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Introduction

The Republic of the Marshall Islands stands as one of the world’s most unique business
environments. Composed of more than a thousand low-lying islands and islets
scattered across the vast Pacific Ocean, the Marshall Islands is defined not just by its
striking geography, but by its distinctive economic, political, and social landscape.
Understanding how to navigate this environment is essential for prospective
entrepreneurs aiming to establish profitable and sustainable ventures, whether their
intention is to serve local markets or take advantage of the country’s globally
recognized offshore corporate sector.

This book, “Doing Business in Marshall Islands: A Comprehensive Guide For
Prospective Entrepreneurs,” is designed specifically for those seeking actionable
information and thorough analysis on the realities of starting, running, or investing in a
business in the Marshall Islands. Unlike generic international business guides, this
work zooms in on the particularities that define commercial activities in the Marshall
Islands—delving into both opportunities and challenges that are uniquely Marshallese
in character.

Prospective business people will discover that the Marshall Islands’ economic structure
is shaped by its small domestic market, heavy reliance on external aid—particularly
from the United States—and dual focus on subsistence and service-oriented sectors.
Successful ventures often require a clear-eyed understanding of local government
policies, the intricacies of land tenure rooted in customary law, and the procedures for
both foreign investment and domestic business operations.

At the same time, this jurisdiction offers significant advantages for specific types of
companies, especially those seeking efficient corporate vehicles with tax neutrality,
privacy, and operational flexibility. The Marshall Islands International Business
Company (IBC) regime is one of the most respected and widely used worldwide. Yet
even for offshore and export-oriented businesses, comprehending the Marshall
Islands’ legal system, labor market, infrastructure limitations, and cultural norms is
non-negotiable.

To assist readers, each chapter addresses a discrete aspect of the business
landscape—ranging from in-depth explorations of the legal framework, sectoral
opportunities, and essential permits, to pragmatic discussion of collaboration with
local partners, the realities of communications technology, and the expectations for
etiquette and relationship-building in a Marshallese context. Real-world considerations
such as high transportation costs, the challenge of working with local landowners,
corruption perceptions, and climate risk are examined candidly and with practical
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recommendations.

Ultimately, this guide champions the idea that with meticulous preparation, cultural
sensitivity, and strategic adaptation, doing business in the Marshall Islands can deliver
rewarding outcomes for both local and offshore entrepreneurs. Whether you are
evaluating your first investment or seeking to expand your international presence, this
book provides the essential knowledge base for navigating one of the world’s most
fascinating business frontiers.
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CHAPTER ONE: Understanding the Marshall Islands:
Geography, People, and Place

To truly grasp the possibilities and peculiarities of doing business in the Republic of
the Marshall Islands (RMI), one must first appreciate its unique position on the globe
and the profound influence this geography has on its culture and daily life. Imagine
searching for the RMI on a standard world map. You might need a magnifying glass.
This isn't a land defined by vast continents or mountain ranges, but by the immense
Pacific Ocean itself. The nation is more water than land - vastly more. It's a realm
where the horizon often meets an endless expanse of blue, punctuated by tiny
emerald jewels of coral and sand.

Located just north of the Equator in the eastern reaches of Micronesia, the Marshall
Islands sprawls across approximately 750,000 square miles of the central Pacific. This
oceanic territory is roughly the size of Mexico or Western Europe. Yet, scattered within
this vast aquatic domain are over 1,200 islands, islets, and sandbars that collectively
make up a mere 70 square miles of dry land. To put that into perspective, the entire
land area of the Marshall Islands could fit comfortably inside Washington D.C., with
room to spare. This stark contrast between oceanic expanse and terrestrial scarcity
shapes everything from transportation to resource management.

The islands aren't monolithic volcanic peaks like some Pacific neighbours; they are
predominantly low-lying coral atolls. An atoll is essentially a ring-shaped coral reef,
island, or series of islets surrounding a lagoon. These structures were built over
millennia by tiny coral polyps atop submerged volcanic mountains. This geological
origin means the land rarely rises more than a few feet above sea level, making the
nation exceptionally vulnerable to tides, storm surges, and the long-term threat of sea-
level rise - a reality that is woven into the national consciousness.

The RMI consists of two roughly parallel chains of atolls and islands running northwest
to southeast. To the east lies the Ratak Chain, meaning "Sunrise," and to the west is
the Ralik Chain, or "Sunset." These chains include 29 distinct atolls and 5 solitary low
coral islands. Among the most significant are Majuro Atoll, home to the nation's
capital, Majuro city, and Kwajalein Atoll, the world's largest coral atoll by lagoon area,
which hosts the crucial U.S. Army Garrison Kwajalein Atoll (USAG-KA) and the densely
populated island of Ebeye.

Remoteness is a defining characteristic. The Marshall Islands sit far from major

continental landmasses and global economic hubs. Honolulu lies about 2,300 miles to
the northeast, Guam roughly 1,900 miles to the west, and Tokyo around 2,800 miles
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to the northwest. This isolation has historically shaped its development and continues
to pose significant logistical challenges for trade and travel. Getting goods or people in
and out is inherently more complex and costly than in more strategically located
nations. This isn't a place you stumble upon; reaching the Marshall Islands requires
intention.

The nation's population is as concentrated as its landmass is dispersed. While
estimates vary slightly, the total population hovers around 42,000 to 55,000 people.
The overwhelming majority reside in the two main urban centers: Majuro and Ebeye.
Majuro Atoll, particularly the contiguous land area formed by causeways linking islets
known as Delap-Uliga-Djarrit (DUD), functions as the political and commercial
heartland. Ebeye Island, within Kwajalein Atoll, houses a large population, many of
whom work at the nearby US military base, making it one of the most densely
populated places on Earth.

Life in these urban centers contrasts sharply with that on the "outer islands" - the
numerous atolls away from Majuro and Kwajalein. These more remote communities
often maintain a more traditional way of life, heavily reliant on subsistence activities
like fishing, growing breadfruit, taro, and pandanus, and producing copra (dried
coconut meat). Infrastructure and access to services are significantly more limited in
the outer islands compared to the capital and Ebeye, creating distinct social and
economic spheres within the nation.

The people of the Marshall Islands are overwhelmingly ethnic Marshallese, a
Micronesian people with a distinct cultural heritage and language. The Marshallese
language, also known as Ebon, belongs to the Malayo-Polynesian group of
Austronesian languages and serves as the primary language for daily life and cultural
expression. However, due to the nation's historical relationship with the United States
and its role in international business, English is also an official language and is widely
spoken, especially in government, education, and commerce. Fluency varies, but
English serves as a practical bridge for international engagement.

Understanding Marshallese society requires recognizing its deep-rooted connection to
land and lineage. It is traditionally a matrilineal society, meaning that lineage, kinship,
and, crucially, land rights are passed down through the mother's side. This system
profoundly influences social structures, family relationships, and property inheritance.
While modern governance structures exist, the customary systems, particularly
regarding land, remain powerful and are legally recognized, adding a layer of
complexity unfamiliar to many Western business contexts. We will explore land tenure
in detail later, but its centrality to Marshallese identity must be acknowledged from
the outset.

Core cultural values often emphasize community harmony, respect for hierarchy
(particularly elders and traditional leaders), cooperation, and generosity. Sharing
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resources is a deeply ingrained practice, reflecting the historical necessity of mutual
support in an environment of finite resources. Decision-making can be consensus-
oriented, prioritizing group agreement over individual assertiveness. Direct
confrontation is often avoided in favour of more indirect communication styles, a point
crucial for navigating future business interactions. Patience and relationship-building
are not just pleasantries; they are often prerequisites for effective collaboration.

Religion plays a significant role in Marshallese life, with the vast majority of the
population identifying as Christian. Various denominations, stemming from missionary
activities that began in the 19th century, are present, with the United Church of Christ
(Congregational) and the Assemblies of God being among the largest. Churches often
serve as important community centers, influencing social norms and activities. This
shared religious background provides a common cultural touchstone for many
Marshallese.

The modern identity of the Marshall Islands is also shaped by its 20th-century history.
After being under Spanish, German, and Japanese control, the islands became part of
the U.S.-administered Trust Territory of the Pacific Islands (TTPI) following World War
ll. This period brought significant American influence, infrastructure development
(particularly related to military interests), and economic dependence. It also included
the dark chapter of U.S. nuclear weapons testing on Bikini and Enewetak atolls
between 1946 and 1958, which had devastating long-term environmental and health
consequences for the affected communities and left an indelible mark on the nation's
psyche and its relationship with the United States.

The RMI gained independence in 1986, entering into the Compact of Free Association
with the United States. This agreement, crucial to the nation's economy and political
status (and discussed further in Chapter 3), allows Marshallese citizens unique
migration rights to the U.S. This has led to significant outward migration, creating
large diaspora communities, particularly in Arkansas, Hawaii, Oregon, and Washington
State. This outflow presents challenges regarding local workforce capacity but also
fosters transnational connections and potential investment channels.

The physical environment itself is a constant presence. Life revolves around the
lagoon and the ocean. The calm waters of the lagoons provide sheltered anchorages,
fishing grounds, and areas for pearl farming. The surrounding reefs teem with marine
life, forming the backbone of subsistence and potential commercial fisheries,
particularly tuna which thrives in the RMI's vast Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ). The
landscape is dominated by coconut palms, pandanus trees, and breadfruit trees, vital
sources of food, materials, and income (especially through copra).

However, this tropical paradise also presents challenges. Limited arable land restricts

large-scale agriculture. Freshwater resources are precious, primarily relying on
rainwater catchment and underground lenses, making the islands susceptible to
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drought. Located outside the main typhoon belt, the Marshalls are generally spared
the most destructive cyclones, but occasional storms and prolonged droughts linked to
El Niflo/La Nifa cycles can cause significant hardship. The ever-present concern,
however, remains climate change and sea-level rise, an existential threat for a nation
built on low-lying atolls.

Thinking about the "place" of the Marshall Islands involves understanding this
interplay of vast ocean and scarce land, of cultural resilience and external influence, of
natural beauty and environmental vulnerability. It is a nation shaped by the currents
of the Pacific, both literal and metaphorical. The pace of life, especially outside the
main urban centers, can feel markedly different from the relentless rush of major
metropolitan areas. Concepts like "island time" reflect a more flexible approach to
scheduling, influenced by community obligations, environmental conditions, and a
different rhythm of life.

For the prospective entrepreneur, this initial picture is crucial. The Marshall Islands is
not simply a jurisdiction offering specific corporate structures or tax advantages; it is a
unigue nation with a distinct geography that dictates logistical realities, a population
with deep cultural roots influencing social interactions, and an environment that
presents both opportunities and significant challenges. The remoteness requires
strategic planning for supply chains and travel. The limited land area and specific
tenure system demand careful navigation for any physical presence. The cultural
emphasis on relationships necessitates patience and cultural sensitivity.

Understanding this fundamental context - the physical stage, the people who inhabit
it, and the pervasive influence of the environment - provides the essential backdrop
against which all subsequent information about business regulations, economic
sectors, and operational strategies should be viewed. It's about recognizing that
success here involves more than just understanding balance sheets or market trends;
it requires engaging authentically with the Marshall Islands as a place, with its own
history, rhythms, and realities. The chapters that follow will build upon this foundation,
equipping you with the specific knowledge needed to navigate the intricacies of doing
business in this remarkable corner of the Pacific.
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