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Introduction

Nauru, nestled in the heart of the South Pacific, is one of the smallest and least known
countries in the world. To many, it is a mystery—a dot in the vast blue tapestry of the
Pacific Ocean, far from the rumblings of major cities and the relentless clamor of
globalization. Yet, for those who seek a life beyond the familiar, Nauru offers an
intriguing paradox. Its story is one of beauty and challenge, tranquility and isolation, a
unique fusion of traditional Micronesian culture shaped by significant external
influences.

This book, Living in Nauru: A Guide for Expats, was conceived as a comprehensive
manual for those considering making the leap to life on this extraordinary island.
Whether you are relocating for work, seeking adventure, or simply searching for a
quieter corner of the world, understanding the realities of daily life, local customs, and
practicalities is essential. Nauru’s small size belies the complexity of its community
and the richness of its history, which has oscillated between periods of great wealth
and economic challenge. As an expat, navigating these nuances with sensitivity and
awareness will be key to a fulfilling experience.

Life in Nauru presents both distinct benefits and unmistakable hardships. The pace of
island life is unhurried, marked by close communal ties, simple pleasures, and the
ever-present rhythms of the sea. At the same time, the island’s physical isolation
brings a set of challenges: limited access to goods and medical services, high living
costs, a cash-oriented economy, and the need for resourcefulness in the face of supply
shortages or infrastructural disruptions. The scars and legacies of phosphate mining
loom large, impacting both the environment and the economy, while the country’s
geographical position brings the threat of extreme weather and sporadic droughts.

For expats, adapting to life in Nauru means embracing a different set of expectations
and discovering the beauty in simplicity and resilience. The close-knit nature of the
community can be both comforting and, at times, challenging—privacy is a precious
commodity, and relationships with neighbors, colleagues, and friends can define your
experience more than in most places. At the same time, a genuine curiosity about
Nauru’s traditions, cuisine, social etiquette, and daily routines will open doors and
foster deeper connections with your new home.

This guide is structured to accompany you through every stage of your journey, from
initial planning and visa applications to settling in, finding accommodation,
understanding local culture, and making the most of daily life on the island. With
practical advice, cultural insights, and honest accounts of the rewards and realities of
Nauru’s expat life, the aim is to ensure you are well-prepared to thrive. Living in Nauru
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might not be for everyone, but for the intrepid and the adaptable, it can be a place of
remarkable discovery, growth, and transformation.

Ultimately, Nauru offers a window into a different world—one where community bonds
endure, where the days unfold at a gentler pace, and where nature and human
resilience intertwine. Whether your stay is for a year or a lifetime, Living in Nauru: A
Guide for Expats will serve as your companion and resource, helping you navigate the
joys and challenges of island living with awareness, respect, and a sense of adventure.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Island of Nauru - Geography and
History

Nauru. The name itself often elicits a blank stare, a quizzical tilt of the head, or
perhaps a vague recollection of a remote island. Yet, this tiny nation, a mere speck in
the vast expanse of the Pacific, holds a story as rich and complex as any larger
landmass. For the expat preparing to call Nauru home, understanding its geography
and history isn't just a matter of academic interest; it's fundamental to grasping the
rhythm and reality of life on this unique island.

Imagine an oval-shaped emerald jewel, just 21 square kilometers (8.1 sq mi) in area,
cradled by a fringing coral reef. That’s Nauru, officially the Republic of Nauru, the third-
smallest country in the world, surpassed only by Vatican City and Monaco. It proudly
holds the title of the smallest republic and island nation globally. Such diminutive
proportions mean that no matter where you are, the sea is always a comforting
presence, a constant reminder of the island’s isolated yet beautiful existence. Its
unique shape and size mean that the concept of a "long drive" is practically
nonexistent; you could circumnavigate the entire island in a relatively short time,
taking in the ever-changing coastal scenery.

While Nauru may not boast a bustling metropolis or a sprawling capital city in the
conventional sense, its government offices are neatly clustered in the Yaren district.
This area serves as the de facto hub for administrative activities, providing a central
point for many essential services and a modest concentration of daily life. Don't
expect grand parliamentary buildings or expansive plazas; instead, anticipate a more
intimate, accessible scale, reflective of Nauru’s close-knit community and understated
approach to governance. It's an environment where anonymity is a rare luxury, and
faces quickly become familiar.

The island’s topography is quite distinctive. A narrow, fertile coastal strip, ranging
from 150 to 300 meters (490 to 980 ft) wide, gently rises from the sandy beaches.
This verdant fringe gives way to dramatic coral cliffs that encircle a central plateau.
This elevated heartland is where the island's most profound transformations have
occurred. The highest point, Command Ridge, stands at a modest 71 meters (233 ft)
above sea level, offering perhaps the most panoramic views of the island's verdant
edges and the shimmering expanse of the Pacific.

However, a significant portion of this central plateau tells a different story. For over a

century, Nauru was synonymous with phosphate, a mineral that brought immense
wealth but also left an indelible mark on the landscape. Extensive mining operations
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transformed vast areas of the plateau into a lunar-like terrain of jagged limestone
pinnacles. This stark, almost surreal landscape is a powerful visual testament to
Nauru’s industrial past and a constant reminder of the environmental costs associated
with resource extraction. For expats, this transformed interior offers a poignant
contrast to the lush coastal areas and is a crucial part of understanding Nauru's
present-day challenges and future aspirations.

One practical consequence of Nauru's unique geology is the absence of natural
streams or rivers. This means that freshwater resources are precious and largely
dependent on rainfall. Expats will quickly learn the importance of roof catchment
systems, a common sight across the island, which collect and store rainwater.
Furthermore, a significant portion of the island’s water supply is imported,
underscoring the logistical challenges of sustaining life on such an isolated landmass.
This reliance on collected and imported water highlights a key aspect of Nauruan
resilience and resourcefulness.

Nauru's history is inextricably linked to its rich phosphate deposits. For a period in the
1970s and 1980s, the island enjoyed extraordinary prosperity, achieving one of the
highest per capita incomes in the world. This era of immense wealth allowed Nauruans
to experience a lifestyle that few other developing nations could dream of,
transforming the island's infrastructure and the lives of its inhabitants. It was a time of
grand aspirations and considerable investment, though the long-term sustainability of
such a singular economic model was always a lurking question.

However, as the primary phosphate reserves neared depletion, Nauru’s economic
landscape underwent a significant shift. The once-abundant source of national wealth
dwindled, leading to new challenges and a greater reliance on external assistance.
Today, the island nation has forged strong ties with Australia, which provides
substantial support, particularly through the operation of the Regional Processing
Centre. This evolving economic reality is a crucial backdrop for understanding
contemporary Nauru and the various avenues through which expats contribute to its
society.

Beyond its geological and economic narratives, Nauru’s history is woven with threads
of traditional Micronesian culture. Before the arrival of European explorers and the
advent of phosphate mining, Nauruans lived a subsistence lifestyle, deeply connected
to the land and the sea. Fishing and small-scale agriculture formed the backbone of
their existence, fostering a close relationship with their environment and a profound
sense of community. This heritage continues to influence the island's social fabric,
even as modern influences shape daily life.

The concept of a "close-knit community" isn’t just a cliché in Nauru; it's a fundamental

reality. With a population of around 10,000, it's a place where faces are familiar, and
connections run deep. This intimacy can be both reassuring and, at times, a significant
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adjustment for expats accustomed to the anonymity of larger cities. Family ties are
paramount, and traditional customs, while sometimes subtly integrated into modern
life, still hold significant sway. Understanding and respecting these foundational

cultural elements will pave the way for a smoother integration into Nauruan society.

Nauru's journey through the centuries is a testament to its people's resilience. From
the ancient traditions of its indigenous inhabitants to the boom and bust of the
phosphate era, and now to its current efforts to diversify and adapt, the island has
faced numerous transformations. For the expat arriving on its shores, this rich tapestry
of geography and history provides a vital context, offering insights into the island's
character, its challenges, and its enduring spirit. It's a place where the past is ever-
present in the landscape and the collective memory, shaping the Nauru of today and
influencing its path forward.
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