El Niño Threatens Food Supplies in Papua New Guinea
by Bruce Hill
Oct. 15, 2015 - The monster El Niño in the Pacific is inflicting a severe drought on Papua New Guinea, and elsewhere in the Pacific and beyond, affecting about 2.5 million people in PNG alone.
The El Niño event, already among the 4 most powerful recorded, is continuing to intensify, the Bureau of Meteorology said this week.  The resulting altered wind and rainfall patterns have prompted the bureau to raise the odds of a hotter and drier than usual end of the year for Australia.  The conditions extend to neighbors to the north and east. 
In PNG, there have been multiple reports of deaths, especially of children, due to food shortages.  But precise figures are not yet available.
As rivers have dried up, bitter frosts in the country's Highlands have destroyed the food gardens many ordinary villagers depend on for sustenance.  
CARE Australia's assistant country director in PNG, Blossum Gilmore, said families are having to walk as long as to 3 hours, round trip, to fetch water.
"People are starting to run out of food now.  When we were out doing the assessment 2 weeks ago, people said they had less than 1 month of food left in the ground," she said.
The rugged terrain, lack of communications, and poor road infrastructure make it difficult to get information from remote areas.  These factors also make it difficult to distribute emergency relief supplies to all those in need.
Rocky Herpet, a ward councillor in Hela province, said 2 children died after eating unfamiliar "bush food".  “2 kids have died because of the drought now.  They were vomiting when [they] died," he told the ABC.
"Everything here is affected by the frost and we can't live for a long time now."  Mr Herpet said people in Panduaga are yet to receive any food relief, because provincial governors have been arguing over which province is responsible for the village.  "We have no member, no governor to help us.  We live in this corner, no one can help us," he said.
A state of emergency has already been declared in the Southern Highlands and Enga province, where church leaders claimed at least 10 people died from starvation last month.
The PNG government has pledged to provide emergency relief funds to affected areas, but warns the situation could get worse.
Higher Education Minister Malakai Tabar says many Papua New Guineans have not learnt lessons from past drought disasters.  He says households have not invested in equipment such as rainwater tanks to mitigate the impact.  "I come from an area where I'm distributing things ... but I'm telling families, 'you're the ... manager , the leader of that unit.  If you didn't plan and prepare your family and yourself for this situation, my friend, you have a problem," he said.  Mr Talabar said a lack of coordination at a national and local level is hampering recovery efforts.
Drought, Frosts
According to PNG's National Weather Service (NWS), the El Niño phenomenon will continue to strengthen and is expected to last until March 2016.
The effects are expected to surpass the 1997-98 event - the strongest El Niño on record - that adversely affected about 3 million people, the NWS said.
Enga province administrator Samson Amean said recent frosts in his province were the worst in 40 years; more than 300,000 people are affected.
The country has also been battling its worst drought in 18 years.  Hundreds of people died when PNG faced similar drought and frost conditions in 1997.  In very remote areas, the death rate was reportedly as high as 7%.
PNG prime minister Peter O'Neill has said the current crisis could be get worse.  The dry, cold conditions affecting large areas of PNG and Solomon Islands will continue throughout this year's El Niño event, said the director of PNG's National Weather Service, Sam Mahia.  "There will be impacts in the rural areas, where 85% of Papua New Guinea's population resides," he said.
The El Niño effects are also being felt in Fiji, where some western islands reported less than half the usual rainfall in August, the Fiji Meteorological service said last month.
Vanuatu, hard hit by Cyclone Pam earlier this year, is also among the countries affected, said Julia Newton-Howes, chief executive of CARE Australia, said.
"We have a crisis developing on our doorstep, and we need to be ready to respond," Dr Newton-Howes said.
The abnormal weather, which includes record global temperatures last month, also extends to the Horn of Africa.  Ethiopia estimates 4.5 million people in its country will need food assistance this year, CARE said.  
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