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SUMMARY PAPER 

1 Rationale and development process 
 
As part of Tongaôs national planning process, the Tonga Agriculture Sector Plan (TASP) presents the vision and 
priorities to maximize contributions from the agriculture sector to the Kingdomôs economic growth and sustained food 
security in the face of a changing world economy, looming climate change, and on-going natural disasters in the 
Pacific.  
 
As a result, the TASP promotes a balance between export-oriented objectives, import substitution, and subsistence 
agriculture while incorporating a strong focus on sustainability and building resilience against climate change and 
natural disasters. Specifically, the TASP will (i) articulate programmes and activities to achieve sector priorities; (ii) 
define the roles and responsibilities of the different sector stakeholders; (iii) estimate implementation costs; and (iv) 
provide a framework for measuring progress over the short- and medium-terms.  
 
The design process for the TASP emphasized the importance of: (i) integrating all stakeholdersô views; (ii) 
considering the different circumstances in the Outer Islands; and (iii) identifying linkages with related sectors. It 
involved an inclusive process actively overseen by the ASGC with cooperation from: (i) all of MAFFFôs divisions; (ii) 
the Church (four main denominations); (iii) stakeholders from the private and public sectors; and (iv) consultative 
workshops involving 600 men and women farmers. 

 

2 Background, context, performance of Tonga agriculture with challenges   and 

opportunities 

 

How is agriculture sector performing among objectives of food security, exports and import substitution. 

About 75% of Tongaôs population lives in rural areas with agriculture and fisheries as the main source of livelihoods. 

While agriculture is the predominant economic activity in Tonga, its contribution is disproportionately small relative to 

its share of the population and its relative importance has decreased in recent years with GDP contribution declining 

from 26.3% in 2004/5 to about 19.2% in 2009/10. Rural out-migration and falling agricultural exports have contributed 

to the decline in GDP output of agriculture.  In 2009/10 about 90% of the countryôs exports comprised of agricultural 

and fishery products, with a value estimated at T$13.8 million, a figure1 significantly lower than the levels achieved in 

the early/mid-2000s, of about T$20.0 million. 

Food security  

The factors increasing the vulnerability of Tongaôs agriculture sector include rural poverty, out-migration of rural 

populations, an aging farmer population, and the impacts of extreme weather events which are increasingly 

influenced by the unfolding effects of climate change.  Tonga has one of the highest rates of subsistence food 

production amongst Pacific Island Countries. Generally, rural poverty is concentrated among smallholder farmers who 

practice mixed subsistence and cash-crop production. About 25% of households in Tonga are estimated to currently 

live below the basic needs poverty line. Less than 10% of Tongan farmers are commercial producers who grow 

excess products for the formal market. The majority of Tonga's agriculture is still based on traditional/subsistence 

farming systems, some of which are under pressure from declining soil organic matter and declining crop diversity. 

Most Tongan households keep livestock but there are very few commercial livestock operations (egg production and 

                                                           
1 A notable omission in terms of valuing exports is the failure to include as much as T$4.0 million from the export of handicrafts. 
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small scale pig production) as livestock are kept primarily for home consumption. Livestock productivity is very low 

but there are some opportunities in selected areas to increase productivity to improve food security and diversity, and 

to generate, in some cases, excess livestock for sale ï provided production and husbandry constraints are overcome. 

Tongaôs rural population is declining slowly, with out-migration (in 2014 Tongaôs net migration rate was estimated to 

be -17.85 migrants/1,000 population) and a lack of incentives (limited income earning capacity, and the attraction of 

urban lifestyles) for young Tongans to remain in the sector. This is leading to an aging farmer population which faces 

farm labour shortages - a scenario which has implications in terms of staple food self-sufficiency in the longer-term. 

Continued and sustained self-sufficiency in staple foods may be considered a simple objective, but one which many 

consider to be as important as growing exports, particularly in the face of more weather extremes - such as the 

current (late 2014) 1/50 year drought and the recent cyclone Ian. 

Exports 

Tonga's export vulnerability lies in its reliance on a very few export commodities particularly squash with export 

volume declining from about 21,000 Mt in the early 2000s to only 846 Mt in 2010/112.  One of the immediate 

challenges faced by the agriculture sector is the identification of commodities which have market opportunities to 

replicate the scale and scope of squash production and exports. In this regard, farmers are considering alternative 

marketing structures such as the Eastern District Farmers Council. Past focus has been on addressing opportunities 

which have been identified by a few individual exporters for the export of commodities such as watermelon and 

zucchini to off-season markets in New Zealand and Australia. Compliance with market requirements, not only in 

terms of quality and consistency of supply, but increasingly in terms of biosecurity requirements, has become a clear 

priority. In addition to meeting market access conditions, ensuring a consistent supply to satisfy potential market 

opportunities remains a significant challenge. The knowledge-base for the production of new export commodities is 

fragile, with dwindling expectations by farmers that MAFFF (through traditional adaptive research and extension 

services) has the capacity and skills to generate and transfer the knowledge required to introduce and produce new 

varieties. More recently (2014), some export businesses have decided to fund their own product-specific grower 

outreach extension and crop production input services as MAFFF has not been able to respond to such demands. 

Import substitution 

Tonga has an ñunwrittenò objective of not becoming dependent on imported rice in the future, not only because of the 

impact on the balance of trade, but also because of the ñfood vulnerabilityò element. Tongaôs main agriculture imports 

indicate that there could be commercial opportunities to replace the importation of chicken and mutton, and to a 

lesser extent, beef. In 2009/10, Tongan imports of agriculture products (mainly vegetables and animal products) were 

valued at T$48.8 million, while vegetables were worth T$9.3 million. MAFFF Research has small programs on local 

meat production from sheep, poultry, and ducks. Small, pilot, biogas/ piggery/ vegetables systems are also fledgling 

import substitution activities - some of which may have potential for up-scaling, depending on reliable supplies of 

processed feed, and for water for biogas. Domestic production of fruit and timber for construction are also import 

replacement products with potential, particularly tropical hardwoods. 

  

                                                           
2 The decline in squash exports was a result of a complex set of factors that left many small scale investors with large debts, all of which need to be considered when 
formulating the TASP. 
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3 Challenges and opportunities for agriculture sector 
 

 
 

 
4 TASP Design and Programmes 
 
There are three core groups of stakeholders involved with the TASP: (i) the approximately 8,000 farmers3, and the six 
main exporting companies, who are the primary targets in terms of incremental benefits; (ii) those who have key roles in 
providing improved services and advice to the primary beneficiaries (MAFFF, sector financiers, and the Church); and (iii) 
donors who are currently supporting the sector and are expected to continue this effort during the life of the TASP. 
Coordination between the stakeholders listed in (ii) and (iii) is not good at present and often leads to duplication of effort 
and/or the design and implementation of inappropriate programmes. 
 

 

  

                                                           
3 From the 2011 census 
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The guiding principles for the formulation of the TASP are: 

 

Two key rural development planning and implementation lessons factored into the TASP are the importance of:  

(i) essential community preparedness and social cohesion (defined as community readiness), prior to application of 
ñbottom-upò planning processes; and  
(ii) fostering complementary linkages between plan components in order to generate and sustain expected benefits.  
 
Considerations for future strategic directions for Tongaõs agriculture sector, following extensive consultations 
throughout the Kingdom and literature review include: (i) a proactive focus on low carbon climate resilient development for 
the sector as a whole; (ii) varying agro-ecological resources - soils, rainfall, current levels of agro-biodiversity, etc.; (iii) 
access and market opportunities - proximity to sea transport services and pre-marketing processing and packaging 
facilities; (iv) location-specific constraints and opportunities, (v) and access to reliable technical advice and labour-saving 
machinery. 
 
The four (4) sub-sectors and corresponding programmes that are the focus of TASP include:   
  

 


