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 Kiribati

Introduction

Kiribati, a small low lying group of 33 coral island atolls, spread across 3.3million sq km of ocean. A place with low rainfall, infertile soil, limited natural resources and a population growing at two per cent every year (currently around 92,000). Her shores lay claim to one of the fiercest engagements between American and Japanese forces during WWII and to nuclear testing during the 1950s. Yet she encapsulates all that is missing from many developed countries - a sense of family above individualism, a sense of community above hedonism and a generosity and warmth that leaves one nurtured.

Environment

Natural environment

As with other low lying coral atolls, the overarching environmental issue impacting all areas of the environment, island life, culture, and future in Kiribati is Climate Change.  Expected impacts include: 

· rising sea levels; 

· increased coastal erosion; 

· sea-water intrusion to ground water supplies; 

· salination of land; and 

· storm surges and overwash at high tides. 

I-Kiribati (the people of Kiribati) have accepted the inevitability of Climate Change and developed over 50 coping strategies.

Kiribati is blessed with 3.3million sq km of pristine ocean and an abundance of fish, a staple of the I-Kiribati diet.  However, with increasing population and overcrowding on Tarawa, the atoll faces pollution, sanitation and waste management issues. The Outer Islands are significantly less populated and suffer less pollution. The Government is responding to the environmental challenges with a variety of programs and strategies, including: 

· a public awareness campaign; 

· supporting water conservation and improvement of water resources and infrastructure; 

· promoting the maintenance of traditional lifestyles; 

· improved sanitation systems;

· educating people about the value of having smaller families;

· resettlement of population from South Tarawa (which currently has a population density of 6,500 per square km) to the Outer Islands; and 

· mangrove replanting.

Infrastructure to deliver essential services and manage their environmental impact

Management of infrastructure is generally by government public enterprise. The 2004-07 National Development Strategy (NDS) targets this particular area for improvement:

· Electricity is diesel-generated and cannot be guaranteed due to reliance on outside supply. Telecommunications are at risk due to electricity generation supply.  Projects are underway to extend solar power to all of the Outer Islands.

· The importance of a public broadcaster cannot be underestimated as it provides a mechanism for cultural cohesion and behaviour change - it may well play a crucial role in assisting with implementation of the NDS.  

· Sewerage is a major concern on Tarawa, where the lagoon and pit toilets have traditionally been used.  

· Kiribati receives little rainfall which limits non aquifer recharge. Provision of imported water is expensive and current water is not imported in bulk but rather bottled at source and imported in plastic bottles adding to waste management issues. 

· Tarawa produces 6,500 tonne of solid waste every year.

The Kiribati government should be proud of its waste management initiatives which include an aluminum can recycling scheme, plastic recycling, battery recycling and planned metal recycling (e.g. car bodies) as an export to India.  Council waste collection occurs twice weekly to three land fills.  I-Kiribati are also encouraged to partake in organic waste composting by creating a ‘Banana Circle’; a pit in the ground.

Perhaps the best summary of Kiribati’s attitude to the environment is Nei Akoako, meaning ‘being kind and caring, taking into account the issues of yesterday, today and tomorrow’.

Society

Government

Kiribati is blessed with political stability. In the 27 years since independence she has had only four Te Beretitenti (presidents) within six elections. This is a homogenous society, where there is one language, similar cultural practices and ways of living which entail principles of equality and participation: 

· The general population votes for the President, who is limited to three terms in power.

· Accountability and transparency mechanisms are in place within a Westminster System of government.

· Parliamentary debate is broadcast live on radio.

· The traditional maneaba (meeting house) practice of rational and respectful debate provides a positive model for conduct in parliamentary sessions.

· Kiribati acknowledges the traditional unimane (old men) as part of her governance system.

· Kiribati has women serving in high-profile positions, including the post of Te-Kauoman (Vice President), Chair of the Opposition Party, the Secretary to the Cabinet (Chief Secretary) and five Secretaries leading Government Ministries.

· In 2004, Kiribati ratified the United Nations Convention on the Elimination of all forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW).

· Engagement with churches and other institutions outside of government is demonstrated through broad consultation to develop the NDS and the facilitation of the 2005 Leadership Convention. 

Law and Order

Kiribati enjoys a relatively low crime rate with the majority of reported crime being alcohol related disorder, petty theft, low level violence and traffic safety. Kiribati Police Service (KPS) changed its title from “Force” to “Service” in 2004. This one change has seen a shift in public perception from a Police Force whose focus is on ‘reactive Policing’ to a ‘proactive service’ oriented model. 

Recent initiatives have seen the KPS reduce the death and injury rate on the roads by 60% over two years and the formation of a dedicated female sexual abuse unit has meant abused women can confidently report crimes and expect a high degree of professional investigation. 

In summary, the KPS is well led by the current Commissioner and the vision of a modern, proactive and responsive police service that delivers quality service to the people of Kiribati.

Youth and Education

Schooling in Kiribati is free up to Junior Secondary level and attendance is compulsory. Two-thirds of GNP is allocated to the Ministry of Education, Youth and Sport which runs 115 schools, educating over 24,000 children. 

60% of the population in Kiribati is aged under 20 years of age. Young people are potentially the country’s greatest assets, but there are also risks if large numbers of them continue to be unable to find paid employment once they complete their schooling.  Every year 500-1,000 youth are added to the ‘unoccupied’ (unemployed or not at school) pool and only 200 receive employment. 

Although there has been a history of reluctance by parents to place children in vocational training, an initiative being proposed by the Ministry would include vocational training streams alongside traditional academic streams at Junior Secondary School to assist youth in meeting domestic and international skilled trade demands.

An example of best practice vocational training can be found at the Maritime Training Centre (MTC).  With 40 years of academic and technical expertise, the Centre equips 150 aspiring seafarers every year with the necessary skills to work abroad and add to Kiribati’s remittances.  The challenge for the MTC is to keep up with international shipping technology to ensure that it keeps its competitive advantage as the premier seafarer training institute.  An internationally accredited Pacific College of Nursing has been proposed along the lines of the MTC vocational training model.

Health

Health is a key policy area in the NDS and is closely aligned to meeting the targets of the International Conference on Population & Development and Millennium Summit agreements. Three core issues exist for Kiribati:

· combating diseases such as tuberculosis (TB), HIV/AIDS and diabetes; 

· reducing public health threats due to poor sanitation; and 

· stabilising the population through family planning. 

TB prevalence is the highest of all Pacific Island countries (220 cases per 100,000 population) and has doubled in the Outer Islands.  According to the World Health Organisation however, the Kiribati TB Control Program is one of the best in the Western Pacific region with 90% detection and cure rates.  The aim is to increase support to the Outer Islands while maintaining current efforts on Tarawa - this will see TB gradually decrease over time.

The fact that Kiribati has established a Parliamentary Select Committee on HIV/AIDS, introduced a program targeting high-risk groups, and set-up a multi-sectoral HIV/AIDS taskforce is a positive sign that Kiribati is taking action to address this serious issue.

Regional integration and cooperation

Integration and cooperation are not options for the Pacific island countries, but necessities borne of their small sizes. Kiribati has been a part of the strong network of regional institutions. In endorsing the Pacific Plan in 2005, it has made a commitment to deepening regional approaches. In the past however, Kiribati has quite clearly indicated that when national interests diverged from regional interests, they were willing enough to address national interest first. “…at the end of the day, decisions are made based on national interests.” (Sir Ieremia Tabai, EPLD 2006). 

Given its limited development opportunities and incomes to support the provision of basic services, it is understandable that Kiribati will seek to balance regional cooperation with the need to maintain inflows of national revenues whether it is from resource rents or aid.

Economy

Economic situation

Kiribati is highly aid dependent (31.5% of GDP). Aid reliance presents a challenge for Kiribati to be able to navigate its own future. Fortunately, Kiribati is being careful to select aid opportunities that align with its own NDS. 

A key strength of Kiribati is its workforce and development partners. The economic benefits from integration with international labour markets (through remittances and foreign exchange) is in excess of AUD10 million each year.  

Balance of Payments imbalances continue due to limited private investment, imports exceeding exports and reliance on a cash economy.  With little public debt and preservation of the Revenue Equalisation Reserve Fund, Kiribati is taking a cautious economic approach.  

Most production is for domestic consumption with the exception of copra and seaweed. Goods income generation opportunities exist with beche-de-mer, milk fish, lobster, octopus, seaweed and tropical fish. There is interest in gaining extra revenue through value-adding, rather than relying solely on income from fishing licences.  However, Kiribati’s trade in goods is hampered by limited shipping and freight options and high transport costs. 

Tourism plays an important role on Fanning Island as a port of call for Norwegian Cruise Lines, and with two international airports on Kiritimati (Christmas Island) there is the potential to further develop sport fishing, diving, bird watching and other wildlife experiences. Recently, Air Pacific has commenced weekly flights to Kiritimati.
Infrastructure to support economic development

The NDS recognises the need to invest in transport and utility infrastructure to enable private investment to proceed.  However, Kiribati shares the same infrastructure context of many Pacific island small island states: 

· Infrastructure comes at an extremely high cost. 

· Power and water can be unreliable or even absent.  

· Infrastructure pressures (utilities, health, education, sewerage and waste management) are potentially prime services for the free market, however due to population size, geographic remoteness and expanse, and household income, the Government currently undertakes this role in Kiribati.  

Infrastructure maintenance continues to be an issue. The cost of maintenance competes for funds with the needs for more investment in infrastructure.  The NDS seeks cost effective maintenance methodology for Outer Islands water supplies, roads and wharves. This statement suggests that the expectations of private sector growth are low and infrastructure maintenance will continue to draw from public funds.

Conclusion

With this report, we have outlined the key environmental, social and economic issues we learned about during our study tour to Kiribati. We also hope to illustrate the great efforts being made by the I-Kiribati to work together to meet these challenges.  

We appreciated the active involvement of parliamentarians, very senior public servants, churches, the Council of Women (AMAK), the Kiribati Association of Non-Government Organisations, and other respective organisations in helping us to gain a better understanding of Kiribati, and we would like to acknowledge their support for the 2006 Emerging Pacific Leaders’ Dialogue. We found these leaders inspirational and we feel assured that they have the qualities required to make the hard decisions to steer Kiribati into the future.

It was an honour and privilege to have visited her shores.  

Kam bati n rabwa!
