Waiting for the Tide to Turn: Kiribati's Fight for Survival
by Mike Bowers
Oct. 22, 2017 – Kiribati is one of the most isolated countries in the world.  As you fly in to the main island of South Tarawa, located less than 100 km from the equator, a precariously thin strip of sand and green materializes out of the ocean.
On one side, a narrow reef offers some protection to the inhabitants and their land – at low tide, at least.  On the other side, a shallow lagoon reaches kilometers out to sea.  The 33 islands of Kiribati – pronounced “Kiribass” – are extremely shallow; the highest point is just 2 meters above sea level.  Looking out of the airplane window, there is no depth to the scene – sea dissolves seamlessly into sky, a paint palette of every blue.
The Only Road
Kiribati is estimated to have a population of just over 100,000.  More than half making their home on South Tarawa.  There’s only one road on the island and everything travels along it: schoolchildren, hospital patients, food, water, workers, taxis, mini buses, private cars, and motor scooters.
When I was last here 4 years ago, the road was in a very poor state – a reflection of the country’s perilous economic position.  Potholes and washaways were common.  The speed bumps were severe enough to rip out the front end of your car, unless great care was taken. 
Australia provided just under 30% of the A$77 million (US$60.4 million) cost of the Kiribati Road Rehabilitation Project.  It was the largest economic infrastructure investment in the country since the 2nd World War, and has made a substantial difference to the quality of life on South Tarawa.  However, Kiribati is facing greater challenges, which infrastructure alone cannot repair.
Rising Sea Levels
Climate change is a huge concern.  Rising ocean waters are threatening to shrink Kiribati’s land area, increase storm damage, destroy its crop-growing lands, and ultimately displace its people, long before the islands are submerged.
Lack of fresh water is an immediate problem.  Fresh water lies under the atolls and islands of Kiribati, in what are known as a “water lenses”.  Fresh water, which is less dense, floats on top of the denser salt water, in a convex shape giving the sources their name.  However, king tides and sea incursions are polluting the once-reliable sources and ruining the taro plant pits, known as babai pits, which depend on them.
Claire Anterea, one of the co-ordinators of Kirican, the Kiribati Climate Action Network, says she fears the “extraordinary impact on our islands”. 
Having yesterday witnessed the effects of sea incursions on vegetable growth on the island of Abaiang, she says: “It has just moved me into tears.  Like, oh my God, this is very serious.  [The sea] is 2 or 3 meters from the babai pit [where taro plants are grown].
“I feel hopeless in one way that our people are suffering, but I also have the hope within our people that they will try to find a way to adapt.”
Moving Homes
At the southern end of Abaiang, in the village of Tebontebike, Maria Tekaie leans against an uprooted coconut tree that used to be 100 meters from the shore.  The village had to be moved recently, as did the babai pits, due to the incursion of the sea.
The 65-year-old expects to have to move again: “My children are worried and have started to talk about where else they can go.  This is the only piece of land for us and they love it here,” she said.
“I just want the world to know, and my request to them is that we need help to protect our land, because if we try to build something like a seawall, the waves are stronger and we don’t know what option that we have.  We just need help from you.”
80 minutes north, along the bumping and tortuous dirt road, is the village of Tebunginako.  It’s the most graphic example of sea inundation.  Toroua Beree, 63, says: “I moved away from this village because they don’t have any more life on this piece of land….  I talk about life, because before, this land was full of banana, babai, coconut trees, so many coconut trees, so many trees we get food from.  But now, how can those trees continue to live, when you don’t have fresh water to give them?  This is community land, and so everybody has a right to live on it.  But now it seems like the sea has taken that away.”
Entrepreneurship
John Kaboa, 28, and his wife, Tinaai, run the Tebero Te Rau bungalow resort on Abaiang.  Their optimism is typical of the spirit and entrepreneurship that runs hand in hand with fear and despair.
The accommodation sits on stilts over the water. The resort is powered with solar panels and a small, portable generator.  Kaboa grows enough vegetables and fruit – such as cabbages, egg plants, papaya, pumpkin, watermelon, longbean, sweet pepper, taro, giant swamtaro and coconut tree – to supply his kitchen.  He also buys local produce from farmers on the island in preference to buying imported products.  And he has become involved in production of copra, the dried kernel of coconut, which is used to extract oil for cooking, hair oils, shampoo, margarine and detergents.
Kaboa says he is hoping “to get enough money so that I can support my family to move to other countries, if Kiribati will covered by the seawater.  But I still really love my paradise country.”
Elsewhere, I meet a Swiss man who is growing vegetables hydroponically in PVC pipes.  Each pipe has been elevated on racks, to keep the plants safely away from the crabs who are a constant menace to crops grown in the ground.
New Government, New Priorities
In March 2016 Taneti Maamau became the new president of the Republic of Kiribati.  The elections swept away 12 years of BTK (Boutokaan Te Koaua) party rule, along with the outgoing president Anote Tong, who had spent many of those years on the world stage, raising awareness of the problems his low-lying island nation was facing due to climate change.
The new government is more inward focussed.  Its long-term project is Kiribati Vision 20 (KV20), which looks ahead 20 years.  The plan is to plough revenue generated by fishing licenses and tourism back into the Kiribati economy to reduce unemployment, raise education standards and reduce poverty.  Kiribati earned A$197.8 million in 2015 from the sale of fishing licenses, up from A$29.5 million in 2009. 
The new government has also doubled the price of copra, to A$2 per kilo.  This made the average sack of copra worth about A$200 – a large sum on Kiribati.  The idea of this initiative is to entice people to travel back to their outer island homes and take pressure off the heavily populated South Tarawa.  It seems to have had an immediate effect. 
But opposition MPs believe the doubling of the copra price will mean that people sacrifice their healthy subsistence lifestyle in favor of the more profitable copra production.  They also worry that the government’s dedication to domestic progress will be futile, given Kiribati’s future will ultimately be determined on the global stage.
No Excuse
Tong, the former president, sits on the seawall that protects his house.  His extended family live all around him.  His public speeches have tracked his emotions regarding the fortunes of the I-Kiribati people, from frustration to anger to a sense of futility.  He says he grieves for what is happening to his country.
“Climate change for most, if not all, of the countries in the Pacific is a survival issue,” he says.  “If we do not address the climate change challenge, all of our efforts in trying to achieve economic survival, economic viability, all will come to nought.
“[Since leaving office] I’m at home, I’m seeing my grandchildren grow up, and the question that is always on my mind [is]: ‘What’s going to happen to my grandchildren in 20, 30, 40, 50 years time?’”
I ask him: will the residents of Kiribati become climate refugees? “I think we have no excuse, we have more than enough time to deal with it,” he says.
Following the Paris agreement on climate change – and despite the withdrawal of the US under Donald Trump – Tong feels there is now momentum for addressing the challenge.  However, he notes that capping global temperature increases at “2° or 1.5° does not mean a great deal for countries like Kiribat,i for whom the projected sea level rise will continue to be disastrous. 
Tong hopes Australia and New Zealand will support Kiribati’s cause at the United Nations’ framework convention on climate change in Germany next month.  “If Australia and New Zealand are not there, it really puts into question the meaning of any relationship [we have] with Australia and New Zealand.”
Water Lapping at Your Door
Unfortunately, in Australia climate change has been used as a political punchline.  In 2015, the Australian immigration minister Peter Dutton made a joke about rising sea levels in Kiribati to the then prime minister Tony Abbott.  After Abbott complained that the Pacific Islands Forum in Papua New Guinea ran later, Dutton said: “Time doesn’t mean anything when you’re, you know, about to have water lapping at your door.”
During my conversation with Tong, I purposefully re-use those words and a brief flash of anger crosses over his normally peaceful face.  He replies: “Well, actually, it does come into the door ... it’s not funny to the person being hurt.” 
His sentiments are echoed by many of the residents of Kiribati, including Anterea.  “I think you are too comfortable in your own country,” she says.  “Just come to Kiribati and see with your own 2 eyes what we are suffering from.”
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