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Introduction
Kiribati: Portrait of a Country offers a journey across the vast Pacific, into the heart of
one of the planet’s most enchanting and vulnerable nations. Nestled over 3.4 million
square kilometers of ocean, Kiribati is a country of contrasts—at once remote and
worldly, ancient and modern. Composed of 32 low-lying atolls and the single raised
coral isle of Banaba, Kiribati stands at the conjunction of all four hemispheres, unique
in both geography and spirit. Its land is scarce, fragile, and scattered, while its ocean
territory is among the world’s largest—factors that have deeply shaped its society,
history, and prospects.

This book is more than an overview of facts or a guide for visitors. It is an invitation to
understand Kiribati from the inside out—to see how the rhythm of the tides shapes
daily life, how centuries of navigation and exchange have forged a resilient and
vibrant culture, and how the I-Kiribati, the people of Kiribati, have come to view
themselves in the tapestry of the Pacific. The nation's story is one of adaptation and
interconnectedness. Austronesian voyagers first settled these islands, blending over
centuries with Polynesian and Melanesian influences. Colonial encounters, phosphate
mining, and shifting global tides brought new challenges and opportunities, leaving a
complex legacy that continues to evolve.

Today, Kiribati stands at the forefront of issues that typify the 21st century. Climate
change poses an existential threat—rising seas, eroding coastlines, and saltwater
intrusion strike at the core of life and identity. Yet the responses are equally striking:
pragmatic adaptation, community-driven resilience, and strong voices raised in
advocacy on the world stage. This book examines not only the mounting challenges
but also the energy, resourcefulness, and hope with which I-Kiribati face an uncertain
future. Their attachment to land, family, and tradition remains a wellspring of
strength.

Kiribati’s society, while rooted in tradition, is evolving amidst growing urbanization,
the pressures of globalization, and the promises and perils of the modern world.
Christianity provides a spiritual and cultural backbone, while the maneaba—traditional
meeting houses—hold together the social fabric, ensuring that decision-making
remains communal and participatory. The arts, from mesmerizing dance to melodic
song, remain channels for both the ancient and the new, affirming identity in a
changing world.

For readers planning to visit, understanding Kiribati means more than appreciating its
palm-fringed beaches or its isolated beauty. It means stepping into a society where
the communal spirit endures, where daily life dances to a different tempo, bound to
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ocean currents and windward skies. The travel chapters in this book offer practical
advice to make such an encounter respectful and rewarding, connecting visitors with
the deeper story of the islands.

Portrait of a Country aspires to present Kiribati in all its dimensions: the history and
hope, the ongoing struggles, and the everyday joys that define island life. By weaving
together the strands of geography, history, culture, challenge, and possibility, this
book brings you closer to a nation whose fate resonates with global significance—a
nation that, against the odds, continues to call the Pacific Ocean home.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Islands of Kiribati: Geography
and Formation
Kiribati is not a single landmass but a collection of whispers across the Pacific, an
archipelago nation comprising 32 atolls and one solitary raised coral island, Banaba.
These scattered fragments of land collectively cover a mere 811 square kilometers, an
area dwarfed by the immense 3.4 million square kilometers of ocean that defines the
nation’s territorial waters. It's a geographical paradox: a small country with an
enormous footprint. This vast oceanic domain is comparable in size to the combined
land area of Western Australia and South Australia, highlighting the unique challenges
and opportunities that Kiribati’s geography presents.

The islands of Kiribati are broadly organized into three main groups, stretching
thousands of kilometers across the central Pacific. To the west lie the Gilbert Islands, a
cluster of 16 atolls where the majority of the population resides, including the capital,
South Tarawa., Moving eastward, one encounters the Phoenix Islands, a largely
uninhabited group save for a government outpost on Kanton., Further still to the east
are the Line Islands, a chain that includes Kiritimati, also known as Christmas Island.
This massive atoll alone accounts for nearly half of Kiribati's total land area, making it
the largest coral atoll in the world by landmass.,

The genesis of most of Kiribati's islands, the atolls, is a fascinating geological story
rooted in volcanic activity and the tireless work of coral polyps. This process, often
referred to as the subsidence model, begins with an underwater volcano erupting and
building up lava until it breaches the ocean's surface, forming a new volcanic island.,,
Over eons, as the volcanic activity wanes and eventually ceases, the island begins a
slow subsidence, gradually sinking back into the ocean.

As the volcanic island subsides, coral reefs begin to grow around its shores. These
hard corals, or hermatypic corals, build their calcium carbonate exoskeletons, forming
a fringing reef that directly hugs the island. With continued subsidence of the island,
the fringing reef transforms into a barrier reef, separated from the sinking landmass
by a lagoon., The corals, driven by their need for sunlight, continue to grow upward,
keeping pace with the sinking island.

Eventually, the volcanic island completely disappears beneath the waves, leaving
behind a ring-shaped coral reef encircling a central lagoon.,, This final stage marks the
birth of an atoll. The islets that form the land rim of the atoll are themselves formed
from pieces of coral broken up by ocean waves and eroded into tiny grains of sand,
which then pile up on the reef. It’s a remarkable testament to the slow, persistent
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power of both geological forces and biological growth.

While most of Kiribati’s islands are low-lying atolls, rarely rising more than 3 to 4
meters above sea level, Banaba stands as a distinct geological anomaly.,, Located
west of the Gilbert Islands, Banaba is a raised coral island, reaching an impressive 87
meters at its highest point, making it the highest elevation in the entire country.,, Its
formation differs from that of the classic atoll. Banaba is one of the "great phosphate
rock islands" of the Pacific, a testament to its unique geological history., Its elevation
is a result of geological uplifting, rather than just the gradual subsidence and coral
growth seen in atolls.

The soils on these islands reflect their coral origins. Atoll soils are typically shallow,
alkaline, and coarse-textured, with a notable lack of nutrients, making agriculture a
constant challenge. This composition is a direct consequence of being derived from
coral limestones. Banaba, despite its height, also faces agricultural limitations due to
its soil characteristics.

The low elevation of the atolls, however, comes with a significant vulnerability. These
islands are acutely susceptible to the impacts of climate change, including rising sea
levels and coastal erosion. In fact, two uninhabited islets, Abanuea and Tebua Tarawa,
have already vanished beneath the waves, a stark reminder of the fragile nature of
these low-lying landforms. Saltwater intrusion is another pressing concern,
contaminating limited freshwater reserves and affecting agricultural land, thereby
posing threats to food security.

The climate across Kiribati is generally warm, humid, and tropical oceanic, with
average temperatures consistently in the upper 20s °C. While consistently warm,
rainfall patterns vary significantly from north to south, with the northern islands
receiving approximately 3,000 mm annually and the southern islands considerably
less, often 1,000 mm or below., The majority of this rainfall occurs between October
and March. Droughts are a periodic reality, and surface freshwater is a rarity on most
islands, further emphasizing the delicate balance of life in this unique environment.
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