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Country Report 2003 
PCGIAP Cadastral Template 2003 
 

Kiribati 
Country for which the indications are valid: Kiribati 

Name of contact person: Tebutonga Ereata 

Affiliation, Organisation: Land Management Division 
Ministry of Home Affairs and Rural Develop-
ment 

Function, Position: Chief Lands Surveyor 

Address: Land Management Division 
PO Box7, Bairiki 
Tarawa 
Kiribati 

Email Address: survey.lands@tskl.net.ki or 
kiricgps@tskl.net.ki 

 

I. Country Report 

A. Country Context 

Geographical Context 
Kiribati is amongst the smallest island nations of the world.  The nation comprised 33 low lying 
coral islands and atolls scattered along and astride the equator between the 170degrees East 
meridian and 150degrees west meridian in the central Pacific ocean.  This is a stretch of 
4,400km between the most eastern and western located islands.  
Kiribati claimed to be the first country to sight the new millennium and thus renamed its most un-
inhabited eastern located island Millennium Island after the occasion.  Only 20 of the 33 islands 
are inhabited.  Although the total land area of all the islands put together is relatively small at 
only 750 sq km the vast ocean area that surrounded the three main groups of islands (Gilbert, 
Phoenix and Line islands) forming the country’s exclusive economic zone covered roughly 3.5 
million sq km of the Pacific Ocean. 
The population according to the recent census accounted for almost 85,000 persons in Kiribati 
with a growth rate of 1.8% per annum.  The capital South Tarawa with its land area of 16 sq km 
is home for 43% (almost 37,000 persons) of the total population. 

Historical Context 
The Gilbert Islands as it was formally known before independence in 1979 was colonized by 
British in 1892.  Although Protestant and Catholic missionaries arrived earlier and introduced 
schools, it was through the British administration that the traditional ways of living began to 
change significantly.  New laws were introduced, cluster of individual extended family hamlets 
were amalgamated into villages on land taken by the administration from customary landown-
ers.  Proper housing layouts were enforced and new roads that usually extend the entire length 
of the island were built. 
The islands particularly the capital Tarawa was host to one of the fierce battle grounds between 
the American and Japanese troops during WW2. 
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Current Political and Administrative Structures 
Following the British rule, the Gilbert Islands became a sovereign Republic of Kiribati when it 
gained its full political independence in July 1979.  
The Head of State became an elected President by the people.  The House of Parliament that 
amended and passed laws consists of every elected MP Representative from all the 20 inhab-
ited islands.  A total of 43 seats are available in Parliament.  There are usually only 2 political 
parties in Parliament, one being the ruling Government party at the time and the Opposition 
party.  
Adopted from the British administration certain powers of the central Government were dele-
gated to the Island Councils established on every island.  The council is made up of councilors 
elected by residents of the island.  Respective island councils has powers over village planning, 
regulate inshore fishing, taxes and initiate island development projects beneficial to the island 
that were usually passed to central Government for approval and funding.  On the other hand 
Government has powers over education, health, public utilities, commerce, natural resource de-
velopment, customs and immigration, environment conservations and planning and land ad-
ministration. 

Historical Outline of Cadastral System 
The British administration introduced the registration of land ownership throughout the islands.  
Traditionally titles over land was passed from father to son or as gift for personal favor while in 
old age or title passed to daughter when leaving the family in marriage.  Transfer of title was re-
flected in the registers.  Unfortunately, probably due to unavailable resources during the admini-
stration most customary freehold land registered were not surveyed.  Very crude estimations of 
land sizes however were recorded in the compiled registers.  Today disputes over freehold cus-
tomary titles and land boundaries were common throughout the country. 
The first cadastral surveys were carried out in 1950s when the British administration entered 
lease agreements with landowners for public offices, schools, hospitals, airfields and other pub-
lic purposes developments.  Most of these lease lands were on Tarawa the capital.  The initial 
surveys for these leases were not coordinated and tied to any projected mapping datum.  Not 
until the early 1970s that these Government leasehold plots were resurveyed and tied to estab-
lished controls.  Such controls have been further transformed to the geocentric datum WGS84. 
There has been work however carried out in 1980s by the then Lands and Survey Division to 
survey all other freehold customary lands that have been registered on every island.  The work 
was tedious and slow since every land boundary has to be adjudicated and confirmed first by 
the Magistrate court before the location is surveyed.  The court boundary settlement is a lengthy 
process and may even take longer if un-contented owners appealed to the High court against 
the Magistrate decision over their adjudicated boundary. 
 

B. Institutional Framework 

Government Organizations 
The Government Land Management Division is responsible for all Government owned and 
leasehold properties.  In addition it’s also responsible for customary freehold and private lands.  
It managed and paid annual lease rentals to landowners and provides advice to councils on 
planning and land use issues.  The general land planning responsibilities has just recently been 
handed over by Government to urban councils on Tarawa the capital and most urbanized is-
land. 
The Division has developed in 1998 a computerized land information system.  The hard-text 
original freehold land registers that recorded landowner names, traditional hamlet names and 
plot numbers have been entered into MS Access databases.  Through common identifiers, no-
tably the unique land plot numbers allocated to every plot, the text data were integrated with the 
graphic mapping data in MapInfo.  The system has enhanced services to public queries and 
daily general search for information of any particular land including the map details.  Though a 
significant number of survey works is still required to be carried out on customary freehold plots 
the system has provided the Division with an efficient management and planning tool to carry 
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out its duties.  The system has put greater pressure on the survey unit to ensure that all regis-
tered plots are properly surveyed and entered into the mapping database. 
To meet this obligation the Government has in 2000 passed an Act that survey is compulsory 
for all land transactions.  The implication of the new law was that no further registration of title 
over land would be valid without the approved survey plan of the plot prepared by the Land 
Management Division. 

Private Sector Involvement 
In Kiribati no private survey practice has been established.  All cadastral surveys and estab-
lishment of control networks were carried out by Government surveyors. 

Professional Organization or Association 
Likewise no professional organization relating to survey and other land management fields has 
been established in Kiribati. 

Licensing 
The Division under its current staff establishment employed 6 qualified surveyors who should at 
least have a certificate in surveying qualification.  In addition 6 survey technicians who were 
usually new recruits would be trained on the job for one year before they are permitted to carry 
out simple cadastral work under the close supervision of qualified surveyors.  Completed cadas-
tral surveys however are checked and approved by the Chief Surveyor.  The main responsibility 
of qualified surveyors apart from undertaking more pragmatic surveys was to ensure that cadas-
tral surveys meets set specifications and follows standard directions before submission for ap-
proval. 

Education 
Survey training was undertaken at overseas institutions since none is available in Kiribati.  Prior 
the ethnic unrest in the Solomon Islands our technicians were usually send there for certificate 
training.  Outstanding staff would then pursue further training for Bachelor degree either at the 
PNG University of Technology or in Australia.  Currently there are 3 staff in office with Bachelor 
degree in surveying.  Two qualified from the PNG Unitech and one from Queensland University 
of Technology.  At certificate level we have 3 qualified surveyors from TAFE(Tasmania), New 
Zealand and Honiara Collage of Higher Education respectively.  Due to funding and limited in-
service Government training offers it has been difficult recently to send our surveyors for over-
seas training.  Other agencies however such as the Australian Open Equity scholarships offered 
through AusAid has been an alternative source for funding for our trainee surveyor to undertake 
survey training mainly in Australia.  
 

C. Cadastral System 

Purpose of Cadastral System 
During the British administration little effort has been made to survey registered freehold lands.  
This has created burden over the Magistrate courts for settlement and adjudication of disputes 
over boundaries.  Loan institutions have emphasized the need for proper defined and measured 
plots when such plots of land are place for securities for loan.  Likewise willing purchasers 
would be hampered and reluctant to purchase and develop unmarked and unmapped plots from 
registered owners. 
Although land registers have been compiled for every island and updated for every new trans-
action, the essential cadastral mapping component that legally supported the ownership title 
over the land has still largely uncompleted for most freehold lands. 
On Government leased lands however, subleases have been granted by Government to poten-
tial developers for business and residential purposes.  Every sublease issued is properly sur-
veyed and plotted onto the appropriate layer in MapInfo.  The land information system estab-
lished enables linkage of the graphic data with the text data from the appropriate sublease reg-
ister in MS Access database. 
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Types of Cadastral System 
The judiciary that consist of the magistrate courts situated on every island and the only High 
court in the capital Tarawa is empowered to act as a Land registry office.  It is through the Mag-
istrate courts that land transaction has to be heard and endorsed.  Subsequent new titles to 
land pursuant to the recorded court minutes are then entered and the appropriate land register 
updated.  Under Kiribati law triplicate copies of the register have to be made.  The original copy 
held and undated by the respective island magistrate court concerned, the second copy for the 
High court and the third for the Land Management Division.  This was in order to avoid fraud 
and erroneous entries into the register. 
The Land Management Division in 1998 has developed a computerized system to link the text 
data developed in MS Access databases that has replaced the hard copy registers with the sur-
vey data developed in MapInfo of the corresponding registered plot.  Although not all freehold 
lands have been surveyed the system is up and running for those plot that has been surveyed 
and including all Government leasehold lands. 

Cadastral Concept 
Pursuant to the Native Lands Ordinance all customary freehold titles over land has to be regis-
tered.  The registers records preceding and current owner/s of the plot.  Transfer of title over 
freehold land is reflected in the register with references to the court number where the transfer 
was endorsed.  Ownership over a plot of land, usually narrow strips of land parcels that extends 
the width of the island from the ocean leeward side to the lagoon, would be registered as a mul-
tiple family ownership or as single ownership.  Fragmentation of these initial strips could occur 
when a family member may decide to portion out his share for sale.  All plots and further subdi-
visions were allocated unique plot numbers in the register. 
The recent review on relevant Acts and Ordinances ensure that the registered title over a plot 
would be referenced to the survey plan prepared by LMD.  The plan of the plot would be identi-
fied with the same unique plot number allocated and would show all physical dimensions of the 
plot and other relevant survey information. 

Content of Cadastral System 
The Kiribati cadastral system basically consists of: 

1. Register of land titles: These are registers for all freehold plots held by respective magis-
trate court on each island.  The registers records landowner names, plot number, hamlet 
name, court case number and plot area.  Except for the land registers for Tarawa all 
other island registers are still in hard copy.  For Tarawa the land records have all been 
entered into MS Access databases. 

2. Cadastral Surveys: Survey of registered freehold plots is carried out by Government sur-
veyors.  Although a significant amount of work is further required before all registered 
plots are completely surveyed and mapped the LIS established in 1998 that enables in-
tegration of mapping data in MapInfo with the text data in Access data bases is currently 
running and in use.  The data input into the MapInfo tables represent the plot surveyed 
and coordinated and are identified with the same unique numbers allocated in the regis-
ter.  The boundary descriptions and dimensions would also be shown on the plan. 

 

D. Cadastral Mapping 

Cadastral Map 
Initially prior 1998 cadastral maps were plotted on transparencies at scales of 1:1250.  These 
plans showed the boundaries of the plot, the unique allocated number and the coordinates of 
the boundary points and description. 
Topographic maps compiled from orthophoto maps also plotted on transparencies at same 
scale of the cadastral maps would be overlaid for planning and identification purposes.  Special 
sheets however would be prepared that merge the two map set together for planning, land use 
and zoning purposes. 
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When the Division was computerized all coordinated boundaries were plotted onto the setup 
plot point layer in MapInfo.  The base topographical digital data acquired from aerial photogra-
phy made up another layer.  Other cadastral data that include Government Leases, subleases 
were created forming separate polygons, lines and points.  These data forms the spatial cadas-
tral system now in operation.  

Example of a Cadastral Map 

10.2m

Ministry of Finance Economics Planning

Cathoric Church

Ministry of Home Affairs and Rural Development

CathoricC/House.

Lagoon

Ocean

800e

800a

799b

799r 799k

 
The map above shows the surveyed boundaries of the registered freehold plots identified by its 
unique plot number.  Each plot is enclosed within the bold straight lines extending the entire 
width of the land from the lagoon high water mark to the high water mark on the ocean side.  
The cadastral layer that consisted of the survey plot boundaries is overlaid with the topographic 
data that include buildings, roads, and coastline.  The topographic data was obtained by aerial 
photography. 

Role of Cadastral Layer in SDI 
Cadastral layer plays an important role in the Spatial Data Infrastructure although most GIS us-
ers are just beginning to recognize its importance.  The main reason being that most users’ spa-
tial data systems are in their infancy and compilation stages. 
The LMD utilized the cadastral layer in its day to day role for managing both Government and 
private lands.  One role that highlighted the importance of the cadastral layer was for planning 
purposes mostly for Government development projects.  In particular the layer would enable 
easy access to landownership information and assessment for compensation claims when the 
project is under way. 
 

E. Reform Issues 

Cadastral Issues 
The undertaking of the cadastral survey of customary freehold plots has been the primary issue.  
Over the last two decades Government has initiated the surveying of registered freehold plots 
on 4 islands amongst the total 16 islands where customary freehold ownership titles over land 
exists.  Of the 4 islands none was completely 100% surveyed until the project has to be sus-
pended in 2000 for review.  The main holdback of the exercise was the disputes that were inevi-
table between owners and the adjudication of the boundary by the Magistrate Court which obvi-
ously was a lengthy and time consuming process.  Government surveyors assigned for the task 
has to sit idle to await the confirmation of the boundary by the court.  Considering the exorbitant 
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cost and the time required for the exercise to cover all islands alternative solutions has to be in-
vestigated. 

Current Initiatives 
Coordination of cadastral mapping for all outer islands into a common geocentric datum is as 
important an initiative as the development of a sound strategic approach for undertaking the ca-
dastral survey of all customary plots on Kiribati.  Currently there are project documentations still 
in its compilation stage where GPS surveying is to be employed to establish and re-coordinate 
existing geodetic controls onto a geocentric datum.  This step is essential to enable the estab-
lishment of a national SDI that would encompass all islands of Kiribati onto one system. 
 

References 
Email:<survey.lands@tskl.net.ki 
 
 
 

II. Questionnaire 

1. Cadastral Principles 
Deed or title registration 
1.1 Is your cadastral system based on deeds registration or on title registration ? 

£ deeds registration 
Ï title registration 
£ other: ………… 

 
Registration of land ownership 
1.2 By law, is registration of land ownership compulsory or optional ? 

Ï compulsory 
£ optional 
£ other: ………… 

1.3 If felt necessary, please, comment on the actual practice and the legal consequences. 

 

 
 
Approach for the establishment of the cadastral records 
1.4 Are landowners required to register their properties systematically during the initial establishment 

of the cadastre or is registration sporadic, i.e. triggered only by specific actions (such as for exam-
ple sale) ? 

£ systematic 
£ sporadic 
Ï both 
£ all properties are already registered 
£ other: ………… 
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2. Cadastral Statistics 
Population 
2.1 What is the population of your country ? 

85,000  

 

2.2 Please, estimate the population distribution between urban and 
rural areas. 

urban: …43… % 

rural: …57… % 
 

total: …100… % 

 
Number and distribution of land parcels 
2.3 Please, estimate the approximate total number of the smallest 

uniquely identified land units, often called "land parcels" in your 
country, including urban and rural areas ? 300,000 

 The total number would include all freehold and state owned land, re-
gardless of registered, non-registered or informal holding.  

 
2.4 What is the approximate total number of registered strata or 

condominium units ?  This number would be in addition to the 
number of land parcels indicated in 2.3 ? 0 

 
2.5 For URBAN areas, please, estimate the distribution between the 

smallest uniquely identified land units, often called "land par-
cels" (i) that are legally registered and surveyed, (ii) that are le-
gally occupied but not registered or surveyed, and (iii) that are in-
formally occupied without any legal title (this may include illegal 
occupation or squatting). 

 If the estimation is too difficult or complex using land parcels, you may 
base your estimation alternatively on the number of people occupying 
these forms of land parcels. 

legally registered and sur-
veyed: 
 …97… % 

legally occupied, but not 
registered or surveyed: 

 …2… % 

informally occupied without 
legal title: 
 …1… % 

 

total: …100… % 

 

2.6 For RURAL areas, please, estimate the distribution between the 
smallest uniquely identified land units, often called "land par-
cels" (i) that are legally registered and surveyed, (ii) that are le-
gally occupied but not registered or surveyed, and (iii) that are in-
formally occupied without any legal title (this may include illegal 
occupation or squatting). 

 If the estimation is too difficult or complex using land parcels, you may 
base your estimation alternatively on the number of people occupying 
these forms of land parcels. 

legally registered and sur-
veyed: 
 …97… % 

legally occupied, but not 
registered or surveyed: 

 …2… % 

informally occupied without 
legal title: 
 …1… % 

total: …100… % 
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Number of professionals 
Please estimate the total number of academic professionals that are active within the cadastral system and 
the proportion of the time that they actually commit for cadastral matters (as opposed to work outside of 
the cadastral system) ? 
 
2.7 Total number of professional land surveyors, such as licensed 

surveyors active within the cadastral system: 5 

2.8 Proportion of the time that these land surveyors commit for cadas-
tral matters: 100% 

 

2.9 Total number of lawyers/solicitors or equivalent active within the 
cadastral system or land market: 10 

2.10 Proportion of time that these lawyers/solicitors commit for cadas-
tral matters or land market: 95% 

 
 

 

 
Remarks and Comments 
Please, identify the best aspect of this questionnaire ? 

 
 
 

 
Please, suggest the area in the questionnaire that could be improved ? 

 
 
 

 


