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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 

The Government of Tonga is seeking funding from the World Bank for the Climate Resilient Transport 

Project to facilitate the safe, efficient and sustainable movement of goods and people in the Kingdom of 

Tonga, whilst strengthening climate resilience of the transport sector.  The overall Project addresses 

rehabilitation of key road, maritime and airport infrastructure.  The focus of this Report however, is the 

resurfacing of the runway at Salote Pilolevu Airport in Haôapai. 

An Environmental and Social Impact Assessment (ESIA) for the Project has been undertaken which 

assesses the environmental and socio-economic impacts arising from the Project and outlines measures to 

mitigate these impacts in accordance with Tongan legislation and World Bank safeguard policies. 

Key stakeholders and villages in Haôapai potentially impacted by the proposed Project were consulted 

including Koulo Village which is located directly adjacent to the runway and feedback has been 

incorporated in mitigation measures. 

As the scope of proposed works are contained to the runway and immediate surrounding environs, key 

potential positive and negative impacts of the Project are limited to the following: 

¶ Risks from invasive species in imported aggregate material. 

¶ Runoff of hydrocarbons in stormwater from the newly laid surface into groundwater beneath the 

site. 

¶ Lighting impacts on Kuolo Village if the construction area is floodlit during night-time works. 

A range of positive impacts have also been identified including: employment opportunities due to the need 

for local labour; the potential for increased income to tourism activities in Haôapai as a result of improved 

access; and provision of a runway that is more climate resilient and better able to withstand the effects 

of heavier aircraft arrivals in the event of future requirement for disaster relief. 

Overall, all significant adverse impacts can be mitigated through adoption of the following key measures: 

¶ Contractor to undertake all works in the dry to avoid potential egress of hydrocarbons into underlying 

groundwater.  Works to be based on rain forecast. 

¶ Contractor to take into account airport operations during runway works.  This may require works to 

be undertaken at night. 

¶ Implementation of a grievance redress mechanism to address any local community issues that may 

arise. 
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Background 

The Government of Tonga is seeking funding from the World Bank for the Climate 

Resilient Transport Project (the Project), to facilitate the safe, efficient and sustainable 

movement of goods and people in the Kingdom of Tonga, whilst strengthening climate 

resilience of the transport sector. 

The overall Project addresses rehabilitation of key roads, maritime and aviation sector 

infrastructure.  This Report focusses on the aviation sector infrastructure-related Project. 

The Ministry of Infrastructure (MOI) is the agency responsible for Project implementation. 

Argo Environmental Ltd in association with Landcare Solutions Limited have been 

commissioned to assess the potential environmental impacts of the Project (see TOR 

Appendix 1). 

 

1.2 Project Rationale 

The Tonga Climate Resilient Transport (TCRT) Project aims to support the transport sector in 

Tonga by: 

¶ Addressing the infrastructure maintenance backlog in the road, aviation and maritime 

sectors; 

¶ Increasing the resilience of transport infrastructure to climate change and extreme 

weather events; and 

¶ Ensuring safer and more reliable transport services. 

In accordance with the TOR for the TCRT Project, an Environmental and Social Impact 

Assessment (ESIA) protocol has been adopted and an Environmental & Social Management 

Plan (ESMP) has been prepared to facilitate the various transport Projects proposed. 

 

1.3 Project Categorisation 

The World Bank requires the categorisation of Project under OP 4.01.  Based on Project 

activities, the Project is considered to be Category B on the basis that the impacts will not be 

irreversible or unprecedented, and mitigation measures can be readily identified.  The 

applicable safeguards policies which are triggered by the Project are OP 4.01 Environmental 

Assessment and OP 4.04 Natural Habitats. 

OP4.12 Involuntary Resettlement is not triggered.  There will be no land acquisition required 

for any project works.  If any additional land is required, it will be subject to a negotiated lease 

arrangement with the land owner.    
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2 Project Description 

2.1 Background 

The domestic runway Salote Pilolevu Airport is located at Koulo, Haôapai (see Figure 2.1).  

The runway pavement is about 300mm thick and comprises coral chip seal over coral base 

course.  It was built 18 years ago by the Tonga Ministry of Works under Australian 

Supervision.  The current chip seal is showing significant signs of distress and localised 

pavement repairs. 

The Airport currently services domestic aircraft connecting generally with Tongaôs hub 

located in Nukuôalofa, Tongatapu.  Tonga Airports Limited (TAL) is the airport operator and 

manages HPA along with the other five airports in Tonga. 

Key design features of the existing Airport are as follows: 

¶ The runway measures 1200m x 29.5m wide, oriented southeast/northwest.  The 18m 

wide stub taxiway and apron, measuring around 31.4 x 39.5m, is located about 800m 

from the southeast end and the runway has 15m x 34m wide turning nodes at each 

end.  The strip is around 90m wide x 1400m long with the runway approximately 

central within the strip. 

¶ A road crossing, located about 400m from the northeast end of the runway, has a 

manually controlled barrier arm on each side operated by security guards around the 

time of scheduled flights.  At other times the barriers are open. 

¶ The runway elevation rises from about 5m above sea level at the northwest end to 

about 9m above sea level at the southwest end. 

¶ There are navigational aids but there is no airfield lighting and the airfield is operated 

in daylight hours only. 

¶ A 2m high perimeter fence along the strip edge consists of a mixture of wire mesh, 

barbed wire, concrete posts and continuous concrete block wall reported to be mainly 

to prevent animals from wandering onto the airfield. The gates at the road crossing 

include cattle stops. 

2.2 Proposed Methodology 

Set out below is a summary of the proposed construction methodology for the runway 

upgrade at Haôapai: 

¶ Resurfacing (using a bitumen product and double coat chip seal) and localised 

pavement repairs to areas of the runway, taxiway and apron which are showing signs 

of distress.   

¶ The likely equipment that will be required includes: a 20-ton excavator, loader, motor 

grader, vibration steel roller, dump trucks, water truck, miller, bobcat and assorted 

equipment (hand broom, shovels, bitumen kettle, 5-ton steel drum, trailer, jack 

hammer, compactor). 

¶ The likely equipment that will be required for chip-sealing includes: a Bitumen 

Distributor, Chip spreader trucks, Rubber Tyre Roller, Mechanic Broom, Water Truck, 

Loader, Bitumen blower (Bitumen burner) 

¶ All equipment and materials will be located in area within the boundary of the Airport 

which is Government-owned land. 

The chipsealing process involves resurfacing of the existing sealed surface resulting in no 

material change in the key characteristics of the runway.  Bitumen will be laid using a 

spreader and imported emulsion material with the chip material being laid over the top and 

rolled. 

A workforce of approximately 22-26 people including locally-based labour (16 people), 

heavy plant operators and staff required to heat bitumen (see Table 2.1) is anticipated.  Any 

non-resident individuals would be housed in existing accommodation on Haôapai. 
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Figure 2.1:  Google Earth image showing location of Salote Pilolevu Airport in Haôapai with Koulo Village to the south 
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Table 2.1:  Personnel requirements 

Type Roles Number of Employees 

Localised Pavement 
Maintenance Team 

Heavy Plant Operator 6 

Labourers 16 

Chip Sealing Team Heavy Plant Operator 6 

Bitumen Heating 4 

Labourers 16 

 

As the workers are likely to be mostly locally-based Tongan nationals with no requirement 

for contractor camps, there is little or no potential for interactions that may lead to 

culturally insensitive behaviour and relationships arising as a result of the Project, 

including those that are disrespectful of local customs and village bylaws, and others 

fostering and or directly resulting in gender-based violence (GBV), violence against 

children (VAC), sexual harassment etc.  No inter-island issues were raised as part of 

consultation process and is typically not an issue that arises in Tonga. 

The intent is to not interfere with the ordinary operation of the airport as far as practicable 

while physical works are undertaken. 

MOI have indicated that only óAhononou Quarry in Tongatapu meets the minimum 

standards for chip seal works.  The quarry located on Haôapai does not have suitable 

aggregate. óAhononou Quarry was the main source of material for recent WB project on 

Tongatapu and was used in the Fuaôamotu runway construction, extension and 

resurfacing Projects.  It is likely that the required material will be barged from Tongatapu. 

óAhononou Quarry has the necessary environmental permits to operate having recently 

prepared an EIA to assess the impacts of operational activities. 

 

2.3 Timing / Expected Duration of Works 

Pavement repairs and resurfacing is expected to commence in early 2019 and take 

approximately 24 weeks to complete including mobilisation and testing. 

Normal working hours are Monday to Friday, 7am to 6pm.  Due to Airport operational 

activities night time works may be required.  Works outside of daytime hours will require 

permission from MOI and notice to affected parties and the public at least one week prior 

to work commencing. 

Work on a Sunday (Sabbath Day) is not permitted (as protected in the Constitution of 

Tonga) and any requirements to work on a Sunday (e.g. emergency works) will require 

special approvals. 

 

2.4 Alternative Methodologies 

The Airport runway is existing infrastructure which requires improvements to ensure 

continued operation. 

The design approach and methodology proposed is based on industry best practice and is 

consistent with other runway upgrade projects.  It is considered likely that this is the most 

cost effective and practical approach. 

Overall, the preliminary designs and proposed construction methodology upon which this 

impact assessment is based, have been selected on the basis that they are the most 

effective use of natural resources and labour in order to minimise potential impacts on the 

local environment and community. 
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3 Environmental Policy, Legal & Administrative Framework 

3.1 Environmental Regulatory Framework 

Tonga has a well-established regulatory framework that provides measures to protect and 

preserve the environment from abuse, pollution and degradation, to manage the 

environment for sustainable development and to promote environmental awareness.   

Legislation concerning the protection and preservation of the environment is found in a 

number of Acts and is the responsibility of a number of different Ministries according to 

their focus.  Amongst these, are the following key legislations: 

¶ Environmental Impact Assessment Act 2003 and Environmental Impact 

Assessment Regulations 2010 

¶ Environmental Management Act 2010 

¶ Marine Pollution Prevention Act 2002 

¶ Parks and Reserves Act 1988 

¶ Fisheries Management Act 2002 

¶ Aquaculture Management Act 2003 

¶ Birds and Fish Preservation Act 1988  

¶ Public Health Act 1992 

The Ministry of Meteorology, Energy, Information, Disaster Management, Environment, 

Climate Change and Communications (MEIDECC) is the principal agency responsible for 

the management of the environment, and in administering environmental-related 

legislation in Tonga. It provides environmental assessments, reports and 

recommendations to the responsible Ministry, as well as being mandated under the 

Environmental Impact Assessment Act 2003 and the EIA Regulations 2010 to require 

environmental impact assessments and impose conditions for development projects within 

Tonga. 

Accordingly, activities funded under the TSCP will follow the GOTôs established 

procedures and associated guidelines established under the Environmental Assessment 

Act 2003, and environmental legislation of the relevant Ministry. 

 

3.2 Environmental Approvals Framework 

In broad terms, the environmental approval framework in Tonga involves: 

¶ Land acquisition and lease approval (Ministry of Lands and Natural Resources 

ñMLNRò) 

¶ Building Permit approval (MOI) 

¶ Environmental approval (MEIDECC). 

The application process is summarised Figure 3.1.   
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Figure 3.1:  High level linkages between the three main environmental approval elements 
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3.3 Environmental Approvals Process 

 Introduction 

Proposals for all development activities must be notified to the Minister of Environment, 
Information, Disaster Management, Energy and Climate Change for approval under the 
Environmental Impact Assessment Act 2003 and Environmental Impact Assessment 
Regulations 2010.   

The Secretariat and the Minister determine whether the proposed development is a 
ñminorò or a ñmajorò project, and this determination is to be advised to the proponent within 
30 days.  Proponents of major projects are required to submit a full Environmental Impact 
Assessment for review by the Secretariat.  If the Project is deemed to be a minor project, 
approval is granted with or without conditions and the Project may proceed.  

The broad environmental approval process is summarised in Table 3.1 and Figure 3.5.  

 

Figure 3.4:  Ministry of Infrastructure overview of approval pathway 

 Application and Initial Evaluation Phase 

Submission of Application to EIA Unit 

Proposals for all development activities when notified to MEIDECC must include a 
completed ñForm 1ò as set out in Schedule 1 of the Regulations.  The Secretariat and the 
Minister use Form 1 to determine whether the proposed development is a ñminorò or a 
ñmajorò project, and they are required to advise the proponent of this determination within 
30 days.   

If Proponents donôt need any other permits the completed Form 1 may be delivered 
directly to the EIA Unit at the Environment Office of MEIDECC1.  The EIA Unit will check 
that the correct form has been used.   

However, most RE development activities would require a building permit from the 

                                                
1 Vuna Rd, Nuku'alofa, Tonga 
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Ministry of Infrastructure (MOI) in which case the Form 1 would also be lodged with MOI, 

Delivering the application to the EIA Unit involves two steps. 

1. Delivering the application to the EIA Unit at the Environment Office. The EIA Unit will 
check that a Form 1 is attached to the building permit application. 

2. Paying the $10 registration fee to the EIA Unit at the Environment Office. They will 
issue a receipt, and keep a photocopy of the receipt for their records.  MEIDECC will 
not process the application until the fee has been paid. 

Initial Screening Phase ï MEIDECC EIA Unit 

An initial screening evaluation is undertaken during consideration of the completed Form 1 
provided pursuant to Schedule 1 of the EIA Regulations 2010.  The main purpose of Form 
1 is to help the Minister determine whether a project should be dealt with as a Minor or 
Major Project.   
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Table 3.1:  Environmental Approval Process Detailed Overview 
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Figure 3.5:  Environmental Approval Process Detailed Flowchart 
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 Determination of Major or Minor Project Status 

Once the EIA Unit has received the completed Form 1 it is assessed against the criteria in 
the EIA Act and EIA Regulations to determine whether the development activity is a minor 
or major project.  

The Schedule in the EIA Act classifies a range of transport-related activities as Major 
Projects including:  

(c) buildings, works, or land associated with the landing, take-off, parking or servicing of 
aircraft or helicopters; 

(l) sand or gravel extraction from any beach within 50 metres of the high tide mark; 

(r) construction of roads, wharfs, barrages, embankments or levees which affect the 
flow of tidal waters; 

If the project is a Major Project, MEIDECC will issue a Form 3 and explain the next steps of 
the EIA process to the Proponent.  If it is a minor project, the Minister will issue a Form 2.   

For a major project, the proponent is required to submit a full Environmental Impact 
Assessment for review.  The Minister subsequently issues an approval (with or without 
conditions), a request for further information, or a rejection.   

For a minor project, approval is granted with or without conditions and the Project may 
proceed, usually under the provisions of an Environmental Management Plan (ñEMPò) 
which is binding on the Proponent.  The EMP will address environmental management and 
protection measures and will be specific to the development under consideration. 

 EIA Preparation Phase - Major Projects 

If the Project is defined as a Major Project or if the Minister otherwise so directs based on a 
risk assessment, the proponent will need to conduct an EIA in accordance with Form 3 
(Major Projects) of the Regulations.  The purpose of the EIA is to assess potential 
significant environmental issues associated with a project, and to develop appropriate 
methods to resolve those issues. 

Preparation of the EIA is the responsibility of the Project Proponent.   

The EIA element of the process involves a Scoping Phase and a Preparation phase both 
undertaken by the proponent in collaboration with regulators and other parties as 
necessary. The comprehensive initial screening undertaken during preparation of the Form 
1 appraisal will inform this Scoping exercise and will greatly streamline this stage of the 
process.   

Scoping identifies existing sources of data, key individual contacts and important areas of 
field study. It increases local, regional and national awareness of the project, its 
environmental concerns and facilitates rapaid data collection and analysis.  

The findings of the scoping exercise (i.e. information recorded in the scoping checklist) 
provide a list of potential environmental issues, which should be considered and assessed in 
detail in the subsequent EIA.   

EIA Regulation 12 sets out factors to be taken into account by the Minister and the 
Secretariat when considering the likely impact of an activity upon the environment, 
including provision of an environmental management plan.   

Minor Projects ï Environmental Management Plan 

Minor projects are not required to provide an EIA, and are approved with or without 

conditions.   

Major Projects ï Environmental Management Plan 

This ESIA incorporates an Environmental and Social Management Plan (ESMP) for each 

component in partial fulfilment of the requirements of the Act. 
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3.4 Other Applicable Legislation 

 Bird and Fish Preservation Act 1988 

This Act defines species of birds and fish (including turtles) that are protected from being 

killed, shot, captured, taken or destroyed within their defined protected time period. The Act 

also defines protected areas within which it is prohibited to: 

¶ Discharge or cause to be discharged into the protected area any effluent or noxious or 

toxic liquid or substance. 

¶ Erect any harbour, wharf, pier, jetty or other building works, temporary or permanent. 

¶ Cut, damage, remove or destroy any mangrove. 

¶ Erect any fish-fence, or set any fish trap; or trawl for fish (including shellfish) or engage 

in fishing for commercial purposes. 

¶ Carry out any boring, drilling or dredging operations. 

The Tongatapu Lagoon is the only defined protect area within the Act and does not fall 

within the PIA for this assessment.  The listed protected species are not recorded as 

occurring within the PIA and therefore compliance is assured. 

 Marine Pollution Prevention Act 2002 

This Act provides for the prevention of and response to marine pollution and the dumping of 

wastes and other matter and to give effect to international marine pollution conventions. The 

Act, as a whole provides, for marine pollution prevention, marine pollution response, marine 

casualties, liability and compensation for oil pollution damage and regulates dumping and 

incineration of waste at sea. 

This Act also lists a number of pollutants and identifies eight international conventions to 

which Tonga is a party. Within the listed conventions, the following have relevance to this 

project and are described later in this chapter: SPREP convention, London Convention, 

MARPOL, CLC, HNS Convention, OPRC Convention, FUND and the Intervention 

Convention. 

 Parks and Reserves Acts 1988 (CAP 89) 

This Act provides for the establishment of a Parks and Reserves Authority and for the 

establishment, preservation and administration of parks and reserves. It enables the Parks 

and Reserves Authority to seek permission to declare any area or land or sea to be a 

protected area.  The attached schedules to this Act define five marine reserves: 

Hakaumamaôo Reef, Pangaimotu Reef, Monuafe Island Park and Reef, Haôatafu Beach and 

Malinoa Island. The Parks and Reserves Declaration Amendment (1992) established the 

óEua National Park on óEua Island. 

None of the parks are within the PIA of the Project. 

3.5 World Bank Safeguards Policies 

 Introduction 

This ESIA is based on the following World Bank [ñWBò] Operational Policies [ñOPsò]2.  The 

WB Environmental and Social Framework 20173 has not been applied as it is not yet in 

force. 

Environmental and Social Policies 

OP 4.01 Environmental Assessment 

OP 4.04 Natural Habitats 

OP 4.10 Indigenous Peoples does not apply to this Project ï indigenous peoples are 

                                                
2https://policies.worldbank.org/sites/ppf3/Pages/Manuals/Operational%20Manual.aspx  
3http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/383011492423734099/pdf/114278-WP-REVISED-PUBLIC-
Environmental-and-Social-Framework.pdf 

https://policies.worldbank.org/sites/ppf3/Pages/Manuals/Operational%20Manual.aspx
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broadly defined as ñdistinct, vulnerable, social and cultural group attached to geographically 

distinct habitats or historical territories, with separate culture than the project area, and 

usually different languageò.  This definition does not apply to the Tongan situation. 

OP 4.11 Physical Cultural Resources (PCR)* does not apply as the Project involves works 

to existing infrastructure  

OP4.12 Involuntary Resettlement does not apply. 

The relevant WB Policies OP 4.01 and OP 4.04.  These policies are addressed further 

below. 

 Operational Policy 4.01 ï Environmental Assessment 

The WB requires an Environmental Assessment (EA) of Projects proposed for WB 

financing to ensure they are environmentally sound and sustainable, thereby improving 

decision-making.   

OP 4.01 classifies the proposed project into one of four categories, depending on the type, 

location, sensitivity, and scale of the project and the nature and magnitude of its potential 

environmental impacts: 

Category Status 

A Likely to have significant adverse environmental impacts that are sensitive, 

diverse, or unprecedented. 

B Potential adverse environmental impacts on human populations or 

environmentally important areas--including wetlands, forests, grasslands, 

and other natural habitats--are less adverse than those of Category A 

projects. 

C Likely to have minimal or no adverse environmental impacts. Beyond 

screening, no further EA action is required for a Category C project. 

FI Involves investment of Bank funds through a financial intermediary, in 

subprojects that may result in adverse environmental impacts. 

 

The Project, assessed as a Category B Project, with this ESIA presenting information on 

the following matters identified in OP 4.01: 

Å measures to prevent, minimise, mitigate or compensate adverse impacts (Section 6),  

Å public consultation and disclosure as part of the EA process (Section 5) and 

Å an Environmental and Social Management Plan (ESMP) (Section 7). 

 Operational Policy 4.04 ï Natural Habitats 

OP 4.04 Natural Habitats requires the conservation of natural habitats and specifically 

prohibits the support of projects that involve significant conversion or degradation of critical 

habitats, as defined by the policy.  No such significant habitat effects are identified in relation 

to the Project, but there remains the possibility of low to medium level adverse impacts on the 

environment and therefore consideration is given to the requirements of OP 4.04. 

The policy requires the EA to identify impacts on biodiversity and species; to determine 

project impacts on these species; and to propose acceptable mitigation and monitoring 

measures.  These matters are addressed in Section 6.2 of this ESIA. 
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4 Description of the Environment 

4.1 Introduction 

This section provides information on the physical, biological and socio-economic elements 

of the environment, which forms the baseline dataset that can be used as benchmarks for 

any potential future monitoring requirements. 

The area considered for assessment of baseline conditions (the ñProject Influence areaò or 

ñPIAò) consists of the marine environment in and immediately adjacent to the proposed 

dredging works. 

The PIA is defined through consideration of the project footprint including all ancillary 

project components and potential impacts on environmental, economic and social 

resources. 

Table 4.1 outlines the guidelines that have been followed to determine the PIA for the 

Project which is based around a precautionary approach.  All data was obtained by desktop 

study and a field survey conducted in May and June 2018. 

Table 4.1:  Project influence areas delineations and conditions 

Environment PIA 

Important Species Habitat 
The runway and immediate surrounds 

4.2 Location & Setting 

Tonga is an archipelago located directly south of Samoa and about two-thirds of the way 

from Hawaii to New Zealand.  Consisting of 169 islands, 36 of them inhabited, Tonga is 

divided into three main groups Tongatapu, Vavaôu and Haôapai which lie approximately 800 

km north to south (see Figure 4.1). 

 

Figure 4.1:  Location of Tonga and island groups in the Kingdom of Tonga. 
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Haᾶapai is a group of islands, islets, reefs and shoals with an area of 109.3 km2 located in 

the central part of the Kingdom of Tonga, with the Tongatapu group lying to the south and 

the Vavaᾶu group to the north.  Geologically the Tongan islands consist of two types: most 

have a limestone base formed from uplifted coral formations; others consist of limestone 

overlaying a volcanic base.   

The runway in Haᾶapai, located on Lifuka Island, is a low-lying uplifted coral island. 

4.3 Physical Environment 

 Geology & Groundwater 

Previous analysis4 of the geology of Lifuka Island indicates that the majority of the runway 

is located on raised limestone with coastal sands towards the western end (see Figure 4.2). 

Groundwater is an important water source for Lifuka.  Water sourced from private wells and 
the Tonga Water Board supplies 80% of Lifukaôs freshwater needs.  The Tonga Water 
Board (TWB) has a number of wells constructed and equipped to abstract groundwater with 
several sites in Pangai located to the south of the runway. 

A groundwater resource assessment5 captured information on the extent and thickness of 
Lifukaôs fresh water lens, and assessed the impact on the lens from the sudden increase in 
sea level related to subsidence from the 2006 earthquake, groundwater contamination 
threats and impacts, and the potential exposure to inundation of the freshwater lens and 
abstraction infrastructure.   

The investigations were restricted to the thicker unconsolidated sediments found on the 
western side of Lifuka, where geological conditions provide the greatest potential for fresh 
groundwater resources and where monitoring bores near the TWB production wells are 
currently located. 

 
Figure 4.2:  Substrate map for Lifuka Island.  The runway is located in the Northern 
part of the Map (from Kruger 2013) 

                                                
4 Kruger, J. 2012.  Adaptations for a managed retreat. PASAP Assessing Vulnerability and adaptation to sea level 
rise, Lifuka Island, Ha'apai, Tonga. SOPAC. 
5 SPC 2014.  Assessing vulnerability and adaptation to sea-level rise: Lifuka Island.   
















































