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Introduction

Tuvalu, a constellation of coral islands set in the endless blue expanse of the Pacific
Ocean, stands as one of the world’s smallest and most remote nations. Yet within its
narrow atolls and vibrant communities lies a story of resilience, identity, and a fervent
connection to both land and sea. Despite its modest size — a landmass of barely
twenty-six square kilometers — Tuvalu’s history and culture speak to grand themes:
the movement of peoples, the negotiation of tradition and modernity, and the struggle
for survival in a changing world.

This book, Tuvalu: Portrait of a Country, seeks to bring to light the remarkable journey
of these islands and their people. Our exploration begins beneath the coconut
canopies, on lands with their own ancient myths of creation, where centuries past
Polynesian navigators first arrived from west and south. Over time, Tuvaluan society
has been sculpted by both the constancy of tradition and the formidable pressures of
change — from European contact and the colonial era to the assertion of self-
determination and nationhood in the twentieth century.

Today, Tuvalu faces challenges more existential than most: the rising tide of climate
change threatens not just land and livelihoods, but the very cultural identity rooted in
these low-lying atolls. Yet Tuvalu’s people are not defined only by their vulnerabilities;
they are equally defined by adaptability, solidarity, and a willingness to engage with
the global community for the sake of their future. Whether it is finding new forms of
economic sustainability — such as harnessing the value of their ".tv" internet domain
— or advocating for climate justice on the world stage, Tuvaluans continue to assert
their agency in the twenty-first century.

Equally compelling is Tuvalu’s rich cultural life: the rhythm of music and dance, the
weaving of stories and mats, the communal gatherings within the maneapa. The pulse
of daily life blends ancient custom and new influence, expressed through language,
celebration, faith, and an enduring spirit of togetherness. For the traveler, Tuvalu
offers both the rare beauty of unspoiled atolls and a meaningful opportunity to witness
a society balancing continuity and change.

In the chapters that follow, we will journey through Tuvalu’s geography, climate,
history, politics, culture, economy, and much more. We will meet the people of the
islands, explore their contemporary situation, and consider what lies ahead for this
unique country. As you turn these pages, may you find not only the story of a small
Pacific nation, but also a window into the resilience and resourcefulness of humankind
itself.
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CHAPTER ONE: Land in the Blue — Geography and
Islands of Tuvalu

Tuvalu, a name that resonates with both beauty and vulnerability, is a small island
nation seemingly adrift in the vastness of the Pacific Ocean. Its identity is inextricably
linked to its geography, a collection of nine low-lying coral islands scattered across an
immense oceanic expanse. Often described as lying midway between Hawaii and
Australia, this Polynesian nation occupies a truly remote corner of the world, making
its very existence a testament to the enduring power of both nature and human
settlement.

The country’s name, "Tuvalu," literally translates to "eight standing together," a
reference to the eight islands historically inhabited by its people. While that was once
true, all nine of its islands are now home to communities, each contributing to the
unique tapestry of the nation. These islands are not towering volcanic peaks, but
rather delicate formations of coral, largely remaining less than 5 meters (16 feet)
above sea level. This remarkably low elevation is a defining characteristic, shaping not
only the landscape but also the destiny of the nation in an era of changing global
climates.

The Tuvaluan archipelago is comprised of three reef islands and six true atolls. The
reef islands—Nanumanga, Niutao, and Niulakita—differ in structure from the atolls.
They are smaller, tabular reef platforms that, unlike atolls, do not enclose a saltwater
lagoon with an open connection to the sea. Instead, their lagoons are either
completely closed rims of dry land or have significantly degraded, sometimes forming
brackish or saline lakes as a result of coral debris filling them in.

In contrast, the six true atolls—Funafuti, Nanumea, Nui, Nukufetau, Nukulaelae, and
Vaitupu—are the more classic ring-shaped coral formations. These atolls typically
consist of numerous small islets that encircle a central lagoon, which may or may not
have channels connecting it to the open ocean. Funafuti, for instance, the capital and
largest atoll, boasts a sprawling lagoon, known as Te Namo, which is approximately
25.1 kilometers (15.6 miles) long north to south and 18.4 kilometers (11.4 miles) wide
west to east. This central lagoon is a significant feature, covering an area of about 275
square kilometers (106.2 square miles), making it by far the largest lagoon in Tuvalu.

The total land area of Tuvalu is remarkably small, ranging from approximately 25.14
to 26 square kilometers (9.71 to 10 square miles). To put this in perspective, it makes
Tuvalu the fourth smallest country globally by land area, after Vatican City, Monaco,
and Nauru. Despite its diminutive landmass, Tuvalu's islands are spread out across a
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significant oceanic area, encompassing an Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) of about
749,790 square kilometers (289,500 sq mi). This vast marine territory is a critical
resource, particularly for fishing, and contrasts sharply with the limited land available.

The land itself presents a unique set of challenges. The islands are characterized by
shallow, porous, and alkaline coral soils, which are generally infertile. This composition
means that the land's capacity for agriculture is quite limited. Furthermore, Tuvalu has
no rivers, a common feature of low-lying coral islands. Freshwater is primarily sourced
through rain catchment systems, with homes and communities relying on tanks to
collect and store rainwater. While groundwater is available on most islands, it is often
brackish and susceptible to saltwater intrusion, making it generally unsuitable for
drinking and often used for other domestic purposes, like flushing toilets or feeding
livestock.

The predominant vegetation across Tuvalu's islands is cultivated coconut woodland,
covering a substantial 43% of the land. This reflects the coconut palm's vital role in
Tuvaluan life, providing food, building materials, and other resources. Native broadleaf
forests, adapted to the challenging atoll environment, are much more limited,
accounting for only about 4.1% of the total vegetation. These native species, such as
Pandanus tectorius (screw pine), Hernandia peltata (puka), and Barringtonia asiatica
(futu), are resilient in the face of poor soils, high salinity, and periodic droughts.
However, the flora of Tuvalu has been significantly altered over time, with introduced
exotic species now numerically dominating the indigenous plants, a consequence of
centuries of human settlement, colonial practices like coconut monoculture, and the
disruptions of World War Il.

Despite the inherent challenges of its geography, Tuvalu is also home to areas of
remarkable natural beauty and biodiversity. The Funafuti Conservation Area, located
on the western side of Funafuti Atoll, is a prime example. Established in 1999, this
marine protected area covers 33 square kilometers (12.74 square miles) of reef,
lagoon, and islets. It serves as a vital sanctuary for numerous species of fish, corals,
algae, and invertebrates. The islets within the conservation area are also crucial
nesting sites for green sea turtles and host breeding colonies of black noddies, a type
of seabird. Beyond Funafuti, other Marine Protected Areas and Locally Managed
Marine Areas have been established on outer islands, reflecting a growing
commitment to preserving Tuvalu's rich marine environment.

The physical characteristics of Tuvalu's islands, though beautiful, fundamentally shape
the lives of its inhabitants. The low elevation, poor soil, and reliance on rainwater
define the everyday realities of existence. These geographical constraints, however,
have also fostered a deep connection to the land and sea, and a remarkable resilience
in the face of environmental pressures. As we delve deeper into the country's story,
the enduring influence of its unique island geography will become ever more
apparent.
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