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The Consumption of Food Commodities in the Marshall Islands
Yi-Chun LU
Department of Anthropology, National Taiwan University
2010/11/12
Abstract

The consumption of food commodities at Majuro, the capital of the Marshall
Islands, will be addressed in this paper. It is hard for the Marshallese to enjoy local
foods from the land because of the very limited cultivatable land and the high density
of population on the land.  This is particularly the case as many people from the
outer islands and other Pacific island countries come to Majuro to work. This
phenomenon mainly results in the Marshallese consuming food commodities from
wholesale and retail outlets such as small stores and supermarkets.

Three aspects of this will be discussed, as follows. Firstly, food commodities at
Majuro are supplied with few local products from local farmers and the outer lands,
meaning that they have to rely on largely import from Asia and America. Secondly,
immigrants from Taiwan and China over the past thirty years gradually have great
impact on the wholesale market for basic food commodities in the Marshall Islands.

In particular, imported food commodities such as the rice, frozen chicken and canned
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foods are consumed as daily necessities by the Marshallese. Thirdly, more small
retailers, called ‘mom and pa store’ locally, are owned by Chinese immigrants than
Marshallese and Marshallese owners of small stores have to compete with the Chinese.
Nowadays the consumption of food commodities in the Marshall Islands has been

influenced by the Asia and American food markets.

Key words: consumption, food, commodity

(=) BAREARE

Good afternoon everyone and [ am LU Yichun. I started my fieldwork in the
Marshall Islands and spent two and half months there this summer. [ will present my
paper on “The consumption of food commodities at Majuro” today. Majuro is the
capital of the Marshall Islands. It is hard for the Marshallese to enjoy locally-grown
foods because of the very limited cultivatable land and the high density of population
there. This problem is made worse because many people from the outer islands and
other Pacific island countries come to Majuro to work. As a result, the Marshallese
primarily consume food commodities purchased from wholesale and retail outlets
such as small stores and supermarkets. I will discuss three aspects of this situation.
Firstly, very few local products are supplied by local farmers so consumers in Majuro

have to rely mainly on imports from Asia and America.
Limited Local Food from Land but Largely Imported from Global Market

The Marshallese originally ate breadfruit and fish as their main dish in the past.
Although breadfruit trees are still planted at Majuro, the limited cultivatable land and
the ﬁigh density of population on the land means that breadfruits are not able to meet
people’s daily needs. Some species of bread fruits have not been planted for a long
time. This results in there not being enough breadfruits for a whole year’s supply. Due

to the limited local food from land, Ministry of Resource and Development and
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Marshall Islands Conservation Society are promoting the planting of different kinds
of breadfruit trees and particular native trees on the coral coast to protect the variety
of fish at the inner coast of Majuro. The aim of these projects is to supply sufficient
fresh local food for the Marshallese.

Local foods are more produced on the eastern than the western part of Majufo.
The limited cultivatable land includes the area from Ajetake, Wajo to Laura in the
eastern part of Majuro (see Majuro Map1). Especially, the range of cultivatable land
at Laura is larger than the other areas. If local people have local food such as
breadfruit, pandanus, coconut, banana, taro or giant clam, they eat these local
products or sell them on the road in these areas or the small stores in the eastern part
of Majuro. Compared with other different kinds of local foods, the output of taro is
low. Local people sometimes sell fresh or roasted breadfruit from earth ovens, dry fish,
fresh pandanus, fresh coconut, and marinated clam preserved in small glass jar. The
Marshallese put the local product on stands along the road. Selling these local
products to the small mom and pop stores in the eastern part of Majuro is also another
way to gain cash.

Rice has already become a staple dish for the Marshallese because of limited
output of breadfruit. Eating by hands is more comfortable than using a fork or spoon
to eat although the Marshallese used to eat their rice with forks or spoons. The
Marshallese told me that eating with their hands is tastier than by fork or spoon!
This is why the Marshallese prefers to choose the rice with a sticky characteristic, so
they can make rice balls in their hands and easily eat it by hand. The wholesalers
import the kind of rice that meets the needs of the Marshallese.

The wholesalers at Majuro include Marshallese and Americans, Taiwanese and
Chinese as well (see Table). Most of the food commodities are imported from
American and Asia. The Marshallese eat a lot of rice. In the past, rice was mainly
imported from Australia and America. Recently, the output of rice in Australia has
been greatly declined because of the impact of global warming and climate change.

This phenomenon has resulted in an insufficient supply of the rice from Australia to

19



Majuro. Under this situation, rice from the south part of China has become the most
popular type of rice at Majuro and the Marshallese has gotten used to eating rice from
China rather than from Australia.

The Marshallese also eat a lot of canned foods for daily needs such as canned tuna,
Spam and Corned Beef canned foods. These canned foods were imported from
America before. Taiwanese have also influenced the price fluctuations of imported
food. In order to reduce costs and take profits, Taiwanese wholesalers have imported
canned tuna from Southeast Asia into Majuro. The imports of the food commodities
are not only highly influenced by the price of the international markets but also are
based on the types of rice and canned tuna which are preferred among Marshallese.

Secondly, immigrants from Taiwan and China over the past thirty years gradually
have had a great impact on the wholesale market for basic food commodities in the
Marshall Islands. In particular, imported food commaodities such as the rice, frozen

chicken and canned foods are consumed as daily necessities by the Marshallese.
Historic Background of Population Change at Majuro

The area called ‘Laura ’ is located at the western part of Majuro. Laura was
called “Majuro” in 1949. Laura is the area which developed earlier. In sixty years,
people from the western part of Majuro, the outer islands and the other pacific
islanders have gradually immigrated into the eastern part of Majuro. After the eastern
part of Majuro developed, population concentrated on Darrit ~ Uliga and Delap at the
eastern part of Majuro. Local people also refer to Darrit as Rita. (see Map) The
Marshallese commonly call this area Rita. In principle, in the eastern part of Majuro,
lots of the Marshallese are living at Rita. Uliga is an ocean fishing boat dock. Delap is
the administrative and economic area. Most of people who live at Delap are educated
or doing businesses. Compared with the population at Laura, the chiefs or land
managers who own traditional powers still live at Laura. Rita in the eastern part and

Laura in the western part of Majuro are two areas where the Marshallese mainly live.
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Marshallese Consumption Pattern of the Food Commodities

According to the latest community survey of the Marshall Islands in 2006, each
household in Majuro has 7.5 persons, but only one or two persons provide money to
each household. However, the Marshallese highly rely on imported food commodities.
In general, the Marshallese do not buy fresh vegetables or fruits from the supermarket
because each household is not afford the high prices and satisfy the daily needs for the
many household numbers and meals. Due to the high price of fresh vegetables and
fruits, the Marshallese eat a lot of rice, frozen chicken legs and canned foods
including Spam, Corn Beef and Tuna.

The average prices of food commodities at wholesalers are lower than at retailers.
Locals also can purchase at one time what they need to provide for many persons’
needs. Most Marshallese prefer to buy rice, frozen chicken legs and flour from
wholesalers (see Table Wholesale and Retail of Food Commodities at Majuro). The
owners of the two wholesales, ‘Pacific Basin Company’ and ‘Payless’, are the
Marshallese and the American. The owners of the ‘Home Garden’, ‘Formosa’ and
‘Cost Price’ are Taiwanese. ‘Payless’ and ‘Formosa’ are the two wholesalers who also
mainly manage supermarkets. The Map 2 shows ‘Spatial distribution of the
supermarkets at Majuro’.

The original location of the ‘Payless’ supermarket at Delap was ‘Gipson’
supermarket. Due to poor business, ‘Gipson’ has been replaced by the ‘Payless’
supermarket at the same location. ‘Payless’ supermarket is the branch of supermarket
in Guam which originally belonged to the Americans. The food commodities at the
‘Payless’ supermarkets are largely imported from America. There are differences
between the target consumers of ‘Payless’ and ‘Payless’ supermarket. The consumers
of ‘Formosa’ are mainly Marshallese and Asians including Taiwanese, Chinese,
Japanese and Koreans. The Taiwanese who manage restaurants at Majuro, Taiwanese
fishermen or Chinese seiners on the ocean fishing boat dock at Uliga, regularly get

food commodities from Asia through the ‘Formosa’ supermarket. The owner of
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‘Formosa’ supermarket is good at importing food commodities from Asia to sell to
Asians at Majuro. For the owner of this supermarket, the daily food need for the
Marshallese is canned foods.

. The food commodities at Majuro are imported from the dock at Uliga. The
international cargo shipping line called ‘Matson ’ is the dominant shipping company
with stopovers at China, Guam, Hawaii, America and so on. Obviously, the internet
policy has greatly changed the structure of the wholesale and retail industries this year.
Internet fees were originally charged the minute but are currently cilarged by the
monfh. This phenomenon allows the Chinese to order food commodities from the
internet of their own. Chinese do not need to rely on the Taiwanese wholesalers. Some
Chinese who are the owners of small stores cooperate and invest in wholesalers such
as ‘AA’ and ‘Farewell’ . Chinese have set up a chain of food commodities from the
wholesaler to the small stores belonged to Chinese. Chinese increase competitiveness
with lower prices and their strategy of working long and hard to manage the small
stores. Recently, Chinese small stores are growing fast and spreading out. This
directly threatens Marshallese small stores.

Thirdly, more small retailers, called ‘mom and pop store’ locally, are owned by
Chiﬁese immigrants than Marshallese and Marshallese owners of small stores have to
compete with the Chinese. Nowadays the consumption of food commodities in the
Marshall Islands has been influenced by the Asia and American food markets.

Retailers at Majuro a re supermarkets or small stores. The Marshallese call small
stores ‘Mom and Pop Store’. The two main supermarkets at Majuro are ‘Payless’
which is managed by the Marshallese and American, and ‘Formosa’ which is
managed by the Taiwanese. Besides supermarkets, most Marshallese consume at
small stores. The owners of the small stores are mainly Chinese and Marshallese.
Spatially, it is very clear that small stores managed by the Marshallese are located at
Rita and Laura where Marshallese live. These Marshallese who have the economic
ability and power of land use to have small stores are the family’s of the chief or land

managers ‘alap’ . Even they hire their workers who live on their land. The relationship
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between the owner and worker of small stores also follow the traditional hierarchy.
The consumption habits of the Marshallese are influenced by their living space. Most
Marshallese walk to buy food commodities except for necessities like rice, frozen
chicken legs, and flour, from small stores. These Marshallese small stores not only
provide the daily needs but also maintain social connections among the Marshallese.
This situation clearly happens at Rita and Laura. Compared with Chinese small stores,
Marshallese small stores provide tables and chairs. Marshallese can sit down, have a
chat, take a rest and so on. At Chinese small stores, the interaction between the owner
of small store and consumer is only paying money and handing over goods.
Sometimes conflict happens because of the language barrier.

Finally, I find that Marshallese purchase rice or frozen leg for life rituals such as
Keemen (child one-year birthday party), house warming party, funeral and so on.
Most of foods produced from the land are exchanged among atolls or outer islands.
The circulation and concentration of local foods are followed by the kinship system.
Preparing for local foods in life rituals is important and necessary for the Marshallese.
These local foods include breadfruit, pandanus, coconut, banana, taro from land and
fish, crab and giant clam from lagoon or ocean. The production of breadfruit can not
afford to satisfy the Marshallese’s needs at Majuro. Fewer kinds and quantities of

fishes live on off shore because of lack of multi-plants.
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