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Introduction
The Republic of Palau, an enchanting archipelago consisting of more than 500 islands
scattered across the western Pacific Ocean, stands as a testament to the wonders of
biodiversity. Framed by crystal-clear turquoise waters and nestled within the famed
Coral Triangle, Palau is globally celebrated not only for its breathtaking scenery but
also for its vast and vibrant array of wildlife. This unique collection of islands harbors
some of the planet’s richest marine and terrestrial ecosystems, replete with a
remarkable number of species found nowhere else. In an age where biodiversity is
under increasing threat worldwide, Palau’s enduring natural legacy offers hope and
inspiration to conservationists, scientists, and nature lovers alike.

The roots of Palau’s extraordinary biodiversity lie in its complex geology and varied
climate, which together have fostered the development of an astonishing range of
habitats—from lush rainforests and sprawling mangrove swamps to shimmering coral
reefs and mysterious marine lakes. Each of these habitats provides a sanctuary for
countless species, many of which have evolved in splendid isolation and thus possess
unique adaptations that set them apart from their relatives elsewhere in the world.
The islands’ flora features over 1,200 plant species, including a wealth of endemic
orchids, while its forests and savannas bustle with a multitude of birds, insects, and
reptiles.

Beyond its terrestrial splendor, Palau’s coastal and marine zones are renowned among
divers and marine biologists as some of the most biodiverse waters on the planet.
With more than 400 known coral species, over 1,300 kinds of reef fish, and a dazzling
variety of large marine animals—such as sharks, rays, turtles, and dugongs—these
reefs are true underwater rainforests. Distinctive habitats like Jellyfish Lake, where
millions of harmless golden jellyfish drift in sun-dappled waters, offer compelling
evidence of Palau’s evolutionary marvels and ecological uniqueness. The nation’s
pioneering conservation policies, including its establishment as the world’s first shark
sanctuary and the creation of the Palau National Marine Sanctuary, reflect a deep
commitment to protecting this marine heritage.

However, Palau’s natural riches do not exist without pressing challenges. Climate
change, habitat loss, and the incursion of invasive species all pose significant threats
to its native fauna and flora. Rising sea levels, increased storm frequency, warming
oceans, and pollution have forced both indigenous communities and wildlife to adapt
rapidly to shifting environmental conditions. The stewardship of Palau’s habitats has
thus required a nuanced blend of traditional practices—such as the “bul,” a customary
fishing moratorium—and modern science-driven conservation efforts. These ongoing
initiatives are vital for maintaining ecological balance and ensuring the survival of rare
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and vulnerable species.

This book, “Wildlife and Fauna of Palau: A Guide to the Wildlife and Fauna of Palau,”
invites readers on an immersive journey through this remarkable landscape. Each
chapter explores a distinct facet of Palauan biodiversity, from coral reefs and
mangrove forests to birds, mammals, and invertebrates. Readers will discover not only
the rich tapestry of life that defines Palau, but also the stories of conservation
triumphs and challenges facing the islands today. The guide is designed for anyone
curious about the natural world, whether you are a scientist, traveler, student, or
conservation enthusiast.

As we embark on this exploration of Palau’s wildlife and fauna, let us also reflect on
the broader message its ecosystems impart: that the preservation of natural wonders
is both a shared responsibility and a complex, ever-evolving endeavor. Palau’s
enduring connection to its environment—rooted in culture, respect, and active
stewardship—serves as a beacon for the world. Through greater understanding,
informed management, and sustained appreciation, we can all play a role in securing
the future of this Pacific paradise and the extraordinary life it sustains.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Geographic and Ecological
Setting of Palau
Nestled in the western reaches of the Pacific Ocean, the Republic of Palau emerges as
a captivating island nation, a scattered collection of emerald gems set against the
deep blue expanse. Located in the Micronesia subregion of Oceania, Palau sits about
500 miles east of the Philippines and roughly 400 miles north of New Guinea. This
prime location, within the bounds of the renowned Coral Triangle, positions Palau as a
nexus of marine biodiversity, a place where ocean currents converge and life
flourishes in astonishing abundance. Comprising over 340 islands and islets, the
Palauan archipelago stretches in a roughly north-south arc. While there are many
islands, only a handful are permanently inhabited. The sheer number and variety of
these islands contribute significantly to the diverse habitats found throughout the
nation.

The islands of Palau present a fascinating geological tapestry, a mix of volcanic peaks
and uplifted coral formations. The largest island, Babeldaob, dominates the landscape,
accounting for approximately 80% of the country's total land area. Babeldaob is
primarily volcanic in origin, its terrain characterized by rugged, mountainous areas,
deep valleys, and coastal plains. The highest point in Palau, Mount Ngerchelchuus, is
located on Babeldaob, reaching an elevation of 242 meters (794 feet). In contrast to
the volcanic high islands, many of Palau's other islands, particularly the famous Rock
Islands, are made of raised coralline limestone. These islands, sculpted over millennia
by erosion, often feature dramatic undercut bases and mushroom-like shapes. This
geological diversity gives rise to a striking variation in topography and soil types
across the archipelago, directly influencing the distribution of both plant and animal
life.

The climate of Palau is undeniably tropical, characterized by consistently warm
temperatures, high humidity, and substantial rainfall throughout the year. The
average annual temperature hovers around 28°C (82°F), with little variation between
months. Humidity is also consistently high, averaging around 82%. While rain is a
frequent visitor, falling throughout the year, there is a noticeable increase in
precipitation between June and October. The annual rainfall can range from 3,050 to
4,060 mm (120 to 160 inches). This consistent warmth and abundant moisture create
the ideal conditions for lush, verdant ecosystems to thrive, from dense rainforests to
extensive mangrove stands.

Palau sits on the edge of the western Pacific's typhoon belt. While tropical
disturbances are common, significant tropical cyclones directly impacting the islands
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are relatively rare. However, when they do occur, these powerful storms can have a
devastating effect on both marine and terrestrial environments, altering habitats and
posing a significant threat to vulnerable species. The islands are also situated near a
subduction zone, where the Philippine Sea Plate meets the Pacific Plate. Despite this
proximity to geological activity, Palau rarely experiences significant earthquakes.

The marine environment surrounding Palau is nothing short of extraordinary. An
extensive barrier reef system encircles the main island cluster, transitioning into
fringing reefs in the south. This complex network of reefs and associated habitats,
including lagoons, channels, and deeper waters, provides an incredible diversity of
niches for marine life. Palau boasts an exceptional number of coral species, with over
400 species of hard corals and 300 species of soft corals recorded. This makes Palau's
coral reefs some of the most vibrant and species-rich in the world. The sheer
abundance and variety of marine habitats contribute significantly to Palau's reputation
as a premier destination for diving and marine research.

Beyond the coral reefs, Palau's marine environment includes other unique features
that support a wealth of biodiversity. Over 70 marine lakes are scattered within the
Rock Islands, each a distinct ecosystem with its own fascinating characteristics. These
lakes, formed by the erosion of limestone, can have stratified water layers and are
home to species that have evolved in isolation, such as the famous golden jellyfish of
Jellyfish Lake. Mangrove forests fringe the coastlines of many islands, serving as
crucial nurseries and breeding grounds for a variety of marine and terrestrial
organisms. These coastal ecosystems also play a vital role in protecting the islands
from erosion and providing essential ecological services.

While the marine realm often takes center stage, Palau's terrestrial ecosystems are
equally significant and contribute substantially to the nation's overall biodiversity.
Dense tropical rainforests cover approximately 75% of Palau's land area, particularly
on larger islands like Babeldaob. These forests are incredibly species-rich, containing
over 1,200 species of plants, with a significant number being native and endemic to
Palau. The variety of plant life includes a remarkable number of orchids, with an
estimated 100 native species, at least 30 of which are found only in Palau or even on
specific islands.

In addition to rainforests, Palau's terrestrial landscape includes savannas and
mangrove forests. Savannas, predominantly found on Babeldaob, are open grasslands
interspersed with trees and shrubs, often shaped by historical fire use. Mangrove
forests, as mentioned, form a critical transition zone between land and sea, supporting
a unique mix of adapted plant and animal species. The diverse terrestrial habitats,
from the volcanic uplands to the coastal lowlands, provide a home for a fascinating
array of wildlife, including endemic birds, reptiles, and invertebrates. The rich tapestry
of Palau's geographic features and the interplay of its diverse ecosystems create a
unique and invaluable natural heritage, a subject we will explore in greater detail in
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the following chapters.
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