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SECTOR ASSESSMENT (SUMMARY): WATER AND OTHER URBAN INFRASTRUCTURE 
AND SERVICES1 

  
A. Sector Performance, Problems, and Opportunities 
 
1. Ensuring the availability and sustainable management of water and sanitation for all is a 
target of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), as is promoting healthy lives and 
well-being for all ages.2 A healthy and productive population and natural environment are 
essential to achieving economic growth and reducing poverty. Kiribati has a high incidence of 
waterborne disease. Kiribati’s infant mortality rate—46 per 1,000 live births—is among the 
highest in the world and the Pacific region, and can be partly attributed to infantile diarrhea. 
Health officials report an average of two to three outbreaks of acute diarrheal disease in South 
Tarawa every year, which is directly linked to inadequate sanitation and poor hygiene. South 
Tarawa is the capital of Kiribati located in central Pacific region. South Tarawa comprises 50,182 
person (as at 2010) which is equivalent to 50% of the total population spread throughout 
scattered across several low-lying islands The capital itself is densely populated (3,187 persons 
per km2). During 2010–2012, clinics and hospitals in South Tarawa reported about 35,500 cases 
per year of diseases such as diarrhea, dysentery, conjunctivitis, and tinea infections such as 
ringworm. In 2015, the deaths of two children and 500 cases of diarrhea and vomiting were 
attributed to an outbreak of rotavirus. A severe outbreak in July 2013 resulted in 1,118 cases 
including six deaths and 103 hospitalizations.  
 
2. Studies have shown that household groundwater wells, lagoon water close to the 
shoreline, and edible shellfish contain high fecal coliform levels. 3  The main source of 
contamination is the lack of adequate residential sanitation infrastructure. According to 2005 
census data, 33% of South Tarawa’s households used toilets connected to the sewerage 
system, 27% used flush toilets connected to septic tanks, 4% used compost toilets, 20% used 
the sea, 29% used the beach, 34% used pit latrines, and 7% used the bush.4 A 2013 household 
survey found that 22% of South Tarawa’s households used toilets connected to the sewerage 
system; 18% used flush toilets connected to septic tanks; 1% used compost toilets; and 27% 
used the beach, lagoon or bush.5 The data indicates that situation has deteriorated in recent 
years. Almost 67% of households in South Tarawa live in “unsafe” conditions, i.e., households 
with unimproved sanitation facilities and/or unimproved water supply. Disease risk is linked to a 
number of interrelated factors, including (i) household water supply sources, (ii) water storage 
practices, (iii) sanitation behavior, and (iv) individual and household hygiene practices. 

 
3. Kiribati’s sewerage system, which began operating in 1982, was installed with funding 
from the Government of Australia in response to a cholera epidemic that spread through South 
Tarawa in 1977. Because freshwater resources on South Tarawa are limited, the system 
includes a separate saltwater reticulation system for flushing toilets. The system was 
rehabilitated and upgraded under the ADB-supported Sanitation, Public Health, and Environment 
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Improvement Project from 2003 to 2005.6 Managed and operated by the Public Utilities Board 
(PUB), the system currently services the urban areas of Bairiki, Betio, and Bikenibeu in South 
Tarawa. Because of a shortage of management and technical skills, as well as limited financial 
resources, the sewerage system is in poor condition. Frequent overflows occur, caused by 
system blockages from sand, grit, and debris. Components, including saltwater intake galleries, 
distribution pipes, and pumps, need to be repaired or replaced. Since sewerage clearance units 
are inoperable, PUB staff clear blockages manually, which is time consuming. Clearances occur 
in response to blockages, not as part of planned routine maintenance. 

 
4. Raw untreated sewage is discharged to the southern side of Bairiki, Betio, and Bikenibeu 
through three outfall pipes. It is discharged immediately below the edge of the ocean terrace of 
the reef. The outfalls are ineffective in preventing the return of the discharge to the coast. 
Sewage solids and floating material are deposited onto the reef or backwashed over the reef. 
Damaged sections in the outfall across the lagoon flats lead to discharge directly to the ocean 
lagoon. Conditions at the reef edge at low tide are unsatisfactory—adults and children wade 
through or swim in the discharge plume, and some fish. Damage to the reef ecosystem and 
marine life was detected in earlier efforts to monitor the impacts.7  

 
5. Sewerage discharge, illegal dumping of solid waste, and the practice of open defecation 
pollute the water in the lagoon and the intertidal reef flat area. Effluent from the sewer systems in 
Betio, Bairiki, and Bikenibeu discharge into the intertidal reef flat area (Bairiki and Bikenibeu), or 
into the ocean, close to the surface (Betio). Because many septic tanks in South Tarawa are 
improperly constructed and/or poorly maintained, effluent leaks into the groundwater. Pit latrines, 
which are excavated down to the shallow groundwater, discharge directly into the shallow 
groundwater. Connecting those households using septic tanks and pit latrines to the main 
sewerage system, or to smaller improved decentralized systems, will reduce contamination from 
such sources. 

 
6. The Ministry of Public Works and Utilities (MPWU) is responsible for water and sanitation 
sector policy and regulation. PUB, a state-owned enterprise established in 1977, is responsible 
for power generation, as well as the delivery of water supply and sewerage services in South 
Tarawa. It operates under the State-owned Enterprise Act 2013. 

 
7. The difficulties faced by PUB reflect wider problems related to the regulation and 
performance of public enterprises in Kiribati, which result in low efficiency and poor service 
quality. Weak technical and managerial capacity of PUB and MPWU staff to plan sanitation 
investments and manage sanitation assets and operations also contributes to inadequate 
sewerage service delivery. PUB manages water supply and sewerage operations in a largely 
reactive mode, with inadequate funds for system upgrading and expansion, or for routine and 
planned maintenance. The government subsidizes the delivery of sewerage services, which are 
supplied free of charge to consumers. This arrangement has resulted in poor financial 
sustainability. While electricity tariff levels ensure cost recovery, income from water sales forms a 
small part of the budget because less than 10% of PUB’s residential customers pay their water 
bills. Water and sewerage supply services therefore run at a considerable loss and are 
cross-subsidized from the energy account. PUB’s inability to increase water tariffs or charge for 
sewerage services undermines its ability to improve service delivery. In the absence of effective 
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utilities regulation, PUB has limited performance incentives and has rarely been held 
accountable for the quality of service delivery. Concerned about the adverse impact of higher 
charges on household welfare, policy makers have been reluctant to adopt a more effective 
charging policy for the supply of water and sanitation services in South Tarawa. The government 
also recognizes the need to change public attitudes toward utility payment in South Tarawa, but 
little progress has been made. 

 
6. Kiribati has relied upon development partners to fund major infrastructure investments. 
Because capital is, in effect, treated as a free good in Kiribati, assessing the sustainability of the 
country’s infrastructure is difficult. Infrastructure maintenance activities are given a low priority, 
which has allowed externally financed infrastructure to deteriorate. Attitudes towards payment for 
water and sanitation services, as well as the poor quality of services, have resulted in an 
unwillingness among households to pay. This in turn has undermined the financial sustainability 
of operations, creating a downward spiral in the quality of services provided by PUB. 
 
B. Government’s Sector Strategy 
 
6. The Kiribati Development Plan, 2016–2019 commits the government to improving health 

outcomes, strengthening governance in the provision of public services, and investing in social 
and economic infrastructure. In November 2010, the Cabinet endorsed the country’s national 
sanitation policy, which identifies sector goals and objectives, discusses options to address the 
country’s sanitation situation, and outlines a 10-year implementation plan. The overarching goal 
of the national sanitation policy is “effective sanitation for healthy communities, environments 
and sustainable development.” Special policy objectives include (i) effective, socially acceptable, 
and technically appropriate sanitation to sustain the social and environmental welfare and the 
development of Kiribati; (ii) sewerage, sanitation systems, and practices that protect freshwater 
sources, lagoon waters, and the environment from pollution; (iii) improved sanitation, community 
health, and hygiene practices with reduced risk of waterborne illness; and (iv) efficient and 
effective delivery of improved sewerage and sanitation.8 To assist sector planning efforts and 
the prioritization of investments over the short to medium term, the Water and Sanitation Road 
Map, 2011–2030 provides the basis for sector improvements through to 2030.9 Although the 
National Water and Sanitation Coordinating Committee was established in 2010, it is inactive; 
the National Infrastructure Development Steering Committee is being used as the mechanism for 
addressing water supply, sanitation and hygiene activities, especially those related to 
infrastructure improvements. 

 
C. ADB Sector Experience and Assistance Program 
 
7. ADB has supported the Kiribati infrastructure sector since 1976. ADB’s most recent 

experience was the Sanitation, Public Health, and Environment Improvement Project, approved 
in 1998 and completed in 2005. The project was evaluated as less effective because the goals of 
the project were not fully realized. The project completion report noted the following lessons: (i) 
local customs and traditional practices in South Tarawa affect outcomes, (ii) water and land 
tenure issues are interlinked, (iii) multidimensional projects require effective coordination, (iv) 
organizational change requires time, (v) service improvement requires ongoing motivation, (vi) 
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service improvement requires sufficient human resources, and (vii) simple and appropriate 
solutions are less costly and sustainable. 

 
8. Externally funded projects in Kiribati have traditionally been designed using a top-down 

approach with limited community participation during project design and implementation. A 
recent report concluded that past development initiatives in South Tarawa had not always 
adequately addressed the basic needs of communities, especially in providing appropriate and  
affordable  solutions  for  water,  sanitation,  shelter, and  security  of  land  tenure.10 
An approach that enables communities to fully engage in deciding their priorities, weighing the 
different options, determining the appropriate levels of service in relation to costs, deciding the 
acceptability of interventions, and monitoring improvements is essential for external assistance to 
be successful and sustainable. 

 
9. The current project support’s the implementation of the water supply and sanitation 

program by funding high-priority investments identified in the South Tarawa Water and Sanitation 
Road Map, 2011–2030, and the associated investment plan. In addition, the proposed project 
design incorporates lessons learned from past ADB-supported activities, where infrastructure (i) 
investments suffered from poor sustainability because of inadequate maintenance, and (ii) 
sanitation behavior changed little among South Tarawa communities. The current project will 
include sewerage system maintenance contracts to underpin adequate system maintenance. 
The government recognizes that tariff reform to ensure adequate cost recovery cannot be 
achieved immediately, and that willingness to pay will increase only as public awareness of the 
benefits of adequate sanitation and service delivery improves. Therefore, a sanitation 
maintenance fund will be created to ensure adequate funds to support sewerage system 
maintenance. In addition, sustained medium-term PUB and MPWU capacity development and 
community engagement programs will be implemented over the 8-year life of the project.  

 
10. Given the weak capacity of the government to coordinate development partner support, 
ADB is working closely with other development partners to ensure that assistance to Kiribati is 
provided in a well-coordinated manner that supports implementation of the government’s sector 
programs and strategies. Close coordination will be maintained with the New Zealand’s technical 
assistance project for extending the sewer, as well as with the World Bank’s Kiribati Adaptation 
Project Phase III (leakage detection) and potential collaboration with a pipeline water investment.  
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Problem Tree for Sanitation 
 

 
 


