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BRIEFING PAPER 
 

ECONOMIC COSTS OF NATURAL DISASTERS IN THE PACIFIC 
ISLANDS REGION AND MEASURES TO ADDRESS THEM 

 

Purpose 
This briefing paper was compiled by the Pacific Islands Applied Geoscience 

Commission (SOPAC), and analyses the economic costs of natural disasters in the 
Pacific Islands and identifies measures to address them. For the information of Ministers.  

 

Background  
2. The tsunami that hit Samoa, American Samoa and Tonga in late September 2009 
is a distressing reminder that the Pacific is one of the most natural disaster prone regions 
of the world. According to the World Bank1, Pacific island countries have reported 207 
disaster events, affecting almost 3.5 million people and costing in excess of US$6.5 
billion (Annex 1) since the 1950s. World Bank2 estimates that reported natural disasters 
cost the Pacific Islands region US$2.8 billion in the 1990s alone (2004 terms). However, 
it is only at the national level that the true impact of disasters on the economy is visible. 
The small size of Pacific island economies means that disasters are felt disproportionately 
high by Pacific communities. Thus, during disaster years, Samoa reported average 
economic disaster costs of 46 per cent of annual GDP3, while Fiji incurred an estimated 
F$20 million per year on average in losses from the cyclones and storms over 1972-2004. 
 

3. As indicated by the recent events, one off events can be exceptionally harmful. 
Accordingly, the Government of Samoa (2009)4 estimated that direct impacts of the 
recent tsunami were in the region of SAT$380 million or around 5 per cent of GDP (2008 
figures). Recent assessments of economic losses in the districts of Nadi and Ba, Fiji, in 
relation to a major flood event experienced in January 2009 indicate that families and 
businesses alone lost over F$330 million5 (around 7 per cent of GDP in 2007) while 
Cyclone Heta which hit Niue in 2004 generated immediate losses that exceeded the 2003 
                                                 
1 World Bank, 2006. Not if But When: adapting to natural hazards in the Pacific Islands Region. Sydney, 
The World Bank. 
2 World Bank, 2006, citing value EM-DAT database and SOPAC, 2005. 
3 World Bank. 2006. Not if, but when: Adapting to natural hazards in the Pacific Islands Region. Policy 
Note. Download (accessed 15 December 2008): 
http://web.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/COUNTRIES/EASTASIAPACIFICEXT/PACIFICISLA
NDSEXTN/0,,contentMDK:20803029~pagePK:141137~piPK:141127~theSitePK:441883,00.html  
4 Government of Samoa 2009, REPORT: SITUATION UPDATE DATE: 03/10/2009, Disaster 
Management Office, Samoa. 
5 Holland, P. 2009, Economic Costs of January  2009 Nadi Floods, SOPAC Technical Report 426, Fiji; and 
Ambroz, A. 2009, Economic Costs of January  2009 Ba Floods, SOPAC Technical Report 425. 
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value of GDP by over five times.6 The 2007 earthquake and accompanying tsunami that 
hit the Solomon Islands cost the country around SI$ 700 million – or around 90 per cent 
of the 2006 recurrent Government budget.7 Given current fears that climate change will 
increase the frequency and, or severity of natural disasters, the potential exists that the 
value of these losses could increase over time. 
 

Issues 

Response measures 

4. Pacific countries recognise the importance of planning for and dealing with 
natural disasters and have developed several strategies to deal with the issue. At the 
regional level, the Pacific Disaster Risk Reduction and Disaster Management Framework 
for Action 2005 – 2015 (Madang Framework): outlines the major policy imperatives 
needed in the region to support the management of disaster. This regional framework was 
approved by Pacific Forum Islands Leaders in 2005. Additionally, the Pacific Plan, which 
is the overarching strategic development policy document for the Pacific region, 
emphasises the need for improved disaster risk management practices and policies to 
enhance sustainable development.  
 

5. The Pacific Disaster Risk Management (DRM) Partnership Network was 
established in 2006 to support capacity building in disaster risk management in Pacific 
countries.8 Among other things, the Partnership is assisting in the development of 
National Action Plans for disaster risk management consistent with the Madang 
Framework and other linked regional and international policy instruments for DRM and 
also for climate change adaptation. National Action Plans are the vehicle through which 
Pacific countries can actively pursue the mainstreaming of disaster risk and climate risk 
considerations into their national and sectoral planning processes and budgets thereby 
ensuring that the relevant measures are introduced to reduce the potential impact of future 
disasters to their national economies. National Actions Plans have been developed thus 
far, for instance, Vanuatu (2006), Marshall Islands (2007) and Cook Islands (2008). 
Major donors such as the European Union and AusAID are providing dedicated funding 
through organisations like SOPAC to support the development and implementation of 
National Action Plans. Likewise other donors and development partners have made 

                                                 
6 Ibid. 
7 ADB 2007, Rehabilitation and Reconstruction Program for Disaster-affected Areas Solomon Islands, 
draft, October. 
8 The Partnership Network was established primarily as a collaborative and cooperative mechanism of 
support for Pacific countries in relation to disaster risk management capacity building but more so to assist 
them with the adaptation and implementation of the Pacific Disaster Risk Reduction and Disaster 
Management Framework for Action 2005 – 2015: Building the Resilience of Nations and Communities to 
Disasters (Regional DRM Framework). The Partnership Network comprises an “open-ended, voluntary” 
membership of international, regional and national government and non-government organisations, with 
comparative advantages and interests in supporting Pacific countries toward mainstreaming DRM through 
addressing their disaster risk reduction and disaster management priorities. 
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available opportunities that can be used to support the development and implementation 
of National Action Plans. 
 

6. Processes are underway to develop national action plans for Samoa, Tonga, Fiji, 
FSM and Palau.  
 

Challenges for the Pacific 

7. Despite progress, significant challenges remain for effective disaster risk 
management in the Pacific. Critically, there has conventionally been a tendency to treat 
natural disasters as a humanitarian rather than a development issue. While the human cost 
of natural disasters cannot be overstated, it does mean that resources dedicated to actions 
tend to flow to post disaster activities (‘disaster management’), rather than towards 
heading off disasters in the first place (‘disaster risk reduction’). Investment in disaster 
risk reduction specifically is doubly difficult to secure because the potential benefits may 
not become visible in the immediate. Further, those benefits may be difficult to discern 
since they exist only as disasters that ultimately never occurred. This tendency to focus 
on disaster management unnecessarily drains government departments of scarce 
resources. Combined with already stretched national resources, the effect is that it can be 
difficult to persuade national governments – or international donors with competing 
interests – to invest in DRM.  
 

8. Ironically, evidence indicates that investments in disaster risk reduction and 
disaster management in the Pacific can actually result in massive savings to governments, 
not to mention avoiding the physical and emotional hardship faced by families enduring 
disasters. SOPAC9 has been able to illustrate how investment in options to reduce coastal 
erosion in Kiribati can achieve net economic returns of a minimum of A$1.1 million (a 
16 per cent pay off) while some ‘soft’ options to mitigate river flooding in Apia, Samoa 
can generate, for example, net economic returns of WST$374 000 for improved flood 
forecasting and advisories. Investments in disaster risk reduction or mitigation can thus 
actually free up scarce government resources for other investments. This is significant 
where disaster prevention could have allowed businesses to continue operation. In Fiji, 
for example, SOPAC estimates that around F$100 million was lost in earnings by 
February 2009 because of flooding in Nadi and Ba alone.10 This loss of earnings is a 
matter of national economic concern because it means considerably lower income tax 
from which to base national spending. Disaster risk reduction is therefore a national 
economic imperative. 
 

9. Another challenge is the need to increase disaster mainstreaming. First, there is a 
lack of recognition by government agencies that disaster risk reduction or mitigation can 
                                                 
9 Greer Consulting Services 2007, Kiribati Technical Report, Economic Analysis of Aggregate Mining on 
Tarawa, EU EDF 8 – SOPAC Project Report 71 March. 
10 Holland, P. 2009, Economic Costs of January  2009 Nadi Floods, SOPAC Technical Report 426, Fiji; 
and Ambroz, A. 2009, Economic Costs of January  2009 Ba Floods, SOPAC Technical Report 425. 
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increase government income by avoiding losses. Second, sectoral plans as a minimum 
must be ‘disaster proofed’ to avoid disaster and or mitigate future losses. Given the 
pervasive nature of disasters, an ‘all hazard approach’ to disaster risk management is 
critical. Support by national planning agencies and Treasuries would facilitate this effort 
considerably. 
 

10. The mainstreaming of disaster risk considerations can address issues of poverty 
reduction which is a universal concern. Scientific evidence proves that a two way 
relationship exists between disaster and poverty in the Pacific.11 While governments 
generally accept that disaster makes countries poorer, they must also accept that poverty 
worsens disaster outcomes. Disaster severity can be reduced by investing more in human 
development (education, health, access to clean water). Conversely, the incidence of 
poverty can be reduced by investing in disaster risk management. 
 

Conclusion  
11.  Natural disasters have had significant socio-economic impacts on the Pacific 
island countries. The “costs” incurred by the disasters have been high, exacerbated by 
little or lack of attention paid by Pacific island governments to disaster risk management. 
It is therefore imperative that natural disasters are recognised as more than just a 
humanitarian issue, but also a development issue, which indeed requires appropriate 
mitigation actions to protect investments in national development. 
 
12. It is important that Pacific island countries consider improving prospects for 
national development, through supporting investment in disaster risk reduction, climate 
change adaptation and disaster management. As such, governments should consider 
leading disaster mainstreaming efforts at the national level and actively encourage whole-
of-government efforts to ensure the effective integration of disaster risk considerations 
into planning and budgetary processes through the use of appropriate planning tools/ 
mechanisms. 
 
13.  In this context, it is imperative that governments support the efforts for disaster 
risk management and climate change adaptation National Action Plans currently being 
spearheaded by National Disaster Management Offices and ensure that Finance/ Planning 
officials are actively engaged in the planning and implementation processes. Such actions 
will lead to better disaster risk management, thereby contributing not only to reduction in 
costs of natural disasters in the Pacific, but also to improved economic performance, and 
reduction in poverty level, particularly in those areas affected by natural disasters. 
 

Pacific Islands Forum Secretariat, Suva 
24 October 2009 

                                                 
11 See, for example, Lal, P., Singh, R. and Holland, P. 2009, Relationship Between Natural Disasters and 
Poverty: A Fiji Case Study, SOPAC Miscellaneous Report 678 April, Fiji. 
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Annex 1 Reported disasters in the Pacific islands, 1950–2004 
 

Table 1 

Reported disasters in the Pacific Islands (1950–2004) (2004 US$ million) 

 Number Reported 
Fatalities 

Population 
Affected* 

Reported Losses  

(in 2004 US$ 
Million) 

Windstorms** 157 1,380 2,496,808 $5,903.90

Droughts 10 0 629,580 $137.00

Floods 8 40 246,644 $94.80

Earthquakes 17 53 22,254 $330.60

Others*** 15 274 21,520+ $60.00

Melanesia **** 110 1,130 2,115,332 $1,654.90

Polynesia 71 494 1,041,012 $1,797.40

Micronesia***** 26 123 260,662 $3,074.04

Total Pacific 207 1,747 3,417,006 $6,526.30

Notes: 

* Fatalities plus total population affected. All data excludes PNG. 

** Cyclones, tidal surges and storms. 

*** Landslides, tsunamis, volcano eruptions, wild fires and epidemics. 

**** Data for Melanesia does not include PNG. 

***** Data for Micronesia is distorted by Guam, which is prone to costly cyclones. 
EM-DAT considers disasters which are ‘situations or events which overwhelm local 
capacity, necessitating a request to national or international level for external 
assistance.’ 

Source: World Bank 2006 citing data from: EM-DAT: the OFDA/CRED International 
Disaster Database for 1950–2004 data and adjusted by SOPAC (2005) for 1994–2005 
data. 
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