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Introduction
Kiribati, a nation of scattered atolls and islands in the heart of the central Pacific, may
be modest in land size but is immense in cultural depth and unique urban character.
Spanning three time zones and straddling both the equator and the International Date
Line, Kiribati’s cities and settlements provide a fascinating lens through which to view
the enduring relationship between people and the sea. While its total landmass is less
than one thousand square kilometers, the vast, ocean-bound expanse of Kiribati’s
territory grants its cities a singular context, shaped by isolation, resourcefulness, and
a profound connection to both tradition and modernity.

This book, Cities of Kiribati, aims to reveal the identities, histories, and daily rhythms
of Kiribati’s most prominent urban centers and villages. From the bustling lanes of
Betio and Bairiki on South Tarawa—where administrative hubs and simple homes
stand side by side—to the tranquil islets of North Tarawa and the remote settlements
lining the outer Gilberts, every city in Kiribati tells a story of adaptation and resilience.
Through these narratives, we encounter not just buildings and streets, but also the
living fabric of Kiribati society: its legends, challenges, and aspirations.

Urban life in Kiribati is inextricably linked to its environment. The low-lying nature of
the islands, coupled with the ever-present threat of sea level rise, means that city
planning, daily life, and even the future of these communities are conducted in
constant dialogue with the surrounding Pacific Ocean. The centralized growth on South
Tarawa has led to unique pressures—from dense populations to overextended
resources—but has also given rise to vibrant communities, dynamic marketplaces, and
rich social networks.

Yet, beyond Tarawa, the lesser-known cities such as those on Kiritimati (Christmas
Island), Banaba, Tabiteuea, and Canton Island present contrasting visions of urban and
rural existence in Kiribati. While some are shaped by historical trauma—phosphate
mining or the devastations of war—others are sanctuaries of tradition, where ancient
customs persist against the slow tide of modernization. With each chapter, visitors and
readers are invited to explore these worlds: to understand distinct village identities, to
appreciate the blend of past and present, and to learn how locals maintain community
in the face of adversity.

For the traveler, Kiribati’s cities offer both adventure and insight. They boast historical
relics, such as the battlefields and bunkers of Betio, the tranquil order of Bairiki’s
government quarter, the unique international flavor of Kiritimati’s settlements, and the
warm hospitality that every I-Kiribati city extends to newcomers. Practical travel
advice and guides will allow readers to navigate these cities respectfully and
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enjoyably, highlighting must-see destinations and cultural etiquette along the way.

In the chapters ahead, Cities of Kiribati provides a comprehensive guide to
understanding and experiencing Kiribati’s urban hearts. Whether planning a visit or
seeking to understand this remarkable country’s urban evolution, readers will find
insight, history, and inspiration within these pages—a tribute to the resilience,
diversity, and enduring spirit of the cities of Kiribati.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Geography and Formation of
Kiribati
Imagine a nation where land is a precious commodity, scattered like breadcrumbs
across an ocean so vast it dwarfs continents. This is Kiribati, an island nation that
defies conventional geographical understanding. It is a country defined not by
contiguous landmasses, but by the shimmering expanse of the central Pacific Ocean, a
place where the horizon truly feels endless. Comprising 32 atolls and one solitary
raised coral island, Banaba, Kiribati's territory stretches across an astonishing 3.4
million square kilometers of water. Yet, its total land area amounts to a mere 811
square kilometers, an area smaller than many major cities around the globe. This
unique distribution of land and sea is fundamental to understanding the character of
its cities and the lives of its people.

The very name "Kiribati" hints at its origins. It’s the local rendering of "Gilberts," a nod
to the British explorer Thomas Gilbert, who charted some of these islands in the late
18th century. But the islands' formation predates human exploration by millennia, a
story of coral polyps tirelessly building upon volcanic foundations. Most of Kiribati's
islands are classic low-lying coral atolls, formations of coral encircling a lagoon, rising
typically no more than three to four meters above sea level. This topography makes
them exquisitely beautiful but also inherently vulnerable, a constant theme in the
story of Kiribati’s cities.

The exception to this low-lying rule is Banaba, an anomaly among its coral brethren.
Banaba is a raised reef island, a geological marvel that was uplifted by tectonic forces,
pushing ancient coral reefs skyward. At 81 meters (266 feet), it stands as the highest
point in Kiribati, offering a stark contrast to the pancake-flat atolls that dominate the
rest of the nation. This singular geological feature has played a significant role in
Banaba’s history, as we will explore in a later chapter.

Kiribati is a nation uniquely positioned on the global map, straddling both the equator
and the 180th meridian. This geographical quirk means that the country literally exists
in two hemispheres, a distinction that once caused a bit of a temporal headache. Prior
to 1995, the International Date Line bisected Kiribati, meaning that parts of the nation
were a day ahead of others. In a move of practical ingenuity and national unity, the
Date Line was shifted to encompass its easternmost islands, placing the entire country
in the Earth's most advanced time zone (UTC+14). This makes Kiribati one of the first
places in the world to greet each new day, a poetic notion for a nation so often
considered on the periphery.
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The 33 islands of Kiribati are broadly divided into three main island groups, each with
its own distinct flavor and history: the Gilbert Islands, the Phoenix Islands, and the Line
Islands. These groups are spread across such a vast oceanic expanse that they
represent truly diverse environments, from the bustling heart of the Gilberts to the
remote, largely uninhabited Phoenix Islands, and the vast expanses of the Line
Islands. Of these 33 islands, 21 are inhabited, supporting a permanent population that
exceeded 119,000 people as of the 2020 census.

The Gilbert Islands, the westernmost group, are the most populous and where the
capital, Tarawa, is located. They are the cultural and administrative core of Kiribati, a
vibrant collection of atolls where the majority of the nation’s people reside. Life here is
often characterized by a delicate balance between traditional customs and the
increasing influences of the modern world.

Further east lie the Phoenix Islands, a group that is largely uninhabited save for a
small population on Canton Island. This group is globally recognized for its incredible
biodiversity, with a vast portion designated as the Phoenix Islands Protected Area
(PIPA). PIPA is a UNESCO World Heritage Site and one of the largest marine protected
areas on Earth, a testament to Kiribati’s commitment to environmental stewardship.
While not densely populated, the Phoenix Islands represent a crucial ecological
treasure.

To the furthest east, stretching towards the Americas, are the Line Islands. This chain
includes Kiritimati, or Christmas Island, which is the largest coral atoll in the world by
land area. The Line Islands offer a different perspective on Kiribati life, often
characterized by more recent settlement patterns and a greater degree of remoteness
from the nation's political center in Tarawa. Despite their distance, these islands
contribute significantly to Kiribati’s unique geographical and cultural tapestry.

Administratively, Kiribati is structured to manage its dispersed geography. The country
is divided into five districts: Northern Kiribati, Central Kiribati, Southern Kiribati, South
Tarawa, and Line & Phoenix. Each inhabited island also has its own council, ensuring
that local governance remains responsive to the unique needs and challenges of each
community. This decentralized approach is crucial for a nation whose land area is so
fragmented, allowing for a degree of autonomy and local decision-making that is vital
for sustainable development.

The climate across Kiribati is consistently maritime and tropical, with pleasant
temperatures generally hovering between 26 and 32 degrees Celsius year-round. This
makes for a perpetually warm and inviting environment, though it also means that the
islands are susceptible to the vagaries of tropical weather patterns. The dry season
typically runs from December to March, offering a period of slightly less rainfall, while
the wet season extends from February to May and then again from September to
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November. However, rainfall can be highly variable across the islands, with some
years bringing as little as 150mm and others experiencing torrents exceeding
4000mm. This variability in precipitation significantly impacts freshwater resources, a
critical concern for the low-lying atolls.

The formation of these coral atolls is a story of immense geological time and the
tireless work of countless marine organisms. It begins with underwater volcanoes
erupting from the seabed, eventually breaking the ocean's surface to form volcanic
islands. Over millions of years, fringing coral reefs begin to grow around the edges of
these islands in the warm, clear tropical waters. As the volcanic island slowly subsides
or erodes, the coral reef continues to grow upwards, maintaining its proximity to the
light-filled surface waters that coral polyps require. Eventually, the volcanic island may
completely disappear beneath the waves, leaving a ring of coral—the atoll—encircling
a central lagoon. This process, a continuous dance between geological forces and
biological growth, has shaped the very foundation of Kiribati and dictates much about
the daily lives and challenges of its inhabitants.

Understanding this geographical backdrop is not merely an academic exercise; it is
essential for appreciating the unique urban development and cultural nuances of
Kiribati's cities. The scarcity of land, the abundance of the ocean, the constant threat
of rising sea levels, and the sheer distances between communities all play a profound
role in shaping everything from infrastructure development to traditional fishing
practices. It is a geography that demands resourcefulness, resilience, and a deep
respect for the natural world. As we delve into the individual cities of Kiribati,
remember that each settlement is a testament to human adaptation within this
extraordinary, ocean-dominated landscape, a tiny speck of humanity clinging to coral
foundations in the vast, blue heart of the Pacific.
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