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Diversifying 
Tonga’s 
tourism offer 
with Lava Group
Business focus story
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T ourism has long been a vital contributor to Tonga’s economy, bringing in visitors eager to 

experience its pristine beaches, rich traditions and vibrant culture. However, in recent years, the 

sector has faced significant setbacks. Tonga experienced its first COVID-19 outbreaks later than many 
countries, and this delayed economic recovery and reintegration into the global tourism market. The 
country also endured the devastating impact of Cyclone Gita (2021) and the Hunga Tonga-Hunga 
Ha'apai Volcanic Eruption (2022), both of which caused widespread destruction, including damage to 
tourism infrastructure. 

Despite these challenges, the Government of Tonga and the tourism industry are committed to 
revitalising and diversifying the sector. Through strategic collaborations, MDF is supporting this effort, 
working to create a thriving tourism sector that benefits both visitors and the Tongan community. 
This includes working with the Tonga Tourism Authority (TTA) to develop a new tourism brand and 
destination marketing strategy, as well as partnering with businesses like Lava Group which are 
working to diversify Tonga’s tourism offer and appeal to a wider audience.  

Tonga’s tourism offer is largely 
dependent on seasonal whale-
watching. This has meant that 
there is an urgent need to diversify 
to ensure that the industry’s long-
term sustainability and economic 

Spotlight on  
Lava Group

resilience. Industry stakeholders, 
too, are eager to introduce new 
experiences that showcase the 
richness of Tongan culture and 
tourist attractions. MDF’s first 
collaboration on tourism activities 

Ancient Tonga is an immersive cultural tour package that Lava Group offers on 
Tongatapu. It includes individual, group and cruise boat tours, complemented by 
a Friday night buffet and show, as well as a venue for private events. 

In addition to Ancient Tonga, the group’s other ventures offer various support 
services for visitors: its local skincare brand, Kakala, has been providing a range 
of coconut-based products since 2013 and its Lava Café offers travellers a 
relaxing spot near Vuna wharf, with views of iconic landmarks such as the St 
George Building and the Royal Palace. The group also supplies catering and 
essential services to accommodation providers including Tanoa Hotel, Seaview 
Lodge, Winnie’s Guest House and House of Tonga.

With MDF supporting the launch of Lava Tours in Vava’u, Lava Group has entered 
the tour operator market. Jessica attributes the success of the tours in Vava’u to 
strong community involvement.

Lava Group began with Ancient Tonga in 2013 in Tongatapu 
and expanded to Vava’u in 2023. Lava Tours has been 
registered for two years with associated businesses including 
Ancient Tonga, Lava Café, and Kakala Beauty Products. Our 
services include walking tours, storytelling, kava tastings, 
and market visits, with the more popular ones being the kava 
ceremonies and storytelling.

Jessica Afeaki, Managing Director for Lava Group.

was with Lava Group, to help 
them establish themselves as a 
tour operator (Lava Tours), initially 
focused on tours for cruise ships 
visiting Vava’u. 
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MDF played a pivotal role in mitigating the risks associated with setting up Lava 
Group’s new business model, Lava Tours. MDF supported the initial investment 
and changes in business practices, ensuring that when Lava Tours piloted its tour 
program in 2024, it got off to a good start without compromising quality.

With MDF support, Lava Tours engaged with a network of suppliers for the 
new Vava’u tours. This included contracting tour guides, securing venues and 
transport providers, and engaging community-led businesses to offer authentic 
local experiences. As part of the partnership, Lava Tours also procured essential 
items such as first aid kits, uniforms and training for tour partners, ensuring 
a seamless and professional service delivery. Collaboration with community 
stakeholders—ranging from vanilla producers and botanical gardens to pearl 
farmers and traditional craft groups—underpinned the pilot program in 2024, 
enhancing revenue and employment opportunities for these stakeholders, and 
resulting in enriching experiences for both visitors and local communities.

“Jessica gave me great advice on how to make my demonstration more 
engaging for tourists. I reorganised the way I displayed the Tuitui nuts and oil, 
making the table more presentable and actively interacting with tourists during 
the demonstration. As a result, more tourists stopped by, asked questions, and 
this led to an increase in sales,” reflected Loisi, Owner and operator of the Tuitui 
Oil business.

Capitalising on strong demand from an underserved segment of cruise ship 
tourists, MDF has championed mobility-friendly initiatives. Collaborating with 
activity providers and tour operators, MDF is developing accessible, high-calibre 
experiences for people with mobility impairments or other disabilities, ensuring 
every visitor can savour Tonga’s cultural splendour.

With MDF’s support, these initiatives lessened operational risks and enabled 
Lava Tours to conduct three successful trial tours in 2024—one in April and two in 
October. These trials have been instrumental in fine-tuning the tour offerings and 
setting a robust foundation for future growth.

MDF’s role 
in driving 
growth: 
co-investment 
and de-risking

There is untapped tourism potential in Vava’u, where we can 
showcase culturally significant and beautiful natural attractions. 
MDF’s support for insurance, uniforms and sound systems was 
critical in expanding our services.

Jessica Afeaki.

Tourists from a cruise ship participating in cultural activities in Vava’u, Tonga.
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For many in Vava’u, Lava Tours has opened up new opportunities they never 
imagined. Women artisans who previously relied on irregular sales now see a 
steady stream of visitors eager to learn about their crafts. Farmers are finding new 
customers for their produce, and young guides are building careers in tourism. 
This shift is empowering local communities, creating not just jobs but a renewed 
sense of pride in sharing their culture with the world.

The pilot tours engaged 55 individuals—drivers, tour guides, and community 
vendors—56 per cent of whom were women, boosting collective income by 
TOP20,300 (AUD13,400) from just three cruise ship visits. With modest growth, 
this could rise to TOP64,000 (AUD42,300) annually by 2026.

The community now looks forward to further tours and is keen to build on their 
reputation to attract more visitors. 

“The tours have strengthened our community’s reputation as a cultural hub and 
have encouraged more members to consider expanding their crafts for sale and 
hosting more visitors,” Tepola added. 

The success of Lava Tours highlights the potential of community-driven, culturally 
immersive tourism. With a strong foundation in place, Lava Group aims to 
expand, refining its offerings and inspiring similar initiatives across other Tongan 
islands. As more travellers seek meaningful experiences, this business model of 
sustainable tourism can help position Tonga as a unique cultural destination on 
the global stage.

The 
community 
impact of 
tourism

Our women’s group prepares and presents traditional cultural 
demonstrations, makes and sells tapa cloth and crafts, and 
provides guided tours of our village. Working with the Lava 
Group has provided additional income helping families cover 
school fees, food and other household needs. Additionally, the 
unemployed women in the group now have a way of earning 
income and from discussions we've had they want to start 
providing tours for other tour agents as well.

Tepola Lolohea Folongaloa, Leader of the Houma Women’s Group in Vava’u.

Tour guides bidding farewell to tourists as a cruise ship sets sail from Vava’u, Tonga. 


