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8. POVERTY & SOCIAL PROTECTION 

Drafted by the United Nations Children's Fund, with inputs from PIFS, UNDP and UNFPA  
 

SUMMARY  
 
In the Pacific, poverty is viewed from the perspective of hardship and lack of opportunity. While 
food poverty is relatively low, an estimated one in four people across the PICS are living below the 
average national basic needs poverty line.  Women and girls are particularly vulnerable.  Inequality is 
rising in the Pacific, with disparities between urban and rural areas becoming more pronounced.  
 
Poverty reduction through pro-growth measures and job creation is necessary but not enough. Small 
population size, remoteness and natural disasters hinder the region’s ability to generate and sustain 
economic growth in the long run.   
 
The recent food, fuel and financial crisis highlighted the vulnerability of countries and households to 
external shocks. At the household and community level, evidence from sentinel site monitoring in 
five Pacific Island countries showed a general decline in household’s food security, decreases in 
savings and greater difficulties in meeting daily expenditures. 
 
The most promising acceleration strategy to reduce poverty and vulnerability is Social Protection, 
usually in the form of predictable direct transfers to individuals and households and universal and 
fee free access to services.  A recent micro-simulation study illustrates the potential impact of social 
grants on poverty in the Pacific, suggesting that such mechanisms could be effective and affordable.  
 
Over the long term, changing demography in the Pacific will lead to increased percentage of elderly 
and a rising rate of disability. With aging populations there is a risk of increased poverty at individual 
and household level and rising health expenditures for families and governments. Expanded social 
protection is a must for governments to proactively address these challenges. 
 
KEY ISSUES  

• Hardship and poverty are a reality in the Pacific Islands. One in four Pacific Islanders lives 
below basic needs poverty line. The recent financial crisis has contributed to a general 
decline in vulnerable households’ food security, decreases in savings and greater difficulties 
in meeting daily expenditures. 

• Growing inequalities are evident throughout the Pacific.  Rising rates of urban poverty are 
evident in Solomon Islands, Kiribati, Tuvalu and Vanuatu – while rural populations have been 
left behind in Fiji, Palau, Samoa and Tonga. 

• Human poverty is significantly high, particularly in rural areas, mainly due to weak local 
governance and the lack of capacity to deliver basic services. 

• Poverty reduction through pro-growth measures and job creation is necessary but not 
enough. Small population size and remoteness and natural disasters hinder the region’s 
ability to generate and sustain economic growth in the long run.   

• Social Protection should be a priority in the post-2015 development agenda and in Pacific 
islands regional and national development plans as key way to combat poverty and reduce 
vulnerabilities and inequalities.  

• A common standard of social protection coverage, the Social Protection Floor (SPF) provides 
a useful framework for Pacific Island countries to consider. It is a basic set of social rights 
derived from human right treaties, including access to essential services (such as health, 
education, housing, water and sanitation, and others, as defined nationally) and social 
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transfers, in cash or in kind, to guarantee income security, food security, adequate nutrition 
and access to essential services. 

• Successful Social Protection models include Brazil’s Bolsa Familia and South Africa’s child 
support grant.  Fiji’s Family Assistance Scheme provides a Pacific example of poverty 
alleviation. A safety net for those in serious need, it currently consists of a monthly 
allowance of FJ$60-100.   

• Six Pacific island countries maintain non-contributory pension schemes; two deliver disability 
benefits; but only Fiji and the Cook Islands have grants specifically targeting children. 
According to the social protection index (SPI) developed by ADB to measure countries’ social 
protection coverage and expenditures, Pacific island countries perform poorly compared 
with Asian countries.  

• Introducing or expanding Social Protection is affordable and effective. A recent study shows 
that cash grants to households with children under five and / or elderly would generally have 
a favorable cost-benefit ratio. 

• Changing demography in the Pacific will lead to increased percentage of elderly and a rising 
rate of disability. By 2050, there will be two million people over 60. With aging populations 
there is a risk of increased poverty at individual and household level and rising health 
expenditures for families and governments.  

• Social Protection in the form of cash transfers to poor households, health coverage and 
insurance, free education and universal old age pensions can reinforce the traditional Pacific 
way of caring for the most vulnerable people. 
 
 

BACKGROUND 
 
Poverty and Vulnerability in the Pacific 
For a long time, poverty has not been considered a serious issue in the Pacific. Evidence produced by 
a growing number of Household Income and Expenditure Surveys across the region have acted as a 
wake-up call. While it is true that food poverty and extreme poverty (living under US$1.25/day) is 
relatively low, it is estimated that one in four people across the Pacific Island states are living below 
the average national basic needs poverty line (BNPL). This poverty line not only takes into account 
the amount needed to guarantee a minimum food intake but also considers other essential 
expenditure such as housing, transport, education, clothing and utilities. According to this measure, 
some 2 million people in the Pacific live in poverty.i

 
 

Combating poverty in the Pacific through growth and job creation alone is constrained by several 
factors, including generally low or negative economic growth, lack of employment prospects and 
rising prices, exacerbated by PICs’ inherent vulnerabilities as SIDS.  Small population size and 
remotenessii, as well as isolation from major international markets, prohibitive trade transaction 
costs, and natural disasters hinder the region’s ability to generate and sustain economic growth in 
the long run.  More recently, the impact of the recent ‘triple F-crisis’ (food, fuel and financial), 
contributed to majority of the region’s adverse economic growth outcomes.  This, in turn, 
particularly affected the poor and other vulnerable groups – children, women, rural people, urban 
poor and groups with special needs, such as the elderly and persons with disabilitiesiii

 
. 

From a macro perspective, the effects of the crisis were felt in the Pacific by late 2008 and 
throughout 2009. iv At the household and community level, evidence from sentinel site monitoring 
conducted by UNICEF/UN and government partners showed a general decline in household’s food 
security, decreases in savings and greater difficulties in meeting daily expenditures, including school 
fees and transport costs to attend health services. These were felt most sharply in urban squatter 
settlements.v 



3 | P a g e  
 

 
Traditional forms of social protection, such as the Pacific’s typical clan and extended family 
structures, have always played an important role in mitigating the impact of economic pressures on 
householdsvi.  The kinship system, referred to as veiwekani in Fiji or fa’a in Samoa or wantok in PNG 
and the Solomon Islands, sustains individuals and groups on a daily or occasional basisvii

 

.  
Remittances, from migrants to urban areas and other countries, also play in a critical role in 
supporting families. However, rapid urbanization, migration and increasing monetisation of 
economies places pressure on traditional and informal social protection systems in the Pacific. 

Social Protection 
A promising acceleration strategy to address poverty and vulnerability in the Pacific is the Social 
Protection Floor, with a focus on predictable direct transfers to individuals and household to protect 
them from the impact of shocks and the overall negative effects from poverty and deprivation. By 
establishing a nationally defined and context-specific Social Protection Floor, countries help realize 
the right to basic social security and essential social services while enabling and promoting future 
socio-economic development.viii

 
 

There is a very strong evidence base from a large number of countries around the world that 
households make good use of transfers; that transfers are effective in reducing poverty; they have 
longer term benefits in terms of human development; and – importantly – that they are affordable 
even for low-income countries. Well-known successful examples include South Africa’s child support 
grant; Brazil’s Bolsa Familia programme.  
 
Closer to home, Fiji’s Family Assistance Scheme is the main program for poverty alleviation in the 
country. It was established in 1975 as a safety net for those in serious need and, currently, consists 
of a monthly allowance of FJ$60-100. In addition, in 2010 Fiji introduced a monthly FJ$ 30 Food 
Voucher as an additional social protection measure. This programme is currently being expanded to 
include eligible elderly, pregnant women and school-going children in remote rural areas.ix

 
 

Six Pacific island countries maintain non-contributory pension schemes; two deliver disability 
benefits; but only Fiji and the Cook Islands have grants specifically targeting children.  Furthermore, 
according to the social protection index (SPI) developed by ADB to measure countries’ social 
protection coverage and expenditures, Pacific island countries perform poorly compared with Asian 
countries. For example, less than one-third of target groups in Nauru and just above 10% of target 
groups in Tonga and Vanuatu have some form of formal social protection. 
 
A new study illustrates the potential impact of social grants on poverty in the Pacific. The study 
considers four Pacific Island countries – Kiribati, Samoa, Solomon Islands and Vanuatu – and looks at 
the projected impact of various social protection interventions on poverty. The highest poverty 
reducing efficiency may be achieved for Samoa with a package that targets households with children 
under 5. For Kiribati the optimum poverty reduction may be achieved by targeting households with 
elderly. For the Solomon Islands the optimum package would be a low-cost and low-benefit package 
targeting households with children under 5 and households with elderly, while for Vanuatu it is the 
medium benefit package targeting both types of households that would yield the greatest poverty 
reducing efficiency. The exercise demonstrates the feasibility of starting with a small but affordable 
package of benefits and scaling up as resources and political support allow.x

 
 

The need for a Social Protection Floor is only going to increase over the long term. Changing 
demography in the Pacific will lead to increased percentage of elderly and a rising rate of disability. 
By 2015, there will be nearly 600,000 elderly persons (60+), increasing to over two million by 2050. 
With aging populations there is a risk of increased poverty at individual and household level and 
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rising health expenditures for families and governments. Expanded social protection is a must for 
governments to proactively address these challenges. 
 

KEY DOCUMENTS & HYPELINKS  
Where appropriate the authors should provide a list of key policies, plans, strategies and 
frameworks that may not be directly referenced within the brief but may be of high relevance to 
readers. Where possible this list should provide hyperlinks to online documents. 
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