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conditions in the South Maewo 
emergency shelters obtained by the 
Daily Post this week, an emergency 
medical team urges the early return 
of children to their home island of 
Ambae.

A m o n g  t h e  r e p o r t ’ s 
r e c o m m e n d a t i o n s :  “ E a r l y 
repatriation in the next two or three 
weeks is highly advised to minimize 
mental health illness and enhance 
their recovery from this traumatic 
experience.”

The American Psychological 
Association de�nes trauma as “an 
emotional response to a terrible 
event like an accident, rape or 
natural disaster. Immediately after 
the event, shock and denial are 
typical. Longer term reactions include 
unpredictable emotions, �ashbacks, 
strained relationships and even 
physical symptoms like headaches 
or nausea. While these feelings are 
normal, some people have dif�culty 
moving on with their lives.”

Medical experts suggest that 
children in particular are suffering as 
a result of their dislocation from their 
home island.

Doctor Basil Leodoro, who headed 
the team, told the Daily Post, “From 
a mental health point of view, taking 
into consideration the available 
psychosocial support, the situation 
is critical.”

Asked by the assessment team to 
write about their emotional condition, 
many children wrote that they were 
‘sad’, ‘sorry’, that they experienced 
‘worry’, and that they were ‘lonely’ 
and ‘homesick’. A minority responded 
positively, using terms like ‘happy’, 
‘excited’, and ‘�ne’.

Some of these positive responses 
appear to mask negative feelings 
though. One paper states that the 
child feels ‘Happy, �ne, sad’.

In their lists of the most positive 
aspects of the experience, children 
cited a nearby river, fresh fruit and 

produce, and the people of Maewo 
themselves.

The picture that emerges from 
the report is of an under-resourced 
and overstretched support network 
trying, along with the displaced, to 
make the best of a critical situation. 
According to sources with knowledge 
of the situation, travel and transport 
capacity is unacceptably poor. Food, 
they say, is being provided by local 
and paid for out of the local school 
budget. Sources told the Daily Post 
that NDMO supplies were non-
existent.

Shelter, they added, was poor. 
Health care was being provided, 
however, and the local facility 
reportedly ran at about half its 
nominal capacity during the month 
of June.

But the report repeatedly cites 
‘urgent’ needs. Among the top 
priorities are computer equipment 
for record keeping, a refrigeration 
unit, and the machinery and the cash 
necessary to pay for travel in south 
Maewo.

The team requests a small 
transport-capable truck, a 7-metre 

boat and engine, fuel and expenses 
for individual travel.

The four-person emergency 
medical team, dubbed Charlie Team 
1 in the report, spent several days 
evaluating the situation about two 
weeks after the �rst children arrived 
in South Maewo. Students and staff 
together number well over 150.

Photographic evidence in the report 
suggests that children are sleeping on 
foam mattresses, either on cement 
�oors or in tents.

Asked for suggestions on how to 
improve, respondents listed numerous 
basic necessities, including water, 
toilets, shelter, classroom space, 
communications, and commodities 
such as stationery and toilet paper.

But the report’s recommendations 
all centre around what has been 
described by experts as “clear signs 
of mental health detriment and 
deterioration from the experience”.

On Tuesday, the Geohazards unit 
of the Department of Climate Change 
issued an update on the status of 
the Ambae volcano. The Daily Post 
reported that “the volcano remains 
in a state of ‘major unrest’ (level 2)” 
and “the volcano is at a somewhat 
reduced level of activity, but it’s in a 
dynamic state.”

Fears of direct damage due to 
eruption have subsided for much of 
the island, but concerns remain about 
the effect heavy ash fall might have 
on local streams and creeks, especially 
after heavy rain.
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