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A PRACTICAL GARDENING REFERENCE





Important — please read.



This guide is an educational gardening reference for Kiribati. Climate, rainfall, soil, water availability, plant-health rules, invasive-species controls and permitted treatments can vary by region and change over time. Planting dates and climate guidance should be adapted to the reader’s exact locality, elevation and microclimate. Always follow product labels and current local rules for fertilizers, pesticides and plant movement. Where plant toxicity, allergies, food safety, structural work, electrical systems or chemical treatments are involved, obtain appropriate professional advice.



GARDENER’S NOTE Use this book as a practical planning reference and verify local growing conditions before acting.



Published by YouFlora • YouFlora.com








Important — please read. This guide is an educational introduction to gardening and native flora in Kiribati. Growing conditions vary widely by locality, altitude and microclimate, and plant hardiness, flowering times, soil needs and pest pressures differ from garden to garden — treat any specific dates, temperatures and measurements here as general illustrations, not guarantees. Before planting, confirm that a species suits your site and is not restricted: some ornamental plants are invasive in certain regions and others are toxic to people, pets or livestock, and local rules may protect native or wild species. Check current guidance from your national or regional agriculture/horticulture authority, a trusted local nursery, or a botanical garden, and never forage or consume any plant without expert identification. Effective date of research: 2026.






1. Welcome to Gardening in Kiribati
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1.1 How to Use This Guide

Welcome to The Complete Flora Guide for Gardening in Kiribati—your practical companion for cultivating beauty, nutrition, and resilience on these unique coral islands. Kiribati’s gardening conditions are unlike anywhere else on earth: shallow, alkaline soils, persistent ocean winds, and the ever-present challenge of salt. This guide is designed to walk you through every step, whether you’re an experienced grower or just starting your first pandanus seedling.


Navigating the Guide

The chapters are arranged to build your knowledge from the ground up (literally!). Begin with an understanding of Kiribati’s climate and soils, then dive into the rich palette of native and commonly grown plants. Each plant profile and technique is tailored to the realities of atoll gardening—compact spaces, variable rainfall, and the need for resourcefulness.


	Foundational Knowledge (Chapters 2–3): Learn about the climate, microclimates, and soil characteristics that shape what you can grow, and how to improve your soil with local resources like coconut husk or seaweed.

	Plant Selection (Chapters 4–7): Explore native trees, shrubs, perennials, wildflowers, and aquatic plants. Each entry includes local names where possible, plus tips on propagation, spacing, and care.

	Practical Skills (Chapters 8–11): Get hands-on advice for planning, planting, watering, pruning, and maintaining an island garden all year round.

	Specialized Topics (Chapters 12–17): From edible gardens to ornamental plantings, pest management to sustainable practices, these chapters offer solutions and inspiration for every gardener’s interest.

	Regional Guidance (Chapter 18): Because conditions vary between islands (for example, the drier Line Islands vs. the more densely populated Tarawa Atoll), region-specific notes help you fine-tune your approach.




Using the Plant Profiles and Tables

Throughout the guide, you’ll find tables summarizing plant needs—sun exposure, water requirements, salt tolerance, and more. These are based on typical conditions, but remember: microclimates can make a big difference! For example, the shady lee of a coconut palm (Cocos nucifera) might let you grow tender herbs that would bake in the open sun.


🌱 Planting Tip: For atoll soils, adding a layer of composted coconut fiber or well-rotted seaweed under new plantings helps retain moisture and adds vital nutrients.



Here’s a sample table you’ll encounter, to help you compare common native species:











	Plant Name
	Sun Needs
	Salt Tolerance
	Soil Type
	Watering Needs





	Pandanus tectorius
	Full sun
	High
	Sandy, alkaline
	Low once established



	Scaevola taccada
	Full sun
	Very high
	Coastal sand
	Low



	Guettarda speciosa
	Part shade
	Moderate
	Sandy-loam
	Moderate



	Ipomoea pes-caprae
	Full sun
	Very high
	Beach sand
	Low







Adapting Guidance to Your Situation

While we provide general recommendations—such as planting distances (typically 1–2 meters for shrubs), sowing depths (just below the surface for most wildflowers), or timing (early wet season for most new plantings)—use your observation and local knowledge to adjust. Rainfall, sea spray, and traditional methods all play a role in success.


⚠️ Common Mistake: Overwatering is a frequent issue on the atolls, especially for salt-tolerant natives. Most are adapted to dry spells—let the soil dry a little between waterings.





Safety, Sustainability, and Community

We flag plants that are toxic or invasive in some regions (for example, Tribulus cistoides, or “puncture vine,” can be hazardous to pets and bare feet). Always check with local agricultural officers or elders for safe handling and identification, especially if foraging or introducing new plants.


🌿 Native Spotlight: Many of Kiribati’s native plants, like the resilient Vigna marina (beach pea), play crucial roles in stabilizing shorelines and feeding pollinators—grow them to help both your garden and the wider ecosystem.



Above all, this guide is meant to be adapted, shared, and enriched with your experience. Whether you’re growing breadfruit for food security or cultivating hibiscus for a festival lei, let this book be your starting point—and remember, the best gardens in Kiribati are grown together, with neighbors, family, and community.

Happy gardening—te kamaiu n te buibui!





1.2 Gardening Traditions in Kiribati

Gardening in Kiribati is far more than a hobby—it is a living link to the islands’ culture, survival, and ingenuity. For generations, I-Kiribati people have cultivated food, medicine, and beauty from the challenging soils of their coral atolls. Today, as you dig your hands into Kiribati earth, you join a chain of gardeners stretching back centuries, adapting age-old wisdom to modern needs.


Gardening as Community and Survival

Traditional Kiribati gardening is inseparable from community life. On these low-lying islands, where freshwater is precious and land is shaped by the tides, every garden is a communal resource. Families often share land, labor, and harvests. The maneaba (community meeting house) is ringed by coconut palms (Cocos nucifera), pandanus (Pandanus tectorius), and breadfruit (Artocarpus altilis)—the “three pillars” of island food security. These trees are planted and tended not just for individual families, but to support the wider kin group.


🌿 Native Spotlight: Pandanus tectorius, or screw pine, is more than a food—its leaves are woven into mats, baskets, and thatch, while its roots stabilize fragile coastlines.



Food gardens are often small and carefully tended, tucked into pockets of deeper soil or raised mounds called babai pits—ingenious sunken beds lined with compost and coconut husks, designed to grow giant swamp taro (Cyrtosperma merkusii) in brackish, salty atoll conditions. These pits represent both ecological adaptation and deep ancestral knowledge: maintaining them is an act of stewardship, with skills passed from elders to youth.


Planting by the Moon and Seasons

Traditional planting calendars in Kiribati are shaped by the lunar cycle, tides, and the two main seasons: the wetter “Aumaiaki” (roughly November to April) and the drier “Kanikarawa” (May to October). Old wisdom holds that root crops like taro and sweet potato (Ipomoea batatas) should be planted as the new moon waxes, encouraging strong underground growth. Above-ground crops—such as pumpkins and climbing beans—are often sown as the moon wanes.


🌸 Did You Know? In some villages, planting and harvesting are coordinated with the migration of fish or the flowering of specific trees, linking ocean and land in a single ecological rhythm.





Crop Choices and Cultural Plants

While coconut, pandanus, and breadfruit dominate, smaller home gardens brim with native and introduced crops, each with its own story:


	Giant swamp taro (Cyrtosperma merkusii): A prestige crop, grown in labor-intensive pits, essential for feasts and ceremonies.

	Sweet potato (Ipomoea batatas): A resilient staple, often grown in raised beds to avoid saltwater intrusion.

	Pumpkin (Cucurbita moschata): Introduced, but now beloved for its productivity and versatility.

	Banana (Musa spp.), pawpaw (Carica papaya), and beach morning glory (Ipomoea pes-caprae): Grown for fruit, shade, and soil binding.



Medicinal and ceremonial plants, such as beach gardenia (Guettarda speciosa) and noni (Morinda citrifolia), are woven into daily life for their healing properties and spiritual significance.



Gardening Methods: Adaptation and Ingenuity

Traditional Kiribati gardening methods are a masterclass in adaptation:


	Raised beds and composting: To cope with shallow, sandy soils, gardeners build up beds with organic matter—seaweed, coconut husks, and leaves—to trap moisture and nutrients.

	Mulching: Pandanus leaves, coconut fronds, and local grasses are used to mulch beds, protecting roots from heat and conserving water.

	Windbreaks: Rows of Scaevola taccada (beach naupaka) and Casuarina equisetifolia (ironwood) shield gardens from salt-laden winds.




⚠️ Common Mistake: Underestimating the role of salt spray—always place sensitive crops behind natural windbreaks or buildings.





Continuing the Legacy

Modern Kiribati gardens blend tradition with innovation: plastic rainwater tanks supplement well water, and new vegetable varieties are trialed alongside beloved local crops. But at their heart, Kiribati gardens remain places of sharing, adaptation, and deep respect for the land and sea. By learning from these rich traditions, you’ll not only grow healthy plants—you’ll become part of a living heritage, rooted in resilience.





1.3 Essential Tools and Resources

Gardening in Kiribati is an experience shaped by the islands’ unique geography, salty winds, and coral-based soils. While modern tools are helpful, many local gardeners blend traditional methods with simple, sturdy equipment—adapted for sandy ground, tropical heat, and occasional scarcity of imports. Whether you’re tending a pandanus grove, coaxing taro from a raised bed, or nurturing a border of native Scaevola taccada (beach naupaka), the right tools and resources make all the difference.


Must-Have Tools for Kiribati Gardens

Most Kiribati gardens thrive with a modest but well-chosen set of tools. Many are available at local markets or can be crafted from coconut wood or recycled materials—a testament to island resourcefulness.

1. Digging Stick (Koikoi) or Hand Hoe:

Traditional digging sticks, often carved from coconut or ironwood, are invaluable for making planting holes in coral sand and for working raised beds. A sturdy hand hoe also works well for loosening soil and weeding.

2. Watering Can or Bucket:

With rainfall often seasonal and fresh water precious, a watering can (ideally with a fine rose) or a sturdy bucket is essential for gently watering seedlings and new plantings. Repurposed containers are commonly used.

3. Machete or Bush Knife:

Known locally as a ‘buin’ or ‘machete,’ this versatile tool is indispensable for cutting coconut fronds, harvesting pandanus, chopping compost materials, and clearing brush.

4. Pruning Shears or Knife:

For maintaining breadfruit, coconut, hibiscus, and other trees, a sharp pair of pruning shears or a strong knife is invaluable. Clean cuts help prevent disease entry, especially in humid conditions.

5. Rake (Wooden or Metal):

A simple rake is useful for smoothing beds, gathering fallen leaves (for compost or mulch), and keeping paths tidy. Handmade rakes from coconut midribs are common.

6. Hand Trowel:

Perfect for transplanting young plants, digging small holes, and mixing compost into planting sites.

7. Spade or Shovel:

For those establishing larger beds or moving soil and organic matter, a metal spade or shovel (if available) speeds the process—though many islanders still favor the digging stick for its agility in coral soils.

8. Gloves (Optional):

Not traditionally used, but helpful for newcomers protecting hands from rough coconut husks or thorny beach plants like Tribulus cistoides (puncture vine, which has spiny fruits).


⚠️ Common Mistake: Over-reliance on imported tools can lead to frustration when replacements or parts are unavailable. Embrace local ingenuity—many Kiribati gardeners fashion tools from coconut shell, driftwood, or repurposed metal.




Resource Table: Tools and Their Island Uses









	Tool
	Key Uses
	Local Materials/Alternatives





	Digging stick/hoe
	Planting, weeding, loosening soil
	Carved coconut/ironwood, metal hoe



	Watering can/bucket
	Seedling care, watering raised beds
	Repurposed jugs, buckets



	Machete/bush knife
	Pruning, harvesting, chopping compost
	Commercial machete, sharpened iron



	Pruning shears
	Trimming trees, taking cuttings
	Knife, sharp shell



	Rake
	Gathering debris, smoothing beds
	Coconut midrib, metal rake



	Hand trowel
	Transplanting, small digging jobs
	Carved wood, shell



	Spade/shovel
	Bed preparation, moving soil
	Digging stick, metal if available







Essential Resources Beyond Tools


	Compost and Organic Matter: With coral sand soils low in nutrients, homemade compost (using coconut husks, seaweed, kitchen scraps) is the gardener’s best friend.

	Shade Materials: Old mats, palm fronds, or shade netting protect tender seedlings from fierce midday sun.

	Mulch: Coconut husk chips, pandanus leaves, or seaweed help retain soil moisture and suppress weeds.

	Freshwater Access: Consider rainwater tanks or barrels for dry spells—especially crucial for vegetable gardening.

	Local Knowledge: Elders and neighbors are often the richest resource, passing down techniques for growing breadfruit (Artocarpus altilis), pandanus (Pandanus tectorius), and medicinal plants.




🌱 Planting Tip: When digging in coral sand, water the planting hole first to help settle dust and reduce transplant shock for young plants.



Whether you’re gardening in Betio’s sandy courtyards or tending a lush pandanus grove on Abaiang, a mix of traditional and modern tools will see you through. Remember: ingenuity, sharing, and care for resources are as important as any spade or hoe in Kiribati’s gardens.





1.4 Safety and Environmental Considerations

Gardening in Kiribati is a joyful, communal activity—but it’s also one that demands respect for both personal safety and the unique, fragile island environment. Before you dig your first hole or plant your first pandanus, it’s worth pausing to consider how your gardening practices can protect you, your family, and the natural wonders that make Kiribati so special.


Personal Safety in the Garden

Kiribati’s climate is hot, humid, and intensely sunny. Most gardening is done outdoors, with little shade except what you create. Heat exhaustion and sunburn are real risks—especially during the hotter midday hours.


	Sun Protection: Always wear a broad-brimmed hat, lightweight long sleeves, and sunglasses. Apply reef-safe sunscreen generously and reapply every two hours.

	Hydration: Have plenty of safe drinking water on hand. Take frequent breaks in the shade, especially between 10am and 3pm, when the sun is strongest.

	Footwear: Wear sturdy, closed-toe shoes. Coral sand and limestone can be sharp, and hidden debris or stinging insects may lurk underfoot.

	Tool Safety: Use tools with sturdy handles and keep blades sharp to avoid slips. Store tools safely out of reach of children.




⚠️ Common Mistake: Many gardeners underestimate the strength of the tropical sun. Even on cloudy days, UV exposure can be severe—don’t skip sun protection!




Environmental Stewardship on Atolls

Kiribati’s atolls are among the world’s most delicate ecosystems. Thin, sandy soils, limited freshwater, and a close relationship between land and lagoon mean that every gardening decision has environmental ripple effects.


1. Protecting Native Flora and Fauna

Native plants such as Pisonia grandis (grand devil’s-claws), Scaevola taccada (beach naupaka), and Guettarda speciosa (beach gardenia) help prevent erosion, provide wildlife habitat, and withstand salt and drought. Clearing too much native vegetation for gardens can destabilize shorelines and reduce biodiversity.


	Integrate native species into your garden design wherever possible.

	Avoid removing or burning coastal vegetation, which is vital for shoreline stability.





2. Preventing the Spread of Invasives

Some introduced plants, like Wedelia trilobata (creeping daisy) and certain grasses, are invasive in Kiribati and can choke out native species or disrupt lagoon and coastal ecosystems. Always check with local agricultural officers before planting unfamiliar ornamentals or importing seeds.










	Plant Name
	Native/Introduced
	Invasive Risk
	Notes





	Scaevola taccada
	Native
	Low
	Excellent salt-tolerant shrub



	Wedelia trilobata
	Introduced
	High
	Avoid—spreads aggressively



	Leucaena leucocephala
	Introduced
	High
	Can overtake native vegetation



	Pandanus tectorius
	Native
	Low
	Traditional, versatile, edible



	Bougainvillea glabra
	Introduced
	Moderate
	Attractive, but prune carefully







3. Wise Use of Chemicals

Chemical fertilizers and pesticides are rarely necessary in Kiribati gardens and can easily leach into groundwater or the lagoon, harming marine life and contaminating drinking water. Organic methods—composting, mulching, and hand-weeding—are safer and healthier for the islands.


	If you must use chemicals, follow label instructions cautiously, and never apply near water sources.

	Dispose of empty containers responsibly—never burn or dump them.





4. Waste and Compost Management

Garden waste, if not handled properly, can attract pests or pollute local water. Composting organic matter is highly recommended, but avoid composting meat, dairy, or diseased plants.


🌿 Native Spotlight: The leaves of Pandanus tectorius (screw pine) are not only woven into mats and baskets but also make superb mulch, returning nutrients to the sandy soil as they break down.






Respecting Traditional Knowledge

Gardening in Kiribati is steeped in local wisdom—methods passed down through generations for working with the land and sea. Consult elders and experienced gardeners about what grows best, when to plant, and how to care for native flora. This not only honors tradition but often yields the most sustainable results.



Final Reminders


	Always identify plants accurately, especially before foraging or using them in food or medicine. Some species may be toxic—when in doubt, consult a local expert.

	Seek guidance from the Ministry of Environment, Land and Agricultural Development (MELAD) for up-to-date information on invasive species, plant importation, and safe gardening practices.



By gardening thoughtfully and safely, you’ll help ensure that Kiribati’s gardens flourish for generations—nourishing people, culture, and the living islands themselves.







2. Understanding Kiribati’s Climate and Geography


[image: YouFlora chapter opener: 2. Understanding Kiribati’s Climate and Geography]
YouFlora chapter opener: 2. Understanding Kiribati’s Climate and Geography


2.1 The Equatorial Maritime Climate

Kiribati’s location—straddling the equator and scattered across the vast Pacific—gives its islands a truly distinctive climate: consistently warm, humid, and heavily shaped by the surrounding ocean. Understanding this equatorial maritime climate is the foundation for every gardening decision you’ll make in Kiribati. Let’s dig into what makes it unique, how it affects your garden, and how to harness its rhythms for flourishing native and cultivated plants.


Year-Round Warmth and Gentle Seasons

Unlike temperate lands with dramatic seasonal swings, Kiribati enjoys remarkably steady temperatures. Most islands experience daily highs typically between 29°C and 32°C (84–90°F), with nighttime lows rarely dipping below 25°C (77°F). Instead of four seasons, there are two main periods: the wetter season (roughly November to April) and the drier season (May to October).


🌡️ Climate Note: While the annual temperature range is narrow, the “wet” and “dry” seasons can shift slightly depending on the island group—northern Line Islands may get more rainfall than the southern Gilberts in any given year.




Humidity and the Ocean’s Embrace

The Pacific Ocean acts as a giant thermostat and humidifier. Average relative humidity is high—often above 75%—and salty sea breezes are a daily feature. These breezes moderate temperature extremes but also bring salt spray, a key challenge for coastal and atoll gardeners. Salt-tolerant plants like Scaevola taccada (Beach Naupaka) and Pandanus tectorius (Screw Pine) have evolved to thrive here, their waxy leaves and tough roots repelling both wind and salt.



Rainfall: Abundant, But Variable

Rainfall in Kiribati is unpredictable, with annual totals ranging widely—from about 1,000 mm (39 inches) on some southern atolls to over 3,000 mm (118 inches) on northern islands in wet years. Rain often comes in short, intense bursts, quickly saturating the shallow, sandy soils before draining away. Prolonged dry spells are common, especially during El Niño years, when rainfall can plummet and drought stress bites.

Here’s a general guide to rainfall across the main island groups:










	Island Group
	Typical Annual Rainfall
	Wettest Months
	Driest Months





	Gilbert Islands
	1,000–2,000 mm
	December–April
	July–September



	Line Islands
	1,500–3,000 mm
	January–May
	August–October



	Phoenix Islands
	700–1,200 mm
	Variable
	Variable






💧 Watering Wisdom: Because rain is sporadic, gardeners should prioritize mulching, rainwater harvesting, and drought-tolerant species. Shallow soils dry out fast—mulch with coconut husk, seaweed (washed to reduce salt), or pandanus leaves to help retain precious moisture.





Sunlight and Day Length

Being near the equator, Kiribati enjoys generous sunlight—usually 12 hours a day year-round. This favors rapid plant growth and enables year-round gardening. However, the intensity of the sun, combined with salt and wind, can stress sensitive plants. Creating shade with native trees such as Pisonia grandis and Cocos nucifera (Coconut Palm) not only protects tender crops but also helps buffer gardens against wind and salt.



Wind, Storms, and Cyclones

While Kiribati is generally outside the main cyclone belt, strong winds and occasional squalls are part of life, especially in the wet season. Persistent trade winds (the “te nnanwea”) are both a blessing—cooling and keeping pests at bay—and a challenge, as they can desiccate exposed plants and erode fragile soils.


🌱 Planting Tip: Shelter your garden with living windbreaks: plant rows of Scaevola, Guettarda speciosa (Beach Gardenia), or dense pandanus on the windward side. These species are adapted to salt and wind, and create microclimates that help more delicate food crops thrive.





Gardening Takeaways


	Select plants suited to salt, wind, and drought—native species are your best allies.

	Use mulches and living windbreaks to conserve moisture and reduce salt burn.

	Harness the consistent sun and warmth for continuous planting, but provide shade for sensitive crops.

	Monitor rainfall and store water when you can—rainwater tanks are gold in the dry months.



With this climate-savvy approach, your Kiribati garden can flourish amid sun, sea, and sky—just as local flora has for centuries.





2.2 Atoll and Island Landscapes

Gardening in Kiribati is like painting on a living canvas shaped by the sea. The nation’s 33 islands are classic coral atolls and low-lying reef islands, scattered across the vast heart of the Pacific. To succeed as a gardener here, it’s essential to understand these unique landscapes, how they shape the soil beneath your feet, and what that means for the plants you grow.


The Anatomy of an Atoll

A typical Kiribati atoll forms a rough ring of slender land—sometimes only a few hundred meters wide—embracing a central lagoon. The land rises just a meter or two above sea level, with the ocean never far away. These atolls are built from ancient coral skeletons, topped with a thin layer of sand and organic matter, and there’s rarely any true “topsoil” as found in continental gardens. Instead, you’ll find:


	Coral sand and rubble: Highly permeable, drains quickly, and is low in nutrients.

	Limestone fragments: Often mixed throughout the soil, making it alkaline.

	Organic debris: Leaves, coconut husks, and seaweed washed ashore, which slowly build up the soil’s fertility.




🌱 Planting Tip: On atoll soils, dig wider rather than deeper holes for new plants. This helps roots spread out in the shallow, sandy soil and access more moisture and nutrients.




Micro-Landscapes: From Ocean Edge to Lagoon Shore

Even within a single islet, micro-landscapes abound. Here’s how they shape your gardening options:










	Zone
	Typical Plants
	Soil/Exposure
	Tips for Gardeners





	Ocean Coast
	Scaevola taccada (Beach Naupaka),
	Salty wind, coarse sand,
	Choose salt- and wind-tolerant



	
	Ipomoea pes-caprae (Beach Morning Glory)
	little shade
	natives for windbreaks. Mulch well.



	Inner Land
	Pandanus tectorius (Screw Pine),
	Slightly more shelter,
	Plant windbreak rows and add organic



	
	Cocos nucifera (Coconut Palm),
	shallow soil
	matter to improve water retention.



	
	Pisonia grandis
	
	



	Lagoon Shore
	Guettarda speciosa (Beach Gardenia),
	Calmer, more humid,
	Good for less salt-tolerant plants;



	
	Vigna marina (Beach Pea)
	finer sand, more organic
	experiment with ornamentals here.



	
	
	debris
	







Gardening Realities: Challenges and Opportunities

Soil Depth and Quality: Most atoll soils are less than 30 cm (about a foot) deep before you hit pure coral. This means:


	Shallow-rooted plants do best.

	Raised beds or mounds can help retain organic matter and moisture.

	Regular mulching with coconut husk, seaweed (well-rinsed to remove salt), and leaves is vital for fertility.



Salt and Wind Exposure: Salt spray and fierce trade winds are constant companions. Natives like Scaevola taccada and Pandanus tectorius have evolved waxy, leathery leaves to survive these harsh conditions. For new gardens, create protective hedges of these tough species to shield more delicate crops or flowers.


🌿 Native Spotlight: Pisonia grandis (tree lettuce) forms dense groves on some atolls. Its broad leaves and rapid growth make it excellent for shade and leaf mulch, but beware—its sticky seeds can trap birds, so avoid planting near nesting sites.



Water Table and Freshwater Lenses: Under each atoll lies a “lens” of fresh groundwater, floating atop seawater. This lens is fragile and can easily become salty, especially after drought or heavy use. Always:


	Avoid overwatering—salty water can rise to the surface.

	Use mulch to reduce evaporation.

	Plant drought-tolerant or salt-tolerant species where possible.





Matching Plants to Place

Some native and well-adapted species for atoll landscapes include: - Coconut palm (Cocos nucifera): The backbone of Kiribati life and landscape. - Pandanus (Pandanus tectorius): Edible fruit, tough leaves for weaving, and a champion at holding sandy soil. - Beach morning glory (Ipomoea pes-caprae): Sprawling groundcover, stabilizes dunes, and produces striking purple flowers. - Beach naupaka (Scaevola taccada): Shrubby, salt-loving, and excellent for windbreaks.

Be mindful: Some introduced ornamentals and edibles can become invasive or struggle in these conditions. Always check with local experts before planting unfamiliar species.


🌡️ Climate Note: Storm surges and king tides can reshape atoll landscapes overnight. Anchor your garden with deep-rooted natives to help resist erosion and recover quickly after storms.



By understanding the living, shifting nature of Kiribati’s atoll and island landscapes, you’ll be well on your way to creating a thriving, resilient island garden.





2.3 Rainfall Patterns and Seasons

Gardening in Kiribati is an exercise in reading the


The Wet and Dry Cycle



	Wet Season (typically November to April): This period brings the majority of Kiribati’s annual rainfall, with monthly totals often ranging from 150 mm to over 300 mm, especially on the more northerly islands like Tarawa and Butaritari. Expect frequent downpours, high humidity, and lush, rapid plant growth.

	Dry Season (roughly May to October): Rainfall drops off significantly, sometimes to less than 50 mm per month, and the air feels drier (though still humid by global standards). Plants may slow their growth, and garden beds can dry out quickly, especially in exposed, sandy areas.








The Role of the ITCZ



Typical Monthly Rainfall (Tarawa Atoll)




	Month
	Rainfall (mm)
	Season





	January
	250
	Wet



	February
	220
	Wet



	March
	200
	Wet



	April
	170
	Wet



	May
	90
	Transition



	June
	60
	Dry



	July
	40
	Dry



	August
	50
	Dry



	September
	70
	Dry



	October
	90
	Transition



	November
	180
	Wet



	December
	220
	Wet









Gardening Strategies for Rainfall Extremes









Pro Tips for Navigating the Seasons


	Adapt to Change: Some years bring extended droughts or unseasonal rain. Flexible, diverse plantings—mixing natives with food crops—are more resilient.

	Observe and Record: Keep a simple garden diary noting rainfall, planting times, and crop success. Over time, you’ll spot patterns unique to your island or village.

	Harvest Rain: Collect roof runoff in barrels for garden use—especially vital on atolls with limited freshwater lenses.












2.4 Microclimates Across the Islands



What is a Microclimate?



Common Microclimate Zones in Kiribati











	Microclimate Type
	Typical Location
	Key Features
	Good Plant Choices





	Coastal Windward Edge
	Ocean-facing shorelines
	Strong salt-laden winds, high light, poor soil
	Scaevola taccada (Beach Naupaka), Pandanus tectorius (Screw Pine), Ipomoea pes-caprae (Beach Morning Glory)



	Leeward Sheltered Zones
	Inland, behind buildings/bushes
	Reduced wind, higher humidity, warmer at night
	Guettarda speciosa (Beach Gardenia), Hibiscus tiliaceus (Beach Hibiscus), Musa spp. (Banana)



	Shaded Understory
	Beneath coconut or pisonia trees
	Lower light, cooler and moister, leaf litter buildup
	Cyrtosperma merkusii (Giant Swamp Taro), ferns, native groundcovers



	Urban/Compound Gardens
	Near houses, walls, or fences
	Reflected heat, patchy shade, variable wind
	Bougainvillea, ornamental gingers, vegetables in raised beds



	Salt Spray Zones
	Exposed to breaking surf or spray
	High salt, poor drainage, often stunted growth
	Sesuvium portulacastrum (Sea Purslane), Portulaca oleracea (Purslane)











Reading Your Garden’s Microclimate



	Wind patterns: Which way does the prevailing trade wind (usually easterly) blow? Are there windbreaks (natural or man-made)?

	Sun exposure: Track sunlight at different times of day—some spots will be shaded by palms or buildings, especially in the afternoon.

	Salt exposure: Is your spot blasted by ocean spray, or buffered by dunes or vegetation?

	Soil moisture: Low-lying swales or depressions may stay damper, while raised coral ridges dry rapidly.









Adapting to Your Microclimate



	For Windy, Salty Edges:

	Choose salt-hardy natives like Pandanus tectorius and Ipomoea pes-caprae.

	Plant in groups (minimum 2–3 meters apart) to create living windbreaks.

	Mulch with coconut husks or seaweed to reduce evaporation.




	For Sheltered or Shaded Spots:

	Try bananas (Musa spp.), taro, or Guettarda speciosa.

	Enrich soil with composted leaf litter.

	Water early morning to prevent fungal issues in humid shade.




	For Urban/Compound Gardens:

	Use reflective walls for heat-loving ornamentals.

	Grow vegetables in raised beds to avoid compacted or alkaline ground.

	Experiment with container gardening where space is tight.




	For High Salt Spray Areas:

	Stick with groundcovers like Sesuvium portulacastrum.

	Rinse foliage with fresh water after storms, if possible, to prevent salt burn.












A Note on Change
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