
Tales from a 
VSA stint in 

Tokelau Louise 
Thornley

Tackling tobacco on small atolls:
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1499 
residents

20% away

60% have lived 
overseas
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2006 2011 2016

Proportion of Tokelau adults 
who smoke regularly

51.3% 51.3%

47.8%



Compared with 19 Pacific        

countries, Tokelau has:

- the highest smoking rate for women

- the 4th highest smoking rate for men



Store 
spending

source: Tokelau National Statistics Office)

Cigarettes 
and alcohol 

26%

Nearly a 
pack a day 
on average





Consultation

Village councils

Women, men

Political leaders

Church leaders

Children and youth

Health

School 

Police

Store managers









Participation 

breakdown

Nukunonu Atafu Fakaofo TOTAL

Number of 

participants

220 220 150 590

Percentage of 

population 

66% 62% 36% 53%



Summary of 
findings

• Support for policy 
action & 2025 goal

• Concern about 
effects on 
families/children

• Quit attempts 
(77%) 



What did 
we call 

for?



5-year plan to 2021

Policy Examples

Reduce tobacco imports
Target reductions for store and personal imports 

Police check, monitoring

Increase retail price
Annual tax increases to $20 NZ by 2020

Spend on health and village development

Increase support to quit
Training for health staff and others

Quit support expertise

Also: Increase public awareness and expand tobacco-free areas



Where to 
next?



3. Reflections



Opportunities for progressing 
tobacco control in Tokelau

• Political support at village and national levels
• Support for an endgame goal and wider Pacific 2025 

goal
• Already achieved 100% solar power and a national 

ban on fizzy drinks
• Small island nation
• Existing partial bans on alcohol
• Wake-up call



Challenges for tobacco control 
in Tokelau

• Many leaders and role models are still smoking
• Pervasive smoking culture and normalisation 

of smoking
• Misinformation / limited awareness of current 

tobacco-free policies and minimum age law
• Small, isolated, low-income country – and 

distinct atolls separated by distance



Wide consultation

Children and youth 
involved

Expert advice

Volunteer

Less time in Fakaofo

Group recording

Reluctance to 
disagree

Outsider

Strengths and 
limitations





Te lumanaki?



Fakafetai lahi:
Silivia Tavite
Alapati Tavite
Lameka Sale 
Barbara Tali
Fala Faafoi
Lolo Tumuli
Lupe Kilino
Rosa 
Ashton Kelly
Nick Wilson
Robert & Ruth 
Beaglehole
VSA Wgtn, Samoa



Louise & Joe’s blog
https://www.vsa.org.nz/blog/volu
nteer-blogs/past-blogs/louise-
thornley-and-joe-wilson-tokelau/

Documentary: The Solar 
Nation of Tokelau
https://vimeo.com/146467851

Tokelau Census Report

VSA website / vacancies

https://www.vsa.org.nz/blog/volunteer-blogs/past-blogs/louise-thornley-and-joe-wilson-tokelau/
https://vimeo.com/146467851

