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Tabonibara women’s continued journey into fisheries management
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From strategy to implementation, the women of Tabonibara, 
North Tarawa in Kiribati, pave their way in the battle for 
effective fisheries management. 

From 6 to 7 September 2022, the women of Tabonibara came 
together to discuss and agree on a strategic plan that would 
guide them on their quest for effective fisheries management. 
At the request of the Women’s Association of Tabonibara, 
the community-based fisheries management (CBFM) team 
(Nei Tengarengare team) organised a two-day workshop, 
with women from every household in Tabonibara invited to 
participate. Being mindful of the important commitments 
that women have to their families, the CBFM team discussed 
arrangements to allow for maximum participation. The 
workshop was held after lunch and ran for three to four hours, 
finishing just before sundown. This timing allowed women 
to attend to their family needs in the morning, prepare their 
kids for school, cook lunch and return before dinner. The 
women were compensated for their time and given a meal 
allowance to assist with their dinner. The workshop was 
designed to leave no one behind and to give every participant 
the right to engage and express her views. The CBFM team 
facilitated; in a respectful and inclusive way, accounting for 
stronger and more outspoken voices, as well those of quieter 
participants, and respecting those who just wanted to listen, 
learn and understand what is being discussed and agreed to 
in the meeting.
When the Women’s Association of Tabonibara was first 
established on 15 May 2021 (Nikiari et al. 2021), the women 
understood how to contribute to fisheries management; 
however, they were unclear as to how to move forward. 
The purpose of the association was to improve women’s 
involvement in fisheries management. During the launch 
of the programme in 2021, women presented aspects of 
fisheries management rules, such as banning the fishing for 
silver biddy (Gerres sp.) during its spawning aggregation, 
and fishing for undersize fish, to name a few. This time, the 
workshop identified key needs and issues that women face, 
and to develop the association’s strategic plan based on those 
identified issues.
The workshop was designed to be flexible and informal, 
focusing on women’s opinions and views rather than on 
presentations. Women were divided into three groups 
according to their village sector. Group 1 consisted of women 
from the northern sector of Tabonibara, Group 2 from the 
central sector, and Group 3 from the southern sector. Women 
from the same area could identify and discuss their common 
issues. Women from the different groups then reported in 
a plenary setting so that the whole group could reflect on 
priority actions.

Priority issues identified 
Five priority issues were identified by the women following 
their group discussions.

Water 
Identified by all groups, the availability of fresh and clean 
water is a huge problem for households. An overhead tank 
built close to the village maneaba (meeting house) was 
installed, drawing on water from one source and distributing 
it throughout the village. Outlet taps were installed to serve 
four to five households each. This water has now become 
brackish and is becoming unsafe for consumption, especially 
for young children and elderly people. The three groups 
expressed a need for a solar-powered, micro-distillation plant 
to provide the village with pure and safe water.

Waste 
Waste is still a persisting issue for Tabonibara. A large 
amount of non-biodegradable waste is dumped in coastal 
areas and around the village, including plastics and diapers. 
In addition,  many households do not have access to a toilet 
and, therefore, practice open defecation in mangroves, on the 
beach and other open areas. Some women reported that they 
are now reluctant to catch crabs due to the presence of human 
faeces in mangrove areas, and they feel disgusted to consume 
them. The need for every household to have access to a toilet 
was raised as a priority to ensure residents live in a healthy 
environment. 

Increasing price of groceries and short supply of 
important staple goods 
The prices of store-bought goods have become increasingly 
high. Women noted that this was an important concern given 
that they heavily rely on imported goods for their daily needs. 
As such, they identified that the community needs to be 
more resilient in times of few supplies and in doing so, must 
have sources of food readily available in their backyard and in 
the sea. Some examples of important plants that each family 
have planted include pandanus, breadfruit and coconut trees. 
Similarly, they believe their marine resources must be well 
protected to enable them to continue obtaining seafood.

Limited income opportunities 
The limited income opportunities available to women of 
Tabonibara is a challenge that prevents them from becoming 
resilient in the face of environmental and economic shocks, 
such as food shortages. Women depend on pandanus for 
making thatch, and coconut is used as a form of money. The 
value of one coconut is around AUD 0.40, which people 
can use to purchase groceries without cash. Similarly, people 
can use bundles of pandanus thatch (valued at AUD 8 per 
bundle) to make purchases without cash. 
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However, pandanus trees do become old and when they 
do, they no longer produce enough quality leaves to make 
thatch, which is in high demand from South Tarawa, and 
a good source of income. An issue highlighted during 
the discussion is the lack of pandanus and coconut trees 
that are being replanted. This means that people are 
relying too heavily on old trees, which produce much 
lower yields. Women decided to be more proactive and 
to replant pandanus and coconut trees to ensure they are 
able to continue making thatch for income. The income 
from thatch was also reported by the women’s group 
to be low compared to the hard labour that goes into 
making thatch. As a solution, women decided to explore 
options to diversify livelihood opportunities through the 
sale of local products in South Tarawa. This was further 
highlighted during the discussion about the impacts 
of community closures, including in the Tabonibara 
management plan. Seasonal closures during the silver 
biddy (Gerres sp.) spawning season, have affected the 
livelihoods of those who heavily rely on it. For instance, 
one woman said that “before the seasonal closure of 
silver biddy was imposed, [people] used to make a lot of 
money, approximately AUD 1000 for every fishing event 
during spawning aggregation, but now they’ve lost that.” 
Hearing this issue indicates the need to diversify income 
opportunities to make up for losses following community 
fisheries management decisions, but also the need to raise 
awareness about the fishing rules and regulations.
Lack of market access is another constraint. Women 
discussed potential solutions to improve their access 
to the market and decided to apply for a grant with the 
assistance of the CBFM team to purchase an outrigger 
with an outboard motor. The community also requested 
assistance from the CBFM team to reach out to the 
relevant national ministries about the possibility of 
making a channel for small boats, which would improve 
access at low tide.  

Lack of support from husbands
Kava is now commonly consumed by many I-Kiribati 
people and has become a popular form of entertainment 
by, mostly, men. In Tabonibara, the consumption of kava 
is high as reported by many women during the meeting. 
Women mentioned that they continue to experience a 
lack of support from their husbands to carry out activities, 
especially those around the house. Kava drinking can 
carry all night long, with men sleeping during the day and 
unable to help or work. Women declared that “most men 
are not performing their duties as husbands at home and 
tend to put most of the responsibilities on their wives”. 
Women are left to take care of all family matters, including 
cooking, preparing children for school, as well as making 
a living from thatch or coconut collection. Drinking kava 
is not good for one’s health and clearly has effects on the 
family. Cultural norms are strong and men see their role 
as income provider (for instance through fishing) and do 
not see childcare and household chores as tasks they can 
help with. Many women observed this phenomenon but 
feel they cannot do much to change their husbands, and 
believe it makes things easier to let them to carry on with 
their own business. 

Planting cabbage. ©Tokaimoa Tonganibeia
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From planning to action
Soon after the meeting took place, there was a strong 
momentum among the women to take immediate action. In 
their respective sectors, the women developed plans to first 
tackle the issue of pollution. One of the sectors was very active 
and empowered the other two sectors to follow suit. Women 
started cleaning up around their homes, bush and coastal 
areas, and competition among the three sectors has kept 
the activity going. Apart from cleaning, one of the sectors 
started addressing the lack of sanitation by putting together 
their money every fortnight in order to buy two toilet bowls.  
The activity would carry on until all members of the sector 
have their toilets. Gardening has also been initiated by many 
women, particularly in planting flowers and other decorative 
plants. Women are also interested in planting vegetables and 
root crops for a healthy diet and for income generation.

Inauguration of Tabonibara women’s group 
On 14 October 2022, the Tabonibara women’s group 
became an incorporated society registered with the Ministry 
of Women, Youth, Social Welfare and Sports Affairs, and 
took on the name “Ueen Ngaon Te Tangira Community”. By 
becoming incorporated, the group can now apply for small 
grants to assist them with their development plans. The 
group’s missions include: 

1. maintaining the cleanliness of Tabonibara village; 

2. assisting and supporting fisheries management and 
enforcement; 

3. economically empowering families in Tabonibara; and 

4. enhancing the health and wellbeing of all members of 
Tabonibara community. 

Following the incorporation, the women organised an 
inauguration ceremony to mark the significance of this 
achievement. The celebration was held on 5 November 
and a number of guests were invited. Attendees included 
two members of Parliament from North Tarawa, the island 
council clerk, extension officers from the Ministry of 
Fisheries and Ministry of Women based in North Tarawa, 
and the CBFM team.

The women of Tabonibara dressed similarly. It was surprising 
to see the three sectors wearing their distinctly coloured 
materials. The northern sector went even further by having 
their husbands wear the uniforms too. 
It was a touching moment to see the big change in women 
in how they look, dressing up so beautifully, putting on 
beautiful flowers and earrings. It is something that women 
in villages rarely do because it may be awkward to dress up or 
that they are confined to their traditional role.
Husbands were treated as guests among the distinguished 
guests. The support of the husbands was great during the 
event. The front row was filled with men, and the preparation 
also involved men. 
The ministers of parliament were quite surprised with how 
Tabonibara Village had been transformed within a short 
period of time, the cleanliness of the village, the activity 
of women in their new institution, and the huge support 
rendered by their husbands were all noticeable. 
Harry Teikaiti, one of the members of Parliament, expressed 
his gratitude to the CBFM project for the continued support 
given to North Tarawa and the expansion of the work of 
CBFM project from fisheries to land-based activities and 
in guiding the women of Tabonibara. He also recognised 
the critical role that women play in society and strongly 
encouraged them to remain active. The inauguration of the 
group has now opened many opportunities for the women 
such as applying for small grant programme to assist with 
their economic development. 
The other member of Parliament also commended on the 
wonderful initiative of the women of Tabonibara, and added 
that with being inaugurated comes a responsibility. The 
women of Tabonibara have solidified their commitments to 
helping with the Kiribati Government’s development goals 
within their village. He strongly encouraged the women of 
Tabonibara to stay committed.
The celebration was a great way to communicate the message 
of the women of Tabonibara and to boost the visibility 
of women and their important role in enhancing the 
community’s well-being and development.

Tabonibara women performing a garland dance. ©Tarateiti Uriam Timiti 
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Women of Tabonibara doing their morning routine clean up. ©Tokaimoa Tonganibeia

Invaluable lessons
Involving women at a much deeper level is a very important 
way to allow their full participation. Previously, the CBFM 
team tried to be socially inclusive when developing fisheries 
community management plans. Reaching women as 
participants is a good way to ensure that diversified views 
and concerns are taken into account in the development of 
management plans. However, to take women to the next 
level, there needs to be special support. 
With this new initiative, the CBFM team reflected after a 
number of years of experience that to have more effective 
and sustainable outcomes, gender dimensions needed to 
be well considered. The team realised that women’s roles 
tend to become unclear after the development of fisheries 
community management plans. More engagement with 
women is necessary to get them strongly empowered. By 
making their actions visible and working with men in the 
communities we can transform gender norms. 
Therefore, at the societal level, women need to be given 
a greater voice so that they can influence decisions at 
the community level and take action. Tabonibara is still 
a traditional village where men have the power to make 
decisions at the village level; however, in cases where women 
are the heads of households, they are part of the village 
council. Having an established institution has boosted the 
confidence of women to work towards their goals and to take 
action. 
The women’s association is not intended to displace 
traditional governance; however, it was established to 
enhance contribution and support of women to achieve 
the overarching goal of the village especially towards their 
fisheries management goal.
The women of Tabonibara will continue to need the support 
and guidance from the CBFM team to facilitate government 

assistance and provide advice. 

Future activities
On the last day of the workshop, the team announced that 
there will be a women’s day celebration in March 2023, and 
on this day, a competition will be held on the cleanliness of 
homes and the village, and there will be a farming competition. 
This idea of a competition has strongly motivated women 
into working hard to fulfil their plans. 
The CBFM team meanwhile will make connections with 
relevant ministries to look for training opportunities on 
financial literacy, business management, farming and 
repurposing rubbish. 
Other major requests to be addressed include the issue of 
brackish drinking water and the need for an outrigger, and 
both of these will be submitted as request to the Disaster Risk 
Management Department under the Office of the President 
and in a small grant programme, respectively.
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