Several years ago, Dr. Haberman, our marine bisi@giWwOU, traveled to Kiritimati
(Christmas Island) for a vacation. She went theeahbse she had heard the reefs were in
pristine condition, perfect for diving and obserymarine life. While she was there she
discovered that though life was ideal for maringreats, it was less than ideal for the
people that live on the island. This packet wiltagyou some idea of what Dr. Haberman
observed to introduce you to the problems of tlend; as well as the island’s assets.
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other islands. It is also located away
from the usual routes of ships, both
cargo ships and cruise ships. This
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makes it expensive and difficult to get
food, building materials, and other
items to the island. The few tourists who visit tfland, usually for a diving adventure,
come by small chartered planes that land on tlyesiistrip.
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Kiritimati is a small coral atoll, about 20 milesng measured along its longest axis.
Much of the middle part of the island containsrgéasaltwater lagoon. Seawater enters
through wide channels at the western end of tlaadsI The eastern side of the lagoon is
shallow and contains hundreds of tiny islets andlshummocks that are difficult to map
and easy for boaters to get lost in. Most peoptedathis area of the island.

Because the island is composed of coral, the gpbgria low and flat. There are no hills
or mountains. The soil is very thin, not very fiestiand underneath is rock-hard coral.
There is very little fresh water on the island. Maslanders collect rain water that rolls
off of their tin roofs into rain barrels and usattfor their fresh water needs.
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While Kiritimati may lie in the tropics, the vegétan
doesn’t look like the typical jungle-like “tropical

island of the movies. Most of the island is covered
with scrub — low-growing woody shrubs and
drought-resistant grasses. Shrubs such as the Beach
Naupaka are native to the region.

There are few trees except coconut palms. While a
few palms along the shoreline may have arrived
naturally, most

Beach Naupaka
Scaevolaaccada coconut palms on

the island were

planted by humans. =
A few mango trees and papayas can also surviveeon g
island, but there is too little fresh water to sopp ;-
agriculture.

The long peninsula that extends toward the soutleas Sooty Tern
largely unoccupied by humans. The far end has Onychoprionfuscatus
treacherous offshore currents and contains an area



known as the Bay of Wrecks, for good reason. dtcisupied, however, by thousands of
seabirds that nest on the island. A few speciegdemic to the region, and Kiritimati is
an important nesting ground for several threatepeties. Shallow lagoons throughout
the peninsula and the relative lack of predatorderihis an ideal nesting site until
humans came to the island

While the peninsula is officially a bird refugelaisders do walk to this end of the island
and hunt sea birds or collect eggs for food, wicieh be a threat to some of the more
sensitive species. The birds see humans so seltairdme do not know to flee until it
is too late, so they are very easy to catch and kil

. L Black Noddy .
Red-tailed Tropicbhird, Phaethon Anousminutus Christmas Shearwater

rubricauda Puffinus nativitatis

Coral reefs lie offshore of the island and surroomast of the island. Coral reefs are
made up of the shells of millions of tiny coral yud, animals that are close relatives of
jellyfish. The coral polyps secrete a calcium cadde external shell for protection and
extend their tentacles into the water to colleangton and small organic particles for
food. Many coral have tiny photosynthetic algaengvsymbiotically in their tissues,
making the coral brightly colored. Over millionsysars, generations of coral animals
build their calcium carbonate shells on top of anether in shallow seas, eventually
forming reefs. If sea levels drop and the topsefreefs are exposed, a coral atoll is
created. Today'’s coral atolls
formed at a time when the earth
was warmer and seas were higher.
The last series of ice ages locked
up water in ice, lowering the seas
and exposing corals. Rising sea
levels from melting of Greenland
and Antarctic ice in the current
global climate change is
threatening coral islands with
flooding, and the reefs themselve|
with deeper waters that reduce th{ -
amount of sunlight to the reefs.




Coral reefs are home to a huge diversity of maonganisms. Divers who visit the reefs
can find dozens or even hundreds of species ofifigtin a small area, including reef
sharks, manta rays, and moray eels, as well asiskslisuch as giant clams, octopi, and
squid. Fish familiar to the salt water aquarium lingst live wild among the coral reefs:
Butterfly tangs, Moorish idols, and more. Whilesbdish are harvested from the wild for
the aquarium trade, harvest methods are usualhhhagstructive. Fish harvesters often
use dynamite or poisons to stun the fish, thengdto® surviving fish up in nets and box
them up for shipping. Only a small percentage agiat the final destination alive. To
reduce environmental destruction, some supplietisarsalt water aquarium industry
breed their fish in captivity. There is very litfish harvesting on Kiritimati.

Sea turtles are endemic to the seas around Kititiarad
nest on the beaches that ring the island. They amento
the sandy beaches every year to bury their egtgeisand.
Later, the newly-hatched turtles dig their way antl must
get to the sea before they are taken by predadtommans are
a threat to sea turtles since it is easy to wdtelstow-
moving creatures and see where they lay their ¢bgs,
take the eggs for food.

Green Turtle

Chelonia mydas
The Micronesians who are native to the region adidset up
permanent residence on the island because itssadl and so isolated, though they may
have used it as a stopping place while travelinghfrsland to island by canoe. The first
Europeans to set foot on the island were CaptaimedaCook and his crew, who arrived
on December 24, 1777, during Cook’s third voyagt&oPacific. Great Britain claimed
ownership of the island in the 1880s.

Permanent villages weren’t established
until the coconut plantations were planted
along the north side of the island in the
early 20" century. A French priest, Fathe'
Emmanuel Rougier, established the
coconut groves and brought people from
other islands, particularly Tarawa, to
work on the plantation. At the time, the
copra industry was profitable. Copra is
dried coconut meat, which was exported
to markets throughout the world,
particularly in Asia. Kiritimati’'s coconut
plantation supported several thriving
villages.

Humans also brought pigs to the island as a samfroeeat. Pigs were allowed to wander
freely, and were (and still are) fed split cocoragsa rich source of oils and
carbohydrates. Roaming pigs, though a good sodrpsotein, tend to be



environmentally destructive and cause
damage to the native vegetation and to
seabird nesting habitat. They also spread
several diseases through their droppings.

The First World War left the island almost

literally untouched. Due to a cholera outbredak

on other islands, and due to war needs,

shipping to the island was suspended for over

a year. With no means of bringing supplies t&

the island and no means of exporting copra, tlaadsdrs were left to their own devices.

The Second World War had a greater impact. Whiecthvere no battles fought in the
vicinity, the island of Tarawa saw a major
battle between the U.S. and Japanese
forces in the Pacific. Both British and
American troops were stationed on
Kiritimati. Rusted hulks of abandoned
military vehicles and barracks still litter
the eastern end of the island. The British
government later offered to clean up the
mess they had left, but instead sent money
to the Kiribati Republic to hire islanders to
do the work. The money never left
Tarawa, due to corruption in the

government, and the junk still remains on the dlan

Following World War Il, the American and British
military chose Kiritimati as a test site for aemaiclear
bomb testing. Multiple nuclear devices were detetat
between 1957 and 1962, devastating a vast arehdtat
supported nesting sea birds. Islanders were ncuaved
during the testing, and some blast damage wamfetime
of the smaller villages. While there is no detelgab
radiation in the soil today, the effects on publealth are
unknown and highly contested. The islanders el fll-
treated by outsiders because of nuclear testirdyass
somewhat mistrustful of outsiders.

About 5000 people live on Kiritimati. The major comnities are located at the
northwest end of the island. London is the lar¢g@sn, located at the southern tip of the
northern peninsula that cuts across the entranttetiagoon.

Many of the islanders are from Tarawa, or are thielieen or grandchildren of people
from Tarawa. Due to destruction from WWII battleslanilitary operations, as well as
overpopulation on the island, the reefs aroundwWarare polluted. The people of Tarawa



do not use the reefs as a food source; consequérelpeople of Kiritimati, coming from
that culture, also do not make use of the reefsvanglfew know how to swim. This is a
part of Micronesian culture that is lost to themfefv people fish around the edges of the
lagoons or along the shores, and a very few haaeslor fishing in the lagoon itself, but
the offshore reefs are disturbed very little. Copstly, the reefs, though a potential
source of food, are untouched and are in pristomalition.

The coconut plantations are still in operationujiotoday they are essentially a
government-supported welfare project, employingesaifrthe islanders but yielding very
little profit and some food for the island. Othlkeain the coconut plantation and small
businesses owned by the islanders, such as stioees,is little employment on the
island.

Australia supplies aid to the island in the form

of inexpensive canned foods. Most of what th2

people eat comes from a can, including cann¢d

meats such as SPAM. Native foods include a

small amount of fishing, harvest of wild pigs,

and illegal harvest of birds, bird eggs, and turile
eggs. A
few people
also raise
taro, a
native
plant used by Micronesians and Polynesians to make
poi. Poi is a paste-like, starchy, protein-richdoo
extracted from the roots of taro plants. However,
taro only grows in depressions that catch fresh
water, so taro production on Kiritmati is limiteded
to the lack of fresh water. People grow taro, and

occasionally tropical fruits such as papaya, irspeal gardens.

Paved or gravel roads connect most areas ¢f
the island. Very few people have gasoline-
powered vehicles or even bicycles, so most
people walk to get where they need to go.
While the island is small, it is still 20 miles
long, so travel from one end of the island to
the other is difficult without a vehicle. Most
people stay in or near their villages. Withoul
hard wear, however, the roads are in good
condition.

Travel to and from the outside world is by shigrair. The islanders themselves rarely
leave the island, but outsiders may come to V@argo ships bring food and supplies to
the island, but since the island lies outside gtifar shipping lanes, shipping costs are



high. Air travel is by small turboprop planes whetive at the island once a week.
Tourists arriving by air must be prepared to stagast a week, and cannot count on
extensive medical care should an emergency arsgagibnal cruise ships bring tourists
to the island, which can provide the islanders w&iource of revenue by selling
handcrafted items to tourists. Unfortunately, tenrihas also encouraged begging among
the island’s children, and the potential for cipldstitution is high among people with
nothing else to sell.

The islanders do have communication on the island
and news of the outside world from the island’syonl
radio station. People who own a radio, usuallydratt
powered, can get the local news broadcast fromdradi
Kiritimati.

The children of the

island are well-fed,

due to food aid from
Australia, and healthy, due to government-run ctni
for pregnant women and young children. Malnutrition
and starvation are not problems on Kiritimati.
However, health care beyond young childhood is
sporadic at best. At one time, doctors sent by the
World Health Organization criticized the healthecaf
the island, and were sent away by the Kiribati
government.

With lack of access

to medical care,

adults on the island

can die of infections that could be treated with

antibiotics. Compounding the problem is a belief

among Micronesian people that bad luck is

“catching.” If people are hurt or ill, they canramunt

on help from neighbors or friends who do not want t

“catch” their bad luck. Life expectancy for adulis
50-55 years.

The small structure behind the children playinghia picture above is a typical house. It
is built from salvaged material from old shippimates. Most islanders live in houses
like this that usually do not have electricity duipbing. Since they live near the equator,
staying warm is not a problem for the islanderse ost they need is shelter from rain
or hot sun and a relatively safe place to sleepghit. There is no electrical grid on the
island. Anyone who wants electric lights or appties must run a diesel-powered
generator, and diesel fuel is expensive since #trbe shipped in. Neither is there
municipal sewer system to support indoor plumbsugithe bush” is the usual place
people go to relieve themselves. The house initttarp below belongs to the owner of



the coconut plantation, and is considered a lugwglling, though it, too, is built mostly
of salvaged materials:

Churches, including the Catholic Church and thedrdday Saints (Mormon) Church,
play a major role on the islands. In the historyhaf South Pacific, the role of the
Christian Missionaries has sometimes been culyudastructive. On Kiritimati,
however, churches help supply the social servitassthe government will not. The
government supplies funds to run a school thata&esahildren through the sixth grade.
Churches provide secondary education. The LDS bhoffers a full scholarship to
Brigham Young University, either on

Hawaii or in Utah, to any student whg

completes high school. However,

leaving the island for college

education means leaving the island

forever. There are no jobs on the

island that require a college education.

Children are discouraged from

pursuing education because the

islanders view higher education as

something outside of their culture.

Children who want more education

are seen as being “above” their own people.

Churches also provide nurse practitioners and sosdical supplies. There is also
family and mental health counseling, a practicalessity on an island with too little to
do and too much alcohol shipped in with the aidrfrdustralia. Alcoholism and
domestic abuse are problems on Kiritimati.

The difficulties of getting to the island make tsuan only a minor part of the Kiritmati
economy. Tourism can be profitable, but can alsbdik culturally and ecologically
destructive. There is no infrastructure on Kiritiirta support hotels, so tourists must
stay in small, thatch-roofed cabins with minimaagticity and no plumbing. While the



huts are comfortable, and are in fact larger
and better furnished than the houses that th=
islanders live in, they aren’t anything like the
luxury hotels that so many Westerners
demand. Building more luxurious
accommodations would require building
sewer systems,
supplying a
reliable source of
electrical energy,
and shipping in food, fresh water, building matistiand
other supplies, all of which is expensive and can b
damaging to the fragile ecology.

Despite the difficulties and risks, a few peoplediaet up
touring services for those adventurous tourists dwt
mind roughing it and whose main objective is tadgong or
fishing. When Dr. Haberman came to the island,sthged
in the hut shown in these pictures. The owner efdiving
and tour business was an
Australian who came to the

island intending to open his business and hiredses

to provide a new source of employment. However, he

encountered the phenomenon known as “island time.”

The islanders do not own clocks and have a very

different sense of time than Westerners do. Whieh to

that a tour was to begin at 8:00 in the morning, th

islanders would arrive sometime in the morning.

“Morning” was understood as any time before noon.

“8:00 sharp” wasn’t a concept that held any cultura

importance for them. In “island time,” things happe
when they happen, when
everyone is ready and they
all agree it's time to begin.
Tourists, however, when
told a tour was to begin at 8:00, expected it tgitbat 8:00
sharp and not “sometime this morning.”

The reefs, which are only accessible by boat,deal ifor
adventurous divers since they are untouched byfiskiarg
or pollution. Too much diving, of course, can dam#ue
reefs, as boats can leak oil and break coral ridayes divers
all too often try to handle the slower animalsaket home
chunks of coral for souvenirs. Sport fishing, tbas the
potential for damage to the reefs. The low volurhihe
tourist trade, however, keeps the damage to a mimim



