
KIRIBATI 
The healthiest island 

"This trophy will stay 
in Mayana!" cried 
Taketiau, the repre
sentative from the 
Island of Mayana and 

Chairman of the island's Village 
Welfare Group (VWG). He held up the 
trophy on the podium to show it 
proudly to all present at the National 
Independence Day Celebration on 12 
July, 1985. He had just received the 
trophy from the President of Kiribati 
(previously known as the Gilbert 
Islands). His island of Mayana had just 
won the prize for the most healthy 
island in the country. 

Or lwan Soetjahja is 
Regional Adviser in Health 
Education at WHO' s Regional 
Office for the Western Pacific 
in Manila . 
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With a population of 64,000 people 
spread out over 22 of its 33 small 
islands in a Pacific ocean area as big as 
the United States, Kiribati is one of the 
least developed countries in WHO's 
Western Pacific Region. Yet with much 
hard work and perseverance, it has 
been able to plan and build a national 
health care seiVice. The system is 
based on developing nationwide com
munity self-help groups as the main 
way of applying th~ primary health 
care approach. These health-related 
activities have been developed and 
maintained by means of health edu
cation and its related activities. 

The national health plan provides 
support at the central level for health 
education and community organi
zation. The health staff of the maternal 
and child health and family planning 
seiVices were encouraged to set up 
VWGs within each community and 

train them to arrange health education 
talks and personal discussions with 
fellow villagers. Public health nurses 
and medical assistants were advised on 
how, when and where to provide their 
seiVices. They were also trained to 
initiate health-related activities at vil
lage level, working with community 
leaders. 

After the national health plan was 
completed in 1982, three manuals 
were produced showing how to carry 
it out. With these, all the public 
health nurses and medical assistants 
in the islands were oriented and 

The coveted trophy for the healthiest 
island in Kiribati is handed over to the 
representative of Mayana. Below: 
Mothers who have learnt to read are 
much more likely to bring their children 
regularly for immunization. 
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trained. The manuals also explain how 
to run village welfare groups and 
train them to provide simple health 
education and improve the health of 
the community. 

One Saturday morning in 1983, a 
WHO tuberculosis consultant had to 
determine the effectiveness of BCG 
vaccination on Makin Island before he 
returned to Manila the follovving day. 
The village welfare group chairman 
was given the difficult task of getting 
the schoolchildren together even 
though it was a holiday. In two hours' 
time, the expert was busy checking the 
BCG scars of all the schoolchildren in 
Makin. 

When diarrhoea broke out in the 
same island in June 1983, the village 
welfare groups were quickly mobilised 
to help overcome the problem. Not 
only the VWGs are health-aware. 
Mothers have been motivated to bring 
their babies for immunization at the 
village maneaba (meeting house). 
Some fathers have built water-sealed 
latrines and wells for their homes 
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under the guidance of the VWG 
members. Tuberculosis and leprosy 
patients who had dropped out of the 
treatment schedule have been encour
aged to come back to the clinic for 
examination and drug therapy. House-

KIRIBATI. formerly the . Gilbert 
Islands. comprises 33 islands in 

mid-Pacific. Its land surface of 266 
square miles sustains a population of 
64.000. and the capital is Tarawa. • 

holds have been taught about nutri
tious vegetables and how to grow them 
in the barren Kiribati coral sand; the 
village welfare groups even distributed 
seeds. 

It was because so many activities of 
this kind were carried out by the VWGs 
that Mayana won the first prize for 
health. Various health promotion acti
vities and incentives encourage 
communities to compete for the health 
prize. For example, the national health 

flag can only be raised on the winning 
island, and there is a national health 
song which is sung during special 
ceremonies. A National Health Holi
day is celebrated on 9 May each year 
to remind people of the importance of 
keeping healthy and the value to 
Kiribati of being a member of WHO. 
Continuous support activities are 
undertaken by the members of the 
Primary Health Care Parliamentarian 
Committee, founded in June 1985. 
And the fact that the Ministry of Health 
is now one of the better organized 
ministries in the country has helped to 
give health programmes good popular 
support in Kiribati. 

Convinced of the importance of 
health education support, 13 countries 
in the Western Pacific Region have 
embarked on programmes to improve 
it, with careful planning in advance of 
how to carry them out and evaluate 
the results. At the same time, research 
in this field is increasing, and more and 
more people are being trained to work 
as health educators. • 
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