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Introduction
Tuvalu, a small yet remarkable Pacific island nation, is a land of contrasts and quiet
resilience. Set amidst the boundless expanse of the ocean, Tuvalu consists of nine
islands scattered across nearly 750,000 square kilometers of sea, but with a total land
area of just 26 square kilometers. From a distance, the word “city” might conjure
images of bustling metropolises, soaring skylines, and intricate networks of urban life.
However, in Tuvalu, the notion of a “city” takes on new significance: here, the most
important settlements are closer in scale and spirit to villages, bound deeply by their
Polynesian heritage, tight-knit communities, and harmonious coexistence with the
surrounding ocean.

This book, Cities of Tuvalu, is an exploration of these unique urban spaces—Tuvaluan
“cities” in name but village in nature—providing readers with a portrait of their history,
way of life, and meaning for Tuvaluans. For visitors, these urban centers offer an
intimate insight into the enduring traditions, challenges, and hopes that characterize
the nation. Most especially, the island capital, Funafuti, and its pivotal islet of Vaiaku,
stand as living examples of how Tuvalu blends administrative function with the
enduring legacy of tradition.

Throughout its history, Tuvalu has adapted to challenges from the natural world and
beyond. Its low-lying geography, with the highest land barely five meters above the
sea, has made Tuvalu particularly vulnerable to the encroachment of climate change
and rising sea levels. In its settlements—whether in the capital’s heart, or the peaceful
villages of the outer islands—daily life is shaped by a close relationship with the
environment, as well as by the legacies of global events such as World War II and
modern flows of information, commerce, and people.

With a total population barely exceeding ten thousand, the “cities” of Tuvalu are not
defined by size, but by their significance. Each chapter of this book seeks to reveal the
layers of history, community, and landscape that give character to Funafuti, to the
remote atolls and reef islands, and to their vibrant villages. From the administrative
bustle of Vaiaku to the tranquil retreats of Nanumea, Niutao, or Nukulaelae, each
locale opens a window into Tuvaluan society.

Visitors will find guidance in these chapters not only for seeing Tuvalu’s headline
attractions—such as the vast lagoon of Te Namo or the historical remnants of wartime
airfields—but also for discovering the quieter rhythms that define local life. The
purpose of this book is twofold: to provide travelers a respectful introduction and
practical insight into Tuvalu’s great “cities,” and to honor the resilience and culture of
a people whose identity is intrinsically tied to their remarkable homeland.
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As Tuvalu navigates an uncertain future, understanding its cities—in their fullest
sense—has never been more important. This book invites you to journey beyond the
maps and census figures, to meet the communities who make Tuvalu’s villages great,
and to appreciate the rich tapestry of life across these extraordinary islands.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Geography and Formation of
Tuvalu
Tuvalu, a name that rolls off the tongue like a gentle wave, conjures images of pristine
beaches and swaying palms, and indeed, it delivers on such idyllic visions. However,
beneath this picturesque surface lies a fascinating geological story and a geography
that profoundly shapes the lives of its inhabitants. This small island nation, nestled in
the vast expanse of the Pacific Ocean, is a scattered collection of landforms roughly
equidistant from Hawaii and Australia. It is a nation defined by its intimate relationship
with the sea, boasting one of the world's largest Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZ)
relative to its miniscule landmass. This watery domain, approximately 749,790 square
kilometers (289,500 sq mi), dwarfs its mere 26 square kilometers (10 sq mi) of dry
land.

The very existence of Tuvalu's islands is a testament to immense geological processes
unfolding over millions of years. The archipelago is volcanic in origin, a chain of islands
born from the restless activity beneath the ocean floor. Over time, as oceanic
volcanoes become extinct, they begin a slow descent beneath the waves. Coral reefs,
however, are tenacious architects. These living structures grow upwards around the
shores of the subsiding volcano, striving to keep pace with the sinking land.
Eventually, the volcanic island may disappear entirely, leaving behind a ring of
coral—an atoll—with a central lagoon where the volcano once stood. This captivating
theory of atoll formation was first put forth by Charles Darwin in 1842 and was later
investigated through deep drilling expeditions on Funafuti Atoll.

Tuvalu is comprised of nine islands, a mix of six true atolls and three reef islands. Each
type of island, while sharing a common coral foundation, possesses distinct
characteristics. Atolls, like Funafuti, Nanumea, and Vaitupu, are typically ring-shaped
formations of numerous small islets encircling a central lagoon. These lagoons are
often quite large, with Funafuti's Te Namo being the largest in Tuvalu, stretching
approximately 24.5 kilometers (15.25 miles) long and 17.5 kilometers (10.75 miles)
wide. The land area of the islets on these atolls is surprisingly small, often less than
one percent of the atoll's total area. The reef islands, conversely, such as Nanumanga,
Niutao, and Niulakita, are more compact tabular reef platforms. They generally lack a
salt-water lagoon with an open connection to the sea, though some may have
remnants of lagoons that have become landlocked, forming brackish or saline lakes
due to coral debris infilling them over time. For instance, Niutao is known for its two
brackish to saline lakes.

One of the most defining features of Tuvalu's geography is its extremely low elevation.
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The islands are, quite literally, barely above sea level, with the highest point in the
entire nation reaching only 4.6 meters (15 ft) on Niulakita. This makes Tuvalu one of
the lowest-lying countries in the world, a geographical reality that casts a long shadow
over its future. The land is predominantly composed of narrow coral atolls and poor,
shallow, porous soils with a high pH, making widespread agriculture challenging and
the nation reliant on imports. Freshwater is also a precious commodity; lacking rivers
or significant groundwater, the islands depend heavily on rainwater catchment
systems.

The climate of Tuvalu is tropical, characterized by consistently high temperatures
throughout the year, hovering around 25-26 °C (77-79 °F) at night and 31-32 °C
(88-90 °F) during the day. The heat is often moderated by easterly trade winds,
particularly from May to October. Tuvalu experiences two distinct seasons: a wet
season from November to April and a drier season from May to October, though
rainfall remains abundant year-round. During the wet season, westerly gales and
heavy rains are common, while tropical temperatures prevail in the drier months. The
islands are also influenced by the El Niño and La Niña phenomena, which bring about
changes in ocean temperatures and can increase the likelihood of tropical storms,
cyclones, and droughts. This natural variability, coupled with the islands' low
elevation, makes Tuvalu particularly susceptible to the impacts of rising sea levels and
intensified weather events.

Despite its small land area, Tuvalu’s strategic location in the Pacific has always
imbued it with a certain significance. The islands are spread out between 5° and 10°
south latitude and 176° and 180° east longitude, lying west of the International Date
Line. This scattering across a vast oceanic area means that each island, though small,
feels a sense of isolation and possesses its own unique character. The nation's
maritime boundaries, including its Exclusive Economic Zone, are defined by an act
that outlines its sovereign rights to explore, exploit, conserve, and manage its oceanic
resources. This extensive marine territory is a vital asset, particularly for the tuna
industry, which contributes significantly to the national economy through the licensing
of fishing permits to international companies.

The continuous interplay between geological forces, ocean currents, and weather
patterns constantly shapes and reshapes the islands of Tuvalu. Evidence suggests that
while some shorelines are eroding, others are accreting, with a net increase in land
area across the islets over several decades, though these changes are not uniform.
This dynamic environment underscores the resilience of these coral formations, even
as they face increasing pressure from global climate change and the inexorable rise of
sea levels. The very bedrock of Tuvalu is a testament to life's ability to build and
adapt, forming the foundation for a vibrant culture and a way of life deeply intertwined
with the rhythms of the ocean.
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