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Introduction
Palau, a Pacific archipelago of pristine beauty and rich culture, is more than a tropical
paradise. It is also a nation with a vibrant and unique political story—a story shaped by
a blend of tradition, foreign influence, and the enduring quest to balance sovereignty
with interdependence. Despite its small size and remote location, Palau's political
system has attracted international attention for its efforts to create a sustainable and
democratic society situated at the crossroads of longstanding customs and modern
governance.

This book, "The Politics of Palau: A Guide to Politics and the Political System in Palau,"
provides an in-depth examination of the country’s political fabric, exploring the
institutions, actors, and historical forces that have influenced its development. Palau's
path from a group of autonomous clans through various colonial administrations to full
self-government is remarkable. The enduring impact of its Compact of Free
Association with the United States is especially significant, as it provides both a
platform for progress and a source of continuing debate about the nature of true
independence.

Palau’s government is grounded in a constitution adopted in 1981, establishing a
presidential system with a clear separation of powers. The executive, legislative, and
judicial branches work alongside traditional structures of authority, particularly the
Council of Chiefs, reflecting the complex interplay between modern statehood and
cultural continuity. This coexistence of elected leadership and traditional authority is
one of Palau's most distinguishing features, shaping both national policy and local
governance.

In discussing the nuts and bolts of Palau’s political operations, this book will examine
the structure and function of its principal institutions—the presidency, the bicameral
legislature, the independent judiciary, and state and local government. Crucially, it will
also consider the less formal, but no less important, role of traditional leaders and clan
networks in influencing political outcomes. Palau’s political system is thus not only
defined by constitutions and laws, but also by deep-rooted norms, relationships, and
histories.

Palau’s external relations play a defining role in shaping domestic politics. The
strategic relationship with the United States, the complex dynamic with China and
Taiwan, and the strong ties to Japan and other regional partners all carry substantial
implications for Palauan society, economy, and sovereignty. Issues such as climate
change, conservation, economic growth, and emigration interweave with political life,
creating both opportunities and challenges for future leaders and citizens.
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This guide seeks to offer a comprehensive understanding of Palau’s political
system—its history, its present realities, and its prospects for the future. Whether you
are a student, scholar, policymaker, or simply an interested reader, you will find in
these pages a roadmap to the fascinating and evolving landscape of Palauan politics.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Historical Context of Palau’s
Political Development
Palau's political story is a compelling narrative woven from threads of ancient
traditions, layered upon by the significant impacts of successive foreign powers, and
finally culminating in the nation's unique path to self-governance. To understand the
political system of modern Palau, one must first journey through the historical epochs
that shaped its people, its culture, and its aspirations for sovereignty. This journey
begins with the earliest settlements, stretching back some 3,000 years, when
migrants from Southeast Asia first arrived on these islands. These early Palauans were
skilled mariners and established a society with intricate social structures, a
hierarchical system, and complex resource management practices. Traditional
governance revolved around clans and chieftainships, with a matrilineal system
influencing lineage and inheritance. Meeting houses, known as bai, served as vital
centers for community life and decision-making, embodying the decentralized nature
of early Palauan political organization. This established system of governance, rooted
in custom and community, formed the bedrock upon which later political
developments, both indigenous and imposed, would rest.

The arrival of Europeans in the 18th century marked the beginning of external
influences that would profoundly alter the course of Palauan history. While Spanish
explorers had sighted the islands as early as the 16th century, consistent European
contact didn't begin until later. The shipwreck of the English captain Henry Wilson in
1783 is often cited as a key moment, leading to increased interaction and trade,
primarily with Britain. However, it was Spain who formally asserted sovereignty over
Palau in 1885, incorporating it into the Spanish East Indies. Spanish rule, administered
from the distant Philippines, had a limited direct impact on the daily lives of most
Palauans, though it did introduce Catholicism. Traditional leaders largely maintained
their influence during this period, demonstrating the resilience of the existing social
and political structures.

The late 19th century saw a shift in colonial power dynamics in the Pacific. Following
its defeat in the Spanish-American War in 1898, Spain sold Palau and most of the
Caroline Islands to Imperial Germany in 1899. German administration brought a more
focused approach to economic exploitation, primarily centered on the extraction of
resources like phosphate and the development of copra plantations. This period saw
the introduction of a more formal, bureaucratic administration, which, while aiming to
integrate Palau into the German colonial framework, also led to some disruption of
traditional systems. Despite the economic focus, German rule was not without its
challenges, facing sporadic resistance from the local population.
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The outbreak of World War I in 1914 brought about another change in colonial
masters. Japan seized control of Palau from Germany, and following the war, the
League of Nations granted Japan a mandate to administer the islands. Japanese rule,
which lasted until the end of World War II, was arguably the most transformative
period of colonial influence. The Japanese administration centralized governance,
invested heavily in infrastructure development, and promoted assimilation policies.
Koror was developed into a major administrative and economic hub for Japan's Pacific
possessions, attracting a significant Japanese population, which at one point
outnumbered the native Palauans. This era saw the expansion of industries, including
fishing and agriculture, further integrating Palau into a foreign economic system. While
modernization occurred, it often came at the cost of indigenous traditions and
practices, with the Japanese language and education system being widely promoted.

The tranquil existence under Japanese rule was shattered by the events of World War
II. Palau became a strategic location in the Pacific theater, and the islands, particularly
Peleliu, were the site of intense and costly battles between Japanese and American
forces in 1944. The war brought immense destruction and hardship to the islands and
their people. Following Japan's defeat, Palau, along with other islands in Micronesia,
was placed under the administration of the United States as a United Nations Trust
Territory of the Pacific Islands (TTPI) in 1947.

The period under U.S. administration was characterized by a shift towards fostering
self-governance, though the pace was initially slow. The TTPI was divided into districts,
with Palau being one of them. The U.S. was responsible for the defense and security of
the territory, and while there were efforts to promote economic and social
development, the strategic interests of the U.S. also played a significant role. As the
other districts of the TTPI moved towards forming the Federated States of Micronesia,
Palau, in a pivotal decision in 1978, voted against joining this new federation, opting
instead to pursue its own path to independence.

This decision set Palau on a course to establish its own constitutional government. A
constitutional convention was held in 1979, and the Palauan Constitution was adopted
by referendum in 1980, coming into force on January 1, 1981. This marked a
significant step towards self-rule, establishing the framework for a democratic republic
with a separation of powers. The path to full sovereignty, however, was not without its
challenges, particularly concerning the terms of a proposed Compact of Free
Association with the United States. Disagreements, especially regarding anti-nuclear
provisions in the Palauan constitution, led to a series of referendums before the
Compact was finally ratified in 1993. In 1994, Palau officially became an independent
nation in free association with the United States, a relationship that continues to
define its political and economic landscape.

This historical journey, from ancient settlements and traditional governance through
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successive colonial administrations and the eventual emergence as a sovereign
nation, provides the essential backdrop for understanding the complex political
system of Palau today. The legacy of each era, from the enduring influence of
traditional leadership to the imposed structures of colonial powers and the unique
relationship with the United States, has shaped the institutions, practices, and political
culture that will be explored in the following chapters.
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