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Introduction
Kiribati, a remote island nation scattered across the heart of the Pacific Ocean, may
not be the first place that comes to mind for budding entrepreneurs. Yet, this country
of remarkable beauty, resilience, and cultural wealth offers unique, underexplored
opportunities for those with an appetite for adventure and a commitment to making a
difference. Doing business in Kiribati is unlike doing business anywhere else—a
challenge, yes, but with careful planning, local insight, and adaptability, it can be a
rewarding venture.

The purpose of this guide is simple but ambitious: to provide prospective business
owners and investors with practical, detailed, and specific information about starting
and running a business in Kiribati. While it is tempting to rely on generic advice about
entrepreneurship, Kiribati’s distinctive legal, economic, and social environment
demands a tailored approach. This book is designed to address the real-world matters
you will encounter when navigating Kiribati’s regulatory processes, market realities,
and cultural nuances.

Rather than skimming the surface with globally applicable generalities, this book drills
down into the particulars—the exact procedures for business registration, how the
land tenure system affects your options, what kinds of permits you’ll actually need,
and the true nature of the local labor market. We explore the impact of Kiribati’s small
domestic market size, limited infrastructure, and geographic challenges, but also
spotlight the vibrant opportunities in fisheries, tourism, eco-friendly ventures, and the
service sector.

A core theme throughout this guide is context. Kiribati is shaped by its remoteness, its
tight-knit communities, and the day-to-day realities of island life. Operating a business
here means engaging with local councils, building relationships with I-Kiribati staff and
partners, and adapting to logistical constraints that outsiders may find daunting. It
also carries profound responsibility, given the country’s vulnerability to climate change
and its development priorities.

Whether you are an international investor, a returning I-Kiribati diaspora member, or a
first-time entrepreneur, the information in the chapters ahead aims to provide honest
guidance, highlight both challenges and solutions, and encourage an open, adaptive
mindset. In addition to procedures and regulations, you will also find insights into
building trust, understanding cultural expectations, and conducting business in a way
that is both profitable and respectful to the people and environment of Kiribati.

By the end of this book, you should not only know how to set up shop in Kiribati, but
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also how to thrive and contribute to the sustainable development of this extraordinary
island nation.
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CHAPTER ONE: Understanding Kiribati: Geography,
People, and Culture
Embarking on a business venture in Kiribati requires more than just a solid business
plan and capital. Success hinges equally, if not more so, on understanding the unique
context of this Pacific nation. Its geography dictates logistics, its population defines
the market and workforce, and its culture shapes relationships and daily operations.
Ignoring these fundamental elements is akin to sailing uncharted waters without a
compass – possible, perhaps, but unnecessarily perilous. This chapter provides a
foundational understanding of the physical, human, and cultural landscape you’ll be
navigating.

First, grasp the sheer scale and paradox of Kiribati's geography. The Republic of
Kiribati commands an Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) stretching across 3.5 million
square kilometers of the central Pacific Ocean. This vast expanse of water, larger than
India, makes Kiribati one of the biggest large ocean states on the planet. Yet,
scattered within this immense blue canvas are 32 low-lying coral atolls and one raised
limestone island, Banaba, which together constitute a mere 811 square kilometers of
land. Imagine sprinkling a handful of sand across a football field – that gives some
sense of the land-to-sea ratio.

This extreme dispersion has profound consequences. The islands are flung across an
ocean area roughly the size of the continental United States, straddling the equator
and, uniquely, spanning all four hemispheres. The nation is divided into three main
groups: the Gilbert Islands in the west, where the capital South Tarawa and the
majority of the population reside; the largely uninhabited Phoenix Islands in the center
(a UNESCO World Heritage site); and the Line Islands in the east, including the famous
Kiritimati (Christmas) Island, the world's largest coral atoll by land area.

The distances involved are staggering. Kiritimati Island in the Line Islands is over
3,000 kilometers east of Tarawa in the Gilberts. This geographical reality translates
directly into significant logistical hurdles for any business. Transporting goods, people,
or information between islands, let alone internationally, is inherently challenging and
costly. Forget next-day delivery; think in terms of weeks or even months for sea
freight, and prepare for infrequent and often fully booked domestic flights. Isolation
isn't just a feeling here; it's a fundamental operating parameter.

The islands themselves are predominantly coral atolls, narrow rings of land encircling
lagoons, rarely rising more than a few meters above sea level. This low elevation
makes Kiribati exceptionally vulnerable to the impacts of climate change, particularly
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sea-level rise, storm surges, and coastal erosion. While the full discussion of climate
risks comes later, understanding this physical vulnerability is crucial from the outset. It
affects everything from coastal infrastructure planning to long-term investment
security and the availability of freshwater resources, which are often limited to thin
freshwater lenses beneath the coral islands, easily contaminated by saltwater
intrusion.

The capital, South Tarawa, located on Tarawa Atoll in the Gilbert Islands, presents a
stark contrast to the nation's overall dispersion. It's one of the most densely populated
places on Earth. A string of islets connected by causeways forms a narrow strip of land
housing roughly half of the country's total population of approximately 120,000
people. This concentration creates its own set of unique challenges and opportunities.
While it means a relatively accessible market and labor pool are located in one place,
it also puts immense pressure on limited land, freshwater, sanitation, and
infrastructure.

Beyond South Tarawa, the 'outer islands' present a vastly different picture. Sparsely
populated, often lacking reliable electricity, advanced telecommunications, or regular
transport links, life proceeds at a different pace, deeply connected to subsistence
fishing, coconut harvesting, and traditional practices. Entrepreneurs looking at
opportunities in sectors like tourism, agriculture, or aquaculture outside the capital
must factor in these realities. Sourcing supplies, managing logistics, and maintaining
communication require specific strategies tailored to outer island conditions.

The people of Kiribati, known as I-Kiribati (pronounced ee-Ki-ri-bas), are primarily of
Micronesian descent with a distinct cultural identity forged over centuries of
navigating and inhabiting these remote atolls. Despite the vast distances separating
island groups, a strong sense of shared identity prevails, underpinned by language
and custom. The resilience, resourcefulness, and adaptability of the I-Kiribati people,
honed by generations of living within the constraints of their environment, are
remarkable assets.

While English is the official language, used in government, higher education, and
formal business settings, the I-Kiribati language is the lingua franca of daily life for the
vast majority. It’s the language of the markets, homes, and communities. Any
entrepreneur serious about building relationships, understanding employees, or
connecting with customers outside of a very narrow formal sphere will find that
making an effort to learn even basic I-Kiribati phrases goes a long way. Relying solely
on English can create distance and limit genuine integration. Interpreters can bridge
the gap, but direct communication, even imperfect, fosters trust.

Christianity, introduced by missionaries in the 19th century, is deeply ingrained in the
social fabric, with the Kiribati Protestant Church and the Roman Catholic Church being
the largest denominations. Church activities are central to community life, and

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

religious values often influence social interactions and decision-making. Respecting
the role of the church and being mindful of religious observances is important for any
business operating within the community. Sunday, in particular, is widely observed as
a day of rest and worship, which can affect business hours and staff availability.

Understanding I-Kiribati culture, or 'te katei ni Kiribati', is perhaps the most critical, yet
most nuanced, aspect for a prospective entrepreneur. It’s not something easily
learned from a book, but awareness of key principles is essential. Kiribati society is
traditionally communal rather than individualistic. Decisions often involve consultation
within the family or community, andgroup harmony tends to be prioritized over
individual ambition. This can influence workplace dynamics, negotiation styles, and
community expectations towards a business.

Respect for elders ('unimwaane') and community leaders is paramount. Their opinions
carry significant weight, and gaining their support or understanding can be crucial for
business initiatives, especially those requiring community land access or participation.
Approaching matters through established hierarchies and showing deference is not
just polite; it’s often necessary for progress. Rushing processes or appearing
dismissive of traditional structures can quickly lead to obstacles.

Relationship building is fundamental. Unlike some Western business cultures where
transactions can be swift and impersonal, in Kiribati, taking the time to establish
rapport and trust ('kaurao') before diving into business specifics is vital. This involves
informal conversation, showing genuine interest in people, and perhaps sharing a
meal or participating in community events. Trying to force a purely transactional
approach is likely to be met with polite evasion. Patience and sociability are key
business tools here.

The concept of 'bubuti' is a traditional practice that warrants understanding. It's
essentially a culturally sanctioned request for assistance or resources from kin or
community members, made with the expectation that it cannot reasonably be refused
if the person asked is able to help. While powerful in maintaining social cohesion, it
can sometimes intersect awkwardly with formal business operations, potentially
leading to requests for jobs, loans, or company resources from employees or
community members based on relationship rather than strict business criteria.
Navigating this requires sensitivity, clear policies, and finding ways to support the
community that align with sustainable business practices.

Communication styles can also differ. I-Kiribati communication tends to be less direct
than in many Western cultures. ‘Yes’ might mean ‘I hear you’ rather than ‘I agree’,
and reluctance or disagreement might be expressed through silence, hesitation, or
indirect language rather than a blunt ‘no’. Learning to read subtle cues, asking
clarifying questions gently, and avoiding confrontational approaches are important
skills. Public criticism or causing someone to ‘lose face’ is highly detrimental to

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

relationships. Praise should also be handled thoughtfully, often directed towards a
group rather than singling out individuals, aligning with the communal focus.

The perception of time can also differ. While deadlines exist, especially in formal
sectors, the rhythm of life, particularly outside the main urban center, is often more
event-driven than strictly clock-driven. Appointments might be less precise, and
unforeseen community or family obligations can sometimes take precedence over
scheduled work. This isn't necessarily about inefficiency, but rather a different set of
priorities rooted in strong social and familial ties. Businesses need to build flexibility
into planning and manage expectations accordingly, fostering understanding with staff
about operational requirements while respecting cultural norms where possible.

Beneath the surface of daily life and cultural practice lies the ever-present influence of
the ocean. The sea is not just a boundary but the source of sustenance, identity, and
connection for I-Kiribati. Fishing, sailing, and navigating are traditional skills deeply
embedded in the culture. This intimate relationship with the marine environment
shapes perspectives and priorities. Businesses, particularly those impacting coastal
areas or marine resources (like tourism or fisheries), must demonstrate respect for
this connection and engage proactively with communities about environmental
stewardship.

Furthermore, the historical context matters. Kiribati experienced British colonial rule
until independence in 1979. This history has shaped aspects of the legal and
administrative systems (which subsequent chapters will detail) but also informs
perspectives on foreign involvement. While generally welcoming, there's also a
justifiable pride in national sovereignty and a desire to ensure foreign enterprises
contribute positively and equitably to Kiribati's development, rather than simply
extracting resources or profits.

In essence, preparing to do business in Kiribati means preparing for a deep immersion.
It requires acknowledging the profound impact of its unique geography – the vast
ocean, the tiny, vulnerable land masses, the immense distances. It means seeing the
population not just as a market or labor force, but as communities with deep roots,
specific social structures, and strong cultural values. It demands an approach that
values relationships as much as regulations, cultural fluency as much as financial
acumen, and patience as much as proactivity. The following chapters will delve into
the specifics of the business environment, but this foundational understanding of
place, people, and culture provides the essential lens through which all that practical
information should be viewed. Ignoring it would be missing the heart of what it means
to operate successfully in the Republic of Kiribati.
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