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Vulnerability in the Pacific

The Pacific island countries are highly vulnerable to 
sudden economic changes due to their remoteness, 
geographical spread, small internal markets, and 
limited natural resources.1 It was estimated that at 
least 6.4 million people in the Pacific island countries 
are potentially vulnerable to the impacts of a global 
economic crisis.2 High levels of both unemployment and 
underemployment appear endemic within the region.3 
Droughts often threaten food security in the Pacific island 
countries, most of which largely depend on agriculture 
for food, income, and employment.4 

According to the results of a poverty and 
vulnerability assessment, several factors contribute to 
the vulnerability of people in the Pacific. These factors 
include (i) weak economies, making them vulnerable to 
economic shocks; (ii) increased urbanization that loosen 
the ties within extended families; (iii) high susceptibility 
to natural disasters, stretching the resilience of families, 
communities, and states; and (iv) interethnic conflicts  
that weaken the state.5 

The Need to Expand Social Protection in the Pacific

Pacific island countries traditionally provide informal 
social protection systems to ensure that citizens receive 
support in times of need. Key features of informal social 
protection in the region include (i) labor exchange or 

cooperative labor groups for tasks, such as land-clearing 
or house-building; and (ii) gift-giving, both in relation  
to special feast days and to mark life-cycle events,  
such as births, weddings, and deaths. Moreover, the 
Pacific region has inbuilt norms of social obligation that 
make individuals or families secure.6 

The hardship among vulnerable groups and the 
weakening of informal safety nets have placed more 
pressure on governments of Pacific island countries to 
introduce formal social protection systems, which are 
still very limited in the region.7 It is notable that social 
insurance programs for the formal sector are the main 
social protection instruments in the Pacific.8 

Providing Social Protection to the Vulnerable

The Asian Development Bank (ADB) approved its new 
strategy for the Pacific for 2010–2014. The strategy 
aims to improve the development effectiveness of ADB 
operations in the Pacific by focusing on reducing poverty 
and vulnerability in the region. ADB approved a regional 

ADB provides socioeconomic support  
to the vulnerable in the Pacific and 
strengthens linkages between informal 
safety nets and the government.



grant project for the Social Protection of the Vulnerable 
in the Pacific to Cook Islands, Marshall Islands, and Tonga 
in September 2010. The project provides socioeconomic 
support to the vulnerable population by strengthening 
linkages between informal safety net mechanisms and 
the role of government in the Cook Islands, the Marshall 
Islands, and Tonga. 

The grant project assists in building capacity to 
develop and implement effective safety programs and 
help share good practices through regional conferences.9 
The project is expected to (i) improve living conditions 
among the vulnerable in the project areas; (ii) implement 

pilot cash-for-work programs and semiformal safety  
net models using output-based grant mechanisms;  
(iii) collect and analyze information on the characteristics 
and geographic location of vulnerable groups  
to ensure effective targeting of social assistance; and 
(iv) enhance the capacity of the government to monitor 
the vulnerable groups and help develop effective social 
protection policies. A Pacific social safety net conference 
will be conducted in 2013 to share the experiences of the 
participating countries and promote policy dialogue  
on social protection system.10 
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