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Introduction

The Marshall Islands, an idyllic nation nestled in the central Pacific Ocean, is composed
of 29 coral atolls and five isolated islands scattered across roughly two million square
kilometers of ocean. Though seemingly small and remote, the Marshall Islands are
home to a surprisingly rich and varied array of wildlife and fauna that thrive both on
land and in the surrounding marine environments. Their unique geography, with
narrow strips of land surrounded by vast reefs and turquoise lagoons, supports
ecosystems that are both fragile and resilient—a paradox shaped by centuries of
environmental adaptation and human stewardship.

Terrestrial life on the Marshall Islands is heavily influenced by the islands' geography
and climate. The low-lying, saline land restricts the development of lush forests,
resulting in limited terrestrial biodiversity. Still, a fascinating assortment of mammals,
birds, reptiles, insects, and invertebrates have found ways to adapt and persist in
these challenging conditions. From the elusive Polynesian rat to the seabird colonies
gracing uninhabited atolls, the islands’ terrestrial wildlife plays integral roles in the
local ecology and culture.

Yet, the true wealth of the Marshall Islands’ biodiversity lies beneath the waves. The
extensive coral reefs, some of the healthiest in the Pacific, form the foundation for
complex and vibrant marine communities. Over a thousand fish species, hundreds of
varieties of corals and marine invertebrates, and a range of marine mammals such as
dolphins, whales, and sea turtles call these waters home. The reefs provide essential
resources for local communities and act as vital sanctuaries for endangered species,
making their conservation a matter of global importance.

Despite this remarkable biodiversity, the Marshall Islands face a host of environmental
challenges. Invasive species, overharvesting of vulnerable wildlife, marine pollution,
and the far-reaching impacts of climate change threaten to undermine the integrity of
these delicate ecosystems. The archipelago sits on the frontlines of rising sea levels
and warming oceans, which endanger the reefs, coastal habitats, and the many
species that depend on them.

Aware of these challenges, the Marshallese people, together with governmental and
non-governmental partners, have demonstrated a profound commitment to preserving
their natural legacy. By blending traditional knowledge with scientific research, new
conservation frameworks are emerging to support sustainable management and
community-led stewardship of the islands’ resources. Initiatives such as the
Reimaanlok Conservation Framework and the nation’s marine protected areas offer
hope that the Marshall Islands’ unique flora and fauna can be sustained for
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generations to come.

This book, "Wildlife and Fauna of Marshall Islands: A Guide to the Wildlife and Fauna of
Marshall Islands," aims to illuminate the natural wonders of the islands, document
their extraordinary biodiversity, and explore both the perils and the prospects facing
these living treasures. Whether you are a conservationist, a student, or an interested
reader, this guide will serve as a comprehensive resource on the wildlife and natural
environments of this remarkable Pacific nation.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Geography and Ecosystems of
the Marshall Islands

The Republic of the Marshall Islands is a nation woven from threads of coral and sand,
scattered like pearls across a vast expanse of the central Pacific Ocean.
Geographically, it's a country where land is a precious commodity, dwarfed by the
immensity of the surrounding marine realm. Situated roughly halfway between Hawaii
and Australia, this island nation is part of the larger Micronesia region. It comprises 29
coral atolls and five individual islands, spread across some 1,900,000 square
kilometers (about 750,000 square miles) of ocean. The sheer scale of the ocean
territory compared to the landmass - a mere 181 square kilometers (around 70 square
miles) - immediately highlights the paramount importance of the marine environment
to the Marshall Islands.

These islands and atolls are arranged into two nearly parallel chains that run from the
northwest to the southeast: the Ratak, meaning "sunrise," and the Ralik, meaning
"sunset." These chains are separated by about 200 kilometers (125 miles) and stretch
for approximately 1,287 kilometers (800 miles). The majority of the land formations
are atolls, those iconic ring-shaped coral reefs that enclose a central lagoon. The
remaining five are single islands, which are low-lying carbonate platforms encircled by
fringing reefs. It's thought these individual islands may be partly submerged atolls
where a fringing reef has developed around a still-emergent islet.

The formation of coral atolls is a fascinating geological process, often explained by the
subsidence theory first proposed by Charles Darwin. This theory posits that atolls
begin as fringing reefs growing around a volcanic island. Over immense periods, the
volcanic island slowly sinks or subsides into the ocean. As the island subsides, the
coral reef continues to grow upwards, staying in the sunlit waters it needs to survive. If
the island sinks completely below the surface, the fringing reef is left as a ring of coral
surrounding a lagoon where the island once stood, thus forming an atoll. An
alternative theory suggests that atolls form on pre-existing flat-topped carbonate
banks during periods of fluctuating sea levels, with rainwater dissolving the center and
corals growing around the elevated edge when seas rise.

The land elevation across the Marshall Islands is remarkably low, rarely exceeding a
few meters above sea level. The highest point is only about 10 meters (33 feet) on
Likiep Atoll. This low elevation makes the islands particularly vulnerable to the impacts
of climate change, such as sea level rise and increased storm surges. The terrain itself
is primarily composed of low coral limestone and sand. Soils on the atolls are generally
sandy and not particularly fertile. Despite this, traditional agricultural practices, like
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agro-forestry, have allowed for the cultivation of crops such as breadfruit, coconut,
pandanus, and bananas, often incorporating compost to improve water retention in
the sandy soil.

The lagoons enclosed by the atolls are significant features of the Marshall Islands'
geography. These central bodies of water vary in size and depth, providing vital
habitats and resources. The largest lagoon in the world is found at Kwajalein Atoll,
covering an impressive 2,174 square kilometers (840 square miles) and encompassing
around 90 islets. The lagoons generally have maximum depths ranging from about 10
to 100 meters. Many lagoons have natural passes through the surrounding reef,
allowing for boat access, though some, like Namdrik Atoll, are entirely enclosed.

Beyond the visible islands and atolls, the Marshall Islands' Exclusive Economic Zone
(EEZ) extends 200 nautical miles from the baselines, covering a massive oceanic area
of over 2 million square kilometers. This vast marine territory holds immense
ecological and economic importance, containing not only the surface waters but also
the seabed and subsoil. Within this EEZ lie numerous submerged geological features,
including ancient volcanic complexes and seamounts. Many of these seamounts are
flat-topped guyots, remnants of extinct volcanoes formed millions of years ago by hot-
spot volcanism.

The ecosystems of the Marshall Islands are intrinsically linked to this unique
geography. The terrestrial environment, though limited in land area, supports a range
of adapted species. The low elevation and saline conditions influence the types of
plants that can thrive, with coconut and pandanus palms, and breadfruit trees being
prominent examples. These form the basis of the islands' natural vegetation, which
has been largely converted to agro-forest over centuries of human settlement. The
terrestrial ecosystems, while not as species-rich as some continental areas, are crucial
for resident and migratory birds, reptiles, and invertebrates.

In stark contrast to the limited terrestrial realm, the marine ecosystems are
exceptionally diverse and vibrant. The extensive coral reefs are the cornerstone of this
biodiversity, providing complex three-dimensional structures that offer habitat,
shelter, and food for an astonishing array of marine life. These reefs, some of which
are considered to be in excellent condition, particularly in the less populated outer
atolls, are teeming with fish, corals, and countless other invertebrates. The lagoons,
with their varying depths and connectivity to the open ocean, also support distinct
communities of organisms.

The open ocean within the EEZ is another crucial ecosystem, home to larger marine
animals like whales, dolphins, and various pelagic fish species, including tuna. This
vast area is less understood than the coastal and reef environments but is vital for the
health of regional fish populations and marine mammals. The interconnectedness of
these different ecosystems - the land, the lagoons, the reefs, and the open ocean - is
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a defining characteristic of the Marshall Islands' natural world.

The geography of the Marshall Islands, shaped by volcanic activity and the relentless
growth of coral over geological timescales, has created a series of isolated, low-lying
platforms in the vast Pacific. This isolation, coupled with the dominance of the marine
environment, has led to the evolution of unique and fascinating ecosystems.
Understanding this geographical context is essential to appreciating the wildlife and
fauna that call these islands and surrounding waters home, and to understanding the
ecological pressures they face.
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