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Importance of
Kiribati to the Chinese

Much commentary has been published globally in the
lead up to and the election of pro-China Kiribati Presi-
dent Taneti Maamau late last month. He returns for a
second term. Last year, Kiribati under Maamau switched
back to China, following 17 years of diplomatic ties with
Taiwan, a development that sparked concern and debate
and nearly led to a vote of no confidence at the end of
2019. Voters, however, returned him to office with a
strong vote in his favor.

In reading the articles carried by global media high-
lighting Kiribati’s role in the China-Taiwan and China-
US strategic game of influence, very few of them mention
the fact that Kiribati controls one of the Pacific’s most
lucrative and vast exclusive economic zones (EEZ). with
fishing access a key strategic development for a big fish-
ing nation like China.

Prior to the 2019 switch of both the Solomon Islands
and Kiribati to China, six of the eight nations that make
up the Parties to the Nauru Agreement (PNA) were
Taiwan-aligned. PNA is the Pacific’s tuna cartel — 50
percent of the world’s skipjack tuna is caught in PNA
waters — that over the past decade completely changed
the structure of the purse seine fishery in the region,
bringing it under the control of the resource owners for
the first time.

China’s ongoing diplomatic attack on Taiwan is aimed
at 1solating the country internationally, and over the past
four years has reduced the number of Taiwan’s diplo-
matic partners from more than 20 to 15. In the Pacific,
fisheries access is a key component of Beijing’s interest.

We need look no further than the four-decades-old US-
Pacific islands tuna treaty between the US government/
tuna industry and the members of the Pacific Islands Fo-
rum Fisheries Agency to understand the strategic impor-
tance for distant water fishing nations of access to Pacific
island-controlled EEZs for fishine.



