
Kiribati:
Islands under seige



Kiribati is an island nation of 100,000 people in the central tropical Pacific Ocean. Kiribati is the local 
pronunciation of the anglicised name for the islands, The Gilberts. The islands were the scenes of ferocious 
battles conducted by the US Marine Corp against Japanese forces, and the Battle for Tarawa is considered one 
of the bloodiest battles in the history of the Marine Corp. 

The country is comprised of 32 atolls and a single raised coral island, spread over an area of 3.2 million 
kilometres.

Kiribati is one of the most vulnerable countries in the world to global warming and the attendant rising sea 
levels.

As a result of these rising sea levels there is a very real possibility that the citizens of this island nation will be 
forced to abandon their home and country and become some of the first climate refugees in the world.

Climate Refugees are an offspring of environmental migrants, a term first used in 1976 by Lester Brown. 

The International Organisation of for Migration defines environmental migrants as:

“Environmental migrants are persons or groups of persons who, for compelling reasons of sudden or 
progressive changes in the environment that adversely affect their lives or living conditions, are obliged to 
leave their habitual homes, or choose to do so, either temporarily or permanently, and who move either 
within their country or abroad.”

Climate refugees, who are a subset of environmental migrants are described as “climate refugees refers to the 
subset of environmental migrants forced to move due to “due to sudden or gradual alterations in the natural 
environment related to at least one of three impacts of climate change: sea-level rise, extreme weather events, 
and drought and water scarcity””

Rising tides are having a number of effects on the islands, not just in the form of land becoming inundated by 
sea water. 

J. Maarten Troost of the L A Times reports:

“…Sea walls, built with hope, now look like the grim remains of ancient fortresses destroyed long ago. The 
coconut trees near shore — the source of the nutritious toddy that children drink for breakfast and provider 
of the copra that Kiribati depends on for its meager income — stand like mute sentries, dead and useless as 
they succumb to the tide. The groundwater is now so brackish that gardens refuse to grow.

On some of its islands, such as Abaiang, villages have been swept away; all that remains are the thatched roofs 
of homes and meeting houses, cresting above the water. It isn’t storms that are causing this ruination but 
rather the slow, steady rise of the tides that twice daily inundate the islands.”

As a response to the rising tides, the government of Kiribati has purchased land on the island of Vanua Levu 
in Fiji, for the growing of crops and meat and eventually as somewhere for the stranded citizens of Kiribati to 
live.

Kiribati is an active participant in the international efforts in order to arrest the rate of climate change for 
obvious reasons. They are an active member of the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change (UNFCCC) and the Alliance of Small Island States (AOSIS), the group formed to carry the word of 
the Small Island Developing States (SIDS) in the battle against global warming. 

It was the AOSIS that submitted the first draft of the Kyoto Protocol’s during negotiations as early as 1994.

In 2009 Kiribati co-signed the Bandos Island declaration, a covenant declaring, “moral leadership and 
commencing the greening of their (the member nations) economies be voluntarily committing to achieving 
carbon neutrality”.

The Tarawa Climate Change Conference in 2010, a forum convened to provide a consultative forum between 
vulnerable states and their partners, followed the Bandos Island Declaration. The TCCC’s stated purpose was 
to “reduce the number and intensity of fault lines between parties to the COP process; explore elements of 
agreements between the parties and thereby to support Kiribati’s and other’s contribution to COP16.

China, Canada, India, the United States, Britain, the European Union, Japan, New Zealand, Australia and 
most Pacific Island countries all attended the Conference. Of these attendee’s only the US, UK and Canada 
chose not be a part of the Ambo Declaration, which calls for more and immediate action to be taken in order 
to address the causes and adverse impacts of climate change.


