doses of COVID-19 vaccines through the COVAX Facility. https://www.who.int/westernpacific/

about/how-we-work/pacific-support/news/detail/09-04-2021-samoa-receives-24-000-doses-of-covid-19-vaccines-
through-the-covax-facility.

https://bluenotes.anz.com/posts/2021/06/anz-research-pacific-covid19-vaccination-recovery
https://bluenotes.anz.com/posts/2021/06/anz-research-pacific-covid19-vaccination-recovery
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.MKTP.KD.ZG?locations=S2
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.MKTP.KD.ZG?locations=S2
https://www.policyforum.net/vaccine-access-is-key-to-the-pacifics-covid-19-recovery/
https://www.policyforum.net/vaccine-access-is-key-to-the-pacifics-covid-19-recovery/
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2021-05-13/nauru-vaccination-coronavirus-covid-astrazeneca-covax/100137268
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2021-05-13/nauru-vaccination-coronavirus-covid-astrazeneca-covax/100137268
https://www.who.int/westernpacific/about/how-we-work/pacific-support/news/detail/09-04-2021-samoa-receives-24-000-doses-of-covid-19-vaccines-through-the-covax-facility
https://www.who.int/westernpacific/about/how-we-work/pacific-support/news/detail/09-04-2021-samoa-receives-24-000-doses-of-covid-19-vaccines-through-the-covax-facility
https://www.who.int/westernpacific/about/how-we-work/pacific-support/news/detail/09-04-2021-samoa-receives-24-000-doses-of-covid-19-vaccines-through-the-covax-facility
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the Government of PNG o¿ered food vouchers as an incentive to increase vaccine uptake from July 2021.15

The urgency of mass vaccination has accelerated, as the threat of further waves of infection rise. The unique 
requirements of rolling out a vaccination program to vulnerable populations with constrained supply chains 
and remote island and highland locations will continue to challenge vaccination e¿orts.

Resuming international travel will help manage the economic burden of COVID-19. Lifting travel 
restrictions will stimulate the flow of labor mobility, tourism, and foreign exchange inflows, but is highly 
dependent on the success of vaccination programs in the Pacific and health risks that international travelers 
may pose (footnote 14).

As the scale of the COVID-19 economic impact became evident, most countries rolled out economic 
stimulus packages to support local populations. Packages included measures to (i) protect public health and 
support food security (Fiji); (ii) tax cuts and unemployment assistance (Fiji, Kiribati); (iii) special support 
for redundancy among tourism workers (Nauru); (iv) small business support (Marshall Islands); (v) social 
assistance to vulnerable households, capital grants for small businesses, and subsidies for export industries 
(Solomon Islands); and (vi) financial assistance for students studying overseas, and risk allowance for 
frontline workers (Tuvalu).16

Pacific WASH Sector Adaptation to COVID-19
The Framework for Resilient Development adopted by Pacific DMCs in 201617 notes the critical importance 
of the WASH sector as a cornerstone in disaster preparedness and “build back and build better” recovery 
strategies after climate change events.18

Severe weather events have increased coastal erosion and the intrusion of saltwater into groundwater 
sources. This is particularly significant for Pacific nations that are vulnerable to rising sea levels with 
fragile water lenses and shallow bores. For example, in countries including the Marshall Islands, Nauru, 
and Tuvalu,19 there is limited or no reliable water source. Clean, secure, and safe water suitable for drinking 
is an increasingly urgent focus for the 29 water supply utilities in the region. In 2015–2021, ADB invested 
$137.09 million in water supply and sanitation sector projects to increase water security, access and quality 
of water supply, and sanitation services of Pacific countries (Fiji, the FSM, Kiribati, the Marshall Islands, 
PNG, Solomon Islands, Tonga, and Vanuatu).20

15 Australian Broadcasting Corporation. 2021. Papua New Guinea vaccine program opened to all adults; border protection ramped up 
to keep Delta strain out. https://www.abc.net.au/news/2021-07-03/papua-new-guinea-vaccine-program-open-to-all-
adults/100265400.

16 United Nations Pacific. 2020. COVID-19 Multi-Sectoral Response Plan. Suva.
17 Pacific Community: Secretariat of the Pacific Regional Environmental Program. 2017. Framework for Resilient Development in the 

Pacific (2017–2030). Noumea.
18 United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF). 2018. Pacific WASH Guidelines. https://www.unicef.org/pacificislands/reports/

pacific-wash-resilience-guidelines.
19 ADB. 2021. Pacific Urban Development, Water, and Sanitation Sector Road Map, 2021–2025. Manila.
20 Relates to ADB-financed projects only and covers the period up to and including 2020.

 https://www.abc.net.au/news/2021-07-03/papua-new-guinea-vaccine-program-open-to-all-adults/100265400
 https://www.abc.net.au/news/2021-07-03/papua-new-guinea-vaccine-program-open-to-all-adults/100265400
https://www.unicef.org/pacificislands/reports/pacific-wash-resilience-guidelines
https://www.unicef.org/pacificislands/reports/pacific-wash-resilience-guidelines
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COVID-19 poses another threat to public health in a region that su¿ers high levels of waterborne and 
transmissible diseases. Good WASH practices play a critical role in blocking disease transmission, and 
COVID-19 has further served to highlight the link between secure, clean water supply, and the importance of 
the WASH sector in frontline disaster response. The high-risk rating for severe COVID-19 health outcomes 
is based on an analysis of prevalent underlying diseases. For example, in Fiji, 32% of adults are obese, in Tonga 
52%, and 75% in Samoa. Similarly, prevalence of diabetes is also extremely high; 30% in the Marshall Islands, 
35% in the FSM, and 47% in Samoa (footnote 16). The high health burden of noncommunicable diseases in 
the Pacific, combined with the risk of COVID-19, low hospital capacity, and lack of adequate water supply to 
health care facilities,21 presents a major challenge to the public health sector.

“The Pacific countries have some of the highest rates of risk factors for severe COVID-19 in the world.” (footnote 6)

The Pacific WASH sector has adapted to the threat of COVID-19. The actions taken by national 
governments and utilities from March 2020 to August 2021 with support from ADB are described below.

Improved coordination of the WASH sector became a focus for national governments. In Nauru, 
the COVID-19 pandemic provided an impetus to update the national WASH sector policy as a critical 
component of steering the country’s urban development led by an interagency steering group with the 
inaugural meeting held in June 2021 (Box 1).

Progress toward coordinated national WASH governance structures. In countries with no national WASH 
policy or formalized governance structure, the COVID-19 period provided momentum toward developing a 
national WASH framework. This e¿ort is underway in the FSM, Kiribati, the Marshall Islands, Samoa, Tonga, 
and Tuvalu.

Pacific utilities focused on business continuity planning and financial management skills to manage 
the cost impacts of COVID-19 as utility customers su¿ered the impacts of unemployment and reduced 
household income. It is estimated that unprecedented levels of the Pacific labor force are at risk of 
redundancy or reduced hours; 30% in Fiji, 13.1% in Vanuatu, and 11% in PNG.22 The Water Authority 
of Fiji has submitted an organization-wide business continuity plan to its board for approval, and the 
planning experience has strengthened sta¿ knowledge of operations and the interdependencies between 
departments to continue providing services during di¼cult times, including when its sta¿ have been 
infected with COVID-19.

21 WHO/UNICEF. 2019. JMP Health care facilities. https://washdata.org/monitoring/health-care-facilities.
22 World Bank. 2020. Pacific Island Countries in the Era of COVID-19: Macroeconomic impacts and job prospects. Washington, DC.

https://washdata.org/monitoring/health-care-facilities
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Nauru Integrates WASH Policy 
with Urban Sector Planning

In June 2021, the Government of Nauru 
inaugurated the Sustainable Urban Development 
Steering Committee with support from the 
Asian Development Bank. With a wide-ranging 
agenda, the committee will advise the 
Government of Nauru on key topics to facilitate 
best practice urban planning at the national level. 
The committee’s mandate includes the e¼cient 
alignment of planning for climate change, water, 
sanitation, energy, waste management, and 
the environment. The committee endorsed the 
WASH 2021 Policy, and adopted a 6-month 
work plan to guide WASH sector planning and 
coordination. The committee has reinvigorated 
the government’s desire to coordinate whole of 
island planning to meet the goals of the National 
Sustainable Development Strategy (2019–2030). 
The Asian Development Bank is supporting the 
work of the steering committee, and will provide 
technical assistance and funding for WASH sector 
initiatives that will lay the foundation for the 
proposed Nauru Urban Sustainable Development 
Project under preparation, and which is likely to 
include investments in water supply and sanitation. 
Nauru has demonstrated that good governance 
structures are critical to meet national urban 
challenges, including the coordination of WASH 
sector policies at the national level.

WASH = water, sanitation, and hygiene.
Source: Asian Development Bank.

WASH clusters, task forces and coordination committees, and other formalized WASH governance 
structures emerged in several countries to support COVID-19 pandemic planning. Typically, this 
incorporates government ministries including education, health, environment, and public works sectors. 
This illustrates government support for greater cross-sectoral responsibility to deliver WASH services. 
ADB is supporting improved sector coordination in the Cook Islands, Fiji, Kiribati, Nauru, Palau, PNG, and 
Vanuatu, and may expand to additional countries.

Box 1

Household water supply. Clean water from a community standpipe 
allows women to wash clothes to protect family health.
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WASH in schools programs are being expanded in the Cook Islands and Samoa as a collaboration between 
education and health agencies at a national level to promote practical measures like soap and hand towels 
for improved personal hygiene practices among teachers and students (Box 2).

Samoa’s My WASH Kit

Box 2

Samoa has a history of school-based health programs, and has been active since the 1980s in health-promotion 
activities in schools. The Health Promoting Schools Initiative is a partnership between the Ministry of Health 
and the Ministry of Education, and has provided resources for teachers to include health promotion within the 
school curriculum. The impact of COVID-19 provided the impetus to minimize disease transmission via WASH 
initiatives, in particular the value of handwashing with the introduction of the My WASH Kit. The kit includes 
soap, flannels, hand sanitizer, wipes, handkerchief, toothbrush, and toothpaste as a practical response to 
COVID-19 and as an opportunity to build lifelong habits of good personal hygiene. Introduced in June 2021 
as a pilot program in six primary schools and four pre-schools in the Savaai and Upolo districts, the kits are 
part-funded by the Asian Development Bank and supported by the Ministry of Education. The My WASH 
Kit initiative has met with support from teachers, parents, schools’ committees, and women’s groups. 
It is anticipated that the pilot program will lead to a national rollout by early 2022, accompanied by a behavioral 
change program to encourage the shift to better personal hygiene outcomes.

COVID-19 = coronavirus disease; WASH = water, sanitation, and hygiene.
Source: Asian Development Bank.

Safe drinking water. Children enjoy the benefits of clean water supplied 
via the Ebeye water supply and sanitation project, Marshall Islands.
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Building Skills Among Pacific Utilities 
in the COVID-19 Period

In 2020, ADB launched the Pacific 
WASH Webinars in collaboration with the 
Pacific Water and Wastewater Association. 
The webinar series is a regional platform 
to advance knowledge and learning in 
utility operation and the broader WASH 
sector. The topics relate to technical skills 
and management practices to support 
utility reform and capacity building. 
During 2021, interactive training sessions 
have included the following topics:

The critical role of utilities in the provision of improved water supply and sanitation services has led to 
a focus on practical skills training to assist utilities to manage environmental health, drinking water quality 
testing and water safety plans, and pandemic plans developed in collaboration with local communities, 
including in peri-urban, rural, or remote locations (Box 3).

Box 3

Water safety. Regular testing manages water quality 
at the wastewater treatment facility in Suva, Fiji.

(i) Introduction to Pandemic Planning

(ii) Strategies for Supplying Water to Informal Areas and Handwashing in Public Places

(iii) Financial Sustainability of Water Utilities and Impacts of COVID-19

(iv) Water Safety Plans

(v) Improving Services to Customers in the Pacific

(vi) Water Quality for Public Health

(vii) Water Chlorination

(viii) Gender Mainstreaming in WASH

(ix) Wastewater Surveillance

The webinars have created demand from utilities for specific support under the technical assistance, 
and ADB facilitates the peer-to-peer exchange of learnings from the support received under the 
technical assistance.a

ADB = Asian Development Bank; COVID-19 = coronavirus disease; WASH = water, sanitation, and hygiene.
a ADB Pacific WASH Webinars (accessed 30 August 2021).
Source: Asian Development Bank.

https://events.development.asia/learning-events/pacific-wash-webinars#
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Behavioral change campaigns and the important role of public communication to drive handwashing, 
menstrual hygiene management, and good toilet behaviors have been evident during the COVID-19 period. 
The installation of handwashing stations in public spaces has been accompanied by information and 
education to improve and promote good personal hygiene. Similarly, the communication tools and 
techniques used in vaccination programs are increasingly being applied by government departments and 
utilities to the WASH sector with targeted campaigns aimed at school children, women, and people in the 
most vulnerable sectors (Box 4). Under its technical assistance, ADB is working closely with agencies in 
several countries, including Fiji, the Marshall Islands, Palau, PNG, and Solomon Islands, to plan, prepare, 
and implement urban WASH education programs using a variety of media, including video, national 
media, brochures, billboards, and social media. ADB regularly collaborates with water sector utilities and 
government ministries to ensure that communication e¿orts are coordinated and meet national WASH 
policy outcomes. In rural and remote communities, including in Samoa, Tonga, and Vanuatu, ADB is 
progressing support to communities to establish water safety practices that improve water quality as a 

Fiji Works with Communities 
to Stop COVID-19 Spread

Regular handwashing and good personal hygiene 
are critical to stopping the spread of COVID-19. 
In Fiji, which experienced a severe wave of 
COVID-19 cases in mid-2021, ADB surveyed 
communities in Rewa and Tailevu provinces 
to assess WASH practices, design a targeted 
behavioral change campaign, and identify other 
opportunities to help stop the spread of the 
disease at the community level. The results will 
inform initiatives in other urban areas of Fiji. 

Box 4

Thirteen communities were selected by the provincial councils in partnership with the Ministry of iTaukei 
A¿airs, Ministry of Health and Medical Services, Water Authority of Fiji, and ADB. During the survey, ADB 
also distributed hygiene kits provided by the Ministry of Health and Medical Service to disabled community 
members and people living in isolation after close contact with COVID-19 positive family members. 
The hygiene kits reinforce good handwashing behavior and include personal hygiene items, including 
menstrual hygiene products. ADB regularly works in partnership with local councils and national government 
agencies in the Pacific to plan and implement local WASH programs to help protect communities from the 
threat of disease transmission.

ADB = Asian Development Bank; COVID-19 = coronavirus disease; WASH = water, sanitation, and hygiene.
Source: Asian Development Bank.

Pathology is the frontline 
to protect public health. 
Medical laboratory sta� in 
Fiji provide much-needed 
public health support in the 
fight against COVID-19.
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Box 5

frontline response to managing public health outcomes in vulnerable local communities that are often 
without secure water supply. The increasing focus on WASH information, education, and communication 
is an opportunity created by the COVID-19 pandemic and will continue as a core intervention strategy for 
ADB’s technical assistance.

The focus on improving access to WASH services for households during the COVID-19 pandemic 
accelerated in recognition of the inequities many face in accessing services, as well as the comparative 
vulnerabilities of residents of informal settlements. Urbanization is rising in the Pacific, and currently 20% of 
the region’s total population live in urban areas. In rural areas, too, utilities are working hard to extend water 
and sanitation infrastructure to manage public health risks (Box 5).

Section II (and section III) provide further details on individual country responses to COVID-19.

Yap State’s Early COVID-19 Intervention

The Government of Yap State in the Federated 
States of Micronesia has a small but active WASH 
cluster. COVID-19 WASH activities have been 
coordinated by the Department of Health and 
the Disaster Coordinating O¼ce in collaboration 
with nongovernment organizations representing 
women, disabled people, traditional councils, and 
international aid organizations. The Government of 
Yap State has supported the introduction of 
handwashing buckets at all public and private 
schools in the main islands, the distribution of 

Environmental health. 
Managing water quality 
testing in the Federated 
States of Micronesia.

soap and handwashing health-promotion campaigns, social media and radio broadcasts, and community 
meetings from March 2020 onward. There are early indications that these measures will assist in containing 
disease transmission and has led the government to embrace an enhanced WASH program with plans to 
install 80 handwashing stations in public and community spaces. The Asian Development Bank is supporting 
this initiative through the Southern Yap Water Authority and State Government by facilitating relevant 
stakeholder consultations, providing resources to support the design of gender-sensitive and inclusive 
handwashing stations, procurement of equipment and materials, and supervision of the construction and 
installation of the stations. Yap’s swift intervention in response to COVID-19 is anticipated to support good 
personal hygiene behaviors and further WASH programs coordinated by the water service provider.

COVID-19 = coronavirus disease; WASH = water, sanitation, and hygiene.
Source: Asian Development Bank.
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Developing Member Countries WASH Overview
The impacts of COVID-19 in the Pacific region have magnified the long-standing issues and challenges 
faced by the 14 Pacific DMCs in progressing their WASH conditions. These key challenges impact individual 
countries di¿erently and are represented within the country summaries.

(i) Geographic remoteness and isolation. Many of the small island atolls are geographically dispersed 
and isolated with limited connectivity to transport and communication. E¿ective delivery of WASH 
services by utilities and local service providers is constrained by the availability of regular supply 
of goods and equipment that are essential for their operations and upkeep of basic infrastructure 
and facilities.

(ii) Vulnerability and resilience to climate change. The Pacific region is vulnerable to hazards from 
disasters and impacts of climate change. Small low-lying atolls are particularly vulnerable to rising 
sea level that directly results in inundation of coastal communities and intrusion of salt water to the 
limited freshwater lens and groundwater reserves. The occurrence of more intense tropical cyclones 
and prolonged droughts impacts livelihoods and disrupts WASH services. The domestic economies of 
these island countries are narrow and fragile to external shocks.

(iii) Cultural diversity. The diverse ethnic population in the Pacific presents a challenge in formulating 
e¿ective governance structures and processes to deliver water and sanitation services. Formal 
institutional arrangements may not necessarily represent the underlying traditional customs and 
norms in local communities. The intrinsic value of water and acceptability of its quality may be subject 
to the community’s cultural beliefs and practices.

 Improving water sources. Villagers regularly fetch clean water from the reservoir in Eva Village, Samoa.
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(iv) Rapid urbanization and complex land management. Rapid population growth in the capital cities of 
Melanesian countries has led to the proliferation of informal settlements. Rural populations migrate 
to urban town centers to seek jobs and better living conditions. In smaller island nations, in-migration 
happens from the outer islands to the mainland capital cities. Unplanned growth in urban centers 
is not only exacerbating land constraints and overcrowding households, but is also putting stress 
on utilities and service providers to meet the demands for adequate provision of water, sanitation 
and hygiene, wastewater, and solid waste management. The complex social and legal arrangements 
behind the ownership, jurisdiction, and management of customary lands have discouraged WASH 
improvements in informal settlements.

(v) Sustaining utility operations and improving WASH services. Water utilities in the Pacific are 
struggling to remain commercially viable as they face high revenue losses in servicing less- or non-
profitable areas. While governments commit funding for utilities to fulfill their community service 
obligations, actual public subsidies are often not su¼cient to cover financing gaps.

The country summaries are based on data from the following sources;

(i) national government departments and agencies,

(ii) observations from national consultants,

(iii) technical assistance monthly reports,

(iv) nongovernment organizations,

(v) Pacific Water and Wastewater Association,

(vi) national demographic data (based on the most recent national census data),

(vii) World Bank economic data,

(viii) United Nations Human Development Index, and

(ix) ADB Asian Water Development Outlook 2020 Key Dimensions for rural and urban water security.23

The level of detail in each summary is reflective of the available data. Individual country summaries are 
available in section III.

23 The Key Dimensions data is based on the most recent available data from public sources.
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For the majority of 2020, Pacific island countries managed to isolate in a remarkably unified regional 
approach to protect fragile public health systems and populations. Initial government responses drew 

upon well-developed disaster preparedness plans, extending these guidelines to pandemic planning and 
measures to protect frontline health workers and manage internal movement. While the robust border 
control and quarantine systems provided protection in the early stages of the pandemic, the second and 
third waves of infection threaten the viability of the isolation strategy. This is evident in rising infection rates 
in Fiji and PNG from mid-2021 onward. Mass vaccination o¿ers a pathway out of isolation and will continue 
to be supported by bilateral and multilateral funding organizations and national governments with strong 
associations in the Pacific region. 

“The COVID-19 pandemic is an appropriate time to expand the coverage of WASH in Pacific island countries to 
increase coverage for households, schools, and healthcare facilities. Increased education and active community 
engagement alongside this expansion is critical to its success for public health.”24

24 A. Lal, R. M. Lucas, and A. Slatyer. 2020. Water access as a required public health intervention to fight COVID-19 in the 
Pacific Islands. The Lancet Regional Health – Western Pacific 1. 100006.

Review and WASH 
Opportunity Assessment

SECTION II

 Building community skills. 
Pacific women frequently 
manage household water 
and have a critical role in 
managing water safety to 
improve family health.

https://www.thelancet.com/action/showPdf?pii=S2666-6065%2820%2930006-7
https://www.thelancet.com/action/showPdf?pii=S2666-6065%2820%2930006-7
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ADB has been active in documenting the impact of COVID-19 across the water and sanitation sector. 
In July 2021, ADB published COVID-19 and Water in Asia and the Pacific.25 This comprehensive review 
of the water sector’s response and recovery in respect to COVID-19 includes a key recommendation to 
integrate WASH sector planning with public health policy; and notes the disconnect between water supply 
planning and expansion of water services that do not account for public health outcomes, particularly in 
urban poor or peri-urban communities more likely to become disease hot spots. Typically, low-income 
households and residents in urban informal settlements are excluded from piped water networks because 
of land title and administrative requirements, and perceptions of poor ability to pay for water services. 
ADB is working with utilities to assist in financial planning, nonrevenue water strategies, infrastructure 
projects that include informal settlements, and customer management systems.

As the Pacific region seeks to gradually reopen commercial activity and increase mobility, emergency 
protocols will begin to ease. The WASH sector will continue as a frontline response to new cycles of 
community transmission. Additionally, there are opportunities to strengthen WASH practices and extend 
coverage in the pandemic recovery phase.

Status of the WASH Sector
The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the Pacific WASH sector is summarized below.

The pandemic has had a severe impact on the water sector in the Pacific, particularly utilities supplying 
water, sanitation, and wastewater services (footnote 25). Water demand and wastewater discharge 
declined because of reduced water demand due to limited economic activity and output by commercial and 
industrial customers during the pandemic period.

As a result, Pacific utilities have seen a steep decline in revenue. The financial impact on water and 
sanitation utilities in the Pacific has been severe. A recent survey conducted by ADB found that two-thirds 
of water supply providers saw a decrease in commercial and industrial revenues (footnote 25). This has been 
particularly significant for small utilities and has prompted many governments to intervene and provide 
financial backing to support continued water supply. It is anticipated that private and donor funding will be 
required to secure the financial viability of the utility sector in the Pacific.

The COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated the inequity of water access, particularly in urban areas.
During the pandemic period, government-mandated freezes on water rates, payment schemes, and 
suspension of customer water supply cuto¿s because of nonpayment of water bills are unlikely to continue 
indefinitely (footnote 25). The resumption of normal customer payments will place additional financial stress 
upon populations with limited access to work options and the casualization of the workforce in the Pacific, 
in response to uneven economic recovery. This is particularly relevant for countries with a heavy reliance 
on tourism and remittances from seasonal workers who usually access work in Australia and New Zealand. 
Inevitably, the impact will be felt disproportionately by vulnerable groups and low-income households.

25 ADB. 2021. COVID-19 and Water in Asia and the Pacific: Guidance Note. https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/
publication/715416/covid-19-water-asia-pacific-guidance-note.pdf.

https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/715416/covid-19-water-asia-pacific-guidance-note.pdf
https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/715416/covid-19-water-asia-pacific-guidance-note.pdf
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The pandemic recovery phase is not a linear process. A return to economic activity and the opening of 
national borders come with issues and challenges. For example, Australia, a country previously considered 
at low risk of community transmission, instituted rolling lockdowns on the eastern seaboard during 2021 to 
manage surges in community transmission.

The COVID-19 water security risk rating ranks the ability of Pacific island countries to recover as “extremely 
high” to “medium,” based on the rollout of mass vaccination and limited case numbers compared to 
other regions.26 However, the ranking links the risk rating to sustained financial support for utilities. 
Figure 5 represents the relationship between water security and the risk of COVID-19 transmission in the 
14 Pacific DMCs.

26 International Water Centre. 2020. COVID-19 Water Security Risk Index. http://www.watercentre.org/covid-19-water-security-
risk-index/ (accessed 30 August 2021).

Figure 5: Map of COVID-19 Water Security Risk Rating in the Pacific by Country
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Strategic Directions
The COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted inequalities and vulnerabilities, and the critical importance of 
safe WASH services. It has also stressed the importance of water supply continuity, which provides the 
foundation for improved WASH behaviors. The pandemic presents an opportunity for ADB to work with 
DMCs in the Pacific to (i) advocate for more investment in the sector; (ii) strengthen the capacity of water 
and sanitation service providers to improve access to and quality of services for all; and (iii) address WASH 
for health more comprehensively through policies, strategies, regulation, interagency coordination, service 
delivery, partnerships, and knowledge activities.

Therefore, the impact of COVID-19 on the Pacific WASH sector has several implications and opportunities 
for ADB’s Pacific WASH technical assistance. The specific support to each country will vary depending 
on need, demand, value addition, and leveraging ongoing or planned ADB investment projects. 
A strategic combination of activities listed below will be sought for greater impact. 

1. Governance and investment

(a) identify investment gaps for the water and sanitation sector in urban areas;

(b) identify entry points to integrate WASH sector policy with urban public health management, 
and water supply and sanitation service infrastructure expansion;

(c) support coordinated WASH policy management at the national level; for example, via improved 
sector coordination mechanisms like WASH clusters; and

(d) scale up investment in WASH initiatives that complement infrastructure expansion, such as 
hygiene behavioral change programs, gendered WASH initiatives, and water quality management 
to maximize development impacts.

2. Improve access to and quality of services

(a) support utilities to extend WASH services to unserved areas and urban informal settlements;

(b) train utility sta¿ in operational, financial, and technical management skills; and

(c) improve utilities’ monitoring and evaluation frameworks to assess the impact of WASH sector 
interventions.

3. Regional knowledge sharing and partnerships

(a) partner with civil society to structure WASH programs for community-level WASH interventions;

(b) identify research partnerships to gather quantitative data as the basis for future evidence-based 
WASH programs and projects; and

(c) strengthen peer-to-peer knowledge exchange through the Pacific Water and Wastewater 
Association.
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ADB will continue to help Pacific DMCs respond to urgent needs while also taking a longer-term view 
to build lasting resilience. Strategic directions proposed by ADB include deepening engagement on 
policy issues and governance, strengthening the synergies between water supply, sanitation, and public 
health sectors, strengthening knowledge-sharing partnerships, and targeting WASH interventions with 
clearly defined sustainability plans to ensure continuity of services, monitoring frameworks, and impact 
assessments. ADB will continue to adapt and scale up its support in the WASH sector in the Pacific to meet 
the ongoing challenges of the COVID-19 pandemic and beyond.

Conclusion
The COVID-19 pandemic has been challenging for Pacific island nations, and the impacts will continue to 
be felt on the economy and health facilities for some time. Across the region, the pandemic has reinforced 
the need to ensure that the WASH sector contributes to e¿ective public heath outcomes. In turn, this 
has highlighted the role of national governments and utilities in strengthening sector coordination and 
institutional capacity, and in improving water and sanitation sector policy and programming. Improving 
WASH facilities and ensuring better services for the poor and most vulnerable populations directly 
contribute to public health and economic gains, mitigating the impacts of COVID-19. ADB’s technical 
assistance will continue to respond to the situation by providing technical training, water safety planning, 
sector coordination, and behavioral change activities to assist both governments and utilities in delivering 
e¿ective and sustainable WASH programs.

 Investing in new water infrastructure. Plant operator at the wastewater treatment plant in Apia, Samoa (photo by Samoa Water Authority).
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Cook Islands

Country Description
Cook Islands is a self-governing 
island country in free association 
with New Zealand; island 
nationals have dual nationality. 
The country’s population is more 
than 17,000 with an estimated 
4,600 households.1 The population is spread across 
15 islands and split into the Northern and Southern 
Group of islands. The Northern Group of six islands 
is most vulnerable to sea level rise and extreme 
weather events. The capital city, Avarua, is the 
country’s main population center, and is located on 
the island of Rarotonga.

1 Cook Islands Ministry of Finance and Economic Management. 2016. Census of Population and Dwellings. Avarua.
2 United Nations. 2021. World Statistics: Cook Islands. New York.
3 Footnote 1.
4 Cook Islands Ministry of Finance and Economic Management. 2021. Renewable Energy.
5 World Health Organisation. 2019. The Global Health Observatory.

Country Context
� The country is isolated 
from foreign markets, lacks 
natural resources, has limited 
manufacturing, and is supported 
by foreign aid, mainly from 
New Zealand.

� Tourism is the country’s main industry (65%–70% 
of gross domestic product),2 although the country 
has benefited from becoming a foreign tax haven in 
recent decades.
� 32.5% of the Cook Islands’ population is aged 19 
or younger.3

� 100% of the population has access to electricity.4

� The country has been successful in eliminating 
extreme poverty and hunger.
� The WHO statistics suggest that the standard of 
health in the Cook Islands is relatively high compared 
to the rest of the region; for example, maternal 
mortality is low at 6.51 (per 1,000 live births).5

COOK
ISLANDS

COVID-19 Response
� The government closed its national borders in March 2020.
� The Emergency Response Plan to Coronavirus coordinates 
Cook Islands’ response to COVID-19.
� The emergency response plan draws on institutional 
knowledge from the Influenza Pandemic Plan, which was 
prepared by the Te Marae Ora/Ministry of Health; the National 
Disaster Risk Management Plan and other relevant plans from 
New Zealand and Australia.

� Tourism has been impacted by the border closure, although 
in mid-2021, tourism with New Zealand started to increase 
but is highly dependent on New Zealand remaining free of 
COVID-19 infection.

over
17,000

Population

4,600
Estimated households

1919
AGED

32.5%
Population aged 19

or under

100%
Population with access

to electricity

http://www.mfem.gov.ck/312-renewable-energy
https://www.who.int/data/gho


Rural household
water security

score

Urban 
water security
score

WASH Sector

ADB = Asian Development Bank ; COVID-19 = coronavirus disease; WASH = water, sanitation, and hygiene; WHO = World Health Organization.
6 ADB. 2020. Asian Development Outlook 2020: What Drives Innovation in Asia. Manila.
7 Footnote 6.
8 Government of the Cook Islands. 2020. Ministry of Finance and Economic Management. Te Mato Vai and Mei Te Vai Ki Te Vai Water Project. Avarua.

COOK
ISLANDS

186 10.67

Sector Opportunities

1 Support Te Marae 
Ora/Ministry of 

Health in operational 
planning and the 
implementation of national 
WASH and disease 
surveillance programs. 

2 Assist To Tatou Vai Ltd 
in ensuring business 

continuity during crises 
through organization-wide 
pandemic response planning 
and in improving water 
quality management and 
surveillance in Rarotonga 
and the outer islands. 

3 Develop and roll out 
a national WASH 

promotions campaign 
targeting schools and 
communities with the 
Ministry of Health. 

4 Improve operations 
and maintenance of 

community-managed 
water supply systems. 

The country lacks a national legislative framework to 
govern and manage water and sanitation planning.

Improvements to water and 
sanitation have reduced incidences 
of waterborne diseases, although 
diarrhea is still prevalent in remote 
islands where there is no regular 
water quality monitoring.

The primary agencies involved 
in WASH are the Ministry of 
Health, Ministry of Education, 
and To Tatou Vai Limited 
(the national water utility).

The Integrated Water 
Resource Management Policy, 
National Sanitation Policy and 
National Water Policy guide 
the WASH sector, which aims 
to provide universal access to 
safe drinking water.

Water is supplied 
free of charge in 
the capital city of 
Rarotonga and 
the outer islands.

The Te Mato Vai water 
project is currently 
under construction to 
increase water supply 
to Rarotonga from 10 
surface water intakes.8

In the absence of a national framework, water and 
sewerage systems are implemented and managed 
by various local island councils and national 
agencies with limited oversight, institutional 
linkages, and cooperation between agencies.



Fiji

Country Description
Fiji comprises 330 islands 
between New Zealand to the 
south and Tuvalu to the north, 
located within the Pacific Ring 
of Fire. The total population 
is almost 900,000, with an 
estimated 190,000 households.1 Most of the 
population lives on the two main islands of Viti Levu 
and Vanua Levu, the majority of which (50%) lives in 
urban areas.2 Fiji ranks 15th in the 2020 World Risk 
Index due to its high exposure to extreme natural 
hazards and the impacts of climate change.

1 Fiji Ministry of Communications. 2021. Fiji Bureau of Statistics Releases 2017 Census Results. Suva.
2 Footnote 1.
3 International Finance Corporation. 2020. Fiji COVID-19 Business Survey: Tourism Focus. Washington, DC.
4 Footnote 1.
5 World Bank. 2019. Data: Fiji.
6 World Bank. 2021. Access to electricity (% of population) – Fiji (accessed 30 September 2021).
7 United Nations, Pacific. 2020. UNCT Fiji COVID-19 Multi-Sectoral Response Plan. Suva.
8 Government of Fiji. 2021. Basic WASH and PPR Supplies for the Municipal Markets.
9 ADB. 2021. ADB, UNICEF Send Fiji Urgent Medical Supplies to Battle Second Wave of COVID-19.

Country Context
� Fiji is highly vulnerable to rising 
sea levels, increase in cyclones, 
and earthquakes.
� The country depends primarily 
on tourism, which makes up about 
38% of gross domestic product.3

� 38% of Fiji’s population is aged 19 or younger.4

� About 30% of Fijians live below the purchasing 
power parity line of $1.90/day.5

� 100% of the population has access to electricity.6

COVID-19 Response
� The United Nations recommended two critical policy 
measures with regard to the country’s WASH response 
to COVID-19:7 (i) ensure suªcient fiscal capacity at the 
appropriate level of government to sustain and invest in 
essential public services, and (ii) allocate suªcient resources 
for communication and awareness campaigns including 
handwashing.
� The COVID-19 Economic Recovery Framework includes key 
WASH activities that will contribute to the gradual reopening of 
various businesses and public events, such as the provision of 
handwashing facilities at workplaces and public facilities.
� The Ministry of Health and Medical Services (MHMS), in 
association with the Ministry of Education, supplied one-o« 
packages of soap and consumables to schools for use at 
handwashing facilities.

� United Nations Habitat and the Government of Fiji have 
jointly disseminated information materials and soap supplies 
to more than 70 informal settlements to reduce the impact 
of COVID-19, and the Fiji Red Cross is working with MHMS 
to run a COVID-19 public awareness outreach program in 80 
communities around the country.8
� ADB is working with the Government of Fiji to provide 
$144.4 million to support the country’s COVID-19 response, 
including the provision of urgent medical supplies.9

FIJI

almost
900,000

Population

190,000
Estimated households

1919
AGED 38%

Population aged 19
or under

100%
Population with access

to electricity

30%
Population living

below PPP line

https://www.fiji.gov.fj/Media-Centre/News/Fiji-Bureau-of-Statistics-Releases-2017-Census-Res
https://data.worldbank.org/country/fiji?view=chart
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COVID-19 = coronavirus disease; PPP = purchasing power parity; WASH = water, sanitation, and hygiene.
10 ADB. 2020. Asian Development Outlook 2020: What Drives Innovation in Asia. Manila.
11 Footnote 10.
12 ADB. 2016. Urban Water and Wastewater Management Investment Program (RRP FIJ 49001-002).
13 Fiji Ministry of Economy. 2017. 5-Year & 20-Year National Development Plan: Transforming Fiji.
14 ADB. 2016. Urban Water and Wastewater Management Investment Program (RRP FIJ 49001-002).

FIJI

Sector Opportunities

1 Support MHMS to 
review and improve 

WASH surveillance 
programming, data 
management, and 
reporting. 

2 Scale up WASH 
education and 

promotion through 
behavior change 
communication campaigns. 

3 Strengthen WASH 
sector coordination 

to clarify roles, establish a 
WASH cluster and 
harmonize sector planning 
and reporting. 

4 Develop WAF’s 
business continuity 

and pandemic plans. 

The quality and 
availability of WASH 
services is negatively 
impacted by the 
country’s vulnerability 
to disasters.

Over 60% of households in the Greater 
Suva area currently use onsite sanitation 
systems (septic tanks) for the treatment 
and disposal of domestic 
wastewater.12

The primary agencies 
with a role in WASH 
include MHMS; 
Water Authority of Fiji 
(WAF); Department 
of Water and Sewerage 
(in the Ministry of 
Infrastructure); and 
Mineral Resources 
Department (in the 
Ministry of Lands and 
Mineral Resources).

The National Development 
Plan (2017) provides the 
overarching WASH objectives.13

of households
use onsite sanitation

Land constraints impact the pace and 
scope of urban development and present 
a challenge for water 
supply and sanitation 
service provision 
in informal 
settlements.

1210 9.111

Fiji’s first WASH cluster was established at a WASH summit 
held in Nadi in May 2018 involving representatives from 
18 government agencies and nongovernment partner 
organizations.

WAF’s water supply network 
su«ers from high levels of 
nonrevenue water, averaging 

more than 40% of water 
supplied annually.14



Federated States of MicronesiaFEDERATED
STATES OF 

MICRONESIA
Country Description

The Federated States of 
Micronesia (FSM) is a sovereign 
nation with a Compact of Free 
Association with the United 
States since 1986. The FSM 
comprises 607 small islands 
in the Western Pacific, with a 
total land mass of 702 square 
kilometers spread over an area of almost 3,000,000 
square kilometers. The total population is more than 
100,000, with an estimated 16,700 households.1

The FSM consists of four states (from east to west): 
Kosrae, Pohnpei, Chuuk, and Yap. The national capital 
city of Palikir is in Pohnpei State. Each state consists of 
main islands where most people live and the majority 
of economic activity takes place. 

1 FSM Statistics Oªce. 2021. FSM Population by Age Group 2010 (accessed 30 September 2021).
2 Footnote 1.
3 ADB. 2021. Poverty Data: Federated States of Micronesia (accessed 30 September 2021).
4 Footnote 3.

Country Context
� The FSM has a tropical climate with 
a rainy season that produces high rainfall 
on Pohnpei in particular (approximately 
5,000 millimeters per annum).
� Typhoons are common in the region, 
with Yap and Chuuk States experiencing a 
significant typhoon once every 3–5 years.
� The country’s primary sources of 

revenue come from the sale of fishing rights and taxes 
along with subsistence farming and betel nut farming 
for local and export markets.
� Almost 47% of the FSM’s population is aged 19 or 
younger.2

� 41% of the population lives below the national 
poverty line; no data is available on the purchasing 
power parity line of $1.90/day.3

� 82% of the population has access to electricity.4

� Small island atolls across the FSM are geographically 
isolated with limited access to basic services, including 
shipping, electricity, health, education, and WASH 
services. These atolls are particularly vulnerable to 
the impacts of climate change, including sea level rise, 
increased severity of storms, and droughts.

COVID-19 Response
� The Department of Health has led the nationwide 
COVID-19 response through a National Task Force 
comprised of national agencies, international nongovernment 
organizations, and international funding agencies.
� The National Task Force has standardized the response 
framework across the nation, providing technical guidance and 
information for stakeholders and a preparedness plan for health 
care systems and community support services.
� Each state has established its own COVID-19 task force to 
coordinate local actions.

� The response includes WASH activities such as (i) the 
installation of handwashing stations at schools and health care 
facilities with tanks and rainwater catchment systems, and 
(ii) the provision of cleaning supplies for health care facilities.
� WASH public awareness campaigns have been rolled out 
during the pandemic through traditional media, social media, 
door-to-door visits, and community meetings.
� Yap State also developed its own WASH sector coordination 
program to accelerate a change in WASH behaviors and 
support WASH service providers.
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5 ADB. 2020. Asian Development Outlook 2020: What Drives Innovation in Asia. Manila.
6 Footnote 5.
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Significant WASH projects are currently 
underway through international donor 
financing, including from ADB, the Government of 
Japan, Secretariat of the Pacific Regional Environment 
Programme, United Nations Development Programme, 
and United States Agency for International Development.

Sector Opportunities

1 Support Southern 
Yap Water Authority 

to investigate options to 
extend services.

2 Extend water supply 
and sewerage services 

to a greater proportion of 
the population.

3 Enhance ability of 
water utilities to 

respond to disasters 
including drought and 
typhoons, including support 
to neighboring small island 
atoll communities.

4 Support Chuuk Public 
Utility Corporation 

and Southern Yap Water 
Authority in business 
continuity plans and 
pandemic planning.

5 Support WASH 
behavior change 

campaigns focusing on 
improved hygiene practices, 
water conservation, 
payment for water services, 
and water safety measures 
at community-level.

66 Support the Yap 
State Government 

COVID-19 task force and 
Southern Yap Water 
Authority to scale up 
the installation of 
gender-sensitive and 
socially inclusive 
handwashing facilities with 
a reliable water supply in 
communities, schools, 
churches, and public places.

Small island atolls are dependent 
on shallow groundwater lenses and 
rainwater catchment tanks, but 
lack access to WASH 
facilities, including 
toilets, with open 
defecation in 
the ocean 
common.

Regular droughts 
and the increasing 
e«ects of climate 
change have 
impacted significantly 
on water security. In 
response, the government has 
distributed bottled water during 
emergencies and solar-powered 
reverse osmosis water 
purification units.Water security for the main islands 

varies widely across the four states 
as they have diverse geology, 
freshwater systems, population 
density, and infrastructure.

Waterborne diseases 
are prevalent. There 
have been frequent 
cholera outbreaks 
and typhoid is 

endemic.Human and 
animal waste 

highly contaminate 
the available freshwater sources 
across the country. Coordination 
and regulation for the protection 
of watersheds and groundwater 
resources could be improved.

The primary agencies involved 
in the WASH sector are the 
Department of Health and several 
state-based water 
utilities.

Through the 
Department of 
Finance and Administration and 
the Department of Transportation, 
Communication and Infrastructure, 
the national government 
coordinates funding for water 
supply and sanitation projects 
based on requests from community 
stakeholders.



Kiribati

KIRIBATI

COVID-19 Response
� The Government of Kiribati closed its borders and declared 
a state of emergency in March 2020 with many i-Kiribati 
stranded o«shore.
� Kiribati faces capacity constraints, including poor water 
quality and sanitation practices, multigenerational living, and 
high-density housing in South Tarawa, making a COVID-19 
outbreak likely to cause higher than average fatalities.
� Kiribati’s National COVID-19 Preparedness and Response 
Plan estimates that $10 million is needed to prepare the country 
for an outbreak, with an additional $12 million needed for 
business and unemployment support.6

� New Zealand and Australia have co-funded a mobile 
laboratory to increase COVID-19 testing capabilities.7
� In March 2020, a WASH response to COVID-19 was 
prepared by the national government which advocated a 
phased approach to managing the threat of COVID-19 
(i) procurement of 21 handwashing stations at major hospitals, 
procurement of handwashing equipment and supplies, and 
training and communications materials; (ii) installation of hand 
hygiene infrastructure in public places and permanent stations 
in health care facilities; and (iii) training, procurement, and 
construction to assist in the rollout of handwashing facilities. 

Country Description
Kiribati is one of the smallest, 
most remote, and geographically 
dispersed countries globally. The 
country consists of one raised 
coral island and 32 low-lying coral 
islands distributed in three groups: 
Line Islands, Phoenix Islands, and Gilbert Islands. 
Kiribati is internationally recognized as one of the 
world’s most vulnerable countries to climate change 
impacts, ranked 18th in the 2020 World Risk Index.1

The total population is almost 120,000 with more 
than 20,000 households, with about 63,000 people 
living in the capital, South Tarawa.2

1 Bundis, Entwicklung Hilft & Institute for International Law of Peace and Armed Conflict – Ruhr University. 2020. World Risk Report: Results of the 
World Risk Index 2020. Ruhr.

2 Kiribati National Statistics Oªce. 2020. Kiribati 2020 Population and Housing Census Provisional Figures.
3 Footnote 2.
4 World Bank. n.d. Poverty gap at $1.90 a day (2011 PPP) (%) – Kiribati.
5 World Bank. n.d. Access to electricity (% of population) – Kiribati (accessed 30 September 2021).
6 Australian Department of Foreign A«airs and Trade. 2020. Partnerships for Recovery – Australia’s COVID-19 Development Response: Kiribati COVID-19

Development Response Plan.
7 WHO. 2020. Pacific steps up preparedness against COVID-19.

Country Context
� All 33 islands that make 
up Kiribati sit less than two 
meters above sea level and are 
threatened by rising sea levels.
� Climate change impacts 
significantly on freshwater 

supplies, coastal infrastructure, agricultural land, 
reefs, and fisheries.
� Youth aged 19 or under make up 45% of the 
population.3

� It is estimated that about 25% of the population 
lives below the purchasing power parity line of 
$1.90/day, but no recent data is available.4

� 100% of the population has access to electricity.5
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https://nso.gov.ki/population/kiribati-2020-population-and-housing-census-provisional-figures/
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SI.POV.GAPS?locations=KI
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/EG.ELC.ACCS.ZS?locations=KI
https://www.dfat.gov.au/sites/default/files/covid-response-plan-kiribati.pdf
https://www.dfat.gov.au/sites/default/files/covid-response-plan-kiribati.pdf
https://www.who.int/westernpacific/about/how-we-work/pacific-support/news/detail/21-02-2020-pacific-steps-up-preparedness-against-covid-19
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KIRIBATI
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The drinking water system 
remains fragile and is at threat 
of shutting down because of 
limited water sources and the 
ongoing challenges to maintain 
the water supply system.

Sector Opportunities

1 Facilitate strategic 
coordination of 

WASH sector programs, 
projects, and initiatives by 
reviving the National Water 
and Sanitation Coordinating 
Committee and support 
the establishment of the 
WASH task force proposed 

by the Ministry of 
Infrastructure and 
Sustainable Energy.

2 Collaborate with 
MHMS and bilateral 

funding agencies to improve 
water quality management 
to strengthen public health 
governance and regulation.

3 Contribute to the 
enabling environment 

for the Asian Development 
Bank and World Bank 
financed South Tarawa 
Water Supply Project by 
supporting PUB on 
operational and technical 
issues, such as business 

continuity planning, 
pandemic response 
planning, asset 
management, chlorination, 
and improved maintenance 
of power and WASH 
infrastructure.

Residents of South Tarawa 
are connected to the water 
network of the Public 
Utilities Board (PUB) and 
receive water for 2 hours 
every 2 days on average.

Rainwater and groundwater are the 
major water sources for other 
households, but only three 
islands (Betio, Bonriki, 
and Buota) hold suªcient 
groundwater for 
household water 
supply.

The primary agencies 
with a role in WASH 
include the Ministry 
of Health and Medical 
Services (MHMS), the 
Ministry of Infrastructure 
and Sustainable Energy, 
and PUB.

Monitoring of drinking water 
quality, (frequently subject 
to contamination), by the 
MHMS Environmental 
Health Unit is limited.

The National Water Resources Policy 
and Implementation Plan (2008) and 
the National Sanitation Policy and 
Implementation Plan (2009) provide the 
framework for integrated water resource 
management and sanitation services.



Nauru

NAURU
Country Description

Nauru is one of the world’s 
smallest countries and is the 
smallest island nation in the 
South Pacific Ocean. Nauru is 
made up of uplifted limestone 
41 km south of the equator, 
with its nearest neighbor Kiribati (Banaba Island) 
located 300 km to the west. The island has a land 
area of only 21 square kilometers and a population 
of 11,500, with just over 1,700 households. Nauru 
consists of a narrow fertile coastal strip, referred 
to as Bottomside, where most of the population 
is concentrated. Topside, a central plateau rising 
20–45 m above the coastal plain makes up 
the center of the island and has been used for 
phosphate mining.1 The island is surrounded by a 
coral reef, which has made the establishment of an 
accessible seaport diªcult. 

1 Pacific Regional Infrastructure Facility. 2019. Nauru Integrated Infrastructure Strategic Plan.
2 Pacific Community Statistics for Development Division. 2021. Nauru (accessed 30 September 2021).
3 ADB. 2021. Poverty Data: Nauru (accessed 30 September 2021).
4 World Bank. n.d. Access to electricity (% of population) – Nauru (accessed 30 September 2021).
5 Australian Government. 2020. Nauru COVID-19 Development Response Plan. 

Country Context
� Severe land constraints 
have contributed to household 
overcrowding in Bottomside.
� The country is highly vulnerable 
to climate change, particularly an 
increased likelihood of drought, 

heat waves, coastal erosion, and sea level rise, placing 
further pressure on Bottomside.
� Nauru has a narrow production base, relying 
heavily on income from the Regional Processing 
Center of the Government of Australia, diminishing 
phosphate resources, and the sale of fishing licenses 
in its exclusive economic zone. A port is currently 
under construction, supported by ADB.
� Almost 42% of Nauru’s population is 
aged 19 or under.2

� 24% of Nauruans live below the national 
poverty line.3

� 100% of the population has access to electricity.4

COVID-19 Response
� The government declared a state of emergency in 
March 2020 and a national ‘contain and capture’ strategy based 
on the National Disaster Risk Management Plan (2008).5
� The government repatriated Nauruan nationals prior to the 
national border closure.

� Hospitals have been upgraded and medical training 
undertaken with foreign funding.
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https://sdd.spc.int/nr
https://www.adb.org/offices/pacific/poverty/nauru
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/EG.ELC.ACCS.ZS?locations=NR
https://www.dfat.gov.au/sites/default/files/covid-response-plan-nauru.pdf
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The Government of 
Nauru has convened the 
first Sustainable Urban 
Development Steering 
Committee (SUDSC) 
to improve interagency 
coordination and proactively 
drive urban development. 
This steering committee 
is co-chaired by DCCNR 
and the Department of 
Commerce, Industry and 

Environment, and guides 
WASH activities.

Sector Opportunities

1 Support the SUDSC in 
sector coordination 

and actions to achieve the 
targets and objectives of the 
updated WASH policy.

2 Support the SUDSC to 
improve the overall 

regulatory framework on 
drinking water quality and 
management.

3 Support DCCNR and 
NUC on water safety 

planning, which provides an 
opportunity to prioritize 
water supply improvements 
based on risk.

4 Support the 
development of 

relevant standards and 
strengthen capacity on 
water quality monitoring 
and testing by the 
Environmental Health Unit.

5 Support NUC in 
improving and 

expanding water supply by 
implementing the Water and 
Sanitation Masterplan 
(2015–2035).

66 Explore domestic 
private sector’s role in 

the sanitation service chain 
to improve containment 
and collection services.

There are limited natural 
sources of freshwater to 
supply the 14 districts 
across the island 
and rainfall is 
variable.

Nauru’s main sources 
of potable water are 
desalinated water 
tankered to customers, 
rainwater tanks, and 
limited groundwater.

Households rely on onsite sanitation 
systems, and the two septage 
treatment plants have exceeded 
their capacity.

The primary agencies with a role in WASH include 
the Department of Climate Change and National 
Resilience (DCCNR), which manages water 
resources and supply; the Department of 
Commerce, Industry and Environment, which is 
responsible for sanitation; and the Nauru Utilities 
Corporation (NUC), which is the water utility.

The National Sustainable 
Development Strategy 
(2019), the Nauru Water 
and Sanitation Master Plan 
(2015), and WASH policy 
(updated in 2021) guide 
the country’s WASH 
initiatives. The government 
is now working on codes of 
practice and water supply 
and sanitation standards to 
help achieve the objectives 
of the recently updated 
WASH policy.



Niue

Country Description
Niue is a coral island nation located in 
the triangle between Tonga, Samoa, 
and the Cook Islands. It is one of 
the largest raised coral atolls in the 
world. The nation is a self-governing 
state in free association with the 
Government of New Zealand (1974), and there is a 
large population of Niueans living in New Zealand, 
resulting in a small population living in country. 
The total population is more than 1,7001 and there 
is no accurate data for the number of households. 
Niue has no large urban center, most people living in 
the villages of Alofi South, Tamakautoga, and Hapuku. 
The country is vulnerable to sea level rise, tropical 
cyclones, tsunamis, floods, earthquakes, and droughts, 
and is heavily dependent on aid from the Government 
of New Zealand to manage extreme climate events 
and restoration e«orts.

1 Statistics Niue. 2017. Niue Household and Population Census 2017. 
2 Footnote 1.
3 Statistics Niue. 2017. Poverty in Niue.
4 Statistics Niue. 2017. Niue Strategic Energy Road Map 2015–2025.

Country Context
� Tourism is the key sector in 
the economy and generates 
about 50% of total gross 
domestic product, with fishing 
licenses as a secondary source of 
national income.2

� About 28% of Niue’s population is aged 15 
or under.3

� No households in Niue fall below the purchasing 
power parity line of $1.90/day, however 15% of the 
population experiences relative poverty by the 
definitions of the Government of Niue.4

� 100% of the population has access to electricity. 

NIUE

COVID-19 Response
� In March 2020, the government closed the national borders.
� The Niue Emergency Response Plan to Coronavirus Disease 
(2020) coordinates the nationwide cross-sectoral response 
e«orts to COVID-19.
� The plan’s objectives are to guide interagency cooperation 
to coordinate the nationwide COVID-19 response by utilizing 
existing or new legislation to mobilize resources and finances.
� WASH activities are integral to the plan, including activities 
that target good hand hygiene practices in school and 
community settings.

� The government acknowledges that community education 
and communication is a core component to managing 
COVID-19. The Ministry of Social Services is employing a 
wide range of techniques (awareness campaigns, community 
meetings, mass media campaigns) to improve WASH practices 
across various stakeholders. This is being managed by the 
Director General of the Ministry of Social Services and the 
Director of Health.
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https://niue.prism.spc.int/census/population-housing/
https://niue.prism.spc.int/social/poverty-in-niue/
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The steering committee has 
also initiated a WASH in 
Schools program.

Sector Opportunities

1 Recruit a national 
WASH sector 

coordinator to manage 
WASH sector projects and 
to focus on data sharing 
and strategic planning.

2 Support the 
Department of 

Health to improve its 
WASH surveillance, data 
management, and reporting 
on WASH in schools, 
menstrual hygiene manage -
ment, and vulnerable group 
participation, including 
people with disabilities.

3 Support the Ministry 
of Infrastructure and 

the Department of Health 
with activities to optimize 
hand hygiene practices in 
schools, workplaces, and 
other public settings.

4 Support the review of 
existing water safety 

plans to reassess risks and 
priority actions to improve 
drinking water 
management.

The country relies on a fresh groundwater lens 
for water supply that is recharged during high 

rainfall events. There is no 
permanent surface water 

source on the island.

The primary agencies in the 
WASH sector include the 
Department of Health, 
Ministry of Infrastructure, 
and Ministry of Social 
Services.

The country has a coordinated 
approach to water quality and 
sewerage system management, 
which has resulted in a 
significant rise in access to 
improved water and sanitation 
services over the past decade.

The strong national focus on the 
WASH sector has supported 
improved health outcomes for the 
population.

The Niue Water Steering 
Committee was formed to 
meet the objectives of the Niue 
Integrated Water Strategic 
Plan (2014–2024). The plan 
focuses on training, technology, 
and equipment to improve 
water quality data monitoring, 
management, and asset 
maintenance programs. 



Palau

PALAU
Country Description

Palau comprises 340 islands
that form the western chain 
of the Caroline Islands in 
Micronesia. Only 12 of these 
islands are permanently inhabited. 
The total population is more than 
22,000 and 65% of residents live in Koror, Palau’s 
most urban area.  The second most populated 
state is Airai, located to the north of Koror. Upon 
independence in 1994, Palau entered into a 50-year 
Compact of Free Association with the United 
States. Climate change poses several threats to the 
country, including coral bleaching, intense rainfall, 
sea level rise, droughts, and increased storm activity. 

1 ADB. 2020. Recovery through Improved Systems and Expenditure Support Program (RRP PAL-54284-001), Program Impact Assessment.
2 Palau Oªce of Planning and Statistics. 2015. 2015 Census of Population, Housing and Agriculture.
3 ADB. 2021. Palau and ADB (accessed 24 September 2021).
4 Republic of Palau. 2020. Non-Communicable Disease Prevention and Control Strategic Plan of Action.
5 Republic of Palau. 2021. Palau COVID-19 Situation Report.
6 Footnote 5.

Country Context
� Palau is among the most 
tourism-driven economies in 
the Pacific, with annual tourism 
receipts reaching the equivalent 
of 36%–53.4% of annual gross 
domestic product (GDP) 

from 2010–2019, and foreign aid grants from 
the Compact Agreement with the United States 
contributes to 25% of GDP.1

� About 27% of Palau’s population is aged 19 
or younger.2

� There is no available data relating to the rate 
of poverty.
� 100% of Palauans have access to electricity.3

� The leading risk to the country’s public health is 
noncommunicable diseases, which currently causes 
70% of deaths.4

COVID-19 Impact and Response
� The Ministry of Health (MOH) activated the Emergency 
Operations Center on 22 January 2020 to implement 
preparedness and response measures to minimize the risk of 
importation and potential local transmission of COVID-19.
� In March 2020, the MOH issued the Certification of 
an Unavoidable Public Health Emergency for COVID-19.

� On 3 January 2021, the MOH commenced COVID-19 
mass vaccination for targeted priority groups and eventually all 
eligible residents (adults).5
� MOH issued a Directive on 22 May 2021, which reauthorizes 
isolation and quarantine measures.6
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https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/linked-documents/54284-001-sd-02.pdf
https://www.adb.org/countries/palau/poverty
http://www.palauhealth.org/2019nCoV_SitRep/MOH-COVID-19%20Situation%20Report.pdf
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In 2016, Palau declared 
a state of emergency 
because of the severe 
drought conditions 
a«ecting the country, 
leading to the 
introduction of water 
rationing.

Sector Opportunities

1 Support the 
development of a 

water safety campaign 
program to raise awareness 
and improve WASH 
practices, including house-
hold water treatment and 
storage.

2 Support a unifying 
governance framework 

to engage multisectoral 
initiatives in addressing 
drinking water quality issues, 
strengthening regulation, 
setting standards, and 
enforcing compliance.

3 Strengthen sector 
coordination and the 

institutional capacity of key 
agencies to manage the 
water and sanitation sectors.

4 Support the 
development of a 

water safety campaign 
program to raise awareness 
and improve WASH 
practices, including house-
hold water treatment and 
storage.

5 Support a unifying 
governance 

framework to engage 
multisectoral initiatives in 
addressing drinking water 
quality issues, strengthening 
regulation, setting standards, 
and enforcing compliance.

66 Strengthen sector 
coordination and the 

institutional capacity of key 
agencies to manage the 
water and sanitation sectors.

7 Assist with the 
development of a 

water safety plan for PPUC.

8 Assist with the review 
of the PPUC 

Pandemic Plan.

Palau’s water supply relies primarily on surface water 
sources, including the Koror–Airai water supply system 
that depends on the Ngerikill and Ngerimel rivers. 
Water sources on Anguar, Peleliu, and 
Kayangel are groundwater and 
desalination.

More than 80% of Palau’s population live in Koror which 
is serviced by a sewer system operated by Palau Public 
Utilities Corporation (PPUC) with 95%+ coverage. 

Melekoek (Palau’s capital) also has a small 
sewer system operated by PPUC. 

Onsite sanitation systems 
are only prevalent in 
the outlying states.

The Sewer Use Act of 1984 sets the 
regulation of wastewater disposal and 
establishes minimum standards for planning, 
design, and construction.

The primary agencies 
involved in the 
WASH sector include 
the MOH and the 
Environment Quality 
Protection Board.

The Environmental Quality Protection Act 
created the Environmental Quality Protection 
Board, which is a semiautonomous agency that 
enforces regulations on drinking water
and wastewater quality, solid waste management, 
and environmental quality.



Papua New Guinea

PAPUA
NEW GUINEA

Country Description
Papua New Guinea (PNG) 
occupies the eastern half of 
the West Pacific island of New 
Guinea, together with the main 
islands of New Britain, New 
Ireland, and the Autonomous 
Region of Bougainville. The nation includes another 
600 smaller islands and atolls. PNG’s population is 
more than 8.5 million, with an estimated 13% of the 
population living in urban areas. Rising sea levels 
since the 1990s, increasing ambient temperature, 
vulnerability to storms, and frequent flooding place 
PNG as 8th in the UN World Risk Index. In addition, 
diminishing freshwater supplies will likely a«ect the 
country’s ability to produce staple crops and lead to 
food insecurity. 

1 United Nations Department of Economic and Social A«airs. 2010. World Urbanization Prospects: The 2010 Revision. New York.
2 PNG Department of Agriculture and Livestock. 2018. Sector Brief.
3 Government of Papua New Guinea. 2011. Census Report.
4 ADB. 2021. Papua New Guinea and ADB.
5 Footnote 4.

Country Context
� By 2030, the United Nations 
estimates that 17% of PNG’s 
total population will be living in 
urban areas.1

� PNG’s economy is dominated 
by agriculture, forestry, fisheries, 

and mining. Agriculture contributes 25% of the 
country’s gross domestic product, while mineral and 
energy exports make up 72% of export earnings.2

� Almost 43% of PNG’s population is aged 19 
or younger.3

� 23% of PNG residents live below the purchasing 
power parity line of $1.90/day.4

� 63% of the population has access to electricity.5

� Strong clan-based culture underlies formal 
governance structures and institutional 
arrangements, weakening corporate governance and 
accountability.

COVID-19 Response
� In February 2020, the government activated its National 
Emergency Operations Centre led by a joint task force of 
government agencies.
� In March 2020, the country declared a state of emergency 
and closed its national borders.
� Misinformation about COVID-19 and the vaccine program 
is fueling widespread community reluctance to get vaccinated, 
although the government imposed a no-vaccine, no-domestic 
air travel measure to increase vaccination rates.

� The World Health Organization is supporting the 
government to strengthen health care delivery and enforce 
community prevention measures, including handwashing, mask 
wearing, and social distancing.
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https://www.agriculture.gov.pg/about/sector-brief/
https://www.adb.org/countries/papua-new-guinea/poverty
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8 Government of Papua New Guinea. 2015. PNG National Water, Sanitation and Hygiene (WASH) Policy (2015–2030).
9 Government of Papua New Guinea. 2019. Papua New Guinea Demographic and Health Survey (2016–18).
10 WHO-UNICEF. 2017. Joint Monitoring Programme for Water Supply, Sanitation and Hygiene.

PAPUA
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A high illiteracy rate of 62% compounds 
poor sanitation practices and creates 
challenges to information and education 
campaigns to increase understanding of 
good hygiene practices.

Sector Opportunities

1 Assist Water PNG in 
expanding sustainable 

WASH services to urban 
informal settlements, and 
schools in Port Moresby and 
Lae by installing water tanks 
and handwashing stations.

2 Support the 
introduction of meter 

farms (centralized secure 
meter locations rather than 
individual property 
installations) as part of the 
water supply network 
expansion in Port Moresby 
and Lae.

3 Assist Water PNG in 
ensuring business 

continuity during crises 
through organization-wide 
pandemic response 
planning.

4 Explore the potential 
to replicate the 

practice of town-level 
WASH preparedness plans 
in Kerema and Mendi, with 
the addition of a 
complementary WASH 
behavior change 
communication campaign.

5 Strengthen mandates 
on WASH regulation 

to improve surveillance, 
standards and compliance, 
and promotion of public 
health programs, including 
the Healthy Islands WASH 
campaign implemented by 
the National Department 
of Health (Promotion 
Branch).

66 Support an 
independent review 

of the Healthy Islands 
District WASH pilot 
programs implemented by 
the National Department 
of Health (Promotion 
Branch).

7 Improve sector 
coordination by 

strengthening WASH Task 
Force reporting and WASH 
cluster operations and 
partnerships during 
emergencies.

PNG ranks lowest in water and sanitation 
access indicators among the 14 Pacific 
developing member countries, although 
access to basic drinking water supply has 
steadily improved since 2000.10

Rapidly growing urban centers struggle 
to keep up with access to water supplies, 
reflecting the continued growth 
of informal settlements in 
Port Moresby and Lae.

The government’s WASH policy 
(2015–2030)8 indicates that 
89% of people in urban areas 
and 33% in rural areas have 
access to safe water, and 57% of 
urban dwellers and 13% of the 
rural population have access to 
basic sanitation.9



Republic of the Marshall Islands
THE REPUBLIC

OF THE
MARSHALL

ISLANDS
Country Description

The Republic of the Marshall 
Islands is part of the island group 
of Micronesia. The population 
of the Republic of the Marshall 
Islands is spread over five islands 
and 29 coral atolls, comprising 
1,156 individual islands and 
islets. The country has the 
largest portion of its territory made of water of any 
sovereign state. The Republic of the Marshall Islands 
became self-governing in 1979 when it entered 
the original Compact of Free Association with the 
United States. The total population is more than 
53,000, with almost half living in the capital, Majuro, 
and another quarter in Ebeye.1 The country is 
vulnerable to climate change impacts and disasters, 
particularly the e«ect of sea level rise, increased 
intense rainfall events leading to flooding, and 
increased prevalence of drought. 

1 Pacific Community. n.d. Marshall Islands (accessed 30 September 2021).
2 Food and Agriculture Organizations of the United Nations. 2018. Fisheries of the Pacific Islands, Regional and National Information. Apia.
3 Footnote 1. Population Pyramid.
4 World Bank. n.d. Marshall Islands (accessed 21 September 2021).
5 World Bank. n.d. Access to electricity (% of the population): Marshall Islands (accessed 21 September 2021).

Country Context
� Copra for making coconut oil 
and fishing license fees comprise 
the country’s key economic 
activities, and Majuro is the world’s 
busiest tuna shipment port, with a 
large tuna processing facility.2
� The country is dependent 
on United States foreign aid 

assistance on an annual basis.
� About 40% of the country’s population is aged 19 
or under.3

� There is no data available about the poverty rate, 
although it is estimated that 30% of households in 
Majuro and Ebeye experience economic hardship.4

� 98% of the population has access to electricity.5

� The country’s health profile includes 
communicable diseases, including tuberculosis and 
leprosy, compounded by high urban growth and 
overcrowding. 

COVID-19 Response
� In the initial stages of the COVID-19 pandemic, the country 
did not implement wide-scale lockdown measures based on 
the government’s determination that the risk of community 
transmission was limited.
� All international travel from May 2020 was suspended. 
Border closures significantly impacted the country’s fishery 
supply chains.

� The Ministry of Health and Human Services (MHHS) 
worked with the World Bank to procure personal protection 
equipment, medical supplies, and medical equipment to 
support a national COVID-19 Emergency Response Project. 
� MHHS established a Facebook page to update the 
population on the continuing actions to repress virus spread.
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https://sdd.spc.int/mh
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/EG.ELC.ACCS.ZS?locations=MH
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7 Footnote 6.

96 9.17

The government has acknowledged 
that WASH interventions are 
limited across local communities, 
and the sector would benefit from 
clear objectives and governance 
structures.

Sector Opportunities

1 Strengthen public 
health governance 

and regulation through 
better sector coordination 
in line with the National 
Water and Sanitation 
Policy.

2 Support the 
coordination of 

MHHS and the 
Environmental Protection 
Agency to develop a 
national program from 
water safety plans, building 
o« the existing water 
management plans.

3 Support the Majuro 
Water and Sewer 

Company to develop 
WASH safety plans for 
schools.

4 Support the 
Kwajalein Atoll Joint 

Utility Resources with 
demand management and 
planned service expansion.

5 Develop WASH 
activities in 

association with 
government agencies for 
the Ebeye and Majuro 
communities.

The primary agencies responsible 
for the WASH sector include 
MHHS, Environmental Protection 
Agency, Majuro Water and Sewer 
Company, and Kwajalein Atoll Joint 
Utility Resources Inc. (KAJUR). 

High rates of waterborne 
diseases stem from 
inadequate water quality 
and sanitation standards 
resulting from poor central 
government management 
and coordination, high 
water contamination, and 
inadequate water quality 
monitoring.

Regulation of solid waste 
management and minimum 
standards for public water 
supply are enshrined in 
national government policy, but 
management and enforcement 
could be improved.

THE REPUBLIC
OF THE

MARSHALL
ISLANDS



Samoa

SAMOA
Country Description

Samoa comprises two main islands 
(Savai’i and Upolu), accounting 
for 99% of the total land area, 
with two smaller inhabited islands 
(Manouno and Apolima), and 
uninhabited islands, including 
the Aleipata Islands. The nation’s capital is Apia. The 
country retains genealogy and sociocultural traditions, 
including four Tamaaiga (royal families), that underpin 
the social structure. The total population is more 
than 195,000, with an estimated 28,800 households. 
The country is prone to earthquakes and tsunamis. 
In 2009, a major tsunami a«ected Upolu’s coast with 
subsequent loss of life. Other natural hazards include 
flooding, droughts, and cyclones, which have created 
widespread damage along the low-lying coastal 
regions where the main population lives. 

1 Government of Samoa. 2017. Statistical Abstract 2017. Apia. 
2 ADB. 2021. ADB and Samoa.
3 Footnote 2.
4 WHO. 2020. Fact Sheet: Chikungunya.

Country Context
� Samoa’s major industries 
are forestry, agriculture, fishing, 
tourism, and food processing.
� About 40% of the country’s 
population is aged 19 or under.1

� 19% of Samoa’s population lives 
below the national poverty line; no data is available 
on the purchasing power parity line of $1.90/day.2

� 99% of the population has access to electricity.3

� There has been a substantial increase in 
mosquito-borne diseases, including chikungunya 
(2014), dengue fever, and Zika disease 
(2015–2016).4

COVID-19 Response
� The country declared a state of emergency in March 2020 
and instituted a whole of government plan administered by the 
National Emergency Operation Centre.
� The National Emergency Operation Centre comprises 
government agencies, nongovernment organizations, and 
development partners who collectively administer the 
nationwide response to the pandemic at the local level.

� The National Emergency Operation Centre is jointly chaired 
by the chief executive oªcer of the Ministry of the Prime 
Minister and Cabinet, and the director general/chief executive 
oªcer of the Ministry of Health.
� WASH activities during the pandemic have included the 
installation of nine 100,000-liter water tanks and washing 
stations, and water collection for more than 1,000 people in six 
districts to encourage good hygiene practices.

over
195,000

Population

28,800
Estimated households

1919
AGED 40%

Population aged 19
or under

19%
Population living below

national poverty line

99%
Population with access

to electricity
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7 Pacific Community. n.d. Samoa: Status of Water Resources.
8 M. J. Sikorski et al. 2020. Tenacious Endemic Typhoid Fever in Samoa. Clinical Infectious Diseases, Volume 71, Issue Supplement 2, 

https://doi.org/10.1093/cid/ciaa314. 
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There has been a sporadic 
approach to WASH activities 
across Samoa. However, more 
systematic approaches have 
been gathering pace with the 
installation of handwashing 
facilities in schools and the 
review of drinking water safety 
plans across the country.

Sector Opportunities

1 Support the Ministry 
of Health in improving 

monitoring of drinking water 
quality and health 
surveillance of waterborne 
diseases.

2 Support the Ministry 
of Education, Sports, 

and Culture in developing a 
WASH promotional 
campaign in schools for pilot 
testing and sustained rollout 
nationwide.

3 Strengthen hygiene 
awareness and 

behavioral practices to 
reduce the high incidence 
of diarrhea and other 
waterborne diseases.

4 Support SWA to 
improve WASH 

services, reduce water 
wastage and pumping costs, 
improve cost recovery and 
financial sustainability.

5 Adopt water safety 
planning as the 

primary risk-based 
approach toward planning 
to achieve water safety and 
security.

66 Support the 
development of local 

technicians and their 
retention in the WASH 
sector to address the 
current skills shortage.

7 Strengthen sector 
coordination through 

cooperation and 
information sharing among 
key sector agencies: 
Ministry of Health, SWA, 
independent water 
schemes, and Ministry of 
Natural Resources and 
Environment.

Samoa has both surface 
water and groundwater as 
resources. There are more 
than 40 river systems in 
the country that originate 
in the uplands and drain 
into the ocean. Surface 
water provides about 65% 
of the water supply and 
groundwater 35%.7

Typhoid fever is 
endemic in Samoa, 
with outbreaks 
occurring as recently 
as 2019 despite 
improvements 
in water 
supply and 
sanitation.8

The guiding framework for 
monitoring and regulating 
drinking water quality is 
provided under the Ministry 
of Health Act (2006), Health 
Ordinance (1959), Food Act 
(2015), the National Drinking 
Water Standards 
(2008), and the 
Water for Life 
Framework.

Sampling, 
testing, and 
monitoring of water 
quality is a regular 
activity to meet 
targets in the Water 
for Life Performance 
Framework, although 
a lack of skilled 
technicians means 
that testing is limited 
to government 
laboratories only.

The primary agencies involved in the WASH sector include 
the Ministry of Health, the Ministry of Natural Resources 
and Environment, the Ministry of Works, Transport and 
Infrastructure, the Ministry of Education, Sports and 
Culture, Samoa Water Authority 
(SWA), and the Independent Water 
Schemes Association.

SWA provides water supply services 
to about 89% of the population, with independent water 
schemes supplying 10%, operating in village-owned and 
managed local systems. Although the percentage of 
population with water access is high, work remains to 
ensure that access is continuous and of reliable quality.

97% of the population 
uses an improved 
sanitation system, with 
septic tanks being the 
most common. These 
septic tanks frequently 
discharge to the 
water table, causing 
contamination.

https://doi.org/10.1093/cid/ciaa314
https://academic.oup.com/cid/article/71/Supplement_2/S120/5877829


Solomon Islands

Country Description
The Solomon Islands is an 
archipelagic state situated in the 
southwest Pacific Ocean, about 
2,000 kilometers to the northeast 
of Australia. Its landmass of 30,407 kilometers 
extends to more than 997 islands and comprises nine 
provinces. Provisional data from 2019 estimates the 
country’s population at more than 720,000, with 
two-thirds residing in the Greater Honiara capital 
region, located on the largest island, Guadalcanal.1

Solomon Islands is ranked fifth on the 2020 World 
Risk Index and is highly vulnerable to climate change 
and disasters, including earthquakes, cyclones, 
sea level rise, flooding, coastal erosion, king tides, 
saltwater intrusion, and droughts.2

1 Solomon Islands National Statistics Oªce. 2020. Provisional Count 2019 National Population and Housing Census. Honiara.
2 Bundnis Entwicklung Hilft and Ruhr Universiry Bochum – Institute for International Law of Peace and Armed Conflict. 2020. World Risk Report 2020.
3 ADB. 2018. Greater Honiara Urban Development Strategy and Action Plan Volume 1 Main Report.
4 World Bank Group. 2019. Water and Sanitation Services for Informal Settlements in Honiara, Solomon Islands.
5 Solomon Islands National Statistics Oªce. 2009. 2009 Population & Housing Census National Report Volume 2.
6 ADB. 2021. Poverty: Solomon Islands.
7 Footnote 6.

Country Context
� An estimated 40% of Honiara’s 

urban population resides within 
informal settlements (about 92 
settlements), with the majority 

established on untitled land.3 The government is 
considering a review of land tenure.
� It is estimated that 17 urban informal settlements 
are located in hazardous zones prone to flash floods, 
landslides, and king tides.4

� Residents of informal settlements face diªculties 
accessing services because of land tenure requirements 
for water and electricity connections. Residents rely 
on collecting water from streams, rainwater harvesting, 
and groundwater such as boreholes.
� The islands’ geography presents challenges 
to services delivery, infrastructure development, 
economic growth, and water security.
� 45% of the population is aged 19 or younger.5

� About 21% of Solomon Islanders live below the 
purchasing power parity line of $1.90/day.6

� 55% of the population has access to electricity.7

SOLOMON
ISLANDS

COVID-19 Response
� In March 2020, Solomon Islands declared a state of 
emergency and put in place a robust COVID-19 Preparedness 
and Response Plan.
� COVID-19 restrictions include (i) barring non-citizens from 
entering the country without prior approval, (ii) suspending the 
regular schedule of international commercial flights, (iii) closing 
schools and most markets, (iv) banning recreational sea vessels, 
and (v) closing its western maritime border with Papua New 
Guinea to all traªc.

� From August 2021, the government allowed the reopening of 
schools and other educational institutions.
� COVID-19 has highlighted critical gaps in Solomon Islands’ 
health security, such as hospital capacity to manage an influx of 
COVID-19 cases.
� Poor access to water and sanitation, especially in informal 
urban settlements and poor rural communities, magnifies 
COVID-19 health risks.
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https://www.solomonchamber.com.sb/media/1997/provisional_count-2019_census_result.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/WorldRiskReport-2020.pdf
https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/project-documents/49460/49460-001-dpta-en.pdf
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/32758/Water-and-Sanitation-Services-for-Informal-Settlements-in-Honiara-Solomon-Islands.pdf?sequence=5
file:///C:/Users/myd/Downloads/2009_Census_National-Report-Vol1.pdf
https://www.adb.org/offices/pacific/poverty/solomon-islands
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Notes: 
Basic water access = improved water source within 30 minutes.
Basic sanitation access = Improved sanitation facility not safely managed.
8 ADB. 2020. Asian Development Outlook 2020: What Drives Innovation in Asia. Manila.
9 Footnote 8.
10 Solomon Islands National Statistics Oªce. 2015. Solomon Islands Demographic and Health Survey 2015 Final Report. 
11 Footnote 10.
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ISLANDS
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The country’s broader WASH 
landscape includes United Nations 
agencies, development partners, 
bilateral agencies, and nongovernment 
organizations active in the pre-paid 
sector delivering programs, including 
at school level, with vulnerable 
communities and women, and 
menstrual hygiene management.

Sector Opportunities

1 Assist SW to expand 
WASH services in 

schools, communities and 
informal settlements by 
piloting a prepaid water 
meter system (Cash Water) 
and installation of 
handwashing facilities in 
selected schools as part of 
the COVID-19 response.

2 Support the Ministry of 
Health and Medical 

Services and SW in their 
respective WASH behavior 
change communication 
campaigns/activities.

3 Establish a WASH 
cluster to support 

sector coordination and 
partnerships and revitalize the 
National Intersectoral Water 
Coordination Committee.

4 Develop an urban 
WASH promotional 

campaign, including a 
national media hygiene 
promotion campaign and 
hygiene promotion activities 
in schools and communities.

5 Support improvements 
in menstrual hygiene 

management for women, 
especially in schools and in 
informal settlements.

66 Support Solomon 
Water to introduce 

City Wide Inclusive 
Sanitation as part of the 
sanitation and wastewater 
masterplan.

The vulnerability assessment 
conducted under Solomon Islands 
Water Sector Adaptation Project 
identified water resource systems 
to be vulnerable to several climate 
change threats, which include 
impacts to watersheds, catchments, 
groundwater, and rainwater.

On larger islands 
such as Guadalcanal, 
surface water from 

springs or rivers is the main source of 
drinking water and is supplemented 
with groundwater and rainwater. Only 
7% of households use an appropriate 
method of water treatment after 
collecting water prior to drinking.10

70% of households have a place for 
washing hands and 64% of households 
have both soap and water available. 
Urban households are more likely 
to have a handwashing place, about 
80% compared with 68% for rural 
households.11

The Rural Water Supply Sanitation and 
Hygiene Sector Performance Review 
2015–2020 found that 57% of rural 
schools have basic water access, 22% 
have basic sanitation access, 
and 8% have basic 
hygiene access.

The primary agencies 
with a role in WASH 
include the Ministry of Health and 
Medical Services; Solomon Water (SW); 
the Ministry of Mines, Energy and Rural 
Electrification; and the Ministry of 
Environment, Climate Change, Disaster 
Management and Meteorology.

The National Water and Sanitation 
Implementation Plan runs from 2017 to 
2033 and aims to implement the goals 
and objectives of the National Water 
and Sanitation Policy. The plan was 
developed by the National Intersectoral 
Water Coordination Committee. 

SW is the public utility and is active 
in the urban WASH sector, with 
significant funding from international 
agencies, including the Asian 
Development Bank, the European 
Union, and the World Bank. SW has 
a 30-year plan to provide reticulated 
water to an additional 296,000 
people in unserved urban areas, 
primarily in the Greater Honiara area 
(including informal settlements), and 
improve onsite sanitation systems 
to households relying on wastewater 
treatment and disposal methods; about 
14,000 people.

https://pacificdata.org/data/dataset/oai-www-spc-int-f5f42ae3-baef-4317-9f90-c6f7233ff7d2.


Tonga

TONGA
Country Description

Tonga is an archipelago of more 
than 170 islands and islets 
scattered over 800 kilometers 
with about 36 inhabited islands. 
The total population is more than 100,000, with 
an estimated 18,000 households.1 The major 
island groups are Tongatapu, which includes the 
capital, Nuku’alofa; Vava’u; Ha’apai; ‘Eua; and Ongo 
Niua referred to as the Niuas. About 75% of the 
population lives on the main island of Tongatapu, 
leading to a high level of urbanization. The country 
ranks second on the World Risk Index and is subject 
to sea level rise, tropical cyclones, and extreme 
weather events.2 Tonga experienced widespread 
environmental and economic damage in the wake of 
tropical cyclones Gita (2018) and Harold (2020). 

1 Kingdom of Tonga. 2016. Tonga 2016 Census of Population and Housing Volume 1 & 2.
2 Bundnis Entwicklung Hilft and Ruhr Universiry Bochum – Institute for International Law of Peace and Armed Conflict. 2020. World Risk Report 2020.
3 Australian Government. 2020. Tonga COVID-19 Development Response Plan.
4 Kingdom of Tonga. 2016. Tonga 2016 Census of Population and Housing Volume 1 & 2.
5 ADB. 2021. Poverty: Tonga.
6 New Zealand Ministry of Foreign A«airs and Trade. 2016. Pacific Energy Country Profiles.

Country Context
� Tonga derives about 25% of 

its revenue from tourism. Other 
sources of revenue are agriculture 
and foreign aid, the latter 

accounting for 38% of the economy.3

� Almost 47% of Tonga’s population is aged 19 or 
younger.4

� 22% of Tongans live below the national poverty 
line; no data is available on the purchasing power 
parity line of $1.90/day.5

� 99% of the population has access to electricity.6

� Tonga has a universal primary health care system, 
and national health statistics show lower infant 
mortality and maternal death rates than other 
comparable countries.

COVID-19 Response
� The government moved swiftly to close borders and impose 
restrictions in March 2020.
� In April 2020, the country secured funding from 
international donors to enact a Social and Economic Stimulus 
Package to (i) upgrade the country’s health services, (ii) supply 
personal protective equipment to health care workers, and 
(iii) provide medical training and equipment.

� The National Influenza Pandemic Preparedness and 
Response Plan (2006) includes guidelines for a national 
response to the pandemic and formed the basis for Tonga’s 
response to COVID-19. 
� The Ministry of Health (MOH) leads the monitoring and 
management of health outcomes in relation to the pandemic.
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https://tongastats.gov.to/census/population-statistics/#22-60-wpfd-2016-1498707296
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/WorldRiskReport-2020.pdf
https://www.dfat.gov.au/sites/default/files/covid-response-plan-tonga.pdf
https://tongastats.gov.to/census/population-statistics/#22-60-wpfd-2016-1498707296
https://www.adb.org/offices/south-pacific/poverty/tonga
https://pacificdata.org/data/dataset/pacific-energy-country-profiles-20162
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8 Footnote 7.
9 ADB. n.d. Tonga: Nuku’alofa Urban Development Sector Project.
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Nongovernment organizations, civil society 
organizations, and national government 
agencies champion water safety planning, 
national media awareness, and hygiene 
programs in remote and rural areas to 
address poor water quality and sanitation 
practices.

Sector Opportunities

1 Assist the Tonga 
Water Board with the 

expansion of reticulated 
water supply in villages, 
improving asset 
management, and 
upgrading water treatment 
facilities.

2 Support the review of 
water safety plans.

3 Assist with the 
development of a 

pandemic response plan.

4 Strengthen MOH 
with technical training 

and waterborne disease 
surveillance planning.

5 Support coordination 
and partnership 

within the WASH sector, 
with an initial focus on the 
development and 
implementation of a 
strategic WASH 
communication plan.

66 Support water safety 
planning for village 

water committees to 
address water quality issues 
in community systems 
(prioritizing Tongatapu).

The primary agencies involved in 
the WASH sector include MOH, 
the Ministry of Land and Natural 
Resources, and the Tonga Water 
Board.

Oversight of the WASH cluster 
is mainly by MOH (chair) 
responsible for sanitation and 
hygiene and the Ministry of Lands 
and Natural Resources (Geology 
Division) responsible for water 
supply services. Members include 
various government ministries and 
nongovernment organizations.

79% of the population uses 
water contaminated with 
Escherichia coli (E.coli).9

There is no reticulated sewerage 
system in Tonga, with most 
wastewater treated using 
individual onsite septic tanks. 
Small-scale wastewater treatment 
facilities exist.

https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/linked-documents/42394-022-ton-ieeab-01.pdf


Tuvalu

TUVALU
Country Description

Tuvalu is an isolated, small island 
state comprising six atolls and 
three islands, with a land area 
of 26 square kilometers. The 
majority of the population of 
more than 10,000 people live on the capital atoll of 
Funafuti.1 There is an estimated 1,600 households 
across Tuvalu.2 Tuvalu is a low-lying landmass 
at an average of 1.83 meters above sea level. It 
is highly susceptible to the impacts of climate 
change, including longer and more intense dry 
periods, increased flooding, and rising sea levels.3

The country faces significant capacity constraints 
because of its small population size.

1 Tuvalu Ministry of Finance, Economic Planning and Industries. 2017. Tuvalu Population & Housing Mini-Census 2017. 
2 Footnote 1.
3 Australian Government. 2015. Pacific-Australia Climate Change Science and Adaptation Planning Program – Current and future climate of Tuvalu.
4 Tuvalu Ministry of Finance, Economic Planning and Industries. 2017. Tuvalu Population & Housing Mini-Census 2017.
5 Tuvalu Ministry of Natural Resources. Fisheries Department Annual Report 2016.
6 Tuvalu Ministry of Finance, Economic Planning and Industries. 2017. Tuvalu Population & Housing Mini-Census 2017.
7 ADB. 2021. Poverty: Tuvalu. https://www.adb.org/o¨ces/south-pacific/poverty/tuvalu.
8 Tuvalu National COVID-19 Taskforce. Talaaliki Plan.

Country Context
� Over 60% of the population 

lives in Funafuti, leading to 
overcrowding.4

� Tuvalu’s primary industries are 
fishing and tourism, with the sale 

of fishing licenses making up 42% of Tuvalu’s gross 
domestic product in 2016.5

� Tuvalu is highly reliant on external aid and 
imports and is vulnerable to supply chain disruption 
of essential goods.
� Disaster-related losses and damages comprise 
about 20% of gross domestic product, and extreme 
weather events occur at least every 10 years.
� 31% of Tuvalu’s population is aged 19 or younger.6

� No data is available on the rate of poverty 
in Tuvalu.
� 100% of the population has access to electricity.7

COVID-19 Response
� In late January 2020, the government convened a COVID-19 
Health Task Force as an extension of the mid-January Cyclone 
Tino national emergency declaration.
� In March 2020, the government introduced strict border 
controls and requirements for self-isolation for new arrivals.

� The COVID-19 task force undertook a comprehensive risk 
assessment and developed a national COVID-19 emergency 
response plan, Talaaliki Plan (2021).8
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https://spccfpstore1.blob.core.windows.net/digitallibrary-docs/files/c3/c3939105b2da293c9fc4395da48a556f.pdf?sv=2015-12-11&sr=b&sig=LxNIlm3zC08SyMytFZCRK5e%2BNtUBhLMvHICLCB5rFzE%3D&se=2022-03-29T05%3A28%3A39Z&sp=r&rscc=public%2C%20max-age%3D864000%2C%20max-stale%3D86400&rsct=application%2Fpdf&rscd=inline%3B%20filename%3D%22Tuvalu_2017_Mini_Census_Preliminary_Report_1.pdf%22
https://www.pacificclimatechangescience.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/06/4_PACCSAP-Tuvalu-10pp_WEB.pdf
https://spccfpstore1.blob.core.windows.net/digitallibrary-docs/files/c3/c3939105b2da293c9fc4395da48a556f.pdf?sv=2015-12-11&sr=b&sig=LxNIlm3zC08SyMytFZCRK5e%2BNtUBhLMvHICLCB5rFzE%3D&se=2022-03-29T05%3A28%3A39Z&sp=r&rscc=public%2C%20max-age%3D864000%2C%20max-stale%3D86400&rsct=application%2Fpdf&rscd=inline%3B%20filename%3D%22Tuvalu_2017_Mini_Census_Preliminary_Report_1.pdf%22
https://spccfpstore1.blob.core.windows.net/digitallibrary-docs/files/bd/bdf2f32dd43b04bc4d3f137ce4b6089f.pdf?sv=2015-12-11&sr=b&sig=QM7ShgjNVfxbOMoPV%2BUrBQkgBXesBhuvh8JfBV0dAno%3D&se=2022-03-29T05%3A26%3A55Z&sp=r&rscc=public%2C%20max-age%3D864000%2C%20max-stale%3D86400&rsct=application%2Fpdf&rscd=inline%3B%20filename%3D%22Anon_17_TFD_2016_Annual_Report.pdf%22
https://spccfpstore1.blob.core.windows.net/digitallibrary-docs/files/c3/c3939105b2da293c9fc4395da48a556f.pdf?sv=2015-12-11&sr=b&sig=LxNIlm3zC08SyMytFZCRK5e%2BNtUBhLMvHICLCB5rFzE%3D&se=2022-03-29T05%3A28%3A39Z&sp=r&rscc=public%2C%20max-age%3D864000%2C%20max-stale%3D86400&rsct=application%2Fpdf&rscd=inline%3B%20filename%3D%22Tuvalu_2017_Mini_Census_Preliminary_Report_1.pdf%22
https://www.adb.org/offices/south-pacific/poverty/tuvalu.
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/113211588848186033/pdf/Environmental-and-Social-Management-Framework-for-Contingency-Emergency-Response-Component.pdf
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9 ADB. 2020. Asian Development Outlook 2020: What Drives Innovation in Asia. Manila.
10 Footnote 9.
11 World Health Organization. 2019. National Systems to Support Drinking-Water, Sanitation and Hygiene: Global Status Report 2019 UN-Water Global 

Analysis and Assessment of Sanitation and Drinking-Water GLAAS 2019 Report.
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Nongovernment organizations have 
been actively sponsoring WASH 
programs with schools and 
local communities 
in Funafuti and the 
outer 
islands.

Sector Opportunities

1 Facilitate the review 
and development of 

a national WASH policy 
and government-led 
WASH sector plan. Support 
its implementation and 
monitoring.

2 Support the Ministry 
of Health, Social 

Welfare, and Gender to 
prepare a strategic plan for 
environmental health 
services and strengthen its 
WASH program.

3 Strengthen the 
WASH in Schools 

initiative through 
interagency collaboration 
between the Ministry of 
Health, Social Welfare, and 
Gender; the Ministry of 
Education; and the local 
Kaupules (councils).

4 Explore support for 
WASH activities that 

complement the proposed 
Funafuti Water and 
Sanitation Project funded 
by the Asian Development 
Bank.

No centralized sewerage system 
and the majority of households 
rely on toilets linked to onsite 
septic tanks.

Rainwater harvesting is 
the primary source of 
drinking water because 
of high levels of aquifer 
and groundwater 
contamination.

The primary agencies in 
the WASH sector are the 
Department of Health 
and the Department of 
Public Works.

World Health Organization Global Analysis 
and Assessment of Sanitation and Drinking 

Water Report (2018) indicates that 
the government has developed and 
approved the relevant WASH policies 
for urban and rural sanitation and urban 
and rural drinking water programs.11

https://www.who.int/teams/environment-climate-change-and-health/water-sanitation-and-health/monitoring-and-evidence/wash-systems-monitoring/un-water-global-analysis-and-assessment-of-sanitation-and-drinking-water/2018-2019-cycle
https://www.who.int/teams/environment-climate-change-and-health/water-sanitation-and-health/monitoring-and-evidence/wash-systems-monitoring/un-water-global-analysis-and-assessment-of-sanitation-and-drinking-water/2018-2019-cycle


Vanuatu

VANUATU
Country Description

Vanuatu is an island nation in 
the Pacific Ocean comprised 
of 83 volcanic and raised coral 
islands. The total population is more than 300,000 
with an estimated 62,000 households.1 According 
to the World Risk Index, Vanuatu ranks first of 181 
countries worldwide2 representing its extreme risk of 
disasters, including floods, storms, earthquakes, and 
sea level rise. Disasters cost Vanuatu’s economy tens 
of millions of dollars each year in physical damage and 
economic losses. 

1 Government of Vanuatu. 2021. 2020 Population and Housing Census: Preliminary results (Vanuatu). Port Vila. 
2 Bundis, Entwicklung Hilft & Institute for International Law of Peace and Armed Conflict – Ruhr University. 2020. World Risk Report: Results of the 

World Risk Index 2020. Ruhr.
3 K. Ober and S. Bakumenko. 2020. Issue Brief: A new vulnerability: COVID-19 and tropical cyclone Harold create the perfect storm in the Pacific

(accessed 30 September 2021).
4 ADB. 2019. Asian Development Outlook 2019: Strengthening Disaster Resilience. Vanuatu: Economic Performance.
5 Australian Broadcasting Corporation. Syrian’s Vanuatu passport cancelled after revelations about ‘honorary citizenship programs’.
6 Footnote 1.
7 N. Adams. 2018. How Safe Drinking Water in Rural Vanuatu will save Women time while aiding in economic development. Inter Press Services. News Agency.
8 World Bank. n.d. Access to electricity (% of population) – Vanuatu (accessed 30 September 2021).
9 Footnote 3.
10 World Bank. 2020. Pacific Island Countries in the Era of COVID-19: Macroeconomic Impacts and Job Prospects. New York.

Country Context
� The island is highly vulnerable 
to climate change and extreme 
weather events, including multiple 

cyclones each year.
� In April 2020, the recovery cost of Tropical 
Cyclone Harold required an estimated $358 million, 
corresponding to 61% of national gross domestic 
product.3

� The services sector provides nearly 45% of gross 
domestic product, dominated by tourism (2019).4

� Vanuatu’s Honorary Citizenship Program 
contributes one-third of government revenue.5

� Almost half (47.5%) of Vanuatu’s population is 
aged 19 years or under.6

� 43% of Ni-Vanuatu are categorized as living in 
poverty.7

� 64% of the population has access to electricity.8

COVID-19 Response
� The National Coronavirus Taskforce was formed on 
20 January 2020, and border restrictions were introduced. The 
borders closed to international travelers on 23 March 2020.
� The impact of COVID-19 is compounded by Tropical 
Cyclone Harold (April 2020), a category five storm, that 
a«ected 43% of the population and damaged homes, schools, 
medical facilities, and crops, seriously impeding access to 
essential services and compromising food security.9
� Households directly linked to the tourism industry (estimated 
at 12%) have experienced job and income losses because of the 
closure of international borders and suspended tourism.10

� The government adopted a COVID-19 response plan 
including an economic stimulus package and COVID-19 
preparedness measures including personal protection 
equipment for frontline workers and medical professionals with 
financial support from the Asian Development Bank, Australia’s 
Department of Foreign A«airs and Trade and the Ministry for 
Foreign A«airs, and other development partners.
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https://reliefweb.int/report/vanuatu/issue-brief-new-vulnerability-covid-19-and-tropical-cyclone-harold-create-perfect
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2021-08-18/vanuatu-passports-citizenship-program-government-revenue/100382610
http://www.ipsnews.net/2018/08/safe-drinking-water-rural-vanuatu-will-save-women-time-aiding-economic-development/
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/EG.ELC.ACCS.ZS?view=chart&locations=VU
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At the local level, MOET 
is responsible for the 
WASH in Schools 
program. In 2021, MOET 
hosted a workshop to 
support the monitoring, 
coordination, and 
scaling up of WASH 
in Schools.

Sector Opportunities

1 Complement the 
proposed Luganville 

Urban Water Supply and 
Sanitation Project supported 
by the Asian Development 
Bank. Aid local stakeholders 
in developing appropriate 
and a«ordable solutions to 
current sanitation issues and 
challenges. Pilot test an 
urban sanitation planning 
framework.

2 Support the rollout and 
sustainability of the 

National Implementation 
Plan for Drinking Water 
Safety and Security Planning 
by introducing standardized 
support tools and processes 
for community-level water 
safety and security planning.

3 Strengthen MOH’s 
capacity to implement 

the national Sanitation and 
Hygiene Policy by developing 
operational guidelines and 
rolling out sanitation and 
hygiene behavior change 
communication campaigns 
nationwide.

4 Strengthen sector 
oversight and 

coordination between 
agencies and development 
partners by working through 
existing WASH programs 
and priorities of the MOH 
and DOWR.

5 Expand the 
installation of 

handwashing facilities 
together with a pilot 
program to conduct a 
behavior change campaign 
in selected village water 
committees.

66 Strengthen 
UNELCO’s capacity 

for business continuity 
planning, asset 
management, and 
maintenance.

Only 53% of the 
population has access 
to basic sanitation at the 
household level and just 
37% of households have 
access to hygiene facilities, 
leading to a high level of 
waterborne diseases and 
infant diarrhea.13

79% of water 
systems are 
functional and 
an estimated half 

of rural hand pumps 
and rainwater tanks 
are contaminated 
with Escherichia coli
(E. coli).14

Rural communities rely on rainwater, 
groundwater, and traditional methods 
to collect water for household use. 
Some urban communities have access 
to water supply network managed 
by the Department of Water 
Resources (DOWR).

The Vanuatu National 
Implementation Plan 
for Safe and Secure 
Community Drinking 
Water (2018) and the 
National Sanitation 
and Hygiene Policy 
(2016–2030) guide 
WASH initiatives.

The primary agencies with 
a role in WASH include 
DOWR, the Ministry of 
Education and Training (MOET), 
the Ministry of Health (MOH), 
and UNELCO (Union Electrique du Vanuatu) as the 
electricity and water utility.

https://washdata.org/data/household#!/vut


Review of Opportunities for the Pacific WASH Sector

The water, sanitation, and hygiene (WASH) sector plays a key role in enabling a healthier population in the 
Pacific and in building countries’ resilience to public health emergencies such as the coronavirus disease 
(COVID-19). This publication looks at the impact of the pandemic on the WASH sector in the 14 Pacific 
developing member countries of the Asian Development Bank (ADB). It proposes strategic directions 
to help ADB’s technical assistance support a more resilient and sustainable WASH sector as the region 
continues to manage the disease while seeking to reopen borders and economic activity. 

About the Asian Development Bank

ADB is committed to achieving a prosperous, inclusive, resilient, and sustainable Asia and the Pacific,  
while sustaining its efforts to eradicate extreme poverty. Established in 1966, it is owned by 68 members 
—49 from the region. Its main instruments for helping its developing member countries are policy dialogue, 
loans, equity investments, guarantees, grants, and technical assistance.

ASIAN DEVELOPMENT BANK
6 ADB Avenue, Mandaluyong City
1550 Metro Manila, Philippines
www.adb.org
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