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Introduction
Palau—a name that evokes visions of turquoise lagoons, jade-green jungles, and
ancient stone monoliths—is an island nation whose story is far richer and more
complex than its postcard-perfect image suggests. In the heart of Micronesia, Palau’s
approximately 340 islands form a unique tapestry of communities, each with its own
sense of place and history. Unlike many countries with clearly defined cities, Palau’s
urban life is characterized by a mosaic of bustling hubs, tranquil towns, and traditional
villages, shaped by centuries of migration, colonial encounters, and a deep
relationship with the ocean.

This book, “Cities of Palau,” explores the urban and semi-urban life of this remarkable
country, weaving together the history of its greatest cities and providing a vivid guide
for the curious traveler or remote reader alike. Here, the meaning of “city” expands to
include administrative capitals like Ngerulmud—one of the least-populated in the
world—alongside economic powerhouses such as Koror, and a constellation of towns
and villages scattered across emerald islands. Through these pages, you will venture
beyond well-worn travel routes to understand the living, evolving spaces where
Palauans build their communities, honor their ancestors, and envision their future.

Palau's history is inscribed on its urban landscapes. From the ancient traditions of
Babeldaob’s stone monoliths and the battle-scarred soils of Peleliu, to Koror’s modern
skyline rising beside traditional bai meeting houses, the country’s past and present
exist in a fascinating dialogue. Colonization, war, independence, and global
tourism—all have left their mark, creating cities and settlements with stories both
poignant and inspiring. Many of these places have found ways to blend modernity and
cultural preservation, and the result is a society that welcomes the future while
fiercely protecting its ancestral roots.

Today, Palau’s cities face unprecedented challenges and opportunities. The growing
tourism economy has attracted investment but also demands careful stewardship to
maintain the islands’ ecological treasures. Government policies and local initiatives
emphasize sustainability, delicately balancing the needs of a developing urban
infrastructure with an enduring commitment to tradition and environmental
conservation. The reality of living on small, isolated islands—climate uncertainty,
limited resources, and the pressures of globalization—requires creative solutions and a
deep resilience from Palau’s urban communities.

For travelers, Palau’s cities are more than launching points for outdoor adventures;
they are destinations in their own right, offering hospitality, rich cuisine, vibrant arts,
and a window into the Palauan way of life. Whether wandering the markets of Koror,
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visiting a World War II monument in Kloulklubed, snorkeling within sight of a bustling
harbor, or sharing stories with local elders in a village, the visitor discovers that
Palau’s urban spaces are alive with everyday moments as meaningful as their famous
natural beauty.

This book is both a historical odyssey and a practical guide, inviting readers to
discover the cities of Palau—their origins, challenges, and hidden wonders. As you turn
the pages, may you be inspired by the creativity, endurance, and warmth of Palau’s
people, whose “cities” are as much about community and culture as they are about
buildings and roads. Welcome to a journey through the vibrant heart of Palau.
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CHAPTER ONE: Origins and Geography: Islands of
Palau
To truly understand the cities of Palau, one must first grasp the very foundations upon
which they are built: the scattered jewels of land and the vast expanse of ocean that
define this remarkable nation. Palau, officially the Republic of Palau, is not merely a
collection of islands; it is an archipelago, a complex tapestry woven from roughly 340
distinct landmasses, though only a mere nine are regularly inhabited. This geographic
reality dictates much about its urban development, the character of its communities,
and the unique challenges and opportunities faced by its people.

Nestled within the Micronesia subregion of Oceania, in the western Pacific Ocean,
Palau’s position has long made it a crossroads for currents and cultures. It lies
southeast of the Philippines, putting it in a strategic location that has, at various times,
drawn the attention of explorers, traders, and empires. But for millennia before any
foreign flags were planted, these islands nurtured a resilient indigenous population
whose lives were intricately tied to the rhythms of the sea and the bounty of the land.
The very formation of these islands, a blend of volcanic activity and coral growth, has
created a diverse landscape, from the dramatic limestone cliffs of the Rock Islands to
the more gently sloping, fertile volcanic soil of Babeldaob.

The sheer number of islands, coupled with the limited number of inhabited ones,
immediately paints a picture of concentrated populations. This is a crucial element in
understanding why Palau’s “cities” are not sprawling metropolises but rather vibrant,
if sometimes modest, centers of activity. The vast majority of the land remains wild
and untamed, offering a stark contrast to the human settlements. This also means
that inter-island connectivity, whether by traditional outrigger canoes of old or modern
speedboats and bridges, has always been vital for trade, communication, and
governance.

Among these numerous islands, four stand out as particularly significant in terms of
population and historical development: Angaur, Babeldaob, Koror, and Peleliu.
Babeldaob reigns supreme in size, claiming approximately 80% of the country’s total
land area. This makes it not only the largest island but also the backbone of Palau’s
terrestrial geography, featuring a varied landscape of undulating forests, expansive
grasslands, meandering rivers, cascading waterfalls, vital wetlands, and dense
mangrove forests. Its sheer scale and natural resources have historically made it a
prime location for settlement and, more recently, for national infrastructure projects.

The country's total land area clocks in at a modest 466 square kilometers (about 180
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sq mi), which, when spread across hundreds of islands, emphasizes the fragmented
nature of the nation. This fragmentation, while presenting logistical hurdles, has also
contributed to the preservation of distinct local cultures and ecosystems. Each
inhabited island, and sometimes even different regions within a larger island like
Babeldaob, often possesses its own subtle variations in custom, dialect, and historical
narrative, adding layers of richness to the Palauan identity.

Palau's climate, a quintessential equatorial one, is another fundamental aspect
shaping its cities and daily life. It is, to put it mildly, perpetually hot, humid, and wet.
The average annual temperature hovers around a balmy 28°C (82°F), with humidity
levels consistently high, averaging 82%. This means residents and visitors alike should
expect a constant companion in the form of warmth and moisture. While there isn't a
truly distinct "dry season" in the way temperate climates experience it, rainfall does
tend to ease up somewhat between February and April. However, this is more of a
relative decrease than a cessation.

The wet season, typically spanning from May to November, brings significant rainfall
and the occasional dramatic storm. It’s during these months that the islands truly live
up to their verdant reputation, with lush vegetation thriving under the abundant
precipitation. However, with the wet season comes the increased possibility of
typhoons, particularly between April and December, with a noticeable uptick in
frequency from August to November. These powerful storms are a serious
consideration for urban planning and infrastructure, as coastal communities and vital
facilities must be built to withstand their force. The surrounding sea, a defining feature
of Palauan life, maintains a consistently warm temperature, ranging from 28°C to 29°C
(82.5°F to 84°F) year-round. This inviting warmth not only makes for excellent
swimming and diving but also plays a crucial role in supporting the extraordinary
marine biodiversity for which Palau is famous, a biodiversity that is a cornerstone of
both its culture and its economy.

The geological origins of Palau are a tale of fire and water. The islands are primarily a
mix of volcanic and raised coral formations. The older, volcanic islands, like
Babeldaob, offer fertile soil and a more rolling topography, suitable for agriculture and
denser vegetation. The younger, raised coral islands, such as the iconic Rock Islands,
are characterized by dramatic limestone cliffs, intricate caves, and pristine white-sand
beaches. These geological differences influence everything from the availability of
freshwater to the types of building materials historically used by islanders. The
interplay of these geological features has also created the country's renowned
underwater landscapes, including vast coral reefs, dramatic drop-offs, and abundant
marine life that are the envy of divers worldwide.

Understanding these geographical and climatic realities is paramount to appreciating
the character of Palau's cities. They are not merely dots on a map; they are
communities forged by the unique circumstances of their island environment. The
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separation of landmasses has fostered a strong sense of local identity while
simultaneously necessitating robust connections to the other islands. The constant
warmth and humidity shape daily life, architecture, and even cuisine. The omnipresent
ocean, both a provider and a potential threat, weaves its way into every aspect of
Palauan urban existence.

The journey into Palau’s cities, therefore, begins not with concrete and steel, but with
the very earth and sea that cradled their birth. From the largest landmass of
Babeldaob, where the capital now resides, to the smaller, more remote islets, each
piece of land holds a story, a history, and a future intertwined with the forces of nature
and the enduring spirit of its people. As we delve deeper into specific urban centers,
keep in mind these foundational elements – the archipelago’s fragmented beauty, its
tropical embrace, and the ever-present ocean that defines Palau as a truly unique
island nation.
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