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Introduction
iribati faces a number of development challenges. 
The rapidly expanding population numbers about 
90,000, spread over three widely separated island 

groups. Domestic economic growth has been slow for 3 dec-
ades, and despite investments in infrastructure, services in 
some parts of the country remain inadequate. The lack of 
services and economic opportunities in the outer islands has 
fuelled migration to South Tarawa, leading to overcrowding 
and pollution in the capital, and depopulation of outer-island 
communities. Migration to Kiritimati is also occurring. 

The movement of people in Kiribati is a reflection of 
a society in transition, where a cash economy increasingly 
replaces the traditional subsistence lifestyle. Traditional life-
styles relied on access to land and marine resources within 
the context of extended families and close-knit communities. 
Today money plays an increasingly significant role in daily liv-
ing. Concern for members of the extended family is decreas-
ing, and awareness of traditions and traditional skills is being 
eroded. The changes are having an enormous impact on the 
structure of the society. 

K
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Increasing reliance on and competition for cash are hav-
ing a disparate impact on Kiribati communities, and social 
stratification is increasing. Those facing the greatest difficul-
ties include the unemployed, people with limited education, 
large families, elderly people who live apart from their fami-
lies, and those living in very crowded conditions.

Hardship clearly exists in Kiribati, but the causes and 
effects vary across the country. In many outer-island commu-
nities, lack of access to basic services and to basic economic 
opportunities causes hardship. In urban areas, causes include 
unemployment, overcrowding, and depletion of natural re-
sources. 

To better understand hardship in Kiribati, the Govern-
ment of Kiribati (the Government) conducted a Participatory 
Assessment of Hardship, assisted by the Pacific Regional 
Poverty Programme, a joint program of the Secretariat of the 
Pacific Community and the Asian Development Bank. The 
assessment identified the problems, needs, and priorities 
of people in nine sample communities from across Kiribati, 
including both outer-island and urban communities with dif-
fering access to services. 

The communities participating in the assessment in-
cluded three in Tarawa (Betio, Buota, and Tearenebei), three 

in Kiritimati (London, Tabwakea, and 
Poland), and three in the outer Gilbert 
Islands (Butaritari, Abemama, and Tam-
ana). The assessment team consulted 
key community leaders— 
including unimwane (elected village 
elders), councilors, church leaders, 
women and youth, nursing aids, and 
teachers—and selected community 
residents, whom the communities 
perceived were suffering most from 
hardship. The findings of the assess-
ment were presented in two meetings, 
in an island workshop in Kiritimati and 
a national workshop in Tarawa, during 
which participants formulated a work-
ing definition of poverty and hardship in 
Kiribati. 
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Is hardship really a 
problem in Kiribati?

The communities agreed that while poverty does not 
exist in Kiribati, hardship does. Although the perceived 
level of hardship present in individual communities 

varied widely (from 4% in London to 61% in Poland), the 
most widespread definition of hardship, common for all com-
munities, was the lack of economic opportunities. Specific 
problems include a lack of education, insufficient available 
jobs, and the difficulties of succeeding in the private sec-
tor. The lack of economic opportunity that communities 
perceived is confirmed by the Kiribati National Develop-
ment Strategy (2004–2007), which indicates that only 25% 
of school-leavers find employment. The remainder (totaling 
1,500 per year) must be absorbed by the rural economy, or 
end up unemployed or underemployed in urban areas. The 
importance placed on economic opportunities highlights the 
degree to which both urban and rural outer-island communi-
ties need income to access basic needs such as food (e.g., rice, 
flour, and sugar) and pay school fees. 

I am 16 years old and the second 
to the last of six children. My dad 
passed away when I was 8 years old. I 
remember a day when Dad was criti-
cally ill and told my mom not to marry 
again but to look after us. Unfortu-
nately, after Dad passed away, my 
mom remarried. I was really angry and 
left to stay with my dad’s relatives at 
Betio (I was only 9 years old). I quit 
school immediately after dad died, 
when I was only in class four. I found 
school boring. 

Eight of us live in my aunt’s 
house—her five children, her husband, 
and I. My aunt is unemployed and her 
husband is only a watchman at one of 

the Chinese shops in Betio. 
Now, as a grown-up teenager, 

I realize that life depends only on 
money. I wasted my school life since 
childhood and I wish those years could 
come back, so I could give it another 
try. I have worked temporarily as a 
casual laborer on a boat for 2 years 
now. I earn $70 a month. Since only 
two of us, my uncle and I, in the fam-
ily are working, I spend my pay strictly 
on food, such as rice, sugar, and flour. 
I could hardly save my pay for my 
own needs. Sometimes if I have ur-
gent needs, I borrow money from my 
friends or relatives and pay them back 
on pay day.

Unemployed youth, 16 years old (Betio)
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Hardship was also linked to increasing social problems 
(e.g., theft, domestic violence, prostitution, suicide, and 
rape), the weakening of the traditional support system, in-
creases in child labor and in the number of people who cannot 
afford their own house. 

What is hardship?

Consulted communities agreed that poverty, or te kain-
nano ni kannano (i.e., “having nothing”; being without 
food, land money, or other resources) does not apply 

in Kiribati, as everyone has access to traditional food. But 
having access to nothing but traditional food was seen to be 
a hardship. The term “te maiu ni kanganga” was used for hard-
ship, and roughly translates as having difficulties in providing 
for the family’s needs. The same term was used to describe 
the situation in both urban and outer islands.

Most communities indicated that a number of improve-
ments had been made in the last 5 years, particularly in the 
availability of secondary education and in terms of increased 
income. These improvements were offset, however, by wors-
ening unemployment, the increased cost of goods, and in-
creasing social problems. 

I have two younger sisters and a 
brother. Something is wrong with our 
parents: my mother is not mentally 
stable and my father does not do any-
thing constructive but sits around the 
house and waits for the food to come 
to the table.

I was raped when I was 15 years 
old and this prompted me to leave 
school and my parents. A friend’s boy-
friend asked me to go with him to call 
on his girlfriend (my friend) one night, 
and I stupidly went with him. He raped 
me that night, threatening me with a 
knife, and I found it so embarrassing 
that I could not report it. I have not 
talked about the incident before. 

Female, 18 years old (Tamana Island)

I had dreamed that I would finish 
high school, get married to a nice guy 
with an income, and have children. But 
I cannot see myself getting married as I 
am no longer a virgin. I left my parents 
and am now staying with my father’s 
relatives and helping them out. The 
family is good and I try to do my part 
in the daily routines. I do not want to 
go back to live with my parents. I can-
not think of anything that I could be, 
other than live as a spinster for the rest 
of my life. I do not have an income 
but I help the family get their income 
through making copra and local handi-
crafts.
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Who faces hardship?

Most people consulted agreed that disadvantaged 
people are present in both urban and outer is-
lands. A difference did emerge between the six 

sample communities in the Gilbert Islands and the three in 
Kiritimati. In Tarawa and the outer Gilbert Islands, people 
perceived that hardship is more prevalent in urban than in 
rural areas because of limited income sources and the high 
dependence in urban areas on money for basic needs. The 
situation is worsened by congestion and unhygienic living 
conditions; social factors (laziness, a lack of commitment to 
work, and increased drinking problems) were also mentioned. 

In contrast, all three sample villages in Kiritimati agreed 
that hardship is found in both rural and urban areas. Fac-
tors that affected urban and rural communities in Kiritimati 
include poor transport services, which affect people’s ability 
to sell agricultural produce and marine products, and to buy 

Many families rely 
on the sale of fish 

and agricultural 
products for cash
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imported items. Kiritimati’s distance from the capital (2,000 
km) and the limited economic opportunities on the island 
were also mentioned as important factors. 

People considered to be well-off included those with 
regular and high incomes, those with land or businesses, or 
who receive remittances from children or relatives working 
overseas. People who lack income, assets, or family support 
were considered to be facing considerable hardship. The 
following categories of people were identified as among the 
most disadvantaged:

• Large families with low incomes,
• People who are unemployed due to their having left 

school early,
• People without assets and property,
• Employed people who have visitors (long term or regu-

lar) that do not contribute to the household budget, 

I was born in Onotoa in 1968. My 
parents, who were both unemployed, 
brought me up. I was in class five at 
primary school in the island when 
I lived with my cousin in Tarawa, 
stopped attending school, and worked 
at home instead.

I was married at 15 and I gave 
birth to nine children. Four of our chil-
dren died, and three have problems 
with their sight (one is blind).

My husband’s sister took us with 
her to Kiritimati to earn money on co-
pra and other opportunities we could 
find, as we had no jobs. We spent 
about 2 years with them but things did 
not turn out well so we left their home 
and went to the Catholic maneaba, 
where we spent 3 years. We feel hard-
ship, as we do not have a proper 
home, no one is employed, and we 
are many. The only source of income 
is copra and local candy. We can earn 
about $30 on copra and $3 on candy. I 
borrow a fishing net from anyone I can 

to catch fish for food, and sell some if 
I have many (I can earn $10 a week). 
We spend $19 on flour, $0.45 on kero-
sene, $25 on rice, and more for school. 
We feel lucky that my husband’s neph-
ew works on a longline boat in Hono-
lulu, and sends us $100 every month, 
which helps a lot to repay our debts in 
the nearby store.

We feel hardship as we have no 
land to build a house. Our plan is to 
earn as much as we can for our fare 
back to our home island. We prefer 
going back so that we can live on our 
own piece of land, rather than live in 
this maneaba as if we were refugees. 

We are always worried about our 
children, as most of them have prob-
lems with their eyes. We are getting 
older and we don’t know what they 
will do to survive. We hope that our 
older son would have better education 
and get a better job, so he could live 
happily with his blind sisters.

Mother, 37 years old (Tabwakea, Kiritimati)



�

• People who are not productive or lazy, and always ask 
for bubuti (assistance for basic needs), 

• Those in poor health,
• Single mothers with several children and small income,
• Elderly people with no children,
• Orphans (children whose parents have died and who are 

separated) and children of alcoholic parents,
• People living in overcrowded, unsanitary conditions 

(particularly in Betio and Buota),
• “Homeless” people, who do not 

live on their home islands and 
have no means to build their own 
homes,

• Alcoholics,
• People who are paid to cultivate 

bwaibwai (a local yam) and catch 
fish for others, and

• People without access to bank 
loans (reported on  
Kiritimati).

Certain categories of women, youth, and children were 
most vulnerable and were perceived to be suffering from more 
severe hardship than the rest of the community. Hardship for 
people in Kiribati is closely linked to limited economic oppor-
tunities, poor access to basic services and infrastructure, and 
increasing social problems (such as alcoholism and resulting 
domestic violence), rather than hunger or destitution. 

What causes hardship?

The immediate causes of hardship varied according to 
the people who were affected, with hardship among 
the elderly having quite different causes than hard-

ship among children. But consulted communities identified a 
number of broader, underlying causes of hardship:  
(i) limited access to quality basic services and infrastructure 
in urban and outer islands; (ii) limited economic opportuni-
ties; (iii) poor home environments; (iv) land issues; (v) de-
graded natural resources; (vi) attitudinal problems, such as 
a lack of drive to be productive; (vii) weakening traditional 

Reliable inter-
island transport 

is a priority  
for improving 

livelihoods.
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 values and skills; and (viii) concerns particular to specific 
islands.

The quality of and access to basic services

Limited or poor access to basic services was the most com-
mon cause of hardship that all sample communities in both 
rural and urban areas identified. The worst ratings for basic 
services were given to road and transportation services, which 
six of the nine communities rated poor. Problems include 
the cost, availability, and reliability of transport—particularly 
for cargoes such as rice, flour, sugar, coffee, and soap—to the 
outer islands and Kiritimati. Some private bus operators of-
fer only twice daily service to rural villages because of poorly 
maintained roads. 

Most communities rated some serv-
ices, such as communication, good. Oth-
ers, however, rated the telephone serv-
ice, for example, poor and expensive in 
North Tarawa (Buota and Tearenebei) 
and in Kiritimati (Poland, which has 
one telephone, with poor reception, for 
the entire village). Access to education 
has improved, following the establish-
ment of junior secondary schools in 
most islands, but concerns regarding the 
quality of education—and how it will 
provide economic opportunities for the 
youth—remain. 

The quality of drinking water and the lack of piped wa-
ter were a common concern for North Tarawa (Buota and 
Tearenebei) and for some who live in the outer islands (part of 
Tamana and Butaritari). Only a few communities mentioned 
poor sanitation as a serious concern during the consultations 
(and only when asked to rate services). But continuing use of 
the bush, lagoon, and beach was seen to contribute to the pol-
lution of beaches and the fresh water lens, particularly in areas 
with high population density (e.g., Tarawa and Kiritimati). 

Limited economic opportunities 

Low household income and limited economic opportunities 
were the main reasons most communities found it difficult 

There is only one 
public telephone 
in Polland, 
Christmas Island.
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to afford basic needs such as food, school fees, transport, and 
utilities. Poor education due to dropping out or not gaining 
entrance to secondary school was seen as a major factor, as 
were the limited job opportunities available on the outer is-
lands and Tarawa. Other limiting factors included the lack of 
skills to establish a business, limited access to credit, shortag-
es in the copra fund to pay copra cutters in the outer islands, 
and the limited availability of markets in the outer islands for 
the sale of produce, handicrafts, and marine resources. 

Some private sector expansion has occurred but it is 
limited primarily to retailing (e.g., small grocery, garment 
and stationery shops), with manufacturing almost nonexist-
ent. The export of raw materials (e.g., copra and fish) is more 
common. Private sector investment in information technology 
(such as Internet cafés) remains very limited.

Poor home environments 

The impacts of poor home environments included stress, 
parental neglect, poor guidance of children and youth, poor 
nutrition, and in some cases domestic violence. Poor home 
environments are caused by many ongoing changes affect-
ing Kiribati society, including expanding households and 
communities, which are in turn exacerbated by poor family 
planning and the arrival of relatives from outer islands. In-
creasing prices of basic commodities are also a factor in creat-
ing poor home environments and, when combined with poor 
household budget management, can lead to household food 

Lack of economic 
opportunities is 
seen as the key 

cause of hardship
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Overcrowding and 
unhygienic living 
conditions are a 
problem in the 
urban area.

and cash shortages. Community members indicated that the 
impacts of poor home environments primarily affect children, 
an increasing number of whom were reportedly not receiving 
good nutrition and may at times be vulnerable to violence. 

The increasing population was particularly noted as an is-
sue by communities in Kiritimati, who referred to the steady 
influx of families and young people to the island. Most stay 
with relatives while searching for work cutting copra and  
fishing. 

Land issues

The specific land issues causing hardship differed. A considera-
ble proportion of land in Betio is leased from traditional owners 
by the Government, and there is some resentment that govern-
ment lease payments are insufficient because of the increasing 
prices of goods and their expanding families. This problem is 
also evident in South Tarawa where extended family members 
arriving from outer islands are given family land. Some land-
owners expressed resentment toward settlers from the outer 
islands who usually migrate to stay with family for education 
or work or other perceived benefits of the “urban” area. This 
has resulted in the widespread feeling by traditional landown-
ers that they are being squeezed out of their lands as more of 
it is occupied (either leased or given to family) and they do 
not have access to tree crops and land for planting. Most lease 
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payments are divided among the landowning clans, with some 
families receiving as little as A$20 annually. 

In Kiritimati, the land issue is quite different, as all lands 
are government owned. Residents of Poland cited their lack 
of freedom to build their own homes. They must contend 
with living in run-down government housing and are unable 
to build homes for their expanding extended families. Their 
priority is to acquire land through a resettlement scheme that 
the Government is planning. 

Natural resource impacts from population 
increases, pests, and drought

In addition to the impact that increasing populations have on 
life in the home, communities in Tarawa, the outer islands, 
and Kiritimati cited the impact of growing populations on 
natural resources as a major cause of hardship. Agricultural 
resources (e.g., coconuts and breadfruit) and marine resources 
(e.g., fish, shellfish, and crabs) may be eaten or sold for cash, 
and declining resources directly affect both food security and 
incomes. Declining resources because of population growth 
were particularly noted in Tarawa; in Kiritimati, where the 
rate of migration is rising; and in Abemama (in the Central 
Gilberts). Pests are also a problem (a rat infestation reported-
ly caused the loss of young coconuts in Butaritari in Northern 
Gilberts), while periodic drought (which prevents coconuts 
from bearing fruit) was identified as a problem in Tamana. 

Attitudinal problems

Poor attitude (being unproductive or lazy) because of a lack 
of motivation or interest to find food for their family or earn 
income was another cause of hard-
ship that both urban and outer-island 
communities identified. Consulted 
groups (particularly in Abemama and 
Tabwakea, where agricultural produce is 
abundant) cited the lack of motivation 
of some people in their communities as 
a cause why some families are unable to 
afford basic needs, and instead relied on 
bubuti (asking relatives or neighbors). 

The high rate 
of population 

growth and large 
extended families 

cause hardship.
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Weakening traditional values and skills

Weakening traditional values and loss of traditional skills were 
causes of hardship cited mainly in the outer islands and in 
Kiritimati. These changes—which result in part from modern 
influences such as videos, monetization of the economy, and 
preference or reliance on imported foods—were seen to in-
crease dependence on cash to buy food and other basic needs. 
This has contributed to the increasing preference by some 
people to provide only for their nuclear families, rather than 
supporting their extended families, including elderly grand-
parents and illegitimate children. Urban communities were 
less concerned than outer-island communities about preserv-
ing traditional values. 

Residents of Poland cited the weakening traditional values 
among some national government officials. Poor behavior (includ-
ing drunkenness and excessive spending) by visiting government 
officials sets a bad example, particularly for the island youth. 

My husband and I are both unem-
ployed. My husband is from Betio 
and I am from Nonouti. I am the only 
income earner (my husband is crip-
pled), and our living depends on sell-
ing garlands and collecting tins. Three 
of my six children (15, 12, and 9 years 
old) are involved in this business, ex-
cept for the youngest girl and my elder 
son (17). The second- and third-born 
sons are not in school, only the young 
ones (9 and 4) attend primary school. 
The two older ones completed school 
up to form four, but the 12-year-old 
did not go to school at all. My eldest 
was attending form four at one of the 
church’s senior secondary schools, but 
quit school when he lost interest.

My second- and third-born sons 
sell garlands, as they understand the 
value of money; and the other two 
collect tins. This is an everyday activity 
for my children. We earn $8/day from 
selling garlands and at times $6 for the 

tins. Most of our earnings are spent 
on food, particularly rice, flour and 
sugar, and tinned fish. I collect shells 
from the reef every day, to provide my 
children protein; but if we have spare 
money, I buy them fresh fish.

Since my husband is from Tarawa, 
he inherited a very small portion of 
land (about 2 x 3 sq. meters) from 
his father. Sometimes I feel ashamed 
of people who walk by and stare at 
us a lot; I know they are wondering 
how we can live in this sort of hous-
ing. [They live in a tent beside the 
main road and sleep on cardboard 
boxes]. When there is heavy rain, we 
go to our neighbor and sleep in their 
concrete house. We are fortunate to 
have them as friends because they 
are always there to help us in difficult 
times.

My dream is to have at least a 
house of my own rather than live in a 
tent.

Family with working children (Betio) 
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Outer-island-specific issues 

Two outer-island communities iden-
tified unaffordable church activity 
contributions as an increasing cause 
of hardship for their families. One 
men’s group reported that each family 
or household was asked to contribute 
A$250 for nationwide activities. Families had to eat primarily 
fish and other traditional foods for 2–3 months to save for 
their contributions. People were reluctant to mention this 
particular hardship because of the custom that people should 
always provide for the church without complaint. 

Particularly affected groups

Children

Poor education was the most commonly identified hardship 
facing children in all the communities. Causes included the low 
priority given by parents to both primary and higher education. 
A number of parents allowed their children to quit school to 
either work or to just stay at home. Although it had been halted 
in the 1990s, child labor was reported as being prevalent once 
again in Betio. Parents make children work on the streets by 
selling garlands or brooms to help feed their families. 

Parents who are separated may have a negative effect on 
their children’s education, especially when the main income 
earner does not provide financial support for children’s school 
fees. Vulnerability to diseases, resulting from poor diets 
(linked to parents’ poor budget management and lack of nu-
tritional awareness), was another identified cause of hardship 
for children. 

Youth

The youth—particularly those who did not finish primary 
or junior secondary school—face very poor employment pros-
pects and limited economic opportunities. Idleness, boredom, 
increased drinking, and involvement in gangs often follow, 
and were the primary reasons given for the increase in prob-
lems relating to law and order. Communities also cited sui-
cide, rape, and teenage pregnancies as significant problems. 

Water is often 
scarce, wells 

are sometimes 
not protected 

or groundwater 
contaminated– 

many communities 
would like a 

reliable supply of 
piped water.
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Communities encouraged creating alternative economic op-
portunities and teaching life skills to provide viable options for 
the youth who failed to complete their education. The status 
of youth in the family and the community is traditionally low, 
and they consequently do not participate in decision making. 
To address youth unemployment, however, communities noted 
the need to actively involve the youth in addressing issues that 
concern them, at all levels, from the family to the nation. 

Women

Domestic violence, usually linked to alcohol consumption 
and jealousy between partners, was the most common hard-
ship affecting women in all communities. In Kiribati, women 
are often not trusted by their husbands, and face restrictions 
on their freedom (e.g., they should not be seen alone with an-
other man, even in a work environment, and are not to come 
home late at night). 

The increasing responsibilities placed on women in both 
rural and urban communities, in terms of managing and pro-
viding for the needs of large households, were another cause 
of hardship. Challenges facing women include low incomes, 
the demand that they fulfill their traditional roles (cooking 
and caring for children) while also increasingly becoming the 
main income earner (particularly in urban areas), and the 
responsibility for caring for relatives who have migrated (typi-
cally to Tarawa and Kiritimati). Poor family planning and the 
breakdown of marriages were also causes of hardship. 

As with the youth, the lower status of women was also 
identified as a cause of hardship. In all nine communities 
indicated, couples decide jointly on many important house-

Waste disposal 
and associated 
environmental 
health problems 
are of concern.
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I am 48 years old, and was born on 
Butaritari. I am the eldest in the fam-
ily. When I was 10 years old, my aunt 
took me to Makin (north of Butaritari) 
for school. I stayed with them but the 
husband got transferred back. They 
left me behind with my uncle, but my 
uncle moved to Bikati, which has no 
school, so I stopped schooling.

At 12, I had a serious accident. We 
went fishing and I was burned by a 
traditional fishing fire, used to attract 
fish at night. It seriously burned my 
back and affected my eyes, so I could 
not see properly. My natural parents 
got sick and sent for me to visit them 
in Butaritari. I stayed with my parents, 
where life is more difficult. We did 
not have enough income from copra 
($20/week) and there are fewer fish in 
Butaritari than in Bikati. I helped my 
father earn a living but had problems: 
my sight, and damaged tendons and 
broken bones after falling from a coco-
nut tree. 

Both our natural parents and 
adoptive parents were divorced so 
we were sent to stay with different 
relatives. I got married. We have two 
sons, and I supported my children 
from another village (I had left my wife 
and children with my parents). My 
stepmother then sent my wife away 
(my parents did not like my wife). I 
had no choice but to return to my vil-
lage. I had another serious accident; 
I again fell from a coconut tree in the 

bush. I lay under the tree for 5 hours 
before my youngest brother found me 
and took me to the village. I had a big 
quarrel with my father and he sent me 
away (with tears in his eyes). 

I went to live in the bush, where 
I lived on my own, with no income, 
and got food by my own means, even 
though I could not walk properly and 
my sight was still a problem. Then I 
moved to another village, where I met 
my second wife and settled with her. 
Then I was employed to cut copra in 
the Phoenix Islands. I did not finish 
my contract as I had to go to Kiriti-
mati for my daughter’s education. I 
have a daughter with my second wife 
(adopted) and her education is impor-
tant to us. My wife earns income for 
the family; she cuts copra and makes 
handicrafts. I am usually busy with 
my patients, as I am a very good local 
doctor. 

My wish is to get a motorboat, 
a handcart for my engine, and fish-
ing gear. I also wish that more tourist 
boats come to the island, so my wife 
could earn income by selling her hand-
icrafts. Our daughter’s education is our 
priority, as I do not wish her to end up 
as we have. I know I was very good at 
school but did not have support from 
my parents. I do not want to do the 
same thing to my daughter and wish 
her success in her studies. My wife and 
I are working very hard for her school 
fees and pocket money.

Unemployed male head of household, 48 years old (Ronton)

hold issues, but women were seen to be underrepresented in 
decision making at the community, island, and national lev-
els. Single parenthood, gambling (e.g., bingo), and exposure 
to deadly diseases such as HIV/AIDS (caused by infected 
husbands or a lack of awareness among women) were other 
causes of hardship. 
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Elderly

A primary concern for the elderly was receiving care and 
regular financial support. Although most children or relatives 
are still committed to care for and provide financial support 
to ailing parents or relatives, the traditional support system 
appears to be showing signs of stress, especially where chil-
dren or relatives are incapable of meeting their own needs. 
The Government has recently begun providing a pension 
of A$40 per month to individuals who are 70 years of age or 
more, which has been positively received in both rural and 
urban areas. However, because the average life expectancy is 
below 70 years (57 for men and 67 for women), the qualifying 
age was suggested to be lowered to 60 years.

Settlers

The lack of secure tenure for set-
tlers was a particular cause of hardship 
for people who have migrated to Kiriti-
mati looking for paid employment and 
other economic opportunities. Because 
the land is government owned, settlers 
are unable to build their own houses or 
expand the current government hous-
ing, which is provided for government 
employees and copra cutters. Settlers 
are looking forward to the awarding of 

land leases through a resettlement scheme that the Govern-
ment is preparing.

What can be done?
Current initiatives to address hardship

Community and church fund-raising were the two pri-
mary ongoing community initiatives identified during 
the assessment. Community fund-raising activities 

are organized by local communities and raise funds for various 
needs, including school fees, funeral expenses, and commu-
nity gatherings, as well as to fund community projects such 

People want 
the benefits of 
modern life while 
maintaining the  
I-Kiribati 
traditional culture.
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as maneaba or seawall construction. 
Church fund-raising activities involves 
families contributing money to support 
the pastor, priest, church building, or 
mission. 

Community members were aware of 
a number of government and a few non-
government poverty and hardship alle-
viation initiatives, generally in the areas 
of income generation, provision of basic 
social services and infrastructure, and 
awareness workshops. The most popu-
lar government initiatives were those 
requiring significant input or subsidy, in 
particular subsidizing the copra buying 
price, the elderly allowance, and the provision of free junior 
secondary schooling. Although strategic (ensuring equitable 
access to basic services and income, particularly for the outer 
islands), such programs require continued allocation from the 
government’s annual budget, which may prove difficult to 
sustain. 

Demands for increased access to economic opportunities, 
for both outer islands and urban areas, are increasing, and em-
ployment opportunities are currently provided mainly by the 
Government. Continued expansion of the public sector may 
prove unsustainable, highlighting the need to evaluate the 
level of support directed at developing a robust private sec-
tor, and to promote income-earning opportunities in fisheries, 
agriculture, and commerce. 

Coping strategies

Community members do not face difficult times and crises 
alone, but rely on various institutions to assist them. These 
institutions and their existing ties to the community can 
serve as the foundation on which to build an enhanced com-
munity capacity to address hardship. All communities ranked 
their families, relatives, and church the most important in 
helping people cope during a crisis, followed by the un-
imwane. Members of Parliament, elected island councils, and 
women’s groups were ranked third, while youth groups and 
government departments followed as fourth. Traditional clans 
were seen as least helpful (ranked fifth). 

Improving roads 
and reliable 

transport services 
are key to 

improving access 
to markets and the 

regular supply of 
goods, especially 

imported food 
items.
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This suggests that families, churches, the unimwane, and 
women’s groups are important partners that must be involved 
if programs implemented at the community level were to be 
successful. It also indicates that youth organizations are seen 
as providing little assistance during crises. Since issues as-
sociated with the youth were seen to be an important facet of 
hardship in households and the society, it is critical that youth 
organizations be strengthened and become more involved in 
identifying and addressing issues facing the community.

When asked to indicate how they cope with the service 
and infrastructure problems identified during the assess-
ment, communities said that, in some instances, they relied 
on traditional practices such as collecting rainwater, using 
the lagoon, beach, or bush in place of a toilet, and using tra-
ditional medicines or healers. To ensure that children had 
access to secondary or tertiary education, parents typically 
relied on relatives for financial assistance, or sent children to 
stay with relatives in Tarawa. The existence of some of these 
strategies—such as the use of traditional healers—could pos-
sibly be used by the Government to improve delivery of basic 
health services in the community, by working with traditional 
healers and using traditional medicines that are proven to be 
effective.

I am 20 years old and my education 
is limited. I was born in Kiritimati and 
my father died 2 years ago, which is 
why I stopped schooling (because of 
lack of money to pay the school fee). I 
stayed with my mother and relatives. 
The most common circumstances for 
teens with limited education and no 
job would be drinking, smoking, and 
being with gang troublemakers. This is 
exactly the way I lived during the early 
stages of my youth.

As I grew older, I began to realize 
that something was wrong. How can 
those people get a permanent job and 
afford to buy anything, afford to raise 

a family, and have a home of their 
own? My problem was solved after 
several weeks when I learned that edu-
cation is very important. I decided to 
go back to school and continue from 
where I left off, or stay and find a less-
er-paying job. Lately, I got a job in a 
private business. My job is to pack pet 
(aquarium) fish that are exported to 
Honolulu. I get $80 per fortnight and 
give half to my mother to feed my two 
young brothers; the rest I consume on 
yaqona (kava). I want to find a better 
place and job with my family and find 
better friends who are not drinkers or 
 smokers. 

Unemployed youth, 20 years old (Kiritimati)
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People’s priorities

The priorities of communities to address hardship can be 
grouped into several broad categories.

Providing economic opportunities

Communities suggested creating additional economic 
opportunities, particularly for those leaving school. Suggested 
mechanisms included: 

• Continued subsidization of (and further increases in) 
copra prices, 

• Establishment of links to markets (for selling handi-
crafts, fish, and other products), and

• Establishment of new income-generating activities in 
agriculture and fisheries. 

Improving services and infrastructure

Communities indicated the need for improved basic services 
and infrastructure in the urban and outer islands, including:

• Water supplies (through water 
supply connections), 

• Sanitation (by providing toilet 
facilities and awareness), 

• Roads (through regular road 
maintenance), 

• Transport (by providing regular 
transport services), 

• Power and communications (by 
reducing communication and 
power service charges), and 

• Education (by assigning qualified 
teaching staff). 

Establishing a training center

Communities identified the need for a training center for 
technical and traditional skills, to improve life skills and the 
ability to earn income. Skills needed to allow them to actively 
participate in future development initiatives included:

The quality and 
reliability of 
telecommu- 

nication services is 
variable in Kiribati.
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• Income-generating skills such as carpentry, automotive 
repair, sewing, and pig raising;

• Home economics skills such as water purification, 
 nutrition, cooking, home gardening, and budget 
 management;

• Organizational development skills, including organiza-
tion, leadership, and decision making.

Other priorities

Other community-identified priorities include reducing 
the price of basic commodities (e.g., rice, flour, and sugar), 
 reducing the collateral needed to access bank loans to invest 
in local business initiatives, enforcing mandatory primary 
education for all children, granting land ownership, and es-
tablishing a branch of the government-owned cooperative 
store Bobotin Kiribati Limited. 

Education is 
a priority for 
giving youth 
opportunities for 
economic activity.



Contact Information
For more information on hardship-reduction activities in Kiribati, contact

Ministry of Finance and Economic Development
P.O. Box 67, Bairiki
Tarawa, Kiribati
Tel +6 86 21802 
Fax +6 86 20307
Email: psfep@tskl.net.ki
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About the Priorities of the People—Hardship in Kiribati

Kiribati faces a number of development challenges. However, little is known about the 
causes and effects of hardship across the country. To better understand this, a Participatory 
Assessment of Hardship was conducted to identify problems, needs, and priorities of people 
in nine sample communities across Kiribati. This brief presents a summary of the findings of 
the assessment. Among others, it finds that hardship in Kiribati is closely linked to limited 
economic opportunities, poor access to basic services and infrastructure, and increasing social 
problems, rather than hunger or destitution.
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institution owned by 67 members, 48 from the region and 19 from other parts of the globe. 
ADB’s vision is a region free of poverty. Its mission is to help its developing member countries 
reduce poverty and improve their quality of life.

ADB’s main instruments for helping its developing member countries are policy dialogue, 
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