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FOREWORD
Food systems affect the kinds of foods that are available, affordable, 
convenient and desirable to people – that is, the food environment, which in 
combination with factors such as income, knowledge, time and preferences 
of individuals, affects diets. Diets, in turn, affect nutritional status and the 
risk of non-communicable diseases (NCDs). At the Second International 
Conference on Nutrition (ICN2), co-hosted by the Food and Agriculture 
Organization of the United Nations and by the World Health Organization 
in November 2014, Member Countries committed to enhance sustainable 
food systems by developing public policies from production to consumption 
and across relevant sectors that would provide year-round access to food 
that meets peoples’ nutrition needs and promote safe and diversified healthy 
diets. In April 2016, the United Nations General Assembly declared 2016–2025 
as the Decade of Action on Nutrition, giving countries the opportunity to 
build the momentum to fight all forms of malnutrition. 

Unhealthy diet is one of the world’s leading risk factors for disease and 
premature death. The Pacific Islands face particular nutrition challenges 
owing to their geography, exposure to natural disasters, climate change 
impacts, and limited capacity and resources. In recent years the islands 
have been going through a nutrition transition associated with changes 
in diet and disease patterns. The seven countries with the highest rates of 
obesity in the world are in the Pacific, with the Kingdom of Tonga having 
the highest prevalence of obesity according to some reports (World Bank, 
2016).1 The prevalence of diet-related NCDs and the associated economic 
costs are significant. 

Tackling malnutrition in all its forms requires a country-specific blend of 
actions and the collaboration of different sectors to address the underlying 
determinants of unhealthy diets. The S.A.M.O.A. Pathway2, the outcome 
document of the 3rd International Conference on Small Island Development 
States (SIDS), emphasized the need for national leadership and international 
cooperation to overcome the unique sustainable development challenges 
faced by SIDS. FAO was invited to take the lead in developing an action 
programme to address food security and nutrition challenges facing SIDS. 
In response, the Global Action Programme on Food Security and Nutrition 
in Small Island Developing States (GAP) was developed and launched in 

1 World Bank 2016, Background Paper Pacific Possible: Health & Non-Communicable Diseases.

2 S.A.M.O.A. Pathway: Small Island Developing States Accelerated Modalities of Action.
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July 2017.3 To implement the GAP, a new Interregional Initiative on SIDS was 
initiated at FAO. Three Pacific SIDS (Fiji, Solomon Islands and Vanuatu) are 
also part of the Food and Nutrition Security Impact, Resilience, Sustainability 
and Transformation Global Programme (the FIRST Policy Assistance Facility), 
a new programme launched in 2015 by the European Union and FAO. 
This programme aims to strengthen the enabling environment for food 
and nutrition security and sustainable agriculture in countries and, when 
appropriate, regional organizations. 

Increased globalization and trade have led to increased import of 
inexpensive and unhealthy food into Pacific countries.4 Fiscal policies can 
be a powerful weapon in the fight against NCDs, especially in a country like 
Tonga where over 50 percent of household expenditures are on imported 
food.5 One of the recommendations of ICN2 is to: “Explore regulatory and 
voluntary instruments – such as …economic incentives or disincentives in 
accordance with Codex Alimentarius and World Trade Organization rules – 
to promote healthy diets.” The Government of Tonga has been making use of 
economic tools since 2013 in the fight against NCDs. 

However, there is a need for evidence-based data to enable decision makers 
in the Pacific SIDS to guide policy choices, and Finance and Health Ministers 
in the Pacific SIDS have called for an investigation of the “best bet” food-based 
taxes under the regional NCD roadmap. In the Pacific, much of industry and 
consumer response to taxation remains unknown.6 This includes the extent 
to which the price is passed through to the shelf price, and the nature of 
consumer substitution (if any) in response to the tax. 

3 FAO has worked closely with UN-DESA [United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs] 
and UN-OHRLLS [Office of the High-Representative for the Least Developed Countries, Landlocked 
Developing Countries and Small Island Developing States] to respond to the invitation to facilitate 
the development of the GAP, which has involved a consultative process.

4 World Health Organization, Global status report on non-communicable diseases 2010 - Description 
of the global burden of NCDs, their risk factors and determinants. 2011.

5 World Health Organization, Tonga, NCD Joint Programming Mission, 9–13 March, 2015. 2017.

6 Thow, A.M. & Reeve, E. 2015. Study on options for controlling nutrition related health problems in 
Samoa. Replacing the turkey tail ban: WTO compliant nutrition policy for Samoa. Supported by WHO 
Samoa and FAO Samoa. 
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The current study was commissioned by FAO in response to a request from 
the Government of Tonga for assistance in addressing the obesity and 
NCD crises in the country. The effectiveness of taxation as a component of 
food systems action was identified as an important area to explore. A quick 
snapshot of the situation, rather than a detailed, representative study, was 
the aim. A stakeholder consultation workshop, where the recommendations 
from the study were presented and discussed, was a particularly important 
feature of this study. The study was planned and conducted in collaboration 
with the World Bank, to complement a larger study undertaken by World Bank 
to support the Government of Tonga in assessing the impacts of NCD-related 
taxation policies. 

A food systems approach is key to realizing the ICN2 Rome Declaration 
on Nutrition commitment to eradicate hunger and prevent all forms of 
malnutrition. There is a need for sound analysis to identify appropriate 
policy options.  While both demand- and supply-side food system actions 
are clearly necessary, here we focus on the demand side, economic policy 
actions that can help create enabling food environments. Within such 
environments, providing people with the necessary skills and knowledge via 
nutrition education and promotion can empower them to make healthier 
food choices. The study findings illustrate the importance of coordinated, 
cross-sectoral action involving both supply and demand sides. 

Anna Lartey
Director

Nutrition and Food Systems Division

Food and Agriculture Organization of 

the United Nations
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Non-communicable diseases (NCDs) have been declared a global crisis and 
are a particular problem in the Pacific region, where they are responsible for 
high rates of morbidity and mortality in Pacific Island countries. Nearly one in 
four people in the Kingdom of Tonga have a probability of premature mortality 
from NCDs. Many Tongans in their prime have to cope with disabilities and 
subsequent loss of income as a result of NCDs.

One policy option available to governments in their fight against NCDs is 
the use of economic tools such as taxation to make unhealthy food less 
affordable and healthy food more affordable. This policy intervention involves 
multiple sectors, including government and non-government organizations 
and the community, and was implemented in Tonga in 2013, 2016 and more 
recently in 2017. The focus was on increasing the taxes on unhealthy food 
products and reducing taxes on healthy ones. 

A study of the status of food taxation in Tonga was conducted this year to 
give an overview of food taxes in relation to the bigger policy picture in 
Tonga and in relation to other NCD strategies at the primary prevention level. 
The perspectives of various stakeholders were sought on the effectiveness 
of food taxes, with a specific focus on fatty-meat taxes. Data were collected 
using a qualitative research approach, based on focus group discussions 
with consumers and key informant interviews with stakeholders from various 
government, civil society and non-government organizations. Information 
was also compiled from published literature, national reports, government 
documents and media articles.

Key findings from this study are summarized as follows:

1. The process of policy implementation was mainly from one government 

ministry; public consultation regarding food taxation implementation did 

not reach a majority of the public.

2. Participants reported a decrease in mutton flaps, which could be directly 

attributed to the price increase. Retailers reported a reduction in sales 

of both mutton flaps and turkey tails. However, there was little effect on 

purchasing behaviour for meat such as chicken quarter legs. 

3. Consumers and retailers thought that despite increasing prices, people will 

continue to buy if given the opportunity to purchase taxed food products.

4.  Healthier substitutes to fatty meat products were not readily accessible 

and affordable, although efforts to remedy this situation are currently 

being carried out. 
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5.  Complementary consumer awareness and education programmes that 

should run parallel to the food taxation strategy are not well coordinated, 

and thus fail to fulfil their full potential. 

6. Tongan culture and religion have an important influence on the Tongan 

population, and need to be targeted for any behaviour change process. 

Church leaders, for example, have an important influence on changing 

the mindset of people when it comes to food preparation for various 

occasions. 

Recommendations based on the findings are as follows: 

 ● Incentives should be put in place for the production of local substitutes 
and alternative food products. 

 ● Implementation of various NCD interventions should be conducted 
to complement food taxation policies. This should be coordinated 
efficiently through the National NCD Committee. 

 ● A monitoring and evaluation framework on the impact of these policy 
changes must be developed and embedded within the country’s 
national development framework. 

 ● For future NCD-related food taxes, collaborative efforts are needed and 
should be strengthened among relevant government ministries and 
stakeholders to ensure improvements in health as well as economic 
development. 

 ● Those directly affected by the policy changes must be consulted 
through various means of communication in order to understand the 
benefits of these changes.

 ● Tongan culture and traditions are very strong and must be acknowledged 
and considered during decision-making processes. 

 ● Important decisions involving a population-based approach must be 
evidence-based and well researched to justify change. 

These recommendations were validated in a stakeholder consultation 
workshop held in Tonga in September 2017.
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INTRODUCTION
The magnitude of the non-communicable disease (NCD) crisis has been 
well highlighted in the Pacific region at several Pacific Health Ministers’ and 
Pacific Leaders’ meetings since 2011 [1-3]. In that same year the Political 
Declaration was made on NCDs at the United Nations General Assembly High 
Level meeting in New York [4]. 

Most NCDs are the result of tobacco use, physical inactivity, unhealthy diet, 
or the harmful use of alcohol, which lead to four key metabolic/physiological 
changes; raised blood pressure, overweight/obesity, raised blood glucose 
and raised cholesterol. Poor nutrition is a significant risk factor as it contributes 
to obesity, which leads to diabetes and cardiovascular disease [5]. The 
Kingdom of Tonga is one of the many Pacific Island countries burdened with 
increasing mortality and morbidity due to NCDs. Diabetes has increased from 
a prevalence of 5.2 percent to 19.0 percent in the span of four decades, 
while obesity prevalence has increased from 56 percent to 70.2 percent over 
the same period [6]. Life expectancy in Tonga has fallen as a result of NCDs 
such as cardiovascular events [7]; the probability of premature mortality 
from NCDs was estimated to be 24 percent in 2015 [8]. It is estimated that 
life expectancy falls in the plausible range of between 60.4 to 64.2 years for 
males and 65.4 to 69.0 years for females based on mortality data reconciled 
from various data sources in Tonga [9]. These estimates are below previously 
published estimates, and the authors conclude that the low life expectancy, 
at a relatively low infant mortality rate and high premature adult mortality, 
suggests that NCDs are having a profound limiting effect on health status in 
Tonga. 

Increased globalization and trade have led to increased import of unhealthy 
food into Pacific countries at a cheaper price [10]. The Global Action Plan for 
NCDs recognized that a multi-sectoral approach is needed for NCD prevention 
and control that involves coordinated multi-stakeholder engagement at both 
government and civil society levels [11]. In tackling the issue of poor diet 
and obesity, a multi-pronged approach is needed, as individual approaches 
alone will not change food choice and consumption.

Swinburn et al [12] identifies the main drivers to the obesity epidemic, 
which are in the food system. They include: the increased supply of cheap, 
energy-dense foods; improved distribution systems, thus making food more 
accessible; and the more persuasive marketing of food. They summarize the 
approaches to tackling obesity into broad categories, as shown in Figure 1. 

The proximal drivers of obesity include factors such as behaviour patterns 
in which physical activity is low and diet and energy consumption are high. 
These drivers can be addressed through health promotion programmes and 
social marketing to affect behaviour change. 
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The distal drivers of obesity include factors such as taxation regimes and 
marketing of unhealthy food products – under which businesses and individuals 
operate. These drivers can be addressed through policy interventions such as 
influencing food taxation to make healthier food products more affordable 
and accessible. Although a larger effect may be expected, this upstream 
intervention is more difficult to implement, especially taking into consideration 
the socio-economic status and political stability within a country. 

Environmental moderators such as cultural beliefs around body size and 
cuisine also drive the obesity epidemic and can be addressed through health 
promotion awareness. Gortmaker et al provides a more comprehensive 
description of solutions in these categories, which is beyond the scope of this 
report [13]. 

Figure 1: Drivers of the obesity epidemic

Source: Adapted from Swinburn et al [12]
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The Kingdom of Tonga introduced food-related policy changes as upstream 
policy interventions to decrease the consumption of unhealthy food and 
improve dietary choices in 2013, 2016 and more recently in July 2017. 
Although some evidence is available indicating the effectiveness of these 
taxes in high-income countries, little data are available for lower-income 
countries like Tonga [14-16] . This report provides a snapshot of the impact of 
these economic policy changes from different perspectives in Tonga, based 
specifically on taxes implemented in 2016 on fatty products including, mutton 
flaps, turkey tails, chicken leg quarters and mayonnaise. 
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BACKGROUND

Economy

The Kingdom of Tonga is an archipelago of 170 islands, of which around 
36 are inhabited. The 2016 census saw a slight drop in the population of 
104 000, with the main decreases occurring in the outer islands due largely 
to migration [17]. The median age in Tonga is 21, reflecting Tonga’s largely 
youthful population.  

The World Bank recently classified Tonga as an upper-middle-income 
country with a gross national income per capital of USD 4 020 and health 
expenditure per capita of USD 213 in 2014 [18]. However, Tonga still is a 
relatively poor country, largely dependent on foreign aid and remittances 
from overseas-based Tongans [19]. The country’s primary income is derived 
from tourism and agricultural exports such as squash pumpkin, banana and 
coconut [20]. 

There has been a decline in fishery products exported due to fishing vessels 
decreasing in number [21]. Tonga has gone through many changes which 
have affected economic growth, such as the 2006 political reform and civil 
servant salary increases [22]. Natural disasters and the global financial crisis 
in 2008 further impacted economic growth. However, recent reports from 
the Asian Development Bank state a 3.1 percent growth led by the recovery 
in agriculture and construction in 2016. It is predicted that this growth will 
remain positive [23]. 

Tonga’s national budget is made up of government revenues, of which 60 
percent are generated by the Ministry of Revenue and Customs and the 
remaining from developing partners’ budget support programmes to the 
Kingdom [19]. The main service provider is the public sector. The majority 
of Tonga’s national budget is allocated to wages and salaries, leaving a 
smaller proportion for operational expenses. Tonga’s private sector is small. 
The country has a centralized economy that lacks the capacity to administer 
and implement delivery of services to the people. 

Political environment

In 2011, Tonga became a democracy, with its first democratically elected 
government. Prior to this, Tonga was governed through a constitutional 
monarchy. In recent times, political instability has hit the small island nation, 
with Cabinet Minister reshuffles over the years and a Vote of No Confidence 
on two Prime Ministers [24]. This instability has implications on future reform 
initiatives, especially in terms of the sustainability and consistency of 
implementing policies and programmes.
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Health system

Almost 80 percent of deaths in Tonga are attributable to NCDs, which include 
diabetes, cardiovascular diseases and lung disease. These are also known as 
lifestyle diseases, as the majority of them are linked to lifestyle choices and 
are thus preventable [25]. NCDs are also the leading cause of disabilities, 
which include diabetic limb amputations and paralysis secondary to stroke. 
The estimated life expectancy as described above is now less than 70 years 
of age, suggesting that NCDs have a significant effect on the health status 
of Tonga’s population [9]. Tonga’s National Health Accounts reveal that costs 
of NCDs increase as care moves from the primary level where focus is on 
prevention, to more advanced care at the main referral hospital [7].  

Since the Pacific Ministers of Health meeting in Honiara in 2011 and the Pacific 
Leaders’ meeting in Auckland of the same year, Tonga has accelerated 
its effort against NCDs through a partnership with Australia, setting up the 
Tonga Health System Support Program [26]. As part of the programme, 
strategic activities targeted NCD management at community level as well as 
addressing NCD issues in social marketing and legislation. Although Tonga 
has a small population, a lack of quality health service delivery in rural and 
remote outer islands is a major issue hindering programme implementation 
[27]. 

The government finances the health system with significant assistance from 
development partner funding. Total health expenditure per capita increased 
from USD 87 in 1995 to USD 213 in 2014 [28]. The country’s health system 
traditionally still follows the curative approach – with expenditure mainly on 
management and treatment of health conditions. Less than 10 percent of 
the health budget is tailored to the preventative section or Public Health, not 
enough to tackle preventative efforts in addressing NCDs [27]. 

The country recognized the need for a multi-sectoral approach to tackle 
NCDs, which led to the establishment of the National NCD Committee. This 
was the basis for the formation of the Tonga Health Promotion Foundation 
(known as Tonga Health), an independent body set up to link these multiple 
stakeholders, including government, non-governmental organizations and 
the community [29]. Tonga Health is currently the NCD secretariat in charge 
of designing and implementing the NCD strategic plan and reports to the 
Committee. 

Food system

Tongans have undergone a transition from a traditional diet of fish, root crops 
and fruits and vegetables to a more convenient, cheaper western diet of 
imported, less healthy packaged food such as noodles, salty snacks and 
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fatty meat. The main drivers shaping Tonga’s diet are the decrease in local 
food production as a result of urbanization and the increase in imports of 
affordable but less healthy food into the country [30], together with increased 
international trade agreements with western countries – described in the 
obesity driver framework by Swinburn et al as the ‘distal drivers’ [12]. 

Tonga has one of the highest expenditures (54%) on total imported food items 
compared to other Pacific Islands, and also spent the largest percentage 
(34%) on processed food [31]. There is no large-scale manufacturing of 
food in Tonga. Although the country relies on agricultural subsistence living 
(95% of agricultural-active households are engaged in subsistence or 
semi-subsistence agricultural activities [21]), a majority of basic food items 
such as flour and sugar are mainly imported. Currently, the top imported foods 
are meat and edible offal (beef, mutton and poultry) and processed foodstuff 
such as tinned meat and tinned fish [32]. These imported meat products 
include mutton flaps, turkey tails, chicken leg quarters and corn beef, all of 
which are high in fat. 

The imported foods are sold in local retail stores, which are small to medium in 
size.7 Large stores would be the three main supermarkets in Tongatapu, which 
have more than one check-out counter and a floor space of at least 200 m2. 
These are locally owned and operated. Ninety percent of small to medium 
stores are Chinese-owned and operated. Some of the major store owners are 
the main importers of food products into the country. 

7 Small stores in this context refer to dairy shops with one counter and less than 50 m2 of floor space, 
and medium stores with less than100 m2 of floor space.

Figure 2: A small store in Tongatapu

© FAO/Catherine Latu
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There is a large informal sector (unregistered private enterprises) in Tonga 
selling agricultural and fishery products in markets and stalls and on the 
roadside. As Tonga is vulnerable to a range of economic setbacks, people 
move towards selling in the informal sector for income, until the opportunity 
arises to return to the formal sector. Available reports state that Tonga only 
employs 12 percent of its population in the PAYE (Pay As You Earn) database 
of the formal sector. The rural and outer island population accounts for 75 
percent of Tonga’s population, the majority of which are outside the formal 
sector.

Figure 3: Informal sector in Tonga – selling fish and agricultural products

© FAO/Catherine Latu

The important role that food plays in Tongan culture, values and tradition also 
contributes to unhealthy eating patterns. Food and the collectivist culture 
of sharing are associated with almost every event in Tonga – weddings, 
funerals, other family events, church events and so on. These occasions 
occur frequently and food preparation must always be in abundance to 
ensure that there is enough for everyone to eat as well as to take away. 
The volume and variety of food exchanged expresses a Tongan’s generosity, 
hospitality and warm-heartedness [33]. While traditionally food prepared for 
these occasions would be root crops, fish, fruits and vegetables, these have 
been replaced by cheap imported food products such as fatty meat. 
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Food legislations and policy

Before the food taxes were passed in 2013, Tonga had a history of attempts 
to address food system issues through legislation or policy. A National Food 
and Nutrition Committee was established in 1982 concentrating on local 
food production and providing advice on nutrition and disease burden. The 
committee lasted only a few years [34]. A Food Division at the Ministry of 
Agriculture was established in 2006, followed by a national consultation to 
draft a Food Bill, which was eventually passed in 2013 and known as the Food 
Act 2014 [35]. The purpose of the Act is to “regulate the manufacture, sale, 
import and export of food for commercial purposes, to guarantee food safety 
and fitness for human consumption, and to promote fair trade practices in 
the food sector in Tonga”. Under the Food Act, the National Food Council was 
then established to overlook the newly established National Food Authority 
after the Food Act was passed. The National Food Authority enforces the Act 
through food inspections to ensure that food safety and quality issues have 
been addressed. 

Earlier this year, a consultation workshop was held with the public for their views 
on the Food Act 2014 [36] and the proposed Food Regulations. Based on the 
public’s feedback, the Food Bill was amended and Food Regulations 2017 
finalized. This review should pave the way to a more efficient implementation 
and enforcement of the Food Act. The workshop also ensured that the public, 
including retailers and small private sector businesses, were made aware of 
the latest changes. 

Figure 4: Feast table at a church conference

© FAO/Catherine Latu
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The Ministry of Revenue and Customs implements tax legislations and 
regulations and collects all tax revenues due to the Government according 
to the legislation. The Ministry of Commerce, Consumer, Trade, Innovation 
and Labour is in charge of Tonga’s business licensing regime, consumer 
protection, price regulation control and technical work on trade, including 
import licensing. 

The Pacific’s movement towards trade liberalization to encourage economic 
development has had implications on food accessibility and health, with 
increased importation of cheap, unhealthy food [37]. When countries sign up 
to trade agreements, rules within the agreement are committed to between 
the members. [38]. In 2004, a proposal to place an import quota restricting the 
quantity of mutton flaps imported into the country was not endorsed. It was 
during this time that World Trade Organization (WTO) accession negotiations 
were also taking place and there was concern that the policy proposal did 
not meet with the WTO rules prohibiting quantitative restrictions on imported 
or exported products [39]. 

Tonga became a member of the WTO agreement in 2007. With this came 
a customs reform and a simplification of the tariff band structure. Tonga 
currently has six tariff bands ranging from 0 to 20 percent. The 5 percent tariff 
rate was introduced in August 2013 as a reduced tariff rate to encourage the 
consumption of fish; otherwise the bands have remained unchanged [40]. 

Tonga’s financial year commences on 1 July. In August 2013, the government 
passed certain food taxes specifically as a measure to address unhealthy 
diets for the first time. The development of these food-related tax changes 
was a collaborative effort among government ministries, following a directive 
from the Minister of Revenue at the time, to establish a task force committee 
to work on developing these taxes. This initiative resulted in five food items 
being taxed or having taxes removed (see Table 1).

TABLE 1: FOOD TAXES PASSED IN TONGA, AUGUST 2013

OLD RATE NEW RATE

Fresh fish 20% duty 5% duty

Vegetable oil 20% duty 10% duty

Tin fish 20% duty 5% duty

Lard/dripping 15% duty
Tongan Pa’anga/TOP 1 

per kg excise

Carbonated drinks 15% duty TOP  1 per litre excise

Source: Ministry of Revenue and Customs, Tonga [41]
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In 2016, further food taxes were instituted. The Ministry of Revenue was the 
main driver behind this policy development, with some consultation with the 
Ministry of Health for nutritional advice. Various food products were taxed 
and other “healthier” products had duties removed. The decision on which 
products to tax was derived from baseline statistics on import volumes and 
revenue generated, and advice from the Ministry of Health. After being 
endorsed by the Cabinet, the tax became effective on 1 July 2016. 

For the purpose of this report, we look at certain taxes imposed in 2016, 
specifically on meat and spreads as shown in Table 2.

TABLE 2: FOOD TAXES PASSED IN TONGA, JULY 2016 
[TOP TONGAN PA’ANGA 1 = USD 0.45]

OLD RATE NEW RATE
AVERAGE PRICE 

(TOP) AS AT
MARCH 2017

Turkey tails -
$1.50 per kg 
excise duty

$5.50 per kg

Chicken leg quarters -
40 seniti per kg 

excise duty
$3.50 per kg

Mutton flaps/lamb 
breast and 
Lamb flaps

-
15% customs 

duty
$13 per kg

Mayonnaise -

15% customs 
duty

$2.00 per kg 
excise duty

$15 -18 for          
500 g jar

Lard/dripping $1 per kg $2.00 per kg Not available

Source: Crown Law Tonga [42, 43]

While turkey tails and mutton flaps were already determined to have high fat 
content [44], it is important to note that chicken leg quarters in Tonga, mostly 
from the United States of America [32], are the main chicken pieces imported 
and have the highest fat content compared to other chicken parts. These 
are less marketable in other nations [45] and are cheap and more widely 
available than local chicken in Tonga.
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Figure 5: Meat commonly sold at grocery stores

© FAO/Catherine Latu

Figure 6: Grocery store in Tonga

© FAO/Catherine Latu
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METHODOLOGY
The overall goal was to provide a snapshot of certain food taxes passed in 
2016. To achieve this goal, the following questions related to food taxes were 
addressed: 

1. What were the circumstances surrounding the development and adoption 

of the new food taxes, and the political process that led to the adoption of 

these new food taxes?

2. How does the tax fit in with the bigger policy picture of the country?

3. Have the diets of different age groups, genders, and socio-economic 

groups changed because of the tax?

4. What are the reactions to the tax from different players in the food system? 

5. How successful does the tax appear to be at encouraging people to 

reassess their preferences at the point of purchase? 

6. What is the availability and accessibility of healthier substitutes in the 

market?

7. What complementary consumer awareness and education interventions 

have been introduced, if any?

A qualitative methodology was used to address the seven questions. This 
involved key informant interviews and focus group discussions. In addition, 
a review of documents which included media articles, government 
documents and reports was undertaken. Participant information sheets, 
questionnaires and focus group guides were developed in collaboration 
with the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) officials in Rome and 
Samoa, as well as with the World Bank. These were translated into the Tongan 
language, piloted and revised. The project was approved by the National 
Health Ethics and Research Committee of Tonga on the 27 February 2017, 
and data collection was conducted in the following month. 

Key informant interviews included participants from government ministries 
and retail businesses. Letters of request for interviews, including brief 
information about the study and ethics approval, were sent to respective 
offices and followed up via telephone. For those who agreed to be 
interviewed, the purpose of the study was reiterated and consent was 
obtained. 

Interviews were held with senior officials from various government ministries who 
were involved in the tax policy change process. The main ministries involved 
were: Ministry of Revenue & Customs; Ministry of Health; Ministry of Labour 
and Commerce; and Ministry of Finance. Of the 20 stakeholders approached 
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from government ministries, three did not respond. Additionally, small- to 
middle-size storeowner/keepers were interviewed. Five major grocery stores/
supermarkets were approached, with two non-responders. An attempt to 
interview restaurant owners was unsuccessful due to their unavailability on 
site and lack of response to letters of request and follow-ups. 

Three focus group discussions were carried out with unemployed women and 
men from a rural district, as well as with groups of employed women, given 
women’s responsibility for purchasing and preparing food for the family. Focus 
group participants were recruited through the Community Health section 
coordinator of the Ministry of Health. Six participants per group participated 
in focus group discussions. Focus group discussions were held with three 
groups representing women and men over 18 years of age. 

Interviews and focus group discussions were conducted in the Tongan 
and English language and audio-taped. The tapes were transcribed and 
translated into English and validated. Analysis was guided by the research 
questions and with major issues/themes that had been identified. Data 
collected were triangulated together with information from documents 
reviewed. 

In order to validate the study findings, a Stakeholders Consultation Workshop 
titled “Taxation as a component of food systems action for a healthy diet in 
Tonga” was held in Nuku’alofa from 20-21 September 2017. The workshop 
was co-organized by FAO and the World Bank, in collaboration with C-POND. 
Approximately 40 people participated in the workshop, consisting of senior 
government representatives and technical experts from: the Ministries of 
Finance, Agriculture, Health, Commerce, Revenue & Customs, Education, 
Fisheries and Internal Affairs; the Department of Statistics; the National Food 
Council; the Tonga Health Promotion Foundation; the Tonga Chamber of 
Commerce; the Tonga Retail and Wholesale Association; the Tonga Trust 
Fund; and civil society; churches; and donor agencies. 

During the workshop, the findings of the study were discussed. In addition, 
preliminary results obtained from government data were shared, as well as 
baseline household and retail surveys conducted in Tongatapu and Vava’u 
in June 2017 by the World Bank as part of their support for the Government 
of Tonga to assess the impacts of NCD-related taxation policies in Tonga on 
price and consumption behaviours. The baseline household survey covered 
1 400 households in Tongatapu and Vava’u, while the baseline retail survey 
covered 35 shops in Tongatapu and 12 shops in Vava’u. Since the World 
Bank study was conducted after the introduction of the 2016 taxes, the study 
findings relating to the taxes on fatty foods helped to confirm the findings 
reported in the current report.
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FINDINGS

How does the tax fit in within the bigger policy picture 
of the country?

The implementation of food taxes is aligned with the country’s national 
NCD strategic plan, called the Hala Fononga (Pathway) 2015 – 2020 
National NCD Strategic Plan. This is a comprehensive plan which sets out 
strategies according to the four main risk factors of NCDs identified after 
a nationwide consultation [46]. Its main goals are aligned with global 
priorities (Sustainable Development Goals) as well as the country’s 
national priorities (Tonga Strategic Development Framework II, 2015-2025). 
The Strategy 2.2 of the National NCD Strategic Plan focuses on ensuring 
that Tongans have a healthier diet, with specific activities to ensure 
affordability of healthy food and increase the cost of less healthy food 
through the use of economic measures such as taxation. 

Figure 7: Launch of the National NCD Strategic Plan by the Prime Minister of Tonga, Hon. 
Akilisi Pohiva

© Tonga Health Promotion Foundation

The National Food Council and the Ministry of Agriculture’s Food Division 
– acting as the National Food Authority – ensure the implementation and 
enforcement of the 2014 Food Act. At this stage, it is not known if food taxes 
are in their jurisdiction to be discussed. The National Food Council is made 
up of CEOs from the Ministries of Health, Commerce, Customs and Fisheries 
and a representative from the local food industry and Consumers Federation, 
in addition to a food specialist and Chair. 
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In addition to WTO trade agreements mentioned above, on 14 June 2017 
Tonga signed on to the PACER8 Plus agreement along with nine other Pacific 
countries [47]. This regional free trade agreement has been negotiated since 
2009 and aims to increase opportunities for trade in the Pacific by lowering 
trade barriers, creating jobs and increasing exports in Pacific countries. A 
petition was made by Tonga’s Public Service Commission to defer Tonga’s 
signing, as the agreement had implications on businesses, employment and 
the health of Tongans triggered by the importation of cheap low-quality food 
products into the country [48]. The petition was unsuccessful although it 
highlighted an important issue that would impact future taxation procedures 
on imported food into Tonga.

Awareness of the food tax implementation and 
reactions

Most businesses and consumers were not aware of the government plans 
to implement taxes on various products. Those aware of the food taxes had 
little knowledge of the complete list of food products to be taxed. Information 
on the food taxes was disseminated through national television and radio 
programmes after the food taxes were passed and implemented in July 
2016. Some businesses did not know of the tax until they showed up to pay 
for the container carrying imported goods. Consumers were not aware of 
the tax changes until noticing price changes when purchasing food items 
at grocery stores. 

There were negative immediate reactions to the tax, with people complaining 
about healthier foods being the same price or more expensive than the taxed 
items. 

“They say on the radio that tinned fish has decreased but it is more 
expensive than chicken. Tinned fish used to be USD 2.80, and now it’s 
USD 4. The cheaper tinned fish has a bitter taste and we never buy it.”

Most participants would have appreciated more effort in disseminating 
information about the tax. Although there were broadcasts on the radio and 
television regarding the tax implementation, not all households watch or listen 
to news bulletins and talk-back radio programmes, especially the younger 
population. Retail businesses would have preferred a comprehensive outline 
of which food items were taxed or had their taxes removed. All participants 
wanted more information on why particular food items were taxed, and 
evidence available to justify why taxes were being imposed or removed on 

8 Pacific Agreement on Closer Economic Relations
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certain food products. Some participants appeared to have only realized 
during the focus group discussions that taxes had been raised due to health 
reasons. 

“There was no widespread consultation. Mostly, what they do is that 
the programme is brought on the radio. But not all people listen to 
the radio. That’s the problem, consultation and training are done 
in town [urban areas]. And whoever can attend are the only ones 
who benefit. Whoever listens to radio, they are the only ones who 
hear about it…Consultation is important. We want to know what they 
know and the evidence that they have. It has to be from both sides…
The people, they have to know their ideas…. If they have an idea 
– how do you disseminate this to the people? No wonder people 
usually say, ‘Government is eating our money.’” 

Effect on purchasing behaviour: reactions from 
retailers and consumers

Retailers noted a decrease in the overall sales of mutton flaps and turkey 
tails but not on the sales of chicken. Although there was a decrease in the 
purchase and consumption of mutton flaps, one retailer shared that the 
traditional Sunday lunch of “lu sipi” – mutton flaps and coconut cream in 
taro leaves and cooked in the earth-oven – is hard to let go of, stating that “a 
piece of ngako [fat] has to be part of the Tongan diet”. 

Overall, retailers thought that the tax was more of a problem for Tonga’s 
low-income-earning population and would not work. A common response 
was:

“Sales are not affected, only the people, who don’t have the money 
– that’s the problem. They get the money and spend it all on food 
– no one buys vala [clothes], no one buys other things, but people 
still go and eat.”

Another retailer highlighted that the situation would only lead to more crimes, 
as low-income earners would be more likely to steal to make ends meet. 

Chicken is the most commonly eaten meat throughout the week and is the 
most affordable, at just under TOP USD 4 [Fig 1]. Turkey tails cost TOP USD 
6-7 per kg and mutton flaps cost the most at TOP USD 13-14 per kg [Fig 2], 
depending on location. According to average retail prices, prices for chicken 
pieces initially went up after the tax was implemented. However, several 
months afterward, the price decreased notably. The reason highlighted was 
that retailers were taking advantage of the tax change to raise their chicken 
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prices beyond what was required. The Tonga Competent Authority (under the 
Ministry of Commerce and Labour), tasked to monitor prices, soon brought 
this situation under control. It is interesting to note that chicken is on the price 
control list to ensure that it remains within a certain limit and is therefore 
affordable for the population; at the same time, its excise duty tax has been 
increased as well.9

9 There are approximately 25 goods and services on the Price Control List under the Tonga 
Competent Authority (TCA), which includes chicken quarter legs and beef briskets. There is a new 
proposed list which has increased the number to over 100 items to be subject to the review of TCA 
– the majority of which consist of different fish products.

Figure 8: Monthly average price of chicken quarter legs per kg from Dec 2015 - Dec 2016
Note: excise duty on tax was implemented on 1 July 2016

Source: Department of Statistics

Figure 9: Average monthly prices of mutton flaps per kg from Dec 2015 – Dec 2016

Source: Department of Statistics
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Consumers’ perspectives validated what retailers shared. They still bought 
mutton flaps, although to a lesser extent, and chicken was the main meat 
eaten at home. Putting kiki (meat) on the table is the main priority, often at 
the expense of other household costs.

“The problem is with these prices going up, there are additional 
problems in our overall cost of living. For example, I can’t pay my 
electricity bill in full so I just pay half – in order for me to buy food for 
my family.”

Overall, consumers thought that purchasing behaviour has changed with 
the increase in prices for mutton flaps only; however people will continue to 
buy them when they have the opportunity to purchase. 

“Buying will never stop, if you continue to make it available to us. 
Even if you continue increasing the prices – buying will continue too. 
With development, the young generation now is used to the taste of 
imported food. You try to go back to eating traditional food – it’s hard 
for them. So, with development, you feel sorry for your children and 
try to provide them with what they want.”

Purchasing behaviour is dictated by consumers’ earning power. This was 
apparent as those interviewed who had higher income as government 
workers or business owners based their choice on other reasons besides 
cost. Some bought goods based on health, while others bought food 
because of taste preference. 

“Personally, there are types of food that my children love…especially 
ice cream. We have to make a conscious decision and not continue 
buying… So, there has been a decrease in items.”
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Substitution of unhealthy food: availability and 
accessibility in the market

Mutton flaps are imported from Australia and New Zealand and turkey tails 
from the United States. These unhealthy meats are enjoyed in the islands as 
a delicacy, mainly in Tonga and Samoa. Chicken would normally be healthy. 
However, imported chicken is mainly from the United States [32, 49], whose 
product has more fat than the chicken imported from New Zealand (which 
only represents less than 5% of imported chicken pieces) and local chicken, 
according to interviews. 

The healthier alternative to fatty meats is substituted with fresh fish or tinned 
fish. Healthier substitutes also would include leaner meats or even beans 
and lentils as a protein replacement. Although local chicken is available 
and healthier than imported chicken, it is only consumed on special 
occasions, as preparation is time-consuming. Tonga did reduce taxes in 
its first food tax initiative on fresh fish and tinned fish – but according to 
consumers, fish is still expensive and tinned fish is actually more expensive 
than imported chicken. 

For fresh fish, deep sea fish such as tuna and snapper are common fish 
that are caught in Tonga, mainly for export. Efforts are currently being made 
to increase the availability of fish. An agreement between the Tongan 
government and Taiwanese operators requires that a portion of their catch 
(5-6 tonnes) be sold at the local market at a lower price to ensure that 
affordable fish is available [50]. According to anecdotal evidence, only a 
small amount is available to the public, as restaurant owners purchases the 
bulk of this fish. 

Taxes were also removed on other imported meat, as well as food categories 
such as crustaceans (crabmeat), molluscs (scallops) and caviar. In terms 
of these substitutes to the fatty meat products, not much is available in 
supermarkets and stores. Lean meat is scarcely available, or not available 
at all. Tinned fish is available, but according to focus group discussions it is 
more expensive than ever. 

“They encouraged Tongan-made. But there is not much in the 
market. It will be more expensive anyway. In the higher-income 
countries, substitutes are readily available. However, this is not the 
case in Tonga.”

The Ministry of Agriculture in its effort to reduce imports of fatty chicken, is 
working together with the Chinese government to provide ducks for Tongan 
households through a breeding programme. It is hoped that Tongans will 
switch to these, as an alternative to fatty meat. The Tonga Health Promotion 
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Foundation has been funding an egg hatchery distribution programme 
providing chicks to all outer islands and rural areas within Tonga since the 
beginning of 2017 [51, 52]. According to consumers, although it is a good 
initiative there is no sustainability, as clearly described below. 

“They think they can just distribute the ducks and chickens and it 
will solve [problem of importing fatty chicken]. There are background 
costs to consider. So the substitution is there but I would say it has 
not integrated well with the community. So really what they should 
have done was assess their affordability and ability to get a chicken 
coup/fence and feed the chickens. And these chickens do not lay 
eggs. If they were able to lay eggs, then chickens would be able to 
reproduce. The chickens are just brought to look after, then consume. 
I asked them about it, and they said it is for consumption. Once you 
run out you will be provided with more chicken. So, the sustainability 
is…. [absent]”

According to Ministry of Agriculture officials, there are plans to bring chickens 
and ducklings that can reproduce in the next shipment, which takes place 
“every few months”. It is expected that consumers will breed these livestock 
with an increase in consumption of these “healthier” meat sources in the near 
future. 

Overall, however, the economic measures making unhealthy food less 
available and encouraging the switch to healthier food is seen as difficult 
in Tonga. As one government official shared, there should be evidence of 
locally available alternatives to fatty meat, and the local population should 
be made aware of them. 

Figure 10: Ducklings in Tonga

© Tonga Health Promotion Foundation
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Complementary awareness and education 
programmes available

Tonga’s current National NCD Strategic Plan lists the following activities to 
be implemented in parallel with economic measures on healthy and less 
healthy food [46]:

 ● Licensing measures to encourage retailers to sell a healthier mix of food 
products

 ● Nutrition counselling and education given to priority groups

 ● Mass media and community mobilization to increase knowledge of 
and attitude toward healthy eating.

The Ministry of Health’s NCD/Health Promotion Unit conducts aerobics 
sessions in various workplaces and some villages through grants from 
Tonga Health. The Unit also released some videos of cooking lessons using 
local products in 2015/2016. The “maie5” campaign in certain schools10 
encourages the consumption of five servings of fruits and vegetables geared 
towards children through curriculum interventions. Specific advice on meat 
alternatives and healthier eating is currently non-existent, with the remaining 
grants focusing on alcohol and tobacco awareness campaigns. Current 
programmes were not coordinated well to complement the food policy 
intervention. Most programmes were implemented in a fragmented manner. 

10 Government Primary Schools of Ha’alalo & Ha’akame, Popua, Longolongo,’Atele, Lotolu, Mu’a, 
Lapaha, Ha’amonga, Ocean of Light and Acts Community School

© Catherine Latu

Figure 11: Aerobics at the workplace, Tonga
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Some participants state that the tax complements awareness programmes in 
the past that encourage less consumption of unhealthy food. 

“The programmes from Health have been trying to create awareness 
and educate the people. The tax helps the consumer make the right 
choice.” 

From the data collected, it appears that the 2016 taxes were driven by 
revenue generation purposes as opposed to addressing unhealthy diets, 
and thus not much collaboration was present with other ministries. The task 
of revenue collection is under the function of the Ministry of Revenue and 
Customs. Consequently this ministry was the main driver in the process of 
policy formulation. 

“This year the Customs [Ministry] took it on and it was part of a 
bigger social package that included building stuff. It also included 
fuel and stuff for sports. It was not just about the food.” 

Diets according to age group, gender and 
socio-economic group

The focus of this report is on meat mainly eaten as part of a meal, usually 
in the evenings when all family members are present. As such there is no 
difference in eating patterns overall, as meals would be prepared for everyone 
to partake in – young or old, male or female. A study of Tongan adolescents’ 
eating behaviour shows that more than two-thirds of adolescents source 
their morning tea and lunch from school canteens and tuckshops (small 
shops) [53], with more females purchasing their lunch than males. These 
retail outlets do not usually sell meat meals; instead the sell energy-dense 
and packaged snack foods such as biscuits, noodles and potato chips. 

Mayonnaise is only occasionally used as part of salads and sandwiches 
during special events and functions. There was no difference in who 
consumed fewer mutton flaps, as everyone in general reported only eating 
mutton flaps at most once a week or when the opportunity to do so arose. 
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A more comprehensive household survey across Tonga funded by the 
World Bank, on consumption of selected taxed food products, is currently 
underway. This survey is representative of the main islands of Tongatapu and 
Vava’u, which make up 85 percent of the population. In collaboration with 
partners including FAO, this survey will delve deeper into the effectiveness 
of the food products taxed as well as tobacco and alcohol taxation by 
assessing quantitative data, such as import volumes, and qualitative data to 
gain a better understanding of consumers’ behaviour patterns in relation to 
tobacco, alcohol and food consumption.

Figure 12: Mutton flaps meal with cassava

© William Tapealava



21

How successful does the tax appear to be at 
encouraging people to reassess their preferences at 
the point of purchase?

An immediate positive outcome from the participants’ response is the 
decrease in consumption of sipi (mutton flaps). It seems that sipi is only eaten 
during Sundays as a treat. As one government worker stated; 

“Yes, I just don’t understand buying sipi for USD 14 per kg. If I do, it’s 
for Sunday.”

There was a positive perspective for the future from those directly involved in 
policy development and implementation of the food taxes – acknowledging 
that it will take time for change to happen. 

“I think the tax will make us healthier. It’s a good tool in terms 
of changing mindsets. It’s generational. These things will take 
generations, just like it took generations for us to become addicted 
to sipi. We have to acknowledge that.”

Overall, however, participants perceived that food-related taxes (in particular, 
the fatty meat related taxes) implemented have not had an impact almost 
a year after their implementation. 

This was due to several reasons: 

 ● Although it is easy to find healthy substitutes for less healthy food taxed 
in higher-income countries, this was not the case in Tonga. People will 
continually buy imported products despite the price rise, because 
there is no affordable alternative readily available. While developed 
countries recommend switching to lean meat, salmon, lentils and olive 
oil instead of fatty meat and mayonnaise, none of these products are 
readily available in Tonga. As mentioned above, while local chicken 
(“moa Tonga”) is available, its long preparation time (catching, 
plucking and boiling for hours because of its tough meat) – makes 
imported chicken the preferred option, especially to feed large families 
on a regular basis. 

 ● Only selected food products were taxed; however, other less healthy 
meat products are still available for consumption, including corned 
beef, salted beef and sausages – taxes were actually removed from the 
latter this year. 
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 ● In 2013, import duties were decreased for fresh fish and tinned fish 
to encourage their consumption. However, consumers have noticed 
that tinned fish is still more expensive than chicken in 2017. The 
Tonga Competent Authority has been tasked with implementing the 
price control regulation and is currently strengthening its capacity to 
monitor the prices of goods where consumption tax or import duties 
were removed or reduced and also to improve communications with 
the Ministry of Revenue and Customs. The large informal sector, with 
no business licenses to sell fish, fresh fruits and vegetables, is indeed a 
challenge when trying to encourage consumers to switch to healthier 
food, as the government does not monitor the prices placed on their 
products. Efforts have been made to sell local fresh fish at a cheaper 
price; however, consumers reported that fish are only easily available to 
those in the urban areas.

 ● Tongan culture and religion play a major influence in buying and 
preparing food in the Kingdom. Food is associated with almost all 
events in Tonga, as is having food available in abundance for the 
frequent family events [33, 54]. 

Retailers notice a sharp spike in sales during these times, especially when 
it is a national event such as the Free Wesleyan Church Conference, the 
largest religious denomination in this Christian country. These events 
run over the course of more than a week. In addition to functions such 
as funerals and weddings (which also take place over several days), 
food provision for the masses is expected. Food, including fatty meat 
and mayonnaise will be purchased despite any price hikes. 

 ● Tongan values include the importance of children in Tongan society. 
There is a belief that eating western/imported foods, including meat, is 
associated with wealth and prestige [55, 56]. Because of this, parents, 
intent on providing the best for their children, aim to ensure there is “kiki” 
(meat meal) for their children every day, if they can. 

“We still have to buy meat. Looking at our children, we still have 
to buy meat to make an evening meal with…”

 ● It appears that policy development has been the decision of the Ministry 
of Revenue, with little if any advice from the Ministry of Health as to 
which food products to tax or remove import duties from. Compared to 
the 2013 tax policy changes, the development of these policy changes 
was not a multi-sectoral collaborative effort. The C-POND project and 
the Centre for Research Excellence in Obesity Policy and Food Systems, 
in conjunction with Deakin University, Australia, are currently looking 
in depth into the processes involved in developing and formulating 
food-related policies. 
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 ● Consultation with the public appears not to have been carried out. It 
seems that some consumers were only aware of the reason for the price 
rise – improved healthy lifestyles – during the focus group discussions.

 ● Parallel programmes in collaboration with government ministries were 
not implemented, which could have made people aware of the price 
control list, know what substitutes they could switch to and alternative 
food recipes and preparations to ensure a smooth transition to more 
healthy foods and overall lifestyle. The Health Promotion Unit and Tonga 
Health carry out food-related programmes; however, they were not 
directly related to food taxes or well-coordinated to be offered at the 
same time as the food taxes were implemented.

STUDY LIMITATIONS
This study attempted to provide only a snapshot of the current status of specific 
food taxes in the country. There were limitations in the study which included;

 - Qualitative interviews and focus group discussions were held only in 
Tongatapu. More focus group discussions to cover more population 
groups would have been ideal. 

 - Some of the key informant interviews were not possible due to travel or 
simply no response to requests. However, all government and main retail 
businesses are located in Tongatapu, and participants were candid in 
their responses. 

Import volumes of taxed goods and consumer consumption surveys before 
and after the tax implementation would have complemented this qualitative 
data and provided definitive answers. Research into the regressivity of this 
particular tax is also needed. The cost-effectiveness of such interventions, 
looking at the amount of revenue generated, would also be of interest. 
The World Bank, with direct support from Tonga’s Ministry of Finance and 
other government ministries, is conducting further work on the overall 
effectiveness of NCD-related taxes in 2016 and 2017. This report provides a 
basis for the more comprehensive project, carried out in collaboration with 
from other partners, including FAO. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS
In summary, based on these qualitative data it seems that the intended 
effects of the taxes on fatty meat are positive for the mutton flaps. Overall, 
however, consumers still purchase and consume fatty meat (mainly chicken) 
on a regular basis. Purchases and consumption increase during functions 
and events, which in the Tongan culture happen frequently. 

Based on this snapshot of food taxes in Tonga, the following recommendations 
are made. 

Recommendations for current food-related taxes to be 
more effective

1. Incentives should be put in place for the production of local substitutes 
and alternative food products. These would include supply-side 
investments to ensure an affordable, accessible and sustained supply of 
nutritious substitutes such as fish, marine resources livestock and local root 
crops. 

Suggestions from the stakeholder consultation workshop participants 
included the need to consider reducing unit costs, and the use of new 
innovations in manufacturing and food processing. The scaling up of 
existing pilot projects/small projects such as the poultry distribution 
project, women’s home/vegetable gardens, and fisheries special 
management areas, was also proposed. 

In order to compensate for the issue of seasonal availability of fruits 
and vegetables, undervalued/underutilized nutritious foods that can 
be promoted should be identified. For example, in Solomon Islands 
and Fiji green leaves like pumpkin tops and sweet potato tops are 
used as vegetables. In Tonga, squash is exported, but the green tops 
are not utilized. Further research on the cultural acceptability of such 
foods is needed as some have negative perceptions associated 
with them, being considered “famine foods”. Having a mixture of 
early-bearing and later-bearing varieties of the same foods could 
also be a potential solution. 

More research is needed on climate-resilient varieties and animal 
breeds. Since most agriculture crops are perishable, technologies 
and facilities for food preservation and processing, including small 
business development, could be considered. Food composition data 
on local foods is a major knowledge gap. The general public needs to 
be educated on the nutrient content of local foods and their benefits 
compared to imported food.
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Nutrition education is needed to help change misconceptions, for 
example, that Tongan food is inferior and imported food is superior. (Kids 
choose the apple and not the papaya.) Learning from success stories 
on other islands, such as the “Let’s Go Local” campaign in Northern 
Pacific, was proposed. The role of the Ministry of Education in ensuring 
that the younger generation learns about healthy foods, for example, 
via school garden projects, was also mentioned. 

2. Implementation of various NCD interventions should be conducted 
in a complementary manner. NCD interventions such as food tax 
policies and legislation, together with health promotion programmes 
such physical activity and social marketing, should run parallel to each 
other, rather than in isolation, to ensure a comprehensive approach. 

Participants in the stakeholder consultation workshop were of the 
opinion that many of these types of supporting actions are already 
taking place in schools and churches, although on a small scale 
and in a non-coordinated manner. A large-scale, more programmatic 
approach was proposed. Suggestions included the need to consider 
using some of the revenues generated from food taxation to fund these 
complementary interventions by introducing hypothecation of tax 
revenues (dedication of the revenue from a specific tax for a particular 
expenditure purpose), as has been done in some countries.

3. A monitoring and evaluation (M&E) framework on the impact of these 
policy changes must be developed and embedded within the country’s 
national development framework. This will ensure sustained effective 
implementation of such policies. 

Suggestions from the stakeholder workshop included setting up a 
taskforce committee for M&E and developing an M&E framework to 
guide their work. Capacity development could be carried out through 
the taskforce committee, such as recruitment and training staff within 
the Enforcement Unit of the Ministry of Labour and Commerce, to ensure 
that taxes are implemented. 
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Additional recommendations for future food tax 
implementation

1. For future NCD-related food taxes, collaborative efforts should be 
present and strengthened among relevant government ministries and 
stakeholders to ensure the improvement of health as well as economic 
development. Given the high-level support from His Majesty, King George 
VI, as well as the Prime Minister, Hon. Pohiva, there should not be any 
barriers to increase communication and dialogue via the existing multi-
sectoral National NCD Committee. In the context of NCD-related taxes, 
collaboration between the Ministries of Health, Revenue & Customs and 
Finance is especially important. 

The stakeholder consultation workshop participants identified some 
existing collaboration mechanisms that could be utilized for this 
purpose, such as the NCD Committee, Tonga Health, the National Food 
Council and the Healthy Eating Advisory Group. Another idea proposed 
was to set up a taskforce committee to lead the process. Essential 
stakeholders were identified – the Ministries of Finance and Planning 
(MOFNP), Revenue & Customs (MRC), Agriculture, Food, Fisheries and 
Forestry (MAFFF), Education & Training (MET) Commerce, Consumer 
Trade, Innovation and Labour (MCCTIL) – while the Legislative Assembly, 
Public Service Commission, Ministry of Meteorology, Energy, Information, 
Disaster Management, Climate Change and Communications 
(MEIDECC), Lands, Survey and Natural Resources (MLSNR) churches 
and civil society organizations could be good to include. 

The potential roles of each ministry were discussed, such as: the Ministry 
of Health, to provide information on the nutrition content of local and 
imported food to ensure that policy-makers are well informed before 
making decisions on further food taxes, and to oversee health promotion; 
the Ministry of Revenue and Commerce, to implement the taxes and 
collect revenues; the Ministry of Finance and Government of Statistics, 
to provide economic and statistical data including trend analysis of 
revenue generated and import volumes to further inform policy-makers; 
the Ministry of Agriculture, to implement activities to improve access 
to and availability of healthy substitutes, and for the Food Division to 
conduct food inspection training; and the Ministry of Internal Affairs, 
to oversee any social and cultural activities including those run by 
churches. This Ministry would be important in the dissemination of 
information to all districts and church congregations.
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2. Those directly affected by the policy changes must be consulted in 
order to understand the benefits of the changes. Consultative processes 
with the public before, during and after implementation are important for 
awareness and understanding of the purpose, intent and processes of 
the policy. 

The need to consider and plan for the costs involved was highlighted by 
the workshop participants. Ample time should be given to communicate 
with stakeholders. Stakeholders to involve in the consultation process 
include government ministries, importers, retailers, wholesalers, 
customs brokers, business groups, church groups and civil society. It 
was proposed that consultations should be co-driven by the Ministry of 
Health and the Ministry of Finance and Planning.

The need for awareness-raising regarding the taxes was also highlighted, 
as often at community level people are unaware that the main purpose 
of the tax is to support better health, and feel penalized by the tax. In 
addition to using radio and television to communicate with stakeholders 
about the proposed policy changes, social media such as Facebook 
should be used. Announcements made after church services could 
also be effective. 

3. Tongan culture and traditions, still very strong in this day and age, must 
be acknowledged and considered during decision-making processes. 
The influence of church Leaders and their input are crucial and should be 
considered. Church leaders are potential agents of change. 

Suggestions from the stakeholder consultation workshop participants 
included the need to seek the support of important “influencers” such as 
members of the royal family and nobles, church leaders, popular sports 
people, teachers and parents. The role of women and their influence in 
the family was highlighted, as they are the ones who generally plant, 
produce and buy foods, prepare them and feed their families, and 
therefore should be the target of nutrition education programmes. 

Some key barriers to behaviour change were identified, such as the 
belief that the more (foods) you offer, the more blessings you receive; 
and that if the groom does not provide a large pig at the wedding feast, 
this shows that the groom’s family is too poor to look after the bride. 
The participants proposed that the money be donated to the young 
couple instead. The idea that “big is beautiful” was also highlighted as 
a mindset that needs to change. 
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Participants discussed what would motivate people to make changes 
in their diets. There was agreement that church leaders have the 
power to help change the mindset of people in their community. For 
example, if they were to ask people not to prepare a pig for the church 
feast or when the church leader visits them, people would listen. They 
could discourage the tradition of preparing large amounts of food, 
and encourage going back to the use of traditional local recipes and 
not relying on imported products, thereby breaking the association 
of abundant western-style food with wealth and prosperity. Some of 
the church leaders present expressed their willingness to follow up on 
these ideas. 

Existing health promotion programmes from Tonga Health, or those in 
schools and churches, could be further utilized. Cultural dancing was 
identified as a physical activity that could be appealing to some young 
people. 

Although food and nutrition are already included in the school 
curriculum, the need for regular lessons, and more collaboration with 
other sectors such as the Ministry of Agriculture, were identified, to 
improve their effectiveness.

4. Important decisions involving a population approach must be 
evidence-based and well researched to justify change. Experts within 
each ministry who are well versed in research and information sharing 
should be involved from the planning stages. Information on alternative 
choices and complementary programmes encouraging the purchase of 
healthier food should be made available.

These recommendations were further unpacked and discussed in detail in a 
stakeholder consultation with government officials, civil society and church 
groups in Tonga during September 2017. Some of the key points emerging 
from the discussions have been reported above. A report of this workshop is 
also available from FAO. 



29

REFERENCES
1. World Health Organization (WHO). 2011. Honiara outcome: Ninth Meeting 

of Ministers of Health for the Pacific Island Countries, June 2011. Manila, WHO 

Regional Office for the Western Pacific.

2. WHO. 2013. Apia outcome: Tenth Pacific Health Ministers Meeting, 2-4 July 2013. 

Manila, WHO Regional Office for the Western Pacific.

3. Pacific Islands Forum Secretariat. 2011. Forum Communique - 42nd PIF, Auckland, 
New Zealand, 7-8 September, 2011.

4. United Nations General Assembly 2011. Political declaration of the high-level 
meeting of the general assembly on the prevention and control of 
non-communicable diseases. New York, United Nations.

5. Mozaffarian, D. 2016. Dietary and Policy Priorities for Cardiovascular Disease, 
Diabetes, and Obesity. A Comprehensive Review, 2016. 133 (2): pp. 187-225.

6. Lin, S., Hufanga, S., Linhart, C., Morrell, S., Taylor, R., Magliano, D.J. & Zimmet, P. 

2016. Diabetes and Obesity Trends in Tonga Over 40 Years. Asia Pac J Public 

Health, 2016. 28 (6): pp. 475-85.

7. Anderson, I. 2013. The economic costs of noncommunicable diseases in the 
Pacific Islands: a rapid stocktake of the situation in Samoa, Tonga, and Vanuatu.

8. WHO. 2017. Tonga, NCD Joint Programming Mission, 9 - 13 March, 2015.

9. Hufanga, S., Carter, K.L., Rao, C., Lopez, A.D. & Taylor, R. 2012. Mortality trends in 
Tonga: an assessment based on a synthesis of local data. Population health 

metrics, 2012. 10 (1): p. 14.

10. WHO. 2011. Global status report on non-communicable diseases 2010 - 
Description of the global burden of NCDs, their risk factors and determinants.

11. WHO. 2013. Global action plan for the prevention and control of 
non-communicable diseases 2013-2020.

12. Swinburn, B.A., Sacks, G., Hall, K.D., McPherson, K., Finegood, D.T., Moodie, M.L. 

& Gortmaker, S.L. 2011. The global obesity pandemic: shaped by global drivers 
and local environments. The Lancet, 2011. 378 (9793): pp. 804-814.

13. Gortmaker, S.L., Swinburn, B.A., Levy, D., Carter, R., Mabry, P.L., Finegood, D.T., 

Huang, T., Marsh, T. & Moodie, M.L. 2011. Changing the future of obesity: science, 
policy, and action. Lancet, 2011. 378 (9793): pp. 838-47.

14. Mytton, O., Gray, A., Rayner, M. & Rutter, H. 2007. Could targeted food taxes 
improve health? Journal of Epidemiology and Community Health, 2007. 61 (8): 

pp. 689-694.



EFFECTS OF FOOD TAXATION IN TONGA: A SNAPSHOT

30

15. Thow, A.M., Downs, S. & Jan, S. 2014. A systematic review of the effectiveness of 
food taxes and subsidies to improve diets: understanding the recent evidence. 
Nutrition Reviews, 2014. 72 (9): pp. 551-565.

16. Wright, A., Smith, K.E. & Hellowell, M. 2017. Policy lessons from health taxes: a 
systematic review of empirical studies. BMC Public Health, 2017. 17 (1): p. 583.

17. Matangitonga Online. 2017. Tonga Preliminary Population Census. Matangitonga 

Online.

18. World Bank. 2016. Country Profile: Tonga. Available at: http://databank.worldbank.

org/data/Views/Reports/ReportWidgetCustom.aspx?Report_Name=CountryPro-

file&Id=b450fd57&tbar=y&dd=y&inf=n&zm=n&country=TON.

19. Government of Tonga. 2016. Budget Statement 2016/17, Ministry of Finance, Editor. 

Nuku’alofa, Tonga.

20. Government of Tonga, World Bank, United Nations Development Program, and 

IFAD, 2016. Tonga Agriculture Sector Plan 2016 - 2020. Nukualofa, Tonga.

21. MAFFF [Ministy of Agriculture Food Fisheries and Forestry], Tonga Statistics 

Department, & FAO. 2015. 2015 Tonga National Agriculture Census Report.

22. Dornan, M. & Brant, P. 2014. Chinese Assistance in the Pacific: Agency, Effectiveness 
and the Role of Pacific Island Governments. Asia & the Pacific Policy Studies, 2014. 

1 (2): pp. 349-363.

23. Asian Development Bank. 2017. Asian Development Outlook 2017: Transcending 
the Middle Income Challenge. Philippines, Asian Development Bank.

24. Dateline Pacific. 2017. Tonga government facing no confidence motion.

25. WHO. 2012. Health Service Delivery Profile: Kingdom of Tonga.

26. Waddington, C. & Dodd, R. 2013. Independent Progress Report of the Tonga Health 
Systems Support Program (THSSP). AUSAID Health Research Facility.

27. WHO. 2015. The Kingdom of Tonga health system review. Manila, WHO Regional 

Office for the Western Pacific.

28. World Bank. 2015 10 July, 2017]. Available at: http://data.worldbank.org/

indicator/SH.XPD.PCAP.

29. Tonga Health Promotion Foundation. 2017. Available at: https://www.

tongahealth.org/.

30. Pauli, J., Naati, E. & Taoi, L. 2015. Health Eating Discussion Paper: Tonga. 

Nukualofa, Tonga.

31. Sahal Estime, M., Lutz, B. & Strobel, F. 2014. Trade as a structural driver of dietary risk 
factors for non-communicable diseases in the Pacific: an analysis of household 
income and expenditure survey data. Global Health, 2014. 10: p. 48.

http://databank.worldbank.org/data/Views/Reports/ReportWidgetCustom.aspx?Report_Name=CountryProfile&Id=b450fd57&tbar=y&dd=y&inf=n&zm=n&country=TON
http://databank.worldbank.org/data/Views/Reports/ReportWidgetCustom.aspx?Report_Name=CountryProfile&Id=b450fd57&tbar=y&dd=y&inf=n&zm=n&country=TON
http://databank.worldbank.org/data/Views/Reports/ReportWidgetCustom.aspx?Report_Name=CountryProfile&Id=b450fd57&tbar=y&dd=y&inf=n&zm=n&country=TON
http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SH.XPD.PCAP
http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SH.XPD.PCAP
https://www.tongahealth.org/
https://www.tongahealth.org/


31

32. Statistics Department Tonga. 2014. International Merchandise Trade Statistics: 
Annual 2014. Nukualofa, Tonga.

33. Mavoa, H.M. & McCabe, M. 2008. Sociocultural factors relating to Tongans’ and 
Indigenous Fijians’ patterns of eating, physical activity and body size. Asia Pac J 

Clin Nutr, 2008. 17 (3): pp. 375-84.

34. Matheson, A., Foliaki, S. & Matheson, D. 2014. Tonga Food Security Mission 
Technical Report.

35. Food Act 2014. 2014. 

36. Government of Tonga. 2017. Three-day consultation to review the Food 
Regulations 2014. Available at: http://mic.gov.to/news-today/press-releas-

es/6613-three-day-consultation-to-review-the-food-regulations-2014.

37. Rayner, G., Hawkes, C., Lang, T. & Bello, W. 2006. Trade liberalization and the diet 
transition: a public health response. Health Promotion International, 2006. 21 
(suppl_1): pp. 67-74.

38. Legge, D., Gleeson, D., Snowdon, W. & Thow, A.M. 2011.Trade agreements and 
non-communicable diseases in the Pacific islands. in Pacific NCD Forum. 

39. Thow, A.M., Swinburn, B., Colagiuri, S., Diligolevu, M., Quested, C., Vivili, P. & Leeder, 

S. 2010. Trade and food policy: case studies from three Pacific Island countries. 
Food Policy, 2010. 35 (6): pp. 556-564.

40. World Trade Organization. 2014. The WTO Trade Policy Review of Tonga, 2014. 

41. Ministry of Revenue and Customs. 2013. New Duty and Excise Tax Rates to 
Encourage Healthy Living [10 May 2017]. Available at: http://www.revenue.gov.

to/Article.aspx?Mode=1&ID=1585&ESID=1769.

42. Crown Law Tonga. 2016. Excise Tax (Amendment) Order 2016.

43. Crown Law Tonga. 2016. Customs Duty (Amendment) Order 2016.

44. Crawford, D. 2010. Obesity epidemiology: from aetiology to public health. Oxford 

University Press, USA.

45. Evans, M., Sinclair, R.C., Fusimalohi, C. & Liava’a, V. 2002 Diet, health and the 
nutrition transition: some impacts of economic and socio-economic factors 
on food consumption patterns in the Kingdom of Tonga. Pacific health dialog, 

2002. 9 (2): pp. 309-315.

46. Ministry of Health. 2015. The Halafononga: Tonga National Strategy for Prevention 
and Control of Non-Communicable Diseases 2015 - 2020.

47. Ministry of Information and Communications. 2017. Tonga signs the PACER Plus 
Agreement. [18 July 2017]. Available at: http://www.mic.gov.to/news-today/

press-releases/6764-tonga-signs-the-pacer-plus-agreement.

http://mic.gov.to/news-today/press-releases/6613-three-day-consultation-to-review-the-food-regulations-2014
http://mic.gov.to/news-today/press-releases/6613-three-day-consultation-to-review-the-food-regulations-2014
http://www.revenue.gov.to/Article.aspx?Mode=1&ID=1585&ESID=1769
http://www.revenue.gov.to/Article.aspx?Mode=1&ID=1585&ESID=1769
http://www.mic.gov.to/news-today/press-releases/6764-tonga-signs-the-pacer-plus-agreement
http://www.mic.gov.to/news-today/press-releases/6764-tonga-signs-the-pacer-plus-agreement


EFFECTS OF FOOD TAXATION IN TONGA: A SNAPSHOT

32

48. Tonga Broadcasting Commission. 2017. PSA and NGOs asked to defer signing 
of PACER Plus 2017 [18 July 2017]. Available at: http://www.tonga-broadcasting.

net/?p=7867.

49. Evans, M., Sinclair, R.C., Fusimalohi, C. & Liava’a, V. 2001. Globalization, diet, and 
health: an example from Tonga. Bulletin of the World Health Organization, 2001. 

79 (9): pp. 856-862.

50. Tonga Broadcasting Commission. 2017. Cheaper fish again sold in Nukualofa for 
the second time, an initiative by the Tongan Government.

51. Radio NZ Pacific. 2017. Tongan govt hands out thousands of chicks [12 

July 12 2017]. Available at: http://www.radionz.co.nz/international/

pacific-news/327183/tongan-govt-hands-out-thousands-of-chicks.

52. Kaniva Tonga. 2017. Thousands baby ducks and chickens distributed to promote 
healthy lifestyle [12 July 12 2017]. Available at: http://kanivatonga.nz/2017/03/

thousands-baby-ducks-and-chickens-distributed-to-promote-healthy-lifestyle/.

53. Cacavas, K., Mavoa, H., Kremer, P., Malakellis, M., Fotu, K., Swinburn, B. & de 

Silva-Sanigorski, A. 2011. Tongan Adolescents’ Eating Patterns: Opportunities for 
Intervention. Asia Pacific Journal of Public Health, 2011. 23 (1): pp. 24-33.

54. Mahina, O. 2006. Food me’akai and body sino in traditional Tongan society: Their 
theoretical and practical implications for health policy. Pacific Health Dialog, 

1999. 6 (2): pp. 276-287.

55. Cassels, S. 2006. Overweight in the Pacific: links between foreign dependence, 
global food trade, and obesity in the Federated States of Micronesia. 
Globalization and Health, 2006. 2 (1): p. 10.

56. Morton, H. & Lee, H.M. 1996. Becoming Tongan: An ethnography of childhood. 

University of Hawaii Press.

http://www.tonga-broadcasting.net/?p=7867
http://www.tonga-broadcasting.net/?p=7867
http://www.radionz.co.nz/international/pacific-news/327183/tongan-govt-hands-out-thousands-of-chicks
http://www.radionz.co.nz/international/pacific-news/327183/tongan-govt-hands-out-thousands-of-chicks
http://kanivatonga.nz/2017/03/thousands-baby-ducks-and-chickens-distributed-to-promote-healthy-lifestyle/
http://kanivatonga.nz/2017/03/thousands-baby-ducks-and-chickens-distributed-to-promote-healthy-lifestyle/








I8052EN/1/11.17

ISBN 978-92-5-130002-2

9 7 8 9 2 5 1 3 0 0 0 2 2


	COVER  01:11:2017
	interno 01:11:2017
	Pagina vuota
	Pagina vuota

