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Methodology  
 

The Kingdom of Tonga (Tonga) has welcomed the Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and 
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National Context 

  
A Polynesian archipelago comprising 172 islands, of which 36 are inhabited, the Kingdom of 

Tonga (Tonga) has a population of 107,542 people of whom 70% presently reside on the main 

island of Tongatapu.1 Despite its relatively small population, Tonga was among the top four 

countries of emigration in relation to its population.2 Tongans began moving after the Second 

World War as the mushrooming population of the country began facing a shortage of 

agricultural land. The first moves were internal, from outer to main islands, and from smaller 

to larger towns. Beginning as a trickle in the 1950s, international migration from Tonga stepped 

up in the last half of the 20th century to the primary destinations of New Zealand, Australia, 

and the United States owing to an increasing pull of education and work opportunities. 

Throughout the last half of the 20th century, internal and overseas migration have been part of 

a steady transformation of the country.   

+LV�0DMHVW\¶V�*RYHUQPHQW��*RYHUQPHQW� does not currently have reliable demographic data 

regarding the diaspora, its size, or its profile however, it is estimated that the Tongan diaspora 

is as large in number, if not bigger, than the population of Tongans residing in country3. The 

size of the Tongan diaspora is estimated to be 126,540, based on recent census data in Australia, 

New Zealand, and the United States, where most overseas Tongans reside.4 Within the country, 

most Tongans reside on the main island of Tongatapu particularly in the capital, Nuku'alofa. 

Increasing outer island exodus results in depopulated islands and has pushed government to 

adopt new government policies aimed at stemming the tide of internal population movement.  

Tonga has a small but open economy reliant on remittances (equivalent to 39% of GDP in 

2020)5, tourism, agriculture, and foreign aid. Migration and migrants have become central to 

the economic and social fabric of the contemporary Tongan society. Remittances makes a 

significant contribution to the economy with Tonga receiving the highest remittances (35.2%)6 

in the world when viewed as a percentage of the Gross Domestic Product.  

However, the relationship is much broader than a financial one and has important social and 

cultural dimensions. Members of the diaspora can also contribute to Tongan development 

through the transfer of skills, through return migration and through investment and trade 

activity. Labour mobility schemes (predominantly to New Zealand and Australia) are also a 

feature of the migration and employment landscape. The government continues to engage in 

dialogue with destination countries and with the Tongan community to ensure the effective 

continuation of the various labor mobility schemes and to protect the interests of Tongans.  

Net remittances have largely remained stable over 2020 and 2021, despite the global impacts 

of COVID-19. 

https://worldpopulationreview.com/countries/tonga-population
https://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/wmr_2020.pdf
http://extwprlegs1.fao.org/docs/pdf/ton168846.pdf
https://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_Departments/Parliamentary_Library/pubs/rp/rp2122/Quick_Guides/TongaVolcano
https://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/wmr_2020.pdf
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have disproportionately affected migrant workers, who have found themselves stranded unable 

to return to their place of work or their communities of origin. The volcano eruption and the 

ensuing tsunami waves on January 15, 2022, came as Tonga struggled to overcome the 

devastation caused by a series of severe cyclones in recent years7 and the economic impact of 

COVID-19. The international community mobilized immediate emergency relief and longer 

term support towards the recovery plan.  The recovery efforts from the HTHH eruption was 

further complicated with WKH�FRXQWU\¶V� ILUVW�&29,'-19 outbreak. The outbreak prompted a 

series of lockdowns, and the country remains in a state of emergency.  

Like other Pacific Small Island Developing States, several structural factors constrain 

development and growth prospects of Tonga. These include the challenges posed by smallness, 
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the economy, strengthening resilience against the impacts of climate change and natural 

disasters, and improving social services and development.  

Climate Change continues to pose serious threats to the environment and livelihood of the 

people of Tonga. A National Climate Change Policy and Joint National Action Plan 2018-2028 

provide strategies for climate actions. A Climate Change Trust Fund has been established to 

strengthen coping capacities of all vulnerable communities. ,Q� WKLV� UHJDUG�� +LV� 0DMHVW\¶V�

Government is also committed to reducing the risk of displacement due to climate change and 

natural disasters and it continues to participate in all relevant regional and international fora 

and negotiations. Moreover, it collaborates with regional and international agencies to promote 

the policy objectives for µD�5HVLOLHQW�7RQJD¶�E\�������� 

The Kingdom of Tonga has ratified the following related international conventions:  

- CERD: International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial 

Discrimination - 16 Feb 1972  

- CRC: Convention on the Rights of the Child ± 6 November 1995 

 

Progress on GCM objectives 
 

Objective 1: Collect and utilize accurate and disaggregated data as a basis for evidence-

based policies 

+LV�0DMHVW\¶V�*RYHUQPHQW identified the need for a policy framework to address migration and 

inFRUSRUDWH� LW� LQWR� WKH� FRXQWU\¶V� QDWLRQDO� GHYHORSPHQW� SODQQLQJ� LQ� D� VWUDWHJLF� DQG�

comprehensive manner however, a lack of migration data has contributed to the limited 

LQWHJUDWLRQ�RI�PLJUDWLRQ� LQ�7RQJD¶V�GHYHORSPHQW�SODQQLQJ��7KXV�� LQ������� WKH�*RYHUQPHQW�

requested IOM to support it in the development of a migration and sustainable development 

policy (MSDP) to ensure that nexus between migration and sustainable development is 

LQWHJUDWHG�LQWR�7RQJD¶V�SXEOLF�SROLF\�SODQQLQJ�DQG�GHYHORSPHQW�DV�IUDPHG�DW�WKH�KLJhest level 
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TSDF II 2015-2025 outcomes and outputs, related KPIs and the 2030 Agenda goals, targets, 

and indicators.  

+LV� 0DMHVW\¶V� *RYHUQPHQW has developed the National Strategy for the Development of 

Statistics (NSDS) 2019-2023 also known as the Tonga Strategy for the Development of 

Statistics (TSDS) 2019-������DV�WKH�FRXQWU\¶V�QDWLRQDO�IUDPHZRUN�WR�PDLQVWUHDP�VWDWLVWLFV�LQWR�

national policy and planning process, to produce information responding to the needs of the 

various users, to mainstream sectors and other players into the National Statistics System (NSS) 

and to coordinate the entire NSS. The TSDS responds to the identified data challenges of Tonga 

and aims to deliver a country-led data revolution that builds statistical capacity for all members 

RI�WKH�166��7KH�VWUDWHJ\�SODFHV�7RQJD¶V�SURGXFWLRQ��FROOHFWLRQ��DQG�XVH�RI�VWDWLVWLFV�LQ�OLQH�ZLWK�

international best practice principles in that it requires statistical data production, collection 

and storage
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The Government currently uses several frameworks, which integrate climate change measures 

into national policies and planning. Tonga established the Emergency Management Office 

under the Ministry of Meteorology, Energy, Information, Disaster Management, Environment, 

Climate Change, and Communication (MEIDEC) which focuses on coastline protection and 

raising the level of knowledge within different local communities on what climate change is 

and its effects on Tonga. The National Emergency Management Organization (NEMO) has the 

primary initial response role and coordinates the national response to disasters. IOM in 

partnership with the Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre (IDMC) and the Platform for 

Disaster Displacement (PDD) is implementing a project to strengthen the disaster displacement 

response of +LV�0DMHVW\¶V�*RYHUQPHQW to reduce the risk of disaster displacement risk for 

vulnerable communities in Tonga. The project will enhance the technical capability and 

operational response capability of the Government.  

Additionally, NEMO and other national emergency stakeholders have also launched the Tonga 

Strategic Roadmap for Emergency and Disaster Risk Management to enhance emergency and 

disaster risk management and build safer communities. The Roadmap builds on existing 

strengths and addresses challenges of emergency management coordination in Tonga. 

Small-scale agricultural production in Tonga has been negatively impacted because of the 

migration of agricultural workers, as migrants abandon their lands and farms to work overseas 

and often do not work the lands upon their return in the off-season. In turn, the decline of small-

scale agricultural production has created further impetus for cyclical migration through the 

labour mobility scheme. Moreover, changes in relative wages due to the influx of remittances 

affect agricultural pURGXFWLRQ�DQG�WKH�UHODWLYH�FRPSHWLWLYHQHVV�RI�7RQJD¶V�DJULFXOWXUDO�PDUNHW��

These fluctuations in the income and productivity of farmers and small-scale food producers 

are potential drivers of migration8. Other areas of the Tongan labour force have also been 

impacted by the labour mobility schemes ± for example, interlocutors noted that the supply of 

semi-skilled workers for the whale watching industry has been depleted because of the 

attraction of higher wages offshore.  

In response, to minimize the effects of these factors, the Government has adopted a policy 

VWUDWHJ\� LQ� WKH� 06'3� WR� ³3URPRWH� LQLWLDWLYHV� WR� ERRVW� SURGXFWLYLW\� DQG� OLYHOLKRRGV� DFURVV�

various sectors including agriculture, fisheries, tourism and micro business activity.  Education 

campaigns were designed to increase awareness about practices and resilience strategies that 

reduce negative environmental impacts, which contribute to forced displacement and 

PLJUDWLRQ´.  Together with the affected communities, the Government has developed 

Community based strategies to mitigate negative impacts of labour mobility schemes in terms 

RI�WKUHDWV�WR�IDPLO\�FRKHVLRQ�DQG�ORFDO�ODERXU�VXSSO\�SUHVVXUHV�´�\ 

 

 

 

 

 
8 Taufatofua, Pita. April 2011. “TCP/TON/3302: Migration, Remittances, and Development in Tonga”. Food and 
Agriculture Organization of the United Nations: Sub-Regional Office for the Pacific Islands: 
http://www.fao.org/3/a-
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Objective 3: Provide accurate and timely information at all stages of migration   

7KH�$WWRUQH\�*HQHUDO¶V�2IILFH�LV�WKH�NH\�HQWLW\�FROODWLQJ�OHJLVODWLRQ�DQG�UHJXODWLRQV�RQ�DOO�ODZV�

in Tonga, including immigration laws and regulation. Information regarding all stages of 

migration to and from Tonga is available on the official website of the Attorney General.  

 

Objective 4: Ensure that all migrants have proof of legal identity and adequate 

documentation  

The Immigration Service of the Government facilitates overseas travel with issuance of 

passports. The process of issuing passports for labour migrants begins with the Internal Affairs 

issuing a letter to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs who then issue passports to citizens free of 

cost. Foreign Affairs also keeps a record of all the issued passports. The Ministry of Justice 

provides birth certificates to all children born in the country regardless of the status of their 

parents and maintains a sperate register for non-Tongan citizens. Other government 

departments provide other necessary documents such as Health Clearance and Police Records 

needed for permanent migration and seasonal workers.  

 

Objective 5: Enhance availability and flexibility of pathways for regular migration 

Tonga has bilateral agreements with the Government of Australia and the Government of New 

Zealand to facilitate labour migration:  The labour mobility agreement between Tonga and New 

Zealand is known as the Recognized Seasonal Employer (RSE) scheme. Tonga is one of the 

first two countries in the region that signed an agreement with New Zealand for seasonal work 

program. The RSE scheme is the first formal labour market arrangement the Tongan 

Government has managed. It is implemented by the Ministry of Labour, Commerce, and 

Industries (MLCI). The agreement between Tonga and Australia is known as the Seasonal 

Worker Programme (SWP), and in September 2018 was amended and renamed the Pacific 

Labour Scheme (PLS). Thousands of Tongans are employed in labour mobility schemes with 

Australia and New Zealand in horticulture, meat processing, construction, tourism, and 

hospitality. The Government will further negotiate and enter into bilateral agreements with 

destination and transit countries with a vieZ� WR� PD[LPL]H� PLJUDWLRQ� EHQHILWV� IRU� 7RQJD¶V�

sustainable development planning. The Ministry of Trade and Economic Development together 

with the Ministry of Internal Affairs, hosted the National Labour Mobility High Level Meeting 

WR�GHYHORS�7RQJD¶V�1DWLRQDO Labour Mobility Policy which was launched in February 2021.  

The policy aims to maximize the development impact of circular labour mobility in Tonga.  

Government policy relating to the entry of Tongan dual nationals who are travelling on non-

Tongan passports is currently under review (in the context of the review of the visa system) 



 8 

Objective 6: Facilitate fair and ethical recruitment and safeguard conditions that ensure 

decent work  

The establishment of Labour Mobility Agreements (LMA), like the Recognised Seasonal 

Employer Scheme (RSE) and the Pacific Labour Scheme (PLS) between the Government of 

Tonga and the Governments of New Zealand and Australia has been crucial for increasing 

access to decent and productive work for Tongan men and women. These labour mobility 

schemes are important programs for addressing the pressing problems of unemployment due 

to a lack of formal job opportunities in Tonga and a youth demographic bulge.  

Currently there is an Employment Relations Bill 2020 which has yet to be passed by the 
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documents (birth certificate/passport), family make-up, medical check, police record, reference 

letters, covid-19 vaccination certificate and RAT tests as required documents per person.  

 

Objective 7: Address and Reduce Vulnerabilities in Migration 

The GoT has also launched the Strategic Roadmap for Emergency and Disaster Risk 

Management (2021 ± 
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UN, who then contact Foreign Affairs in Tonga with information on missing migrants. 

Subsequently, Foreign Affairs liaises with the Ministry of Justice and the Immigration Division 

to locate missing migrants. The GoT also liaises with foreign governments in strengthening 

coordination efforts and documentation of migrants, for example, Indian nationals living in 

Tonga register themselves with their consular service in Fiji.  

Objective 9: Strengthen the transnational response to smuggling of migrants  

The Transnational Crime Unit (TCU) under the Ministry of Police has been designated to focus 

mainly on transnational issues, including aiding border agencies with specific focus on drug 

trafficking and smuggling, trafficking in human beings and smuggling of migrants, mutual 

assistance requests, money laundering and proceeds of crime, terrorism financing, cybercrime 

of any kind, illegal smuggling of flora/fauna and any other transnational issues of intelligence. 

The TCU works in partnership with other national agencies such as Customs, Immigration 

Department of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Biosecurity, Tonga Airport Limited, 

Telecommunication and Radio Regulator, Financial ,QWHOOLJHQW�8QLW�DQG�3URVHFXWLRQV��7RQJD¶V�

Counter Terrorism and Transnational Organized Crime Act 2013 also includes provisions 

which prohibit the trafficking of persons, and children (Part 8) and people smuggling (Part 9).  

Tonga continues to develop its internal legislation, policies and procedures to combat human 

trafficking and smuggling. The IOM has been providing technical support and financial 
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currently under consideration would enhance the capacity of Tonga to deal with trafficking 

situations. The 2019 TIP Report acknowledged significant strides the Government of Tonga is 

making to combat human trafficking, including that the government has increased funding to 

an NGO that assists victims and has made efforts to train new police on victim identification. 
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https://ago.gov.to/cms/images/LEGISLATION/PRINCIPAL/2002/2002-0022/ForeignInvestmentAct_2.pdf
https://tonga.tradeportal.org/media/EducationAct_2.pdf
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Objective 18: Invest in skills development and facilitate mutual recognition of skills, 

qualifications, and competences 

Improving local and national employment opportunities for the youth is a critical concern for 

the Government of Tonga, as un- and under-employment is a major driver of migration for 

\RXQJ� SHRSOH� DQG� KDV� GLUHFW� LPSOLFDWLRQV� IRU� 7RQJD¶V� VXVWDLQDEOH� GHYHORSPHQW�� 7RQJDQ�

adolescents and youth benefit from ongoing programs arranged through bi-lateral agreements 

with other countries. These initiatives facilitate access to further study and employment, such 

as academic scholarships and sports exchanges programs, for youth. These youth programs 

demonstrate a continued commitment to student mobility and are important targets towards 

LQWHJUDWLQJ�\RXWKV¶�QHHGV�DQG�SULRULWLHV�LQWR�PLJUDWLRQ�SROLFLHV�IRU�VXVWDLQDEOH�GHYHORSPHQW��
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Currently, the GoT, particularly the Ministry of Internal Affairs has a partnership with churches 

that act as a service provider to facilitate the process of return and reintegration. Once in Tonga, 
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migration and contribute to efforts to combat transnational crime and irregular migration. The 

dialogue on migration issues also involves various regional and international organizations 

which aim to support migration governance, improve migration data, suppress crime, and 

protect victims and vulnerable groups. 

Potential for further development  

¶ /LPLWHG�FDSDFLW\�DQG�IXQGLQJ�UHPDLQ�D�FHQWUDO�FKDOOHQJH�LQ�7RQJD¶V�HIIRUWV�WR�

effectively manage migration, especially impacting the collection, use and 

management of data.   

¶ Continued work towards policy goals would benefit from greater consistency in the 

enforcement of plans across ministries and committees and from improved monitoring 

and evaluation. In addition, more resources are needed to improve climate resilience 

particularly in the outer islands. Additional funding is also required to expand and 
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¶ To improve border security, improved coordination is needed between the Ministry of 

Customs and Revenue and the Ministry of Police, especially in terms of information 
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