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Introduction

The Marshall Islands, a scattering of lush atolls and islands in the vast Pacific Ocean,
offers a remarkable experience for those seeking both serenity and adventure. For
expats, living in the Republic of the Marshall Islands (RMI) is a rare opportunity to
immerse oneself in a society that harmoniously blends deep-rooted Marshallese
traditions with practical Western influences. Whether you are drawn by the promise of
turquoise waters and vibrant marine life, or by the challenge of adapting to a new way
of life far from the hustle of metropolitan centers, the Marshall Islands will surprise and
reward you in unexpected ways.

Moving to such a remote island nation, however, requires more than just a passion for
the exotic. Life here is shaped by factors unique to small Pacific communities: limited
land area, a delicate environment, close-knit local cultures, and the logistical realities
of relying on imports for much of what you use daily. Understanding the requirements
for visas and work permits, adapting to the climate and environment, and adjusting
your expectations around everything from utilities to healthcare are essential first
steps for a successful transition.

The social fabric of the Marshall Islands is both welcoming and distinctive. Hospitality
is a hallmark of Marshallese society, and visitors are often astonished by the
friendliness and openness they encounter. Yet, social customs, family structures, and
attitudes toward time and community life may differ greatly from what expats are
accustomed to elsewhere. Embracing local customs, learning at least a few key
phrases in Marshallese, and participating in local events will enrich your experience
and help you form lasting connections.

For families considering a move, concerns often revolve around education, healthcare,
and daily conveniences. While the islands offer a US-modeled school system and
access to basic medical services, resources can be limited, and preparation is key. At
the same time, raising children in the Marshall Islands offers the chance for them to
learn resilience, cultural sensitivity, and an appreciation for the natural world.

Above all, living in the Marshall Islands is about adaptability and perspective. The
islands’ natural beauty and pace of life encourage reflection and a reassessment of
what is truly important. Many expats report that, despite—or because of—the
challenges, their time in the Marshall Islands transforms their outlook on life.

This guide draws on the latest information and practical experience to provide an

honest road map for making the most of your Marshall Islands adventure. Whether you
are coming for work, to be with family, or simply in search of a new path, this book is
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designed to help you thrive amid the unique landscape and community of the Marshall
Islands. Welcome to a new chapter—of discovery, opportunity, and growth.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Marshall Islands: A Geographic
and Historical Overview

Nestled in the vast expanse of the Pacific Ocean, the Republic of the Marshall Islands
(RMI) is more than just a dot on a map; it is a tapestry woven from coral, azure waters,
and a rich human history. For the uninitiated, picturing this island nation might conjure
images of pristine beaches and swaying palm trees—and while those images are
certainly accurate, they only scratch the surface of a complex and fascinating reality.
Understanding the geography and historical journey of the Marshalls is fundamental to
appreciating the present-day culture and daily life you'll encounter as an expat.

Geographically speaking, the Marshall Islands are part of Micronesia, a subregion of
Oceania that sprawls across the northwestern Pacific. Imagine 29 coral atolls and five
main islands, each a delicate ring of land encircling a lagoon, scattered like emerald
jewels across an ocean wilderness. These atolls are essentially ancient underwater
volcanoes that have subsided, leaving behind fringing coral reefs that grew upwards
to form the landmasses you see today. The total land area is surprisingly small, a
mere 181.43 square kilometers, making it one of the world's smallest sovereign
states. Yet, this diminutive landmass is spread across an oceanic exclusive economic
zone that covers an astonishing area of nearly 2 million square kilometers.

The capital, Majuro, is where roughly half of the nation's just over 53,000 residents
live, making it the most populous and developed atoll. Other significant population
centers include Ebeye, part of Kwajalein Atoll, which is notable for its proximity to a
large US military base. Beyond these more developed areas, the outer islands retain a
more traditional, secluded way of life, where the rhythm of existence is still largely
dictated by the tides and ancient customs.

The beauty of the Marshall Islands lies not only in its terrestrial features but also in its
underwater realm. The crystal-clear waters teem with vibrant marine life, making it a
world-renowned destination for divers and snorkelers. Coral reefs explode with color,
hosting an astonishing array of fish, turtles, and even larger pelagic species. However,
it's crucial to acknowledge that some islands remain off-limits. These areas serve as
stark reminders of a tumultuous period in the islands' history, a time when they
became unwilling participants in nuclear testing.

The two official languages, Marshallese and English, reflect the nation's unique blend
of indigenous heritage and external influences. While English is widely understood in
Majuro and Ebeye, particularly in official and business contexts, Marshallese is the
language of daily life and cultural expression. Making an effort to learn a few basic
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Marshallese phrases will not only be appreciated by locals but will also open doors to
deeper cultural understanding. The currency used is the United States Dollar (USD), a
practical legacy of the islands' historical ties to the US.

The story of human settlement in the Marshall Islands is one of remarkable seafaring
and adaptation. The ancestors of today's Marshallese people were master navigators,
venturing across vast stretches of the Pacific in sophisticated outrigger canoes, guided
by intricate knowledge of stars, currents, and wave patterns. They arrived in these
atolls perhaps as early as 2000 BC, bringing with them traditions, plants, and the skills
necessary to thrive on tiny coral rings in the middle of a colossal ocean. This legacy of
navigation and deep connection to the sea remains a cornerstone of Marshallese
identity.

European contact began in the 16th century, with Spanish explorer Alonso de Salazar
being among the first to sight the islands in 1526. However, it was much later, in the
late 18th century, that British Captain John Marshall explored the islands, giving them
the name they bear today. Throughout the 19th century, European and American
whaling ships, traders, and missionaries made their way to the islands, bringing with
them new goods, diseases, and religious beliefs, which inevitably began to alter the
traditional way of life.

Towards the end of the 19th century, Germany established a protectorate over the
Marshall Islands, making them part of German New Guinea. This period saw the
introduction of a more formalized administrative structure and the development of
coconut plantations for copra production, which became a significant economic
activity. German rule, however, was relatively short-lived.

With the outbreak of World War I, Japan seized control of the Marshall Islands from
Germany in 1914. After the war, the League of Nations formally granted Japan a
mandate to administer the islands. Under Japanese rule, there was significant
development of infrastructure, including airfields and naval bases. Japanese culture
and language were also introduced, and many Marshallese people learned Japanese.
This period laid some of the groundwork for the strategic importance the islands would
later assume.

The Marshall Islands' geographical position in the central Pacific placed them squarely
in the path of World War Il. During the war, they became a crucial battleground, with
fierce fighting between Japanese and American forces. Kwajalein Atoll, in particular,
was the site of a major battle. Following their capture by the United States in 1944,
the islands became part of the US-administered Trust Territory of the Pacific Islands.
This marked the beginning of a new and profoundly impactful chapter in Marshallese
history, particularly concerning the Cold War and nuclear testing.

From 1946 to 1958, the United States conducted 67 nuclear weapons tests in the
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Marshall Islands, primarily at Bikini and Enewetak Atolls. These tests, including the
infamous Castle Bravo shot in 1954, which was 1,000 times more powerful than the
Hiroshima bomb, had devastating consequences. Entire islands were vaporized, and
widespread radioactive fallout contaminated vast areas, leading to severe health
problems and forced displacement for many Marshallese people. The legacy of these
tests continues to impact the islands and their people, leading to ongoing efforts for
compensation, environmental remediation, and healthcare provisions for those
affected.

The push for self-determination gained momentum in the latter half of the 20th
century. In 1979, the Republic of the Marshall Islands was officially established, and in
1986, it entered into a Compact of Free Association (COFA) with the United States.
This compact granted the RMI independence while maintaining close ties with the US,
providing for economic assistance, defense guarantees, and allowing Marshallese
citizens to live and work freely in the United States. It also solidified the US military's
continued presence on Kwajalein Atoll, which hosts a critical missile defense test site.

Today, the Marshall Islands stands as a sovereign nation, a member of the United
Nations, navigating the complexities of modern nation-building while striving to
preserve its unique cultural heritage. The nation faces significant challenges,
particularly from climate change, with rising sea levels posing an existential threat to
its low-lying atolls. Efforts are underway to adapt to these changes and advocate for
global action on climate change, issues that are deeply personal to the Marshallese
people.

Understanding this rich tapestry of geography and history is not just an academic
exercise; it's a vital part of preparing for life as an expat in the Marshall Islands. It
provides context for the landscapes you'll see, the challenges the nation faces, and
the resilient spirit of its people. As you embark on your journey, remember that you
are stepping into a story that is still unfolding, a story of ancient traditions meeting
modern realities on the beautiful, yet vulnerable, coral strands of the Pacific.
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