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Abstract

On the urbanized island of South Tarawa in Kiribati, a population of more than 
��,�00 people resides on a land base of only ��.8 km�. The people depend 
greatly on fish and shellfish for protein. Women’s work in handling and 
distributing marine products is critical to the food security of Tarawa. This paper 
explores the working conditions, supporting infrastructure, legal framework 
and workers’ attitudes in the fish trade of South Tarawa. Information for this 
study was collected in �00� through structured interviews with female fish 
vendors and others involved with the fish trade. Fish vendors working for their 
families or for fishing enterprises cluster on roadsides in particular places where 
customers congregate. The available fish markets are poorly sited and 
insufficiently developed to suit the needs of the vendors. Female fish vendors 
of Tarawa are often poorly educated. The fish trade is tenuous and poorly paid, 
vendors’ working conditions are often difficult and unsanitary, and the women 
are unaware of their labor and civil rights. Female fishworkers also lack 
empathetic advocates on decision-making bodies, so their needs and concerns 
are not addressed.

Women’s Contributions to Fisheries in Kiribati

Women occupy important but scarcely recognized positions in the inshore fisheries of Kiribati. 
they gather a variety of inshore resources for family consumption and are key laborers in the 
inshore commercial shellfisheries (Fay-sauni and sauni 2005). Women predominate in the 
labor force that sells finfish in domestic markets (mitchell 1994; tekinatiti and Wichman 
1995). in Kiribati, fishing is of central social, economic and cultural importance and while the 
sale of fish is now commonplace, it is a relatively recent development and therefore reflects 
changing socioeconomic conditions. Women’s work in fish trading is crucial to distributing 
the catch in tarawa, a densely populated atoll where ever-smaller numbers of the population 
fish for a living.

this paper explores women’s work in the fish trade in tarawa and provides an understanding 
of its importance for maintaining food security and generating income.

Methods and Objectives

this study is a focused inquiry into working conditions and other factors that influence the 
fish trade in tarawa, Kiribati. the study is action research for it seeks to identify opportunities 
for advocacy to improve the working conditions of women involved in the fish trade. town 
officials were interviewed both to gather information about regulations and policies and to 
begin the process of encouraging them to pay attention to conditions of work in the fish trade. 
Fish traders were interviewed with assistance from two members of the Kiribati national 
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Council of Women (KnCW). the purpose of involving the KnCW was to expose the council 
members to issues in the informal fish trade, where the majority of employees are women. 
the survey process also sought to raise awareness among female fish traders concerning what 
they can do for themselves to improve their working conditions.

data were gathered in august and september 2003 through a series of structured interviews 
conducted with 15 small-scale fish sellers, 3 town council officials, 1 fisheries officer, 1 chief 
councilor, 1 officer from the Kiribati provident Fund and 1 owner of a small fisheries business. 
the areas covered were south tarawa’s main towns of betio, bairiki and bikenibeu.

the KnCW volunteers met to finalize the interview questions and were assigned geographic 
areas and a target number of women to interview. interviews were designed to document 
the socioeconomic position of women engaged in the fish trade, their conditions of work, 
knowledge of workers’ rights and employers’ responsibilities, and the social and environmental 
factors that influence their ability to gain a livelihood.

South Tarawa, an urban atoll

the total land area of Kiribati, 822.8 km2, is spread over 13 million km2 of ocean and supports 
a population that rose from 72,335 in 1990 to 84,494 in 2000. south tarawa, the capital of 
Kiribati, occupies a land area of 15.76 km2 (Kiribati census 2000). it is home to 36,717 people, 
or 43% of the national population. households are large, with an average of 8.1 people 
living in each home (Kiribati census 2000). the main three towns in south tarawa, where 
government offices were set up during colonial british rule, are betio, bairiki and bikenibeu.

increasing population on tarawa, including immigration from outer atolls, has filled much of 
the free space between villages in the atoll. With urbanization, land has become increasingly 
monetized and privatized. many people indigenous to south tarawa have sold their land to 
outer islanders who have come in search of cash employment, better education and access to 
health services.

the rapidly increasing urbanization of south tarawa is linked to the increasing importance 
of and reliance on the cash economy. there appears to be a growing preference for an urban 
life among young people and among adults unable to make enough money from their 
traditional activities on outlying islands. this represents a significant shift in attitudes to 
paid employment. in the 1960s and 1970s, people were not prepared to work for a private 
business. today, as the need for money increases, the reluctance to work for a private business 
or another family has diminished. along with this changed attitude is a willingness to work 
for money alone, without demanding other financial benefits and work entitlements such as 
those which are enjoyed by members of the public service.

Fisheries

Women in Kiribati are very active fishers of inshore areas. Gleaning shellfish is women’s major 
fishing activity because it can be done close to home, takes relatively little time, requires no 
costly fishing equipment and may be done in the company of children. men typically go 
fishing in the deep sea or along the outer edge of reefs. tending to the catch and distributing 
shares to the nearest kinfolk (normally living as neighbors) form part of the woman’s role. 
if a husband has borrowed a canoe or fishing gear, the wife ensures that the canoe owner is 
compensated with a share of fish that is equal to that taken by the fisher. this is known as the 
canoe share or tibwan te wa.

small-scale fishing businesses employ men as crew. the fishers each get a share of the cash 
from the sale of fish. the money1 earned per week may be as little as $60.

�  All values given in US$.
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Development of the Tarawa Fish Trade

prior to about 1960, inshore fishing on tarawa was exclusively for home consumption and for 
meeting family obligations; fish were not publicly sold. since the 1960s, women have become 
involved in selling fish from home and walking around the village with their handcarts of fish. 
in the mid-1970s, the first fish market was set up in the central part of betio to cater for fish 
traders. Funds for building the market were provided by the Government of Kiribati, which 
gave the betio town Council the responsibility for operation and maintenance. the building 
had proper sanitation when it was first set up. Water was available for washing hands and 
drainage was installed in an open area in front of shops that shared the same building. tables 
made of flat concrete slabs raised on layers of concrete bricks were used to display the fish 
because at that time few people owned ice boxes (locally called eskys). Fresh fish were spread 
on the tables and women would sit on stools also made of concrete, encircling their tables 
and waiting for customers. at that time, fresh fish was in high demand and generally sold out. 
in the early 1990s, the betio town Council allowed some new businesses to close part of the 
fish market and use it as a garment factory and retail shop. this reduced the once spacious 
area and forced women to crowd into one side of the market facing the main road.

in the late 1980s, the government built a second market at a ferry station at the end of bairiki 
facing betio. this location used to have the advantage of crowds of people waiting for the ferry. 
since the construction of a causeway to betio, the area is now much less popular and thus is 
no longer a good site for marketing fish.

the bairiki market building is enclosed and its interior was properly furnished with tables 
that drained water to one side. When this building was completed, the tarawa urban Council 
(tuC) announced to all fishmongers that their market was ready and that all those selling fish 
were required to use it. despite various reminders, not many women took interest in the new 
facility. they stubbornly remained on the roadsides, believing that this was more convenient 
to their customers. the tuC failed to pass any official bylaw to enforce its plan, and they have 
never carried out a community consultation to encourage support for the venture.

in the early 1990s, a third market in bikenibeu was built, complete with an outside toilet, an 
office for council personnel, and tables and seats made of concrete. however, there was no 
drainage, the water tank developed a leak and it was not repaired. Women selling fish here 
must bring water with them. on the front of the market building there is a signpost saying 
tuC Fish market, but selling fresh fish is not permitted inside the building.

Tarawa’s fishmongers 

Women sell most of the finfish sold on tarawa. in total there are perhaps 60 fishmongers active 
in the municipality of tarawa during periods when fish catches are high. in our sample of 15 
fishmongers, most came from families that lacked formal employment. their ages ranged from 
25 to 60 years old. on average, they were caring for households that contained 10 members, 
including 3 children. one woman had no formal schooling, half had only primary education, 
1 had lower secondary schooling and the remaining third had reached upper secondary school. 
it was common for a woman to be selling fish for the same small company that employed her 
husband as a fisher. in other cases, the spouse had only a temporary job, or there was no other 
breadwinner in the household. more than 80% of the respondents claimed that much of their 
income was spent on food and other basic family needs. all said they enjoyed what they were 
doing mainly because of the reward, i.e., being able to support the daily needs of their family. 
despite poor financial returns, the women stated that they keep working because they have 
no other choice and because at times, the owner of the business gives them free fish.

to ply their trade the women require handcarts to move their eskys and fish around. some 
women own their handcarts while others borrow from their employer. the owners of better-
developed businesses provide truck transport and ice cubes. the eskys belong to the business 
owners.
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Women’s work in the fish trade is characterized by poor and unequal remuneration, but 
they do not know the minimal pay that an employer is legally supposed to provide for their 
services. there are no signed contracts. especially in the case of women who are relatives of 
the business owner, work conditions are never questioned and women choose to continue 
despite the small earnings.

pay varies for the women and pay increases are rare. more than a third of the women 
interviewed were earning 10 cents per dollar of fish sold and two were given 20 cents per 
dollar of fish sold. three of the women were earning a flat rate of between $10 and $20 a day. 
one woman did not receive her pay personally as it was included as part of her husband’s 
income from fishing. in another case, the employer habitually neglected to pay the woman 
at all, and in one case the pay scale varied. because daily earnings generally depend on the 
amount of fish sold, women are encouraged to maximize sales and to work long hours. on 
most occasions, the women report that they earn at least $10 per day and for this they work 
for more than 8 hours, 6 or 7 days a week. at times when there is no fishing, fish sellers have 
no income. Women remain in the fish trade because they have few or no alternatives for 
making the money they need.

Kiribati Provident Fund

the Kiribati provident Fund (KpF) was set up in 1977 to cover wage employees. both workers 
and employers contribute to the fund, which then provides certain long-term financial benefits 
to workers who experience unemployment, as well as some savings for their dependents 
should a worker meets an untimely death. Workers who are not automatically covered by the 
KpF may elect to voluntarily pay into the KpF scheme as a form of personal savings plan. 

the so-called bonus payments, overtime and allowances paid to fishworkers are not regarded 
by the business owners as wages, and therefore they say there is no need to pay into the KpF. 
however, according to the acting General manager of the KpF, if a fishworker laid a complaint 
against an employer, the employer could face legal charges.

many people in the informal sector are not aware of their entitlements. in interviews with 15 
female fishmongers on south tarawa, not one of them had knowledge of the KpF or of the 
voluntary KpF payment scheme. no one showed any interest in following up any problems 
with their employers. most did, on the other hand, take more interest in the voluntary payment 
scheme, which does not involve the employer. according to the KpF, these women need only 
to become registered as employees of any company before they can join the voluntary KpF 
scheme.

Regulations affecting the fish trade

the municipal councils demand fees from all fish traders but the fees are not uniform. in 
bairiki and bikenibeu, located within the tarawa urban Council, the fee that is charged 
for each business is $5 per day while in betio it is $3 per day. While confused about these 
differential rates, the women interviewed have never asked why these charges are variable or 
even required, since their employer already pays for an annual business license.

as we have seen, each of the three main markets has major flaws which limit their utility to 
women. not one of the interviewed fish sellers is using the structures that are meant to be 
fish markets. the fishmongers do not have basic facilities, such as water, access to a toilet, ice 
storage, drainage and shelter. some bring their own water but in general, the lack of access 
to proper washing and drainage facilities is a major problem. in the late 1990s, women fish 
traders were given several evacuation orders because they were blamed for draining the water 
they used onto the ground at the roadsides. Given the general lack of facilities, it is not known 
why payments to the Council are required.
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Education and training support

the women selling fish have had no access to training opportunities. they have little formal 
education and from observing their work practices it is apparent that they lack information on 
basic sanitation and proper handling of fresh fish. the fish sellers also need more information 
on post-harvest fish processing so that they can preserve their fish when their employer 
distributes excess catch to his workers. there have been several post-harvest fish processing 
and “start your business” workshops conducted by various governmental institutions, but 
except for one small workshop conducted by the secretariat for the pacific Community in 
1997, these have never targeted the women in the informal fish trade.

Women’s place in decision making

in Kiribati, society is based on kinship and place, and councils of older men have traditionally 
ruled. access for women to education came late in Kiribati, owing to the cultural belief that 
daughters need to stay at home and be looked after. in recent years, as they gained greater 
access to education, some women have managed to secure high ranking positions in the 
public service. yet, at decision-making levels, women’s representation is still relatively minor.

in the 1970s and early 1980s, only men took up higher education in fisheries. however, 
since the late 1980s, some women have entered fisheries studies and several have become 
employees in the ministry of natural resources and development. the limited number 
of women in the department of Fisheries is important because, owing to their experience, 
women may look at fisheries from a perspective that is different from men. having women 
making decisions in the fisheries area could improve the chances of having issues related 
to women in fisheries discussed. another important issue, where women’s involvement in 
decision making is important, is the pollution of tarawa lagoon. Communities on south 
tarawa still lack awareness of how to keep their inshore clean and women, if involved, could 
play a key role because this problem affects them directly.

at present, the tarawa urban Council, the decision-making body controlling the fish trade, is 
composed of 17 men and only 1 woman. the one seat occupied by a woman is reserved for 
the representative of a women’s nongovernmental organization (nGo) that is affiliated with 
the council. there is a history of complaints and enquiries lodged at the national women’s 
nGo office, aia maea ainen Kiribati (amaK), which suggests that women either are not 
aware that they have a representative on the council to whom they can go, or perhaps they are 
shy to approach her. normally, Kiribati women think they have no legitimate say in decision 
making; men are still regarded as the natural decision makers. but for women in the fish trade 
to improve their position, they will need to be empowered to at least voice their concerns and 
seek assistance. better representation of women on municipal councils and on other decision-
making bodies would help to bring neglected issues of fishmongers and other women working 
in the informal sector to the attention of those who have the power to assist.

Improving Conditions for Women in the Fish Trade

this case study was undertaken as action research with a view to identifying the key issues 
affecting fish traders and taking action to improve their situation. the information compiled 
will be used to design further interventions by the national women’s umbrella organization, 
amaK.

Knowledge of women’s roles in the fisheries needs to be extended, particularly to government 
bodies and nGos that could help fishworkers exercise their rights to food security and 
livelihood. in recognition of the importance of fisheries to women, fisheries issues have to 
become one of the priorities of the Kiribati national Council of Women.
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one of the important findings of this study is that women often work for many years selling 
fish even though their hours are long and their remuneration is low. as a point of comparison, 
Kiribati office cleaners, who are mostly females with limited education, earned an annual 
salary of $2,500 in 2003. this works out to about $50 per 5-day working week. in contrast 
to this, fishmongers work 6 or 7 days a week. Work days are much longer: from early in the 
morning until after 7 p.m. and working conditions are both uncomfortable and unsanitary. 
on a very good day, fishmongers may earn $75-150 but most of the time their income is 
much less ($7-15) or even nonexistent.

regardless of what type of employment one has, a person should be provided with the regular 
entitlements of an employee. Women, who form a large labor force in informal economic 
sectors, need relevant information and training so that they can help themselves.

previous research conducted on tarawa has shown that fish and food poisoning is relatively 
common on the atoll, while standards of sanitation, hygiene, and awareness of the dangers 
of poor handling of fish are particularly low on south tarawa (novaczek and Chamberlain 
2000). Fishmongers are charged with the responsibility of maintaining the fish in good and 
healthful condition. this is difficult in Kiribati because not only is ice not readily available 
but also the women lack knowledge on safe post-harvest handling and sanitation.

to better the conditions of female fishworkers, the KnCW should advocate for training that 
will cover the gaps identified in this study. amaK is already looking for funds to provide 
training for fishmongers. the intent is to improve market facilities and standards of hygiene. 
the first step will be completion of a needs assessment funded by the Canada-south pacific 
ocean development program.

others who could become involved in developing programs for fishmongers include the 
graduates from the Community education training Center (CetC) based in suva, Fiji. 
Women who have been through the CetC program are meant to share their new knowledge 
and skills when they return to their countries. seafood handling and sanitation are among 
the subjects they learn, so they represent a human resource asset that could be tapped for 
program development in Kiribati.

in addition to the lack of adequate representation, training and information, the facilities 
now offered to women for marketing are inadequate. because women’s work in handling and 
distributing fish is vitally important to local food security, they ought to be more effectively 
supported.
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