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The Vanuatu Economic Outlook Report has been produced to provide an 
accurate and up-to-date snapshot of how industry sectors are faring in light 
of the compounding crises of COVID-19 and Tropical Cyclone Harold of 
earlier this year.  The fi ndings were designed to inform the Government and 
Private Sector Working Forum, occurring on the 30 September and
1 October 2020 at National Convention Centre in Port Vila.

The Vanuatu Chamber of Commerce and Industry would like to thank 
Economist Peter Judge for the authoring of the report, and to thank the 
following contributors for sharing their stories:

Alubat Ltd, ANZ, Au Bon Marche, Barrett & Partners, BigBLue, Bottom Line, 
Brewery, Caillard & Kaddour, Chew Store, CM Store, Credit Corporation, CTF, 
Daily Post, Digicel, Dynamic Supplies, Esah Corporation, ET Plantations, 
First National, Gaston Chocolat, Ginny Ishmael, Ruth Tabong, Guard Island 
Security, Hops Childcare, IntraCo, Island Properties, Jason Rongo, JB 
Barber, Jose Bong, Joseph builder, Josephine Gideon, Joycelyn Garealulu, 
Isaac Lau, K2, KavaHouse, KD Builder, Lakatoro Consumer Co-op, Law 
Partners, LMS Co-operative, Malampa VIias, Malog Bungalows, Medical 
Options, Mount Hope Station, MultiMedia Ltd., National Bank of Vanuatu, 
Novo Medical, Origin, Pacifi c Catering, Pacifi c Supplies, Pacifi c Timber 
and Hardware, Pikinini Playtime, RecycleCorp, Reynolds Nakamal, Santo 
Hardware, Saramaso Co-operative, Sea Road Service, Shefa Land Transport 
Association, Solar Supplies Vanuatu, Stret Price, Tafea Land Transport 
Association, Tauranga Farm, Tebakor Station Ltd., Telsat Pacifi c, Teouma 
Prawns, Teouma Valley Farms, The Espitiru, The Havannah, Top Signs, 
UNELCO, Unity, Vanuatu Abattoir Ltd., Vanuatu Agricultural Supplies, 
Vanuatu Beverage Limited, Vanuatu Brewing Limited, Vanuatu Copra and 
Cocoa Exporters, Vanuatu Insurance Brokers, Vanuatu Wise, Vate Industries, 
Venui Vanilla, Vodafone, and Waisisi fi shing association, as well as those 
contributors who wished to remain anonymous. 

VCCI would also like to thank the following Government departments and 
bodies for providing data and insights which have been incorporated into 
the fi ndings:

Vanuatu National Statistics Offi ce, the Department of Fisheries, the 
Department of Cooperatives the Vanuatu Foreign Investment Promotion 
Agency, and the Telecommunications, Radio Communications and 
Broadcast Regulator.

Author: Peter Judge, Joanna Spencer
Photographer: Arlene Bax
Design & Production: Pandanus Consulting

This publication has been funded by Australia’s Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade. 
The views expressed in this publication are the VCCI’s alone and are not necessarily the views of the Australian Government.
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This report has been created with the aim 
of providing a micro-economic viewpoint 
of the current status of the Vanuatu 
economy, in light of the compounding 
disasters of COVID-19 and TC Harold. It has 
a focus on COVID-19 as this is the bigger 
economic shock of the two, and because 
it has the potential to continue to affect 
the economy for a longer period of time. 
Because of the high level of uncertainty 
COVID-19 is without historical parallel 
from an economic perspective for Vanuatu, 
something which should be kept in mind 
when considering its implications.

This report is not making predictions or 
providing macro-economic modelling. 
Instead it seeks to understand the 
underlying economic mechanisms, 
and to recognise some of the potential 
implications for the future impacts they 
may have on economic recovery. The report 
does not aim to provide concrete solutions, 
and instead should be used as a starting 
point from which all actors –Government, 
private sector, and civil society – can work 
together to develop innovative and radical 
solutions.
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The primary methodology used to create this report is in-depth interviews with 
owners, managers, and staff of 86 different businesses from across Vanuatu, 
interviewed between the 20th of August and the 22nd of September. These businesses 
were selected to provide as good a representation of the economy as possible, and 
were almost entirely selected in advance, with no knowledge of how the businesses 
were faring fi nancially, in order to ensure that there was no bias. There were a small 
number of businesses who were nominated as being particularly unique case studies, 
who were included. 

The selected businesses cover fi fteen different sub-sectors of the economy, using the 
Ministry of Finance and Economic Management (MFEM)’s Gross Domestic Product 
(GDP) breakdown. The sectors are Crop Production, Livestock, Fisheries (under the 
Agriculture, Fishing & Forestry Sector), Manufacturing, Utilities, and Construction 
(Industry Sector), and under the Services sector there is Retail and Wholesale Trade 
(combined for this report), Transport, Accommodation and Restaurants, Information 
and Communication, Finance and Insurance, Real Estate, Education and Health, 
Motor Vehicles (Sale and Repair) and Other Services. This report does not consider 
the Forestry, Mining & Quarrying, and Government services sub-sectors. 

Where possible, interviews were held face to face, and when not possible to do so 
were completed by phone with businesses around the country. A focus was also put 
on businesses that buy or sell to rural areas/provincial islands, as an alternative way 
of measuring their economic activity. For example, numerous kava buyers in Port 
Vila were interviewed, with fi ndings extrapolated to get a sense of what is happening 
to income levels for kava farmers in the outer islands. Despite all efforts, the report 
is still biased towards stories from in and around Port Vila. The impact of this is 
mitigated by the fact that the report is not seeking to produce any macroeconomic 
estimates, such as GDP estimates, which is where bias would have a signifi cant 
impact. Instead, these fl aws should be simply taken into account when reading the 
fi ndings of the report. 
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DATA FROM VANUATU NATIONAL STATISTICS OFFICE AND FISHERIES

203
RESPONDENTS TO 
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The interviews are supplemented by as many different data sources as possible. One primary source 
is the online survey managed by the VCCI, which had 203 respondents. More details of the survey, 
including methodology, demographic details, and in-depth fi ndings are presented in Annex 1. The 
survey results are predominantly presented at a sub-sector level. This is because the distribution of 
fi rms is not representative of the wider economy, with disproportionately high numbers of responses 
from certain sub-sectors, such as accommodation/restaurants, and disproportionately low numbers 
of responses from other sub-sectors, such as agriculture. Any attempt to analyse the entire dataset 
would lead to biased results. There is a probability that the results of the survey will be biased, with 
conventional theory suggesting that those fi rms which are particularly negatively  impacted being 
more likely to fi ll in the survey – something which the high level of responses from the accommodation/
restaurant sub-sector suggesting that this may be the case. For these reasons, the survey results are used 
only to support the case studies, which form the backbone of the study.

Two accountancy fi rms also provided turnover data for 2019 and 2020 for 48 small and medium sized 
enterprises. These are predominantly based in Port Vila, but otherwise the data should remain unbiased, 
albeit as a small sample size. This data is used to cross-check and supplement the other fi ndings.

Finally, provisional data has been provided by various Government Departments, most notably the 
Department of Fisheries, and the Vanuatu National Statistics Offi ce.

SURVEY RESPONDENTS BY SECTOR

 PRIMARY SECTOR 2

 CONSTRUCTION 12

 MANUFACTURING 25

 UTILITIES 2

 RETAIL/WHOLESALE 27

 ACCOMMODATION/RESTAURANTS 50

 INFORMATION/COMMUNICATION 15

 FINANCE & INSURANCE 6

 REAL ESTATE 4

 TRANSPORT 14

 EDUCATION & HEALTH 5

 OTHER SERVICES 36

 WHOLESALE AND RETAIL TRADE
 AND REPAIR OF MOTOR VEHICLES 0

25
MANUFACTURING

27
RETAIL/WHOLESALE

50
ACCOMMODATION/

RESTAURANTS

36
OTHER SERVICES

14
TRANSPORT
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1 |
 Border closure meaning there are no tourists 
or international visitors (tourists, residents 
or work permit holders for business reasons, 
retiree’s with holiday homes in Vanuatu)

•  From March-August 2019, there were 60,324 international visitors by air, 
and 56,122 arrivals by cruise ship. 2020 actually started off very strongly 
for tourism, with air arrivals up by 20% and cruise arrivals up by 116%. The 
numbers of arrivals dropped off rapidly in March however, before the borders 
closed on March 21st. There have been no tourism arrivals since.

•  The tourists are high-spending individuals, and so the lack of tourists has 
obviously had a large impact on those businesses who serviced them directly, 
with many hotels and resorts being forced to close immediately. Other 
examples include handicraft vendors, for whom 70% of income came from 
tourists, and bus drivers, who have seen an estimated 40% fall in income in 
Port Vila, and at least 50% in Tanna. 

2 | Reduced demand from citizens/residents

•  Although there is no available data on unemployment, it is clear that 
thousands of people have either lost their jobs, been given reduced hours, or 
been put on leave without pay. As an example, in a VTO Survey in April, there 
were 2,077 fewer full-time employees, and 214 fewer part time employees. 
This is particularly stark in those businesses most directly linked to tourism, 
but is also applicable across the economy – there was a 14% reduction in 
the number of full-time employees from survey respondents, excluding 
accommodation and restaurants.

•  Oxfam and Save the Children ran an income survey of 1,117 households 
across the country between May and June 2020. They found that 27% of 
respondents had lost their jobs, with an average fall in income of 24%. This 
was particularly stark in Shefa, where 40% of those surveyed had lost their 
jobs.

•  There have also been a large number of expatriates who have left Vanuatu, 
although again there is no available data on this. These were among the 
highest-spending individuals within the country. 

•  The informal sector has also seen a reduction in income, such as falling 
prices for most agriculture produce leading to diminished opportunities 
for farmers. The amount of income going to the islands from kava sales in 
Port Vila has fallen by an estimated 60%, whilst damage from TC Harold 
meant VCCE purchases of cocoa were 74% lower in June-August than the 
previous year. 
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•  Anecdotally, many of those who are still employed are now facing increased pressure to support 
family members, which means that they have less disposable income to spend. There were numerous 
businesses who reported seeing lower spend from Government workers, as measured by spending 
on Government pay-day.

•  Examples of this fall in demand are Stret Price (clothes), whose revenue was down 25% in August, 
LMS Co-operative in Port Olry who were down 30%, or JB Barbers (hairdressers), who were down 
50%.

•  There have been boosts to demand from the VNPF package in April, from the Government 
Stimulus package - in particular the Employment Stabilisation Programme (ESP) - from the 40th 
independence celebrations, and from the temporary repatriation fl ights.  These were cited by 
numerous businesses as noticeably making a difference to their sales. With the exception of the 
repatriation fl ights, these have all ceased, which has contributed to August being a particularly low 
month for sales – for example IntrCo’s sales of vehicles to private individuals were down 90% in 
August, whilst the average fall in revenue from the accountants data for August year-on-year was 
39%.

3| Reduced demand from local businesses

•  Businesses which have closed have obviously ceased the vast majority of their spending, whilst many 
other businesses have responded to reduced demand by cutting as many costs as possible.

•  Examples of this include The Havannah, which was previously spending VUV 100,000-200,000 a 
week on local fruits, vegetables, and fi sh.

•  UNELCO’s sales to high-voltage business customers have dropped 25%, putting pressure on their 
operating model, whilst advertising revenue from the private sector is down approximately 50%, as 
measured by The Daily Post and Multimedia Ltd. 

•  One potentially limiting factor stopping businesses from spending is cash fl ow issues, including from 
businesses whose revenue is still acceptable. Numerous businesses mentioned that the Government 
either was very slow in paying, or had large debts. Timely payments from Government to business 
would help boost cash fl ow within the economy. This also applies to VAT refunds.
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4| Reduced investment 

•  The fi nancial institutions have all reported a collapse in interest in new loans 
for investment. This has two consequences – in the short-term it means 
reduced spending and economic activity, and in the long-term in will reduce 
the productive capacity of the nation. 

•  Data from the Vanuatu Foreign Investment Promotion Agency shows that in 2019 
there were 134 new projects, and 310 variations approved. In the year to date so 
far however, there have only been 65 new projects and 121 variations approved. 
The fall in variations - an indicator of increased investment by existing fi rms – is 
particularly stark.

•  The majority of businesses interviewed said that they had put on hold or cancelled 
investment plans – for example four had plans to expand their operations to 
Santo, with only one proceeding. This is true across all sectors: for example 
private investment in agriculture appears to be down, with sales from Vanuatu 
Agricultural Supplies to small farmers have dropped 40%.

•  A fall in investment of construction – both from businesses and private 
individuals – has led to a fall in work for many construction fi rms. The lack of a 
large project in Port Vila, combined with a decrease in demand for new houses to 
be built, leading to falls in revenue across the sector. The commencement of the 
VMF Barracks is critical to boost the Port Vila construction industry.

•  Whilst there was substantial construction work in Luganville in the aftermath 
of TC Harold, this will mostly be building repairs to the same level as before, as 
opposed to investment in new facilities. Whilst this activity will have benefi ted the 
hardware and construction fi rms in the short-term, it will not generally increase 
the long-term capacity of the fi rms, as would generally be anticipated with such 
a large construction spend. This is of course without the other huge negative 
economic and human impacts of the cyclone.

5| Increased costs and time of imports and exports

•  Freight costs have increased substantially, with the cost of sea freight increasing 
by 30%, and of air freight by 150-300%. This, combined with the lag time to 
import or export, as well as uncertainty about if shipments will actually happen, 
has made international trade more riskier and diffi cult. RecycleCorp for example 
faced a three-month delay in repairing a key bit of machinery, which led to loss of 
income for this period.
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•  In general, this was a large impediment to many businesses for April and May, although most 
have now adapted, meaning that it is now mostly an issue for a select number of fi rms. Examples 
of businesses adapting are the kava exporters, who now export much larger but more infrequent 
shipments. However, the increased cost of freight has meant that certain export markets have now 
become uneconomical – for example small shipments of quality products like Gaston Chocolat and 
Venui Vanilla are currently simply not possible. This is particularly concerning given that these 
businesses are the sort which are being heavily encouraged currently by planned Government 
budget expenditure.

6| Low confi dence in the future 

•  Business were asked in the survey to rank their confi dence in their business, their sector, and 
the economy. Despite being relatively unaffected themselves, the Information & Communication, 
Finance & Insurance, and Real Estate sectors were the most pessimistic about the status of ‘the entire 
economy’. This is particularly concerning given these three sectors arguably have the best oversight 
of the entire economy.

•  A lot of businesses have been doing their best to survive, with many utilising extraordinary measures 
to stay afl oat – such as utilising personal savings. Of the survey respondents, 45% reported using 
personal savings in some capacity to help fund the business, including 37% of non-hospitality 
businesses.  This position is not sustainable, and without a recovery in demand, there is a high 
likelihood of a number of fi rms closing, either temporarily or permanently. Of those surveyed, 
40% of all fi rms had a very low or low confi dence that they will be running in three months, with 
26% of fi rms saying they would close if there were a further fall in demand of 20%. This is again 
not particularly being driven by the hospitality sector, with the corresponding fi gures for the non-
hospitality businesses being 33% and 20%. From interviews, these fi gures seem slightly high.

•  Many businesses have been trying hard to keep all of their staff on – be it through reduction of hours, 
or making as many as other savings as possible fi rst; for example one reason media companies have 
been so impacted is because advertising budgets have been cut ahead of staff. This is not sustainable 
however, with 46% of business saying that they have plans to make staff redundant, with construction 
(42%), manufacturing (28%), retail/wholesale (59%), accommodation and restaurants (68%), 
information and communication (40%), and transport (36%) all being notably high. Only utilities and 
fi nancial institutions had no plans to lay off staff. If there are further redundancies then this would 
lead to lower demand for other fi rms.

•  A lot of businesses have been utilising the option of a loan holiday from the fi nancial institutions – for 
example 40% of Credit Corporations customers utilised this option. The nature of the loan holidays 
varies from bank to bank, but generally they have given businesses the option of not having to make 
any payments for a select period of time, albeit whilst still accruing interest. There was substantial 
concern about what will happen to these businesses once these loans expire. This was both the case 
for businesses with debt, and without, who were concerned about further job losses and falls in 
demand.
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•  Another knock-on impact of low confi dence is reduced investments. This also 
applies to fi rms who so far have relatively unaffected – for example a large 
hardware store in Port Vila which has been about even with last year has cancelled 
expansion plans.

•  Numerous interviewees highlighted their concerns about potential new 
Government policies, most notably the proposed changes to business licences and 
reservation list.

7| Reduced global demand for merchandise exports

•  The impact of this has been limited, with demand mostly holding up. Whilst the 
international price of copra is low, this is a continuation of a long-term trend, and 
not related to COVID-19.

•  According to provisional trade statistics from VNSO, kava exports are down 23% 
compared to 2019. Almost all of this fall was in the months of March to May, which 
were exactly 50% down on the previous year. Many kava exporters reported issues 
around this time, which have now been resolved, and demand has remained 
strong, including in the United States, despite the political and economic turmoil 
there.

8|  Reduced remittances from Seasonal Worker 
Programme/Recognised Seasonal Employer 
schemes programmes

•  In 2019 there were roughly 5,000 seasonal workers who went to each of Australia 
and New Zealand. It is estimated that each of the seasonal workers in New Zealand 
remits an average of NZD 5,000 – roughly VUV 400,000, plus whatever they buy to 
bring back. This year, many seasonal workers will have reduced remittances, as EC
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some faced reduced hours, and others had to support themselves for longer, before they were able to 
return.

•  An alternative way to look at this is the very large number of fi rms who mentioned returning seasonal 
workers as having provided a boost to their income, including hardware stores, hairdressers, and 
solar stores. As the number of seasonal workers declines, so will this source of income.

9| No access to certain skilled technicians

•  Firms often need to access very particular skillsets for individual tasks. The small size of the 
economy means that it is economically unviable for some of these fi rms to be permanently based 
here, and so this labour must be imported. A particular example of fi rms who need skilled 
technicians are Vanuatu Helicopters, whose helicopters have been grounded since June 3rd due 
to lack of being able to service them (no technicians in country). This is an essential service for 
medical emergencies that has seen the operation ceasing entirely. Quarantine solutions to enable 
engineers to enter the country have been proposed but not approved. Gaston Chocolat have bought 
fi ve new machines, but cannot install them without an engineer. Even were these workers granted 
permission to enter Vanuatu, the need to quarantine twice means it will be a lot more costly and 
diffi cult to utilise this labour.

•  It is likely that an increasing number of fi rms will need to access this skilled labour – particularly for 
maintenance of machinery – and so whilst this problem is relatively confi ned currently, it is likely to 
become an increasingly serious problem.
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When considering the future, the exceptionally high levels of uncertainty must fi rst be 
acknowledged. This report does not seek to make predictions for the future, instead 
focussing on scenarios and areas of risk, and what the potential impact could be. It 
must also be acknowledged that what Vanuatu is doing is near without precedence in 
economic history. The closure of the borders has led to the disappearance of tourism, 
whose direct contribution to GDP is in the region of 10-15%, with the corresponding 
knock-on impacts on employment, revenue, and other businesses all occurring too. 

There is a relatively high likelihood that the movement of tourists will continue to 
be restricted for a while. There is no guarantee that there will be an effective vaccine 
produced, and if there is, optimistically the earliest it is likely to be available is mid-
2021.1  Once a potential vaccine is available, it is still likely to take at least three to six 
months minimum before the global health situation improves to a scenario where 
Vanuatu is able to ease its border restrictions to such an extent that tourism could 
return en masse (i.e. no quarantine). This situation is compounded by Vanuatu’s 
weak health system resulting in limited care capacity to care for COVID patients, and 
a limited supply of COVID-19 tests available in Vanuatu, which means that there will 
have to be a very high degree of confi dence before Vanuatu can reopen.

To further compound this, the level of disposable income in Australia and New 
Zealand is falling, with Australia undergoing its fi rst recession in 30 years, and New 
Zealand’s worst since at least 1987. These markets were responsible for 65% of air 
arrivals in 2019, and both countries have enforced quarantine upon arrival, with 
Australia currently restricting who can leave the country. It is therefore likely to be at 
least a year before tourism is able to return to Vanuatu, and a lot longer before it will 
return to its previous levels.

From an economic perspective, this scenario would mean that the current very low 
levels of demand are likely to continue and worsen. Demand in the past few months 
have been supported by a number of events or programmes, including remittances, 
the stimulus package, the VNPF package, and the independence celebrations. All of 
these are either reducing (e.g. remittances), or have expired. There are a number 
of Government and Aid projects ongoing or planned, which will help demand and 
employment slightly – for example the VMF Barracks could provide up to 400 jobs. 
Other anticipated positive boosts to demand are some remittances from the few 
seasonal workers, and from the planned Oxfam cash transfer programme, which 
aims to give roughly VUV 210m to some of the most vulnerable households in 
Sanma, Efate, and Tafea over the next six months. Whilst this programme will have 
a large impact on the welfare of the recipients, it is unlikely to provide a signifi cant 
macroeconomic boost. Overall, these boosts are highly unlikely to be suffi cient to 
offset the lost demand, and thus it is likely that demand will continue to fall. This is 
of course all assuming that there is no outbreak of COVID-19 within Vanuatu, which 
would be devastating from a health and economic perspective.
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As outlined above, a large number of fi rms have been struggling to stay open and to retain their staff. It is 
likely that there will be a number of businesses who either reduce their staff levels, or whom would close. 
This would then lead to a further reduction in demand, both from individuals who have lost their jobs, or 
from fi rms. In some sectors, a number of closures would consolidate the remaining demand into fewer 
fi rms, who would then potentially be in a better position to survive, at which point a new equilibrium 
may be reached. This would of course have knock-on impacts on Government revenue. From both 
economic theory and the consultations, it is the smaller fi rms who are generally at a higher risk of having 
to close. Due to both the lack of precedent and the high level of uncertainty, this report does not seek to 
make any projections as to numbers of fi rms which may potentially close. 

The increased funding given to agriculture is likely to boost food security and nutrition in the short-term, 
although the economic benefi ts will take a lot longer to be realised. The domestic market is already too 
small for the current level of production, and improving the entire value chain to a point where there 
can be widespread of exports is likely to take a long time. Taking kava as an example, demand from Port 
Vila has dropped by about 40%, and the price has dropped by about 30%. There is likely to be increasing 
supply, and so prices will likely continue to have downwards pressure, unless there is an unexpected 
boost to export demand. The impact of the anticipated La Nina, and of climate change is uncertain, both 
in the short and long-term. The transformation of agriculture is a necessary and worthy target, but the 
timeframe of the project must be acknowledged, thereby allowing suffi cient focus and resources to also 
consider the short to medium term economy. Along with the low demand, confi dence and investment are 
also exceptionally low. This is also likely to continue for the foreseeable future. 
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Gross domestic product (GDP) is the monetary 
value of all fi nished goods and services made 
within a country during a specifi c period.

The 2018 real GDP data opposite is provided by 
the Vanuatu National Statistics Offi ce. The GDP 
breakdown highlighted is excluding Government 
Services (11.3% of GDP), as well as taxes and 
subsidies, and imputed bank service charges. 
The employment fi gures are a best estimation, 
using a combination of combined sources such 
as VNPF contribution data and industry sector 
bodies. There is a high degree of uncertainty 
to them, and they should only be used as an 
indicative fi gure. For each sub-sector, only data 
for which there was a relatively high degree of 
confi dence is used – hence why some sub-sectors 
do not have survey results or employment data. 

In the following sector analyses some case 
studies have been included in sub-sectors which 
they do not technically fall under according 
to GDP calculations, but which are instructive 
as to the current state of the sector. Examples 
include using Vanuatu Agricultural Supplies to 
highlight the situation under Agriculture, and the 
inclusion of hardware stores under Construction, 
despite them all being retail/wholesale stores. 
For utilities, the sale of gas and petrol is also 
included, despite it again technically considered 
wholesale or retail trade. For crop production, 
kava bars and middle-men are included, despite 
again being counted elsewhere in the GDP 
calculations. 

SUB-SECTOR 
ANALYSIS 

CROP PRODUCTION 14.2%

LIVESTOCK 1.3%

FISHERIES 0.8%

FORESTRY 1.4%

MANUFACTURING 2.5%

ELECTRICITY & WATER SUPPLY 2.1%

CONSTRUCTION 6.1%

WHOLESALE TRADE 3.3%

RETAIL TRADE 12.9%

TRANSPORT 4.2%

ACCOMMODATION & FOOD SERVICES 4.5%

INFORMATION & COMMUNICATION 7%

FINANCE & INSURANCE 6.7%

REAL ESTATE 7.8%

PROFESSIONAL SERVICES 2.9%

EDUCATION & HEALTH 1.7%

MOTOR VEHICLES 1.2%
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7.8%
REAL ESTATE

6.7%
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7%
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14.2%
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CROP PRODUCTION

EXPORT VALUE OF KEY AGRICULTURE COMMODOTIES      (SOURCE: VNSO) - VUVM 
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CROP PRODUCTION

SUMMARY 
There has been a fall in demand for most ag-
ricultural products, with all fruit and vegeta-
ble producers interviewed struggling to sell 
their crops. Although there was insuffi cient 
data from the survey, this is reinforced by 
data from the accountants, with agriculture 
turnover being 18% lower year-on-year. An-
ecdotally, there has been a large increase in 
planting from small farmers – this will help 
improve food security and nutrition, but the 
increased levels of subsistence will further 
reduce demand for commercial farmers. 

For kava, demand from Port Vila 
has dropped by roughly 40%, which 
combined with a price fall of  around 
30%, means the amount of money 
going back to the islands has fallen 
by approximately 60%. Although the 
kava exporters interviewed were in solid 
positions, provisional trade statistics show 
that kava exports fell by 23%2 in the fi rst 
seven months of the year, compared to
last year. 

Low prices and cyclone damage have 
inhibited other cash crops, notably cocoa 
and coconuts, and whilst export of coconut 
products have increased by 17% compared 
to 2019, they are still down 79% compared 
to the same period in 2017.3 Despite the 
shift of many people back to farming, 
private investment in agriculture appears 
to be declining – for example sales from 
Vanuatu Agricultural Supplies to small 
farmers have fallen by 40%. 

CONTRIBUTION
TO GDP:

14.2%

2. Source: VNSO Provisional Trade Statistics – Unpublished
3. Source: VNSO Provisional Trade Statistics – Unpublished
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Tauranga Farm is a semi-commercial farmer, 
run by Alice Manuake, and with a focus on women 
in agriculture. It has a plot of 25 hectares in the 
Snakes Hill area, of which half is farmed. The 
farm has a good level of mechanisation – for 
example they own a tractor. They primarily 
produce vegetable products, which they sell at 
the main municipal market, and also to retail 
outlets such as Traverso or Au Bon Marche. 
Since COVID-19 struck, they have seen demand 
for their produce fall by roughly 50%, and have 
therefore reduced their production accordingly. 
This has been exacerbated by issues with inputs 
– such as unavailability of preferred seeds. They 
use the local community to work on the farm, 
and the lower production means the amount of 
community work has dropped by a third. With the 
fall in demand, they have diversifi ed their products 
– for example producing baskets of vegetables 
to sell to offi ce workers – and have reduced the 
price of some products. Input costs, such as fuel or 
seeds, remain a high cost for them. 

Teouma Valley Farms were established in 
2018, and installed their hydroponics system 
18 months ago. As they have just fi nished the 
investment phase, it is hard to make annual 
comparisons, but they estimate a 25% drop in 
sales. The overall picture is of a business which is 
in a reasonable position to be able to cope with a 
fall in demand, and which hopes to be in a position 
to continue to invest and expand its production 
capacity. Regarding demand, they have seen a 
small drop from their largest customer, although 
that drop has been growing recently. Demand from 
their other customers – such as smaller, more 
boutique restaurants – has fallen dramatically, 
but is still providing a small source of income. 
They received the ESP, which was a great help, and 
allowed the business to continue to operate fully, 
and to keep all staff on. They have also noticed an 
increase in the number of farmers who are trying 
to sell their produce to Teouma Valley Farms, and 
who have been struggling to sell their produce to 
other markets.

Ginny Ishmael, from Tongoa, and Ruth Tabong, 
from North Efate are two fruit and vegetable 
vendors based at Man Ples Market. They both 
produce their food from North Efate, and sell 
regularly in town. Demand has been varied, with 
some weeks being similar to last year, where the 
food would sell out consistently, and other weeks 
demand being a lot slower. In response, they 
have started to reduce prices during these weeks, 
with prices of some goods dropping by up to 50% 
compared last year. They have both increased 
production in response to COVID-19.

Dynamic Supply’s ‘Project Local’, aiming to 
procure local produce primarily from Tanna, 
was rapidly expanding before the COVID-19 
pandemic. In response to reduced demand, they 
have had to reduce the volumes they purchase 
from local suppliers – for example, previously 
the plan was to purchase four tonnes of potatoes 
a month, and this has dropped to one. They had 
been planning to establish a facility on Tanna, 
but have put this plan on hold whilst they are 
waiting for demand to return, and for the suitable 
person with the required expertise to be able 
to travel to the country. They have managed to 
supplement some of the fresh produce which 
they can no longer import by air with domestic 
supply – such as broccolis. The company was 
also about to expand its export of Tahitian limes 
to New Zealand, working with about 20 growers. 
However, currently these exports are halted whilst 
discussions between the New Zealand Ministry of 
Primary Industries and the Vanuatu Department 
of Biosecurity resolve some issues. Dynamic have 
also cancelled a planned partnership to provide 
certain products, such as pawpaws, to cruise ships.
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The business directly employs about 20 full time staff in Port Vila, 24 part time 
workers on the island as well as supporting 300+ farmers in North Pentecost. The 
business faced some minor issues with regards to the logistics of exports when 
the borders initially closed. Overall however, the picture is strong, with demand 
remaining consistently high in the US. This has meant that the business has been 
able to maintain both the price and quantity of its kava. Supply also remains 
consistently strong from the islands, with some farmers struggling to fi nd buyers.

This struggle to fi nd buyers is particularly stark for the domestic market.  An 
example is Josey Bong, a large kava middle-man for kava from South Malekula. Six 
months ago, he was providing 1.1 tonnes of kava a week to the Port Vila market, 
and paying VUV 800 per kilo. Due to lower demand from nakamals, this has 
now dropped to 600-800 kilograms a week, despite the price  falling to VUV 500 
per kilo. 

A near identical story was told at the Anamburu Kava Markets, where multiple 
suppliers such as Jason Rongo from Pentecost told how before COVID they would 
sell 100 kilos a week at VUV 1,000, and are now selling roughly 60 kilos a week at 
VUV 500-700. This is corroborated from conversations with nakamals, such as 
Reynolds, whose sales have gone from 10 kilos on a normal day to just fi ve kilos. 
Income from 20 vatu food (wasemaot) at Reynolds has fallen by 60%.
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The Kava House’s main two markets are New 
Caledonia (nakamals, shops, and wholesale) and 
the United States (powder and pharmaceutical). 
Demand for kava has remained strong in all of 
these markets, although they are now harder 
to access– for example meeting the sanitary 
requirements in New Caledonia. This has 
in fact benefi ted the more established and 
knowledgeable businesses such as The Kava 
House, which has seen a substantial increase in 
its sales post-lockdown. Supply of kava from the 
islands remains strong, even with the damaging 
impacts of TC Harold on Central and East 
Pentecost. The strong Vatu is making it hard to 
compete with Fiji on the global market, and the 
recent strengthening of the Vatu against the US 
Dollar has reduced the revenue per consignment 
for The Kava House. The business has kept all 37 
staff, and is currently purchasing from over 2,000 
farmers.

Outside of kava, Vanuatu Copra and Cocoa 
Exporters (VCCE) Ltd. has had a quiet year, 
with the low price of copra, combined with the 
impacts of TC Harold, both impacting on supply. 
For copra, prices are slowly improving, from 
VUV 26,000 a tonne to VUV 34,000 in Santo. 
Whilst this price is suffi cient for some farmers 
on Santo, supply from islands such as Malekula 
and Ambrym has been very low. Overall, the 
amount of copra purchased has gone from 
10,262 tonnes in June-August 2019, to 5,737 
tonnes in the corresponding period of this year. 
The re-introduction of a Government subsidy 
for copra will likely have a signifi cant boost to 
supply, and should give VCCE the certainty to 
continue to operate with all staff. For cacao, whilst 
the international price has remained steady, 
TC Harold damaged a lot of this year’s harvest, 
which has meant the amount of cacao purchased 
falling 74%. TC Harold destroyed one shed, with 
a further two damaged. VCCE are working to 
repair these, as well as continuing with existing 
expansion plans in Malekula. 

Venui Vanilla have recently shifted production 
of their vanilla to the southern islands, due to 
the impacts of climate change. This has meant 
that their harvest was unaffected by TC Harold. 
They have been recently shifting from domestic 
markets to export, as they can achieve a very high 
price for vanilla due to the high alkaloid level 
of the soil. Global demand has remained solid, 
and so they are continuing to export, and in fact 
are facing a shortage of supply. For pepper, TC 
Harold damaged many plants on North Malekula 
and Malo. However, most plants have refl owered, 
meaning that the harvest was just delayed. They 
have faced further issues with the exceptionally 
high freight cost, meaning small shipments 
are not cost effective, and it is a signifi cant 
impediment for large shipments.

In terms of investment, Vanuatu Agricultural 
Supplies’ retail side is used as an indicator, 
which has seen a fall in demand of roughly 35%. 
This reduced demand is across the board – for 
example there has been a clear drop in demand 
from larger more commercial farmers, with the 
Government being the only buyer of pasture 
seeds. Demand has also fallen by about 40% 
from smaller farmers, such as those who plant 
for subsistence farming or to sell to the markets. 
Demand from this group dropped off very quickly 
after March, and has remained low, although a 
grant from the Department of Agriculture and 
Rural Development did help to drive sales of 
certain products. There was a shortage of seeds 
in the market for a while, driven by an increase 
in demand after TC Harold and supply issues 
(due both an overseas drought and COVID-19 
related restrictions). Howver VAS reports 
that seed supply is now back to normal. VAS’s 
infrastructure work (such as rural water systems) 
has increased by about a third this year, in line 
with plans, which has meant that overall the 
business has stayed roughly constant. 
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LIVESTOCK

SUMMARY 
Domestic demand for beef has fallen, partic-
ularly in Port Vila, although demand in Santo 
appears roughly unchanged. In response, 
there has been a transition to the less lucra-
tive export market, with beef exports for the 
fi rst seven months of the year rising from 
VUV 23m last year to VUV 49m this year, de-
spite the number of cattle being slaughtered 
in Efate falling by 7%.4

The beef industry has been 
in decline for a while, with 
production falling by a 
third from 2014 and 2019 
5, and the value of exports 
falling by 82% over the 
same period.6 Investment 
has fallen, with not a single 
large cattle farmer buying 
pasture seeds from VAS 
this year, which could 
exacerbate the long-term 
decline in pasture quality, 
with 34% of grazing land 
now being affected by 
weeds.7

CONTRIBUTION
TO GDP:

1.3%

4. Source: VNSO: Provisional Quarterly Statistical 
Indicator report – Unpublished
5. Source: VNSO: Quarterly Statistical Indicator report
6. Source: VNSO International Trade report
7. Source: Trade Policy Framework Update
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Vanuatu Abattoir Limited (VAL)
is one of three abattoirs in the country, 
responsible for 75% of cattle slaughtered 
in 2019 by weight (s, VNSO Quarterly 
Statistical Indicator). It employs roughly 50 
staff, and buys cattle from farmers around 
the country, which is then supplemented 
with its own supply. A substantial part 
of its historical demand has been from 
the tourism industry. VAL have mostly 
managed to replace this lost demand with 
the export of beef, but the export price of 
beef is currently low due to trade disputes 
between China and Australia, which means 
there is now a large surplus of Australian 
beef going to the Pacifi c market rather 
than to China. Furthermore, there is 
substantially less value addition – such 
as boning or packaging - involved in the 
export of beef rather than the domestic 
market. Despite this, the price offered has 
remained the same. In response to the 
reduced workload and income, VAL cut 
their staff hours, and have used the ESP to 
ensure all staff remain employed. Without 
the ESP however, VAL would likely have to 
reduce its staff numbers.

Mount Hope Station is a large farm of 
7,000 head of cattle in Santo, which sells 
to local butchers. This farm has been 
broadly unaffected by TC Harold and 
COVID-19, sustaining minor infrastructure 
damage. Demand for their products has 
been unchanged, and they are continuing 
with expansion plans, particularly around 
export of organic beef. They have faced 
minor issues with the importation of key 
parts, and they have encountered some 
delays with export due to COVID related 
issues with downstream partners, but the 
broad picture remains positive.

ET Plantations on Malo on the other 
hand, has been nearly destroyed, with 
large losses of cattle, coconut trees, and 
infrastructure. The business is in survival 
mode, with insuffi cient income to rebuild. 
Their main market is selling young cattle to 
farmers based in Efate, with demand from 
this group dropping.
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FISHERIES

SUMMARY 
Domestic demand for fi sheries has fallen, 
with data provided by the Department 
of Fisheries showing that sales falling at 
Enalpat Fish Market in Tanna by 58% year-
on-year, at Sarah Cooperative Fish Market 
by %, at Tamahu Natai Fish Market in Port 
Vila by 69%, and at Supe Kalapoa Fish 
Market in Santo by 89%.8  There is a high 
level of uncertainty to all of this sales data. 
Fish exports, driven by SinoVan, were VUV 
118m9  in the fi rst seven months of the year, 
a new and successful export. Data from the 
Department of Fisheries shows the nature 
of fi shing has changed – for example, in the 
fi rst six months of the year, the proportion 
of fi shers whose chosen method is spear 
fi shing has increased from 15% in 2019 to 
37% in 2020, and trolling has fallen from 
25% to 5%. This has been accompanied by 
an increase in those who fi sh for themselves 
or to give away from 26% to 41%, with 
an accompanying decrease of those who 
sell their fi sh to the urban and provincial 
markets.10

CONTRIBUTION
TO GDP:

0.8%
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Cooperative in Tanna has 14 
fi shermen, and reported a large 
decrease in demand for their products, 
both from resorts and from the local 
market. Their remoteness and high 
cost of transport to markets means 
that it is particularly diffi cult for them 
to compete.

Demand for prawns – a high-end 
product supplied by Teouma 
Prawns – has dropped by around 
80%, primarily due to the lack of 
tourism, although exacerbated by 
reduced fl ights and higher freight 
costs, which have meant that the 
export market has disappeared. This 
business employs 14 people and will 
have to cease operations soon.

8. Source: Department of Fisheries data – Unpublished
(These markets are all those for which there was data available 
for June-August 2019 and 2020. For Sarah Cooperative and 
Tamahu Natai, comparisons are between August 2019 and June 
2020, as this is all the available data.)
9. Source: VNSO Provisional Trade Statistics – Unpublished
10. Source: Department of Fisheries TAILS data 2019 and 2020
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CONSTRUCTION

SUMMARY 
There is a mixed picture for construction, 
with fi rms based in Santo being very busy 
post-cyclone. Demand for services in Port 
Vila is lower, with the current lack of a large 
project having a particular impact. This 
has meant that the bigger fi rms have begun 
competing for smaller projects, thereby 
putting increased pressure on smaller fi rms, 
especially as the number of small projects 
– such as house building – has fallen a lot. 
The construction/tradespeople fi rms in the 
accountants’ data saw a fall in year-on-year 
turnover of 58% for June to August. There 
was a very strong consensus that large 
projects, most notably the VMF Barracks, 
need to be accelerated, with benefi ts 
accruing to the whole industry. 42% of fi rms 
in the survey said that they had plans to 
make staff redundant in the near future,
highlighting the need to rapidly boost the 
number of projects. 

1,400
EMPLOYEES

CHANGE IN REVENUE (SURVEY)

-19%

CHANGE IN FULL-TIME WORKERS 
(SURVEY)

-28% 

CONTRIBUTION
TO GDP:

6.1%
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construction companies in Vanuatu. 
Traditionally, they have primarily focussed on 
the larger projects. This year, there are no big 
projects, which means that the core part of their 
business has gone. They have therefore begun to 
focus more on the mid-range construction, which 
normally would primarily be the main work of 
smaller companies. Mid-range construction has 
also fallen however, with a few planned houses 
being cancelled. The business decided to not 
pursue the TC Harold work, as it was too costly 
to relocate, and they didn’t want to crowd out 
the Santo builders. The company did not receive 
the ESP, but so far has kept all of their staff on. 
The reduced demand has also meant they have 
reduced their demand for services, such as 
plumbers or electricians. 

KD Enterprise in Santo saw a huge spike in 
demand for its retail goods, such as concrete 
or aggregate, in the immediate aftermath of TC 
Harold, with the business struggling to meet 
demand. On the project side, they are extremely 
busy with a number of insurance projects post 
cyclone likely to keep them very busy until 
the end of the year, and in fact they have hired 
additional staff to cope with this. After the end of 
the year, the pipeline is very uncertain however, 
and a fall in demand is anticipated.

PAGE 32
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Viranatuleo Construction is run by Joseph 
Viranatuleo, who previously worked as a 
foreman at Island Construction for ten years. 
He primarily works on small projects, or on 
labour contracts with other companies. Overall, 
demand for his work has dropped by 35-40% - 
this fall in demand applies to all types of work. 
The lack of inspection or standards, which has 
always inhibited the business’s ability to prove 
its quality and to grow, has been particularly 
damaging during the past six months. They did 
not go for the Government tenders, as it was not 
clear what the standards were. Late payment of 
fees has been a growing problem.

Cabinet Topographique & Foncier Ltd.
are a surveying company, established in 
1999. They work on a large range of jobs, from 
individual houses to large road projects, on jobs 
around the full country. Last year, there was 
a six-month pipeline of jobs, but now this has 
decreased to almost nothing, and the company 
is relying on small jobs to keep the business 
going. The company has twelve staff, and 
applied for the ESP, but didn’t receive it. The 
delay of large projects is particularly impacting 
on the company. If this low level of demand 
continues, the future of the company would be 
at risk.

A large electrician have seen their turnover 
fall by about 15-20%, driven almost exclusively 
by a lack of resort work. Otherwise, they have 
been generally as busy as last year, although 
the lack of a large project has meant that the 
level of demand has fl uctuated. They have a 
well-diversifi ed business, with the retail shop 
maintaining sales, and their service work – 
for example of fi re or security systems – also 
staying strong. Demand for their hire machines 
has dropped slightly, although this is currently 
a very competitive market as there are no large 
projects, and so it is hard to draw conclusions 
from this. They did not receive the ESP, and 
have kept all staff on at full pay and full hours.

Santo Hardware saw a huge boost in the 
immediate aftermath of TC Harold, with 
rebuilding of businesses such as resorts, and 
of private dwellings leading to record sales.  
Demand has tapered off now, and is currently 
slightly below last year. They anticipate that 
various rebuilding projects – for example of 
schools – will continue to support the business 
over the coming 12-24 months, as they have seen 
a fall in the development of new products. Sales 
from Santo Agriculture Supplies, part of the same 
business, have been steadily growing in the two 
years since it was launched. Despite the strong 
sales, the high level of economic uncertainty 
has meant that they have paused on various 
investments and expansion plans which they had.

After a few slow months immediately after the 
borders closed, sales at Pacifi c Timber and 
Hardware have now stabilised. There has been a 
fall in sales to walk-in customers of 25-30%, with 
spending from Government projects becoming 
increasingly important. There were fl uctuations 
in demand, with the VNPF stimulus and returning 
seasonal workers both providing temporary 
boosts. Sales to the outer islands have not seen 
much of an impact. These fl uctuations, combined 
with a lower level of international shipping 
and overseas lockdowns, have made stock 
management harder. PTH had been planning to 
expand its operations in Port Vila, and to invest in 
a store in Santo, but these plans have been shelved 
due to the uncertainty. PTH have kept all staff on, 
but with slightly reduced hours.

Another large hardware store interviewed 
has seen a slight boost in demand compared 
to last year. This has been driven by long-term 
investments in improving the running of the 
business, as well as with a boost from TC Harold, 
with private individuals, businesses, or charities, 
spending a substantial amount on materials. 
Sales of seeds and associated small gardening 
products have been going well. The company is 
currently reviewing some expansion plans, in 
light of the economic uncertainty. 
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MANUFACTURING

SUMMARY 
Manufacturing has always been relatively 
small within Vanuatu, with the small 
domestic market, and high costs both of 
production and of export offering limited 
opportunities. Much of the manufacturing 
is for business-to-business transactions, 
and with many fi rms cutting back on their 
spending, meaning many manufacturers 
are facing large falls in revenue. August was 
particularly bad for many businesses, with 
TC Harold and the Yumi40 celebrations 
providing boosts to many businesses. 
This has been worsened by higher costs 
of freight, for both inputs and for exports. 
Despite this change in revenue, confi dence 
within the sector is holding up relatively 
well, with a relatively low proportion of fi rms 
(28%) having plans to lay off staff in the 
near future, and only 12% of fi rms saying 
that they would close, either temporarily or 
permanently, if there was a further fall in 
demand. The medium-term outlook is less 
positive however, with 48% of fi rms saying 
that they had low or very low confi dence 
that would be operating in a year. 

700-800
EMPLOYEES

CHANGE IN REVENUE (SURVEY)

-36%

CHANGE IN FULL-TIME WORKERS 
(SURVEY)

-16% 

CONTRIBUTION
TO GDP:

2.5%
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COVID-19 hit. Interviews were conducted with Josephine Gideon, a weaver 
from Tanna, Joycelyn Garealulu a weaver from Ambae, and Isaac Lau, a carver 
from Ambrym. For the market as a whole, approximately 70% of income came 
from tourists, with the remainder from the local community. On top of the 
disappearance of the tourism market, there has also been a substantial drop in 
demand from the locals. Those vendors who were particularly reliant on tourism 
have largely ceased to come, whilst those who sold more to the local market now 
only come twice a week. The vendors have not been paying rent since April, but 
otherwise have received no support from the Government.

Before COVID, both Josephine and Joycelyn would purchase roughly 
100,000 vatu worth of handicrafts from the islands each month, whilst Isaac 
would buy 30,000vt of wood to carve. Due to the low demand, the vendors 
have cancelled all their purchases. Each of the interviewed vendors have 
started seeking alternative sources of income, with Josephine planting a 
garden, Joycelyn selling 20 vatu food, and Isaac collecting tusker bottles. 
The cancellation of the school fees has meant that they have all been able to 
continue to send their children to school, but they were all very concerned about 
the future.

Gaston Chocolat have generally had two main markets, the domestic market 
(locals and tourists), which made up roughly 70% of the business, and the export 
market making up the remainder. The domestic market has fallen by about 60%, 
whilst exports have been erratic, but suffi cient to keep the business functioning. 
The long-standing issues with exports have been exacerbated, and there should be 
a coordinated push from the public and private sector to ease trade facilitation. The 
cost of getting to the European market means that it is currently not possible – this is 
particularly true for smaller packages. Previously all exports were put on planes, but 
now they have to be out on reefers to New Zealand or Fiji, before going onto planes. 
This means that they have to wait for a consolidated container, as the small size 
means they will never be able to fi ll an entire container. These issues are common 
across the board for SMEs. In response, the owner has not taken a wage, and has been 
cross-subsidising the business with other work, but they have kept all staff on, in part 
helped by the ESP. Production has dropped by 50%, in part due to lower demand, but 
also because the business is still pursuing its previous expansion plans, and therefore 
is focussing on this. As the chocolate is a high-quality niche product, events such 
as trade fairs have been critical in fi nding markets, and the closure of borders has 
severely disrupted the ability to fi nd new buyers.

Pacifi c Supplies are the largest supplier of professional cleaning supplies, 
with business to business transactions being. Demand from resorts and hotels 
has nearly all disappeared, with the repatriation fl ights providing some boost in 
demand. Demand from other businesses has also fallen, with turnover from other 
manufacturers about 20% as their own output falls. As a result, Pacifi c Supplies 
have halved their production of their own cleaning products. The reduced output 
has also made stock management more diffi cult, as well as importation, as they 

PAGE 36



PAGE 37Economic Recovery Partnership Forum Report

now need to utilise LCL (shared containers) 
rather than importing whole containers. 
Their industrial laundry, which mostly 
serviced tourists, is also down 90%, whilst 
the cleaning service has held up better than 
the rest of the business. In response to the 
crisis, Pacifi c Supplies have reduced the 
hours of staff, and are trying to diversify the 
business and fi nd new products.

Vanuatu Beverage Ltd saw relatively 
stable sales in the immediate aftermath of 
the borders closing, with TC Harold and the 
Yumi40 celebrations providing boosts to 
the business, which was not the case in the 
previous year. In August however, sales were 
down 20% year-on-year, despite robust 
growth projections for the year estimated 
around +25%. Roughly a quarter of this 
fall in demand is attributed to the closure 
of resorts and hotels, with the remainder 
exclusively due to lower local demand. 
They have decreased production, in part 
driven by diffi culties to get critical parts and 
expertise to maintain their machinery. As 
of today, all new production is on break with 
employees using their annual leaves until 
sales improve. They are keeping all staff on, 
and are continuing to pursue exports plans 
to mitigate impact from the current crisis. 
All expansion plans are on schedule with a 
possibility of full halt if the situation does 
not improve rapidly. 

Vanuatu Brewing Limited had a fall in 
sales for their 2019/20 fi scal year, ending 
in June, compared to the year before. This 
is despite strong growth projections for 
the year, and they are anticipating a 30% 
fall in sales this year. The closure of the 
international airport meant they closed their 
point of sales there, but otherwise they have 
kept all staff on so far – greatly helped by the 
ESP. They have reduced their spend on sub-
contractors, and have no major investments 
planned due to the poor outlook.

RecycleCorp have faced a diffi cult year, 
with revenue down 44% for the fi rst six 
months of this year compared to last year. 
This has predominantly been due to a fall 
in global prices due to COVID, for example 
the price of aluminium is down 40%, and of 
copper by 10%. The price of steel – always 
a marginal product – has also fallen to a 
degree which means RecycleCorp can no 
longer pay for steel. No tourists has also 
impacted the amount of material available 
for recycling. The border closures have also 
meant that they have struggled to get spare 
parts in – for example the repair of a shear, 
used to crush cars, has taken six months 
rather than three, which has limited the 
business’s capacity to process metals. This 
was by ship, but they have also faced issues 
with the replacement of smaller parts – for 
example the cost of getting replacement 
seals for a forklift has trebled. 

Alubat – a manufacturer of high-quality 
metal products – has seen a fall in demand 
of 45%, with the closure of hotels and 
resorts, and the lack of new houses, both 
contributing strongly to this. Their staff 
have been placed on rotation for now, but 
the long-term feasibility of the business is 
at risk if demand was maintained at this 
level. The commencement of larger projects 
– such as the VMF barracks and the new 
VNPF/NBV building – are key for restoring 
demand for Alubat’s products.

Top Signs sells exclusively to domestic 
businesses, from whom demand has fallen 
substantially, with revenue from March 
to August down 14% year-on-year. This is 
despite boosts to demand from TC Harold, 
and from the Yumi40 celebrations, and 
August was down 60%. So far, they have 
kept all 26 staff, but if this level of demand 
were maintained, the business would have 
to reduce staffi ng levels. They were told that 
they would receive support through the ESP, 
but so far have not received anything.
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UTILITIES

SUMMARY 
Demand for utilities is down substantially, 
particularly in Port Vila, with electricity 
consumption down 20% in July, petrol/diesel 
consumption down about 20%, and LPG 
down 40%, refl ecting the lower economic 
activity across the country. The utility 
companies are generally large companies 
with the ability to adapt, and so they are in a 
strong position currently. If, however the low 
level of consumption continues for a while, 
or worsens, then the high levels of fi xed costs 
and infrastructure within the industry will 
begin to impact on some businesses’ ability 
to continue to operate and provide services 
at the current level.

CONTRIBUTION
TO GDP:

2.1%11

11. The GDP fi gure is just for electricity and water supply. 
However, for the purposes of the report, this section is included 
to include other utilities, notably fuels

UNELCO
DISCONNECTIONS 
 HAVE INCREASED

800
PER MONTH

2,000
PER MONTH
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After a strong fi rst quarter, UNELCO 
has seen a sharp fall in demand, with 
consumption of electricity down roughly 
20% in both July and August. This includes 
low-voltage business consumption, 
which was down 22.5%, and high-voltage 
business consumption, which was down 
25%. This is despite a small boost post 
TC Harold, where some large businesses 
increased production. So far, the cash 
collection has been fi ne, but the number 
of disconnections has increased from an 
average of 800 a month to 2,000. As staff 
costs are a relatively low part of the overall 
cost of electricity and that essential service 
must be provided, they have maintained all 
their staff. UNELCO have taken advantage 
of the lower activity level on customer 
works to complete maintenance and 
upgrades, but the capacity to do large 
investments and network expansions is 
impaired by the economic uncertainty. The 
electric system relies on a certain level of 
demand to be properly funded, should the 
economic crisis last too long or get deeper, 
the economics of the concession may need 
to reassessed with the Government. 

Both Au Bon Marche service stations and 
Tebakor Fuel Station have seen a fall 
in revenue of 20% compared to last year. 
For Tebakor, this has been driven by a fall 
in demand from fi shing charters, as well 
as reduced sales to buses and construction 
workers. They did not receive the ESP, and 
have so far kept all nine staff on, facilitated 
in part by the manager taking a heavily 
reduced wage. The relatively large fi xed 
costs of running this business would mean 
that it is unsustainable to continue with 
the same business model if the low level of 
demand persists.

Origin’s business has traditionally been 
split about 50-50 between bulk orders and 
small cylinders. The bulk was largely used 
by resorts, hotels, and cafes, and demand 
from this group has dropped signifi cantly, 
albeit with a small bump around the time 
of the repatriation fl ights. Demand from 
other businesses has now started to drop 
off too, even though Origin have dropped 
prices by 30%. Demand for cylinders 
(personal consumption) has also fallen. 
The fall in demand has been particularly 
stark in Port Vila, but there has also been a 
drop in Santo and Tanna. Overall, demand 
for gas has dropped by 40%. Origin did 
receive the ESP, and have kept all staff 
on full-time. They have used this time to 
do lots of maintenance and training. The 
long-term position of the company is very 
secure.
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RETAIL AND WHOLESALE

SUMMARY 
Demand for basic goods seems to have 
held up, with food retailers such as Au Bon 
Marche and Esah Corporation being the 
least impacted, with non-food retailers 
far more heavily impacted. This is backed 
up by the accountants’ data, with ‘Retail – 
Food’ recording a 17% drop in revenue, and 
‘Retail’ recording a 24% fall.12  This drop 
in revenue appears to apply for the vast 
majority of stores, including those which 
do not sell anything directly to tourists, 
and who focus predominantly on the local 
Ni-Vanuatu market. A good example is Stret 
Price, who have seen a drop of revenue of 
25%, even with offering large sales. Using 
Stret Price again, this fall in demand has 
also seemed to apply to the public sector, as 
measured by the spending level on public 
sector pay days. So far, given the large fall 
in revenue, job losses have been very low, 
although the survey suggests that this may 
change, with 59% of respondents saying 
that they have plans to reduce the size 
of their workforce. The smaller retailers 
seem to have been particularly impacted, 
and there was a widespread feeling that 
the fall in demand was getting worse, with 
many businesses noting that August was a 
particularly low month. From the survey, 
businesses confi dence in themselves in this 
sector was very low, and 37% of businesses 
had a low or very low confi dence that they 
would still be running in three months, with 
the corresponding fi gure for one year being 
48%. 

3,500-4,000
EMPLOYEES

CONTRIBUTION
TO GDP:

16.2%

CHANGE IN REVENUE (SURVEY)

-37%

CHANGE IN FULL-TIME WORKERS 
(SURVEY)

-10% 

12. Note July being particularly bad, possibly due to the long 
public holiday leading to many stores not opening, with retail 
down 47% and retail-food down 19% 
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revenue, with retail down 10-15% compared to 
last year, wholesale down 20-30%, and the service 
station down 20-25%. The fall in wholesale is 
particularly driven by a fall in demand from 
hotels and restaurants, but more recently smaller 
retail shops have also decreased their orders. 
ABM saw slight boosts in demand for the Yumi40 
celebrations, and as a result of TC Harold. 
They have kept all 600 staff on, including when 
the Central market was closed, and used this 
opportunity to make some renovations. They have 
decreased their purchases of goods, including of 
locally produced food – recently this drop in their 
purchases has meant that they ended up paying 
more VAT, despite the fact that their sales have 
dropped.

Esah Corporation have so far seen demand 
broadly unchanged for both its retail and 
wholesale, particularly in Port Vila and Santo. 
There has been a slight decrease in demand from 
the outer islands, and the cost of some imports has 
increased slightly, but overall the business is not 
severely affected. This is probably because of their 
high incidence of basic and cheap necessity goods, 
meaning demand for its products is less income 
elastic than most others (i.e. demand changes less 
when income changes).

A large retailer based in Santo saw a fall 
in demand in the immediate aftermath of TC 
Harold, but this then recovered to 2019 levels 
for May and June, boosted by VNPF funds, 
returning RSE workers, kava sales, and some 
support to consumers from banks. There has 
been a signifi cant fall in revenue in August and 
September however. They applied for but did not 
receive the stimulus package, and have kept all 
staff on, but at reduced hours. They have currently 
put on hold all investment plans due to the high 
levels of uncertainty. 
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Lakataro Consumer Co-operative reported 
a large fall in income compared to last year, a 
trend which they primarily attribute to the low 
price of copra. They also have had issues with the 
supply of goods due to COVID, although this is 
now resolved. They have found that their bakery 
is heavily supporting the rest of the business, with 
demand for bread unchanged. Revenue for LMS 
Co-operative, based in Port Olry, has dropped 
by an estimated 30% since the borders closed. 
This has been driven by a number of factors 
including no tourists, a number of workers facing 
unemployment of lower hours, and a low copra 
price. Saramaso Co-operative in Luganville 
saw a large fall in demand after TC Harold, 
although it has now recovered, and is only about 
10% lower than last year. All these co-operatives 
have kept all staff on.

Stret Price has seen a large fall in demand 
over the past months, with revenue down 
about 25% compared to last year. The fall was 
particularly stark at the beginning of August, 
with revenues down 80%. In response, Stret 
Price ran a widespread sale, which has helped 
to drive a small recovery in sales. Stret Price 
sells primarily to the local Ni-Vanuatu market, 
with expatriates being their secondary market. 
Demand has fallen across the board, including 
from Government offi cials – as measured by sales 
around Government pay day. As well as lower 
sales on the pay day, the slow period before the 
pay-day has also increased, from two days to a 
week. Stret Price did not receive the ESP, and 
therefore had to reduce staff numbers from 50 to 
40, and have also cancelled planned investments 
– such as purchasing a truck. The business is 
currently consistently evaluating its options, and 
it is unlikely to be able to continue to operate if 
the level of demand remains the same.

Solar Supplies Vanuatu is a retail store 
established in 2019, primarily aimed at selling 
small solar systems to rural households. Despite 
their low prices, turnover is down 50% for this 
year compared to last year. There have been slight 

boosts in demand post TC Harold (for which they 
compiled a package), and from the repatriated 
seasonal workers.They have so far managed to 
keep all their staff on full wages, but this may not 
be possible to continue unless demand increases. 
They have received helpful support from the 
bank. They had plans to expand to expand to 
Santo, but this has been put on hold due to the 
border closures meaning that the manager is 
unable to come to country, along with the reduced 
demand making any investment less profi table. 
Overall the business has been in survival mode, a 
sentiment which they feel applies to much of the 
retail sector. This includes C.M. Store, which is 
owned by the same family. A regular retail store, 
they have seen a fall in turnover of 30% compared 
to last year, with July (down 40%) and August 
being particularly diffi cult.

A particularly extreme example is
Chew Store, which has seen a  drop in 
demand of nearly 80% for their products 
compared to last year.
A very small proportion of their business was 
tourists, with the vast majority being Ni-Vanautu 
or local businesses. A few specifi c examples are 
ice – they used to sell 2.5 tonnes a day, and now 
sell roughly 200 kilos - and bread, which has 
dropped from 1,500 loaves a day to 300. They did 
not receive the ESP. Cross-subsidisation
from other businesses, such as
Vila Mall, has allowed
Chew Store to keep
all its staff on.   

-80%
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ACCOMMODATION & FOOD SERVICES

SUMMARY 
Many of the businesses in the 
accommodation and food services were 
heavily dependent on tourists, as is 
shown by the dramatic fall in revenue. 
This has led to many of these businesses 
either closing temporarily, such as The 
Tamanu and Holiday Inn, or reducing 
their staff numbers or hours. This has a 
number of consequences, such as a large 
fall in purchases of local produce – for 
example The Havannah bought VUV 100-
200,000 of fruits and vegetables each 
week. With reduced incomes, restaurants 
predominantly catering to the local 
market have also suffered – for example 
the restaurant at Reynolds Kava Bar has 
seen a fall in their lunch sales of 40%. 
The industry is highly suspectable to further 
shocks, with 68% of survey respondents 
saying they have plans to reduce staff 
numbers, and 42% saying that they would 
close either temporarily or permanently if 
there was a further reduction in demand. 
The ESP was critical to allowing many of 
these businesses to continue to operate, and 
now that this has fi nished, the immediate 
future of many of these businesses is in 
question. From the survey, 62% of these 
businesses had a low or very low confi dence 
they would be operating in three months, 
with the fi gure for one year being 70%.

3,000+
EMPLOYEES

CONTRIBUTION
TO GDP:

4.5%

CHANGE IN REVENUE (SURVEY)

-79%

CHANGE IN FULL-TIME WORKERS 
(SURVEY)

-44% 
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tourists, the business had no choice but to close immediately 
when the borders closed. The Havannah had 81 staff in March, 
and whilst they did receive the ESP, which allowed them to keep 
many staff on for a while, they are now down to only eight, who are 
doing maintenance and upkeep. The Havannah has also stopped all 
purchases from the local community, such as fruit and vegetables 
(VUV100-200,000 a week), or handicrafts from Torba/Malampa/
Shefa (VUV 100,000 a month), or the roofi ng, which eight villages 
in South Malekula supplied. Local businesses who relied on The 
Havannah’s customers have also lost their main source of income 
– for example the taxi drivers, or the tours to Chief Roi Mata World 
Heritage Domain which were worth VUV 75,000 a week to the 
community. This income also helped local conservation efforts, 
which are now potentially at risk. A similar example is the turtle 
conservation project at Tranquillity Resort, which used to receive 
VUV 150-200,000 a month.  

TOURISM OPERATOR AFFECT TO COMMUNITY INCOME
(HAVANNAH RESORT EXAMPLE)

FOOD SCHOOL FEES
RENT

U
TILITIES

CLO
THES

CARKAVAETC.

FOOD
SUPPLIERS

81 
STAFF HANDICRAFT

PROVIDERS

ROOFING
PROVIDERS

TRANSPORT
PROVIDERS

600,000VT

300,000VT

100,000VT

TOUR
PROVIDERS
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The Espiritu is continuing to operate, with a high 
level of domestic corporate clients meaning that 
the business has only lost 40-45% of its turnover 
compared to previous years. They have been 
supported by the ESP, and also by a large spike in 
demand post TC Harold, helped by their ability to 
open very quickly after the cyclone. Since then, 
demand has dropped off, but it is still at a suffi cient 
level to continue to operate. They have retained as 
many staff as possible, but have reduced hours
by 20%, and have had to sell 20% of their car
rental fl eet. 

K2 traditionally split its business roughly in 
two – with the café and the catering business 
each making up roughly half of their revenue. 
The catering business has essentially entirely 
disappeared, whilst the café business – which was 
never tourism focussed at all – is down roughly 
40%, with August being particularly slow. The ESP 
was a huge help, and allowed K2 to maintain all 
its staff on full-time – however, now the ESP has 
fi nished, K2 have reduced the hours of all of their 
staff, whilst the owners haven’t taken a wage in 
about fi ve months. K2 have been trying to develop 
new products, such as cooking classes, to replace 
their lost demand, and have reduced the amount 
of local food which they have purchased by around 
two thirds.

Interviews were also held with a owners of 
a number of restaurants. This includes a 
relatively high-end restaurant, with the majority 
of its historical clientele being tourism and highly-
paid workers, such as NGOs or business owners. 
The closure of the borders and fall in income 
has therefore heavily impacted this business, 
with turnover down 80%. Their demand for local 
beef is down by at least 80%, whilst demand for 
local fruits and vegetables is down 70%. Other 
restaurants are predominantly targeted at the local 
market. Demand immediately  fell by 20%, but 
the businesses were strongly supported with the 
stimulus package and support on rent. Recently 
however, demand has dropped a further 20%. This 
is all despite high growth forecasts for 2020. There 
is no longer any hikes seen on pay-days, both 

public and private sector. If this level of demand 
were to continue or worsen, these businesses 
would have to close.

Tourists were a key market for The Brewery, 
historically making up roughly 70% of their 
business. In response to this fall in demand, The 
Brewery have therefore had to drastically adapt 
their business model, halving the number of hours 
they are open, and currently trialling only opening 
four days a week. This has led to a fall in revenue 
by up to 85%. Utilities – a relatively fi xed cost - 
have now become a proportionately larger cost, 
from just under 10% of revenue to nearly 40%. 
This is despite reducing the utilities bill by over a 
third. This is a key driver behind the shorter hours, 
as the lower demand means it is unsustainable to 
cover the utility costs during non-peak hours. In 
response, the manager has taken a large pay-cut, 
and the number of staff has been reduced from 24 
to nine. 

Malog Bungalows is the host of the Maskelynes 
Outrigger Tour, a multi-day canoe tour. It provides 
signifi cant income to the local community, as the 
tour includes guides, locally provided food, land 
fees, transportation costs, and visits to villages 
such as Avokh. In 2019, there were 96 tourists, 
a number which has dropped to 27 this year, the 
majority of whom came in the fi rst three months of 
the year. TC Harold caused damage of roughly VUV 
500,000 to the bungalows. There were also plans 
to upgrade some of the bungalows. Whilst these 
repairs and upgrades are ongoing, funded partly 
by a small number of domestic tourists and also by 
a friend overseas, it is at a slower pace than would 
have been possible otherwise.  

Malekula Holiday Villas has seen a drop 
in demand by about 50%. This has primarily 
been driven by the lack of international tourists, 
although this has been offset by a large degree to a 
surge in Government and NGO employees post TC 
Harold. Before COVID, they had three staff, which 
has now been reduced to one. They buy all food 
from the local community, purchases which have 
reduced in line with the fall in demand.
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INFORMATION & COMMUNICATION

SUMMARY 
Provisional data analysed 
by the Telecommunications, 
Radiocommunications, and Broadcasting 
Regulator (TRBR) suggests that the 
telecommunications market has been 
only mildly impacted by COVID-19, faring 
better than many other sectors. This has 
been partly driven by a large increase in 
the amount of data being bought.  For the 
communications businesses within this 
sub-sector, the picture is very different, 
with falling subscriptions and advertising 
revenue impacting heavily on many 
businesses. Given the low levels of demand, 
the high reliance on business-to-business 
transactions, and the fact that advertising 
and subscriptions are one of the easier costs 
to cut, there immediate future for these 
businesses will be diffi cult. Whilst most 
businesses seem confi dent in the short-
term, 47% have a low or very low confi dence 
that they will still be operating in a year. 

800-1,000
EMPLOYEES

CONTRIBUTION
TO GDP:

7.0%

CHANGE IN REVENUE (SURVEY)

-37%

CHANGE IN FULL-TIME WORKERS 
(SURVEY)

-17% 
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Provisional data analyzed by the TRBR suggests 
that the telecommunications market has been 
affected by COVID-19, with revenues slightly 
dipping off in quarter 2 of 2020. Although total 
market revenue has experienced this downward 
trend, the market outlook remain positive as 
telecommunication companies have benefi ted 
from a fl ow in traffi c of data, and as a result the 
sector is still performing well compared to other 
infrastructure sub- sectors. Some companies 
have been strengthened by the short term spike 
in data traffi c and increased use of broadband 
services as more people are working, studying, 
or teaching from home. Traffi c growth has in fact 
demonstrated increased reliance on connectivity 
and digital service

This impression was confi rmed through 
consultations held with both Vodafone and 
Digicel. Overall there has been a substantial 
reduction in demand for their services, with a 
fall in demand from hospitality businesses, and 
a reduction in roaming income all contributing. 
Demand from locals has reduced too however. TC 
Harold caused hundreds of millions of vatu worth 
of damage. This delayed some investment plans, 
but both companies are continuing with their 
respective investment plans unchanged. Both 
fi rms managed to keep all employees on, helped 
by the ESP.  Input costs – notably the wholesale 
bandwidth and electricity – remain very high and 
limit their ability to lower prices. Given the overall 
business model, of the urban centres helping to 
pay for the services provided by the more remote 
towers – a sustained drop in revenue would put 
either the profi tability or the service delivery of the 
industry at risk. 

The Daily Post’s advertising revenue is split 
roughly evenly between the private sector, and 
NGOs and Government. Demand from the latter 
group has held up well, but demand from the 
private sector has dropped off by roughly 60%, 
despite businesses directly involved in tourism 
only being responsible for about 8% of revenue 
before COVID. This includes both big businesses, 
who have cut back their spending substantially, 

and smaller businesses, whose spending has 
entirely gone. Circulation is down about 20%, 
and roughly half the staff have had their hours 
reduced from eight to fi ve hours a day. Cash fl ow is 
increasingly a problem, with any late payment now 
having a disproportionately larger impact on the 
business model. Overall, the Daily Post is in a solid 
position to continue.

MultiMedia Ltd.’s main market has been 
the private sector (80% of revenue) with the 
Government providing the remainder. Since 
COVID-19, they have seen their revenues drop by 
roughly 50%, with demand dropping from both the 
public and private sectors, with small businesses 
in particular almost entirely ceasing to advertise. 
They were not able to access the stimulus package 
– either the Employment Stabilisation Programme 
or the Small Business Grant. They have kept all 18 
permanent staff on – however, with staffi ng as the 
main cost, all employees have taken a 50% pay cut, 
with most working half hours. Maintaining the full 
staff has been helped by a loan holiday from the 
bank – however, when this holiday ends, the drop 
in revenue will mean the company will be in a very 
precarious position, and may or may not be able to 
survive. 

Telsat Pacifi c’s earnings are currently 30% of 
what they were a year ago, with a fall in demand 
from hotels being the main driver of this, but also 
due to individual subscriptions falling. So far they 
have maintained all staff, but have cut back hours 
by 20%. They also recently launched 1Nomo, with 
a plan to use business advertising to fund it, but 
there is no demand for adverts from the business 
community currently. Currently all investments 
and purchases have been reduced to a basic level. 
The high fees from the regulators are increasingly 
diffi cult to pay during periods of such low demand. 
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FINANCE & INSURANCE

SUMMARY 
The banking sector itself has only been 
impacted slightly so far, with revenues 
only down a bit, almost all staff still being 
employed, and with a very high degree of 
certainty that their businesses will continue. 
Despite this, the fi nance and insurance 
sector had the joint second lowest score 
for their confi dence in the entire economy 
in the survey. This may be explained by 
the very low levels of investment which all 
of the fi nancial institutions interviewed 
reported, although there is no data available. 
The fi nancial institutions all offered loan 
holidays, which will begin to expire soon. 
The ability of businesses to continue to 
pay back their loans once these holidays 
end will be critical for the balance sheets 
of the banks, as well as for the long-term 
health of the economy. Given the current 
poor prospects for a fast recovery, fi nancial 
institutions, the private sector, and the 
Government must all work together to fi nd 
innovative solutions to the economic crisis.

1,100-1,200
EMPLOYEES

CHANGE IN REVENUE (SURVEY)

-11%

CHANGE IN FULL-TIME WORKERS 
(SURVEY)

0% 

CONTRIBUTION
TO GDP:

6.7%
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In response to the COVID-19 crisis, NBV offered 
selected customers the option of a loan holiday, 
which a sizeable proportion of the businesses 
utilised. NBV have witnessed a decline in day-to-
day economic activity, as measured by the fees 
they collect for individual transactions, as well as 
a sharp shift in the investment landscape, with 
businesses increasing their deposits and with a 
complete evaporation of demand for new loans. 
This is true across all of the sectors, and shows a 
lack of private investment in the economy. This, 
combined with the fall in asset values, will begin 
to have a substantial impact on the balance sheet 
and health of businesses in the short to medium 
term. NBV currently has a very high level of 
liquidity, and so is able to provide loans, but must 
maintain its credit standards in order to protect 
the long-term interests of the bank. 

NBV is committed to its role within the economy, 
and is determined to maintain as full a service as 
is possible, in particular keeping on all 306 staff, 
and ensuring all of its branches remain open. In 
the future, this commitment may have an impact 
on other aspects of the business. NBV have been 
facing issues with the import of key parts – for 
example spare parts for ATM machines which 
normally would arrive in a day can now take 
four weeks, which could hypothetically severely 
impact NBV’s service delivery. 

ANZ have reported a sizeable contraction of 
pipeline activity for new loans.  There are a few 
customers who will continue with investment 
plans given they had committed to these projects 
prior to COVID-19, however new investment 
activity is weak. COVID relief was offered to ANZ 
customers for a period of up to 6 months, the 
extension of COVID relief will continue, however 
regulatory guidelines to undertake appropriate 
credit assessment will come into play.  ANZ 
will be encouraging customers who can start 
repayments to do so, for customers who require 
further support, ANZ will be available to help 
identify, monitor and manage the situation with 
customers individually.

The majority of Credit Corporation’s 
customers are SMEs, whose main market is the 
local market. Transport is their biggest single 
market. Taxis and tour operators in particular 
have been heavily impacted, whilst common 
transport and buses have still seen a sharp fall in 
income, but still have some income. The company 
immediately offered a 3-month loan repayment 
holiday to all customers, which about 40% of 
customers utilised. So far repayment rates have 
stayed strong, driven in large part by the fact that 
many of the clients have an alternative source of 
income – such as a permanent job, a nakamal – 
which helps them with the repayments. Outside 
of transport, the story is more positive, albeit 
with the vast majority of customers still being 
negatively impacted. In the three months ( April – 
June) after the borders closed, they received only 
a handful of enquiries but commencing August 
they are starting to see a recovery in general 
enquiries around infrastructure, construction , 
agriculture and vehicle fi nancing. 

Vanuatu Insurance Brokers saw an 
immediate decrease in demand for their products 
when the COVID-19 crisis fi rst hit, with nearly 
all tour operators ceasing to hold essential 
insurance (Workers Compensation Policy and 
Public Liability Insurance) in March, and many 
hotels and resorts following, signifying that they 
are no longer operating, with some places even 
ceasing to hold property insurance. As time has 
progressed, VIB have seen more businesses in 
other sectors reduce their insurance, either if 
they are closing, or as a cost-saving measure, 
as they reduce the level of non-legislative 
insurance which they hold – for example medivac 
insurance. The global insurance industry 
generally has taken a big hit, but so far, despite 
the hit they have taken, VIB have been able to 
absorb the shock and to continue to operate at the 
same level, with all staff still fully employed. 
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REAL ESTATE

SUMMARY 
There is a lack of data with regards to the 
real estate market, although there seemed 
to be a relevant coherent story from 
consultations. International sales have all 
but disappeared for now, whilst the local 
market has remained steady. The high-end 
rental market, both short-term and long-
term, has also taken a big hit. 

CONTRIBUTION
TO GDP:

7.8%
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distinct parts of its business – sales, long-
term rentals, short-term rentals (through 16 
Degrees), and property development. With 
regards to sales, demand from the foreign 
market has unsurprisingly disappeared, 
going from ten sales a month to zero. 
The local market for sales has however 
remained broadly unchanged. For long-
term rentals, from March until the end of 
July there were a number of commercial 
notices given, despite rental rates being 
dropped by 30%, whilst C&K have begun 
to see an increase in the number of notices 
being given on residential leases. This has 
been particularly true for the expatriate 
community, whilst local demand has held 
up – primarily because these renters are in 
good-salaried, permanent jobs – e.g. civil 
servants. Short-term rentals were near 
exclusively for tourists, and therefore the 
35 properties are now in essence sitting 
unused, with some basic maintenance 
being done. The fi nal strand of work is 
property development, and here, due to the 
uncertainty, C&K have placed all but one 

of their six large projects on hold. These 
developments included construction, and 
the one remaining project is just at the 
feasibility study/architecture stage. 

First National had a good fi rst six months 
of the year, with sales slightly higher than 
last year. This was driven by some projects 
which were already underway from 
international investors, combined with local 
demand remaining strong. Whilst there 
are still some enquiries from abroad, it is 
uncertain how long this level of interest will 
be maintained with border closure as most 
investors are not happy to purchase a site 
unseen.  The rental market has suffered 
more than the sales during the border 
closure.  Many people were repatriated to 
their country of origin and will not return 
or be replaced until planes are fl ying.  They 
remain optimistic for the future.
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TRANSPORT

SUMMARY 
The transport industry has been heavily 
impacted, with tour operators and taxis in 
particular losing all of their business. Buses 
and common transport drivers have also 
been heavily impacted however, from both 
the lack of tourists and the fall in economic 
activity from locals – for example reduced 
income has led to a fall in prices of journeys 
of over 50% in Tanna. Other transport 
operators, such as airlines or car rentals, 
were highly exposed to tourism, and have 
suffered large falls in revenue. The data from 
the accountants is slightly more positive 
than the survey, with transport and tour 
operators having a 27% fall in revenue. 43% 
of transport operators in the survey had a 
low or very low level of confi dence that they 
would still be operating in a year. 

The impact on domestic shipping is very 
diffi cult to measure because of TC Harold. 
This had the twin effect of boosting demand 
in the short-term, for the humanitarian 
relief, and of reducing supply, as many ships 
were damaged. Year-on-year comparisons 
are therefore exceptionally diffi cult, 
although the lower demand across the 
economy can be expected to have an impact. 
This is already being seen for international 
shipping – for example one shipping 
company reported a fall of roughly 20% in 
the volume of TEU (twenty-foot equivalent 
unit) which they imported compared to 
2019.

3,000
EMPLOYEES

CONTRIBUTION
TO GDP:

4.2%

CHANGE IN REVENUE (SURVEY)

-52%

CHANGE IN FULL-TIME WORKERS 
(SURVEY)

-20% 
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S Shefa Land Transport Association is the representative body within Shefa 
for all bus and taxi drivers, and common transport and tour operators. In 2019 
it had 1,648 bus drivers  registered, as well as 134 taxi drivers, 210 common 
transports, and 69 tour operators. This year, the number of registered bus 
drivers has dropped to roughly 550 – this is likely due to non-compliance rather 
than a fall in the number of buses, showing the increased fi nancial pressure. Taxi 
drivers and tour operators have seen a near total disappearance of income, as 
they nearly exclusively serve tourists, whilst bus drivers and common transport 
operators still have the local markets, and therefore still have a source of income, 
albeit at a reduced level. Conversations with the LTA and with individual bus 
owners/drivers have indicated a drop in income of up to 40%. This has been 
mitigated by the fact the majority of owners have an alternative source of income, 
and that many drivers have gardens to support them. There has also been a 
geographical disparity, with drivers in Port Vila particularly impacted, versus 
those in North Efate for example. The stimulus package gave VUV 60,000 to each 
owner, who had the discretion of whether to pass this on to the drivers. Many of 
the buses were bought using loans, and the ability to pay off these loans is a big 
concern for many owners. A common understanding on how to approach this 
issue would be benefi cial for the industry. 

The Tafea Land Transport Association indicated that there has been a sharp 
fall in demand for land transport within Tanna, with revenue dropping by an 
estimated 50-80% for most bus and common transport drivers. This has been 
driven by the lack of tourists, who pay high prices to drivers, and by cash fl ow 
issues within Tanna due to a lack of funds. This means that transport operators 
have had to accept lower prices, with Whitesands to Lenakel now costing 200 
vatu instead of 500. Whilst agricultural production has remained high, prices 
have dropped – for example a stampa of kava that previously would have cost 
VUV 5,000 now costs 2,000, due to lower demand. This means that farmers are 
paying lower prices to transport operators. Tour operators, and drivers outside of 
Lenakel, have been particularly impacted. Demand has been helped by the fact 
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that the May to September period has a high level 
of custom ceremonies associated with harvest 
time, and so they are expecting demand to drop 
further in the coming months. Support with 
payment plans for vehicles is vital. 

Consultations with a freight forwarder 
indicated that the business so far has generally 
been fi ne so far, with demand roughly consistent 
compared to the previous year. The lack of 
air freight has had a minimal impact on this 
business, as most of their custom switched to 
sea-freight. The primary impact of this has been 
to change the operating model, as it now means 
that there are a few very intense periods when 
ships come in, whereas before the air freight 
meant that work was spread out. Going forwards, 
there is slightly less confi dence about the future. 
As an example, normally they would import 
two containers of mixed freight per ship from 
Melbourne. The previous ship however only had 
one container, whilst the next is only forecast to 
have half. It is unclear to what extent this is due 
to lower demand from Vanuatu, or because the 
suppliers from Melbourne (which is in lockdown) 
have been forced to reduce their level of activity. 
Given the uncertainty, they have cancelled all 
investment – for example they were going to 
purchase a new truck.

Another freight forwarder faced an 
immediate drop in turnover of 90% in April/May, 
when a large amount of shipping immediately 
stopped and air freight cargo services were 
suspended. In response they reduced their 
working hours to three days a week, although 
this has now reverted back to normal as demand 
has somewhat recovered, albeit it is still 40% 
down. They have noticed reduced demand from 
grocery wholesalers, and from construction 
projects which have been put on hold – such as 
the Brenwe Hydro Power Plant. Whilst demand 
has now levelled out, there is a high level of 
uncertainty for the future, particularly as 
Christmas is often a very busy period, and it is 
unsure what the level of demand will be this year. 

Unity Airlines historically have been very 
dependent on tourism, with about 60% of 
business historically coming from tourists. 
There has been a minimal amount of domestic 
tourism, but otherwise this has disappeared. The 
business received a boost post TC Harold, with 
an increase in government fl ights in particular, 
but slow payments of LPOs have impacted on 
their cash fl ow. Overall though, fl ying hours are 
down 50%, even with discounts offered. A cost-
saving measures, the managers have not taken 
a wage this year, and have cut the base wages 
of the pilots by 50%, as well as cancelling some 
upgrades to the avionics of the planes. They have 
received the ESP for March only so far, which has 
enabled them to keep all their hanger staff on at 
full wages. Despite these measures, they have still 
had to utilise their reserves to help meet costs.

Beyond the lack of tourists, the closed borders 
have also meant that it is harder to import 
machinery, ranging from individual parts, to 
an entire new plane which is stuck in Brisbane. 
Discount Rentals have seen almost their entire 
business disappear, with only two of the 14 cars 
currently operating.

Sea Road Services have a number of ships, 
which mostly service the Shepherds and East 
Pentecost. Whilst the last few months have 
been relatively quiet, this has been continuing 
a longer term trend, and refl ects the increased 
competition within the industry. With the ongoing 
COVID 19 situation, they expect a gradual 
negative impact on the shipping business and 
industry, particularly relating to a lot of people 
losing their jobs in the city, as they are the ones 
who buy local produce from the islands and they 
often buy materials and goods to send back to 
the islands. Sea Road Services only had one trip 
to Melsisi from the TC Harold response, although 
other shops which have had more charters 
benefi tted at the time. There have been some 
other aid programmes which have helped Sea 
Road Services. 
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HEALTH & EDUCATION 

SUMMARY 
There has been a fall in demand for 
medical services, including from the local 
population. Although part of this can be 
attributed to improved hygiene, it also 
appears to be the case that people are less 
likely to go to the doctors when ill – whether 
this is because of lack of income or because 
of concerns around COVID-19 is unclear. 
The education sector has so far held up 
well, predominantly due to support from 
the stimulus package. At the kindergarten 
level however, which was not eligible for 
the stimulus package, demand has fallen 
substantially and late payments have 
risen. If support is not given to schools 
next year, there would be a substantial risk 
of the number of pupils enrolled falling 
substantially, which would harm the 
education of children, as well as impacting 
on the business models of the schools.

800-1,000
EMPLOYEES

CHANGE IN REVENUE (SURVEY)

-44%

CHANGE IN FULL-TIME WORKERS 
(SURVEY)

-38% 

CONTRIBUTION
TO GDP:

1.9%
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NovoMedical has seen a sharp fall in 
demand for its services, with turnover 
down approximately 40%. This has been 
driven by a number of factors, including 
zero tourists, fewer expatriates, no 
seasonal workers needing medical exams 
for visa purposes, as well as reduced 
demand from local residents (roughly 
30%). Whilst some of this reduced demand 
can be attributed to improved hygiene – for 
example fl u-like symptoms are well down 
– there has also been reduced demand 
for services such as cardiac assessments, 
suggesting that people are perhaps less 
likely to go to the doctor now. Savings have 
been made on staffi ng, as the doctors are 
billed based on patients treated.

NovoDental’s demand has held up better 
– albeit still down. One serious impediment 
to their business is one of their specialist 
dentists has been unable to return to the 
country from overseas.  Overall though 
the practice (both Medical and Dental) is 
confi dent of its long-term position, and is 
still pursuing investment and expansion 
plans.

Medical Options’ practice is primarily 
based on issuing e-medicals for visa 
purposes – mostly for seasonal workers 
and students. This represented roughly 
90% of their business, and has obviously 
ceased, with the exception of the seasonal 
workers going to the Northern Territories. 
Medical Options did receive the ESP, which 
helped to keep their staff on, but now they 
have all 11 staff in Port Vila working at 
half levels. They have reduced the level 
of operations and number of staff for the 
Santo part of the business once the ESP 
fi nished. They are using business savings 
to continue to operate, as well as using the 
in-patient side of the business. This has in 
fact seen a slight increase in demand, due 
to the extra capacity which they now have 
to put towards this.

Pikinini Playtime is a private school, 
ranging from early childhood to year 
7. It has roughly 700 children, and 70 
staff. The vast majority of the children 
are Ni-Vanuatu, predominantly coming 
from families with well-paid jobs – for 
example civil servants. The school has 
so far managed to continue largely 
unaffected, with the Government support 
package for private schools (primary 
and above) in particular meaning that 
the school has certainty until the end of 
the year.  The stimulus package was not 
available however to the early childhood/
kindergarten age groups. For these 
children, there has been a 30% drop in 
enrolment. This has predominantly come 
from the private sector, with demand from 
the public sector remaining high. If such 
a drop were to be replicated for the older 
year groups, for example in the absence 
of the stimulus package, then this would 
mean that the school would have to re-
examine its operating model, including the 
likelihood of cutting staffi ng. In response to 
the lockdown, Pikinini Playtime produced 
home schooling packs, and they are now 
looking at making these available to 
children across the nation. They are also in 
the process of expanding into Santo, and 
hope to open a sign language facility next 
year. These plans would also come under 
risk were income to be heavily impacted.

Hops Childcare is a kindergarten based 
in Freswota, with roughly 45 children. 
This year has seen a large increase in 
the number of late payments, with the 
parents of about 30 children being late on 
payments. Approximately 90% of these 
outstanding debts are from civil servants. 
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MOTOR VEHICLES

CASE STUDY
Demand for cars from private individuals 
has fallen substantially this year. As an 
example, Intraco’s sales are down roughly 
40-50% compared to last year, with August 
being particularly quiet, at 90% down. It is 
obvious that as the lockdowns are extended, 
the effect on retail sales is worsening. July 
was slightly better than other months, 
due primarily to the festive period around 
the Independence Celebrations. Demand 
from the Government and fl eet sales, has 
remained roughly constant compared to 
last year, although this is still low. In the 
aftersales activities, whilst spare parts sales 
are showing slightly better numbers with 
a 15% drop, the demand for the high-end 
mechanical and body work has dropped by 
about 30%. 

The group had to undertake some 
substantial restructuring to remain 
sustainable, with full time employment 
going from 55 to 40 employees, as well as 
introducing part time employment for some. 
They did not apply for ESP relief as they were 
advised that it did not apply to the industry. 
Intraco’s short-term investment plans were 
also reviewed with the plan to establish a 
dealership in Santo put on hold indefi nitely, 
as well as a cancelled partnership in Tanna, 
whilst their other projects in commercial 
real estate have all been cancelled for now, 
until they get a better idea of what the future 
may be like.

CHANGE IN REVENUE (SURVEY)

-40%

CHANGE IN FULL-TIME WORKERS 
(SURVEY)

-27% 

CONTRIBUTION
TO GDP:

1.2%
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OTHER SERVICES

SUMMARY 
This is a diffi cult category to analyse, due 
to the large variety of the type of business 
within it. Professional services such as 
accountants and lawyers seem to be thus 
far relatively unaffected in their day-to-
day running, although they are seeing a 
lot of very worrying signs for the wider 
economy, and have a high level of concern 
for the future. Other services, which are 
more dependent on individual consumer 
spending or tourists, have been much more 
heavily impacted, such as JB Barbershop, for 
whom demand was down 50% in August. 

CHANGE IN REVENUE (SURVEY)

-54%

CHANGE IN FULL-TIME WORKERS 
(SURVEY)

-41% 

CONTRIBUTION
TO GDP:

2.9%
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had to reduce the number 
of guards they employ from 
180, with around 50 being put 
on temporary leave. This is 
primarily due to a fall in demand 
coming primarily from tourism 
operators, but they have now 
begun to see a reduction in 
demand from others, such 
as private individuals. They 
are being supported by the 
company with food and other 
basic necessities. Despite being 
so closely linked to the tourism 
industry, they did not receive the 
ESP.
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JB Barbershop saw a few extremely slow 
months in the immediate months after the 
border closed, with many people avoiding the 
hairdressers due to COVID-19 fears. Since then, 
demand has recovered, with July being at 90% 
of the pre-COVID level, with returning seasonal 
workers and the Yumi40 celebrations helping 
substantially. August saw very low demand 
however, at 50% of the pre-COVID levels. 
Demand has fallen across all segments, including 
Government workers, with the exception of bus 
drivers, who need to adhere to the new dress-
code regulations. 

The lack of tourists has had a big impact on 
Big Blue, with their turnover down 70-80%. In 
response to this, they have cut their operating 
days from seven days a week to four and have 
made as many cost saving measures as possible 
– for example the sale of assets. They received 
the stimulus package, which allowed them 
to keep all staff members initially, although 
now the support has expired they have had to 
reduce numbers from 15 to 10. When they were 
receiving the package, they were able to combine 
this with other projects designed to protect the 
environment – for example eradicating crown 
of thorns. This allowed them to have jobs for 
the staff, as well as the additional benefi ts of 
protecting the reefs – however, without the 
stimulus package it will become diffi cult to fund 
these projects. In order to increase demand, they 
offered specials on diving courses, which had a 
good demand, and will hopefully increase the 
pool of domestic divers. 

Law Partners’ focus is on audit and accounting 
work, which so far has been steady, helped by a 
relatively low exposure to the tourism industry. 
They have seen a large fall in demand from 
foreign investors, although there are a number 
who are interested, but waiting for borders 
to reopen.  On the audit side, work is steady, 
however for small to medium sized businesses 
there have been requests for reductions in audit 
fees, whilst the accounting side has seen a slight 

fall in demand, with some clients opting to do 
their own work. This also applies to tasks such 
as renewing VIPAs or work permits, with fewer 
businesses opting to spend on Law Partners to do 
their work. There are also an increasing number 
of clients struggling to pay on time, and more 
enquiries from businesses about what it would 
entail to make their employees redundant. Law 
Partners itself are cautiously optimistic about 
the future, however signifi cant uncertainty exists 
while the pandemic situation continues and 
borders remain closed.

Barrett & Partners have been relatively stable 
so far, although they are expecting a substantial 
fall in demand for their services, in part due to 
their large stake in the hospitality industry. They 
have seen a fall in the number of small businesses 
who are approaching them for various work, and 
are expecting an increase in insolvency work in 
2021. In anticipation of this, they have slightly 
downsized their staff, although this has been 
partly driven by one partner retiring, and by two 
other staff being overseas and unable to return. 
They have continued business from large fi rms, 
who have a statutory duty to be audited, as well as 
for Government or aid projects from the Auditor 
General’s offi ce.

The interviewed law fi rm has had roughly 
steady revenue this year compared to last, 
although they are expecting a fall in demand. 
They have seen a change in the nature of the 
work, with a fall in mortgage preparation work 
and house sales. The fi rm has had a good level of 
litigation work, which is now starting to conclude, 
with the number of future cases being uncertain. 
The fi rm has kept all of its staff on so far.
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 1 SURVEY RESPONDENTS BY SECTOR

PRIMARY SECTOR 2%

CONSTRUCTION 12%

MANUFACTURING 25%

UTILITIES 2%

RETAIL/WHOLESALE 27%

ACCOMMODATION/RESTAURANTS 50%

INFORMATION/COMMUNICATION 15%

FINANCE & INSURANCE 6%

REAL ESTATE 4%

TRANSPORT 14%

EDUCATION & HEALTH 5%

OTHER SERVICES 36%

WHOLESALE AND RETAIL TRADE
AND REPAIR OF MOTOR VEHICLES 0%

SHEFA 172

SANMA 25

TAFEA 3

MALAMPA 2

TORBA 0

PENAMA 0

25%
MANUFACTURING

27%
RETAIL/WHOLESALE

50%
ACCOMMODATION/

RESTAURANTS

36%
OTHER SERVICES

14%
TRANSPORT

SURVEY RESPONDENTS BY PROVINCE
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CHANGES TO REVENUE AND STAFFING – VCCI SURVEY RESULTS

SECTOR

%
CHANGE

IN 
REVENUE

STAFF BEFORE STAFF NOW
% 

CHANGE
IN 

FULL
TIME 

WORKERS

DO YOU 
HAVE ANY 

PLANS 
TO MAKE 

STAFF
REDUN-

DANT 
SOON

FULL
TIME

PART
TIME

FULL
TIME

PART
TIME

PRIMARY SECTOR -53%  20  6  19  2 -5% 50%

CONSTRUCTION -19%  106  10  76  6 -28% 42%

MANUFACTURING -36%  363  259  306  160 -16% 28%

UTILITIES -33%  156  23  150  20 -4% 0%

RETAIL/WHOLESALE -37%  1,215  203  1,092  103 -10% 59%

ACCOMMODATION/RESTAURANTS -79%  1,028  119  577  255 -44% 68%

INFORMATION/COMMUNICATION -37%  195  29  161  36 -17% 40%

FINANCE & INSURANCE -11%  302  3  302  3 0% 0%

REAL ESTATE -25%  14  2  13  3 -7% 50%

TRANSPORT -52%  184  25  148  7 -20% 36%

MOTOR VEHICLES (SALE/REPAIR) -40%  89  6  65  3 -27% 60%

EDUCATION & HEALTH -44%  39  56  24  61 -38% 40%

OTHER SERVICES -54%  160  87  95  69 -41% 33%

OVERALL -50%  3,871  828  3,028  728 -22% 46%

EXCLUDING ACCOM/RESTAUR -40%  2,843  709  2,451 473 -14% 39%0
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LEVELS OF CONFIDENCE – VCCI SURVEY RESULTS

SECTOR

ON A SCALE OF 1-5, 
WHAT IS YOUR CONFIDENCE IN...

% OF BUSINESS WITH A LOW
OR VERY LOW CONFIDENCE
THEY’LL BE RUNNING IN...

YOUR
BUSINESS

YOUR
SECTOR

THE OVERALL 
ECONOMY

3 
MONTHS

1 
YEAR

5 
YEARS

CONSTRUCTION 3.1 3.0 2.3 33% 42% 33%

MANUFACTURING 3.5 3.1 2.4 20% 48% 36%

UTILITIES 4.0 3.5 3.0 0% 0% 0%

RETAIL/WHOLESALE 2.7 2.9 2.5 37% 48% 48%

ACCOMMODATION/RESTAURANTS 2.5 2.5 2.3 62% 70% 46%

INFORMATION/COMMUNICATION 3.0 2.8 1.9 13% 47% 53%

FINANCE & INSURANCE 3.2 2.5 2.0 0% 0% 0%

REAL ESTATE 2.3 2.8 2.0 75% 75% 75%

TRANSPORT 2.9 2.9 2.2 29% 43% 14%

MOTOR VEHICLES (SALE/REPAIR) 3.0 3.4 3.4 60% 60% 40%

EDUCATION & HEALTH 3.2 3.8 2.2 40% 40% 40%

OTHER SERVICES 3.2 3.1 2.4 47% 44% 33%

OVERALL 2.93 2.90 2.3 40% 50% 38%

EXCLUDING ACCOM/RESTAUR 3.1 3.0 2.3 25% 8% 35%
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SCENARIO ANALYSIS – VCCI SURVEY RESULTS1

SECTOR

IF THERE WAS A FALL IN DEMAND OF 20%,
COMPARED TO AUGUST 2020, WHAT WOULD THIS MEAN?

TEMPORARILY 
CLOSE

BUSINESS

PERMANENTLY 
CLOSE 

BUSINESS

REDUCE 
INVESTMENT

REDUCE
STAFF 

HOURS

REDUCE 
STAFF 

NUMBERS

PRIMARY SECTOR 0% 0% 50% 0% 50%

CONSTRUCTION 17% 0% 17% 25% 33%

MANUFACTURING 8% 4% 12% 32% 32%

UTILITIES 0% 0% 50% 50% 0%

RETAIL/WHOLESALE 11% 11% 19% 7% 37%

ACCOMMODATION/RESTAURANTS 24% 18% 10% 14% 26%

INFORMATION/COMMUNICATION 7% 7% 20% 20% 47%

FINANCE & INSURANCE 0% 0% 33% 0% 17%

REAL ESTATE 50% 0% 0% 25% 25%

TRANSPORT 21% 0% 14% 21% 29%

MOTOR VEHICLES (SALE/REPAIR) 40% 0% 20% 20% 20%

EDUCATION & HEALTH 20% 0% 20% 0% 60%

OTHER SERVICES 11% 17% 11% 19% 11%

OVERALL 16% 10% 15% 18% 28%

EXCLUDING ACCOM/RESTAUR 13% 7% 16% 19% 29%




