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Introduction
Palau, a constellation of emerald islands scattered across the azure expanse of the
western Pacific, is both a place of breathtaking natural grandeur and a crossroads of
world history and culture. Known officially as the Republic of Palau, this island nation
commands a unique position at the geographic and cultural heart of Micronesia, where
the traditions of Austronesia intermingle with the echoes of colonial rule and the
currents of modern globalization. With its roughly 340 islands—each bearing its own
geological stories, lush ecosystems, and ancestral legacies—Palau is at once myriad
and unified, a living portrait of resilience and adaptation.

For millennia, Palau has served as home and haven to seafaring people who mastered
the ways of the ocean and the rhythms of their verdant land. The traditions they
nurtured—including matrilineal family systems, intricate handiwork, and oral
storytelling—still underpin Palauan identity today. Yet, the trajectory of Palau’s history
has been dramatically shaped by waves of change: from Spanish galleons sighting its
distant shores, to German and then Japanese colonization, to the ferocious battles of
World War II, and finally to a modern era defined by independence and nation-
building.

Today, Palau’s situation is one of both promise and challenge. Its natural beauty and
thriving coral reefs draw travelers from across the globe, making tourism the leading
engine of its economy. Yet, the delicate ecological balance is ever precarious,
threatened by climate change, overfishing, and development pressures. Palau’s
government and people walk a careful line, striving for sustainability while embracing
pathways to economic growth and self-determination. The Compact of Free
Association with the United States is testament to Palau’s nuanced dance of
sovereignty and partnership in a globalized world.

Culturally, Palau is remarkable for the endurance of its traditions amidst rapid
modernization. The women-led lineage system, the reverence for chiefs and elders,
and the art forms—storyboard carving, weaving, and dance—are not relics, but living
parts of daily life. Community and the environment are tightly intertwined, each
reinforcing the other, ensuring that Palau’s heritage is not lost but reimagined for new
generations.

This book, "Palau: Portrait of a Country," is designed to offer a thorough exploration of
this remarkable nation. From the intricate tapestry of its islands and natural wonders,
to its deep historical roots, cultural richness, and the issues facing Palau today, each
chapter provides insight into the forces that have shaped—and continue to
shape—Palau’s journey. Whether you are a traveler, a student, or simply a curious
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reader, this book invites you to look beyond the picturesque and discover the pulse of
Palauan life.

As the world changes and the Pacific grows ever more important on the global stage,
the story of Palau stands as a powerful testament to resilience, cultural pride, and
stewardship of one of the planet’s most extraordinary environments.
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CHAPTER ONE: Geography of Palau: A Pacific
Archipelago
Palau, a small nation strategically positioned in the western Pacific Ocean, is an
archipelago of captivating contrasts. It's the kind of place where you can find towering
limestone formations sculpted by eons of wind and water, alongside lush volcanic
peaks and low-lying coral atolls. This diverse geography is not just visually stunning,
but also a fundamental aspect of the country's identity, influencing everything from its
climate and biodiversity to the distribution of its population and the very way of life for
its people.

The Republic of Palau encompasses approximately 340 islands and islets, though only
nine of these are permanently inhabited. This chain of islands stretches roughly 150
kilometers (93 miles) from north to south, forming the westernmost part of the larger
Caroline Islands chain. To the north, Palau's maritime borders open into international
waters, while to the east lies the Federated States of Micronesia. To the south, it
shares a watery frontier with Indonesia, and to the northwest, the Philippines. This
unique position has long made Palau a crossroads, both geographically and culturally.

The total land area of Palau is a modest 459 square kilometers (177 sq mi), which
might sound small, but don't let that fool you. This landmass is scattered across an
enormous Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) that spans a staggering 603,978 square
kilometers (233,197 sq mi). To put that into perspective, Palau’s EEZ is about 42nd
largest in the world, meaning it has a vast marine territory under its jurisdiction, far
outstripping its land size. This expansive ocean domain is critical for the nation,
holding vital fishing grounds and rich marine ecosystems. In fact, a significant portion
of this EEZ, 80% of it, became the Palau National Marine Sanctuary in 2020, closing it
off to all extractive activities, including fishing, to protect its precious marine life.

The islands themselves vary dramatically in their geological makeup, a testament to
the forces that shaped them over millions of years. The largest island, Babeldaob,
stands in stark contrast to its neighbors. It is primarily a volcanic island, accounting for
about 80% of Palau's total landmass, specifically 363 square kilometers (153 sq mi).
This means Babeldaob is essentially the big sibling in the Palauan family, with all the
other islands sharing the remaining 90 square kilometers (35 sq mi).

Babeldaob's volcanic origins mean it features undulating forests, grasslands, rivers,
and even waterfalls. Its interior uplands are characterized by three low ridge systems
with well-rounded peaks, giving the island an undulating terrain. The island also
boasts Mount Ngerchelchuus, Palau's highest point, reaching a respectable 242 meters
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(794 ft) above sea level. For those looking for a bit of an adventure, the hike to its
summit offers splendid views of both the Pacific Ocean to the east and the Philippine
Sea to the west. Babeldaob is also a crucial source of fresh water for the nation, with
Lake Ngardok and Ngerkall pond contributing to its supply.

Venturing south from Babeldaob, you encounter Koror, which, despite its relatively
small size of 9.3 square kilometers (3.6 sq mi), is the most populous island and the
nation's main commercial hub. For many years, Koror served as Palau's capital until
Ngerulmud, situated in Melekeok State on Babeldaob, took on that role in 2006.
Koror's coastline is largely dominated by mangrove forests, with natural sand beaches
being a rare sight.

West of the main island group lie the uninhabited Rock Islands, a truly iconic feature of
Palau. These are not your typical sandy beaches but rather around 200 stunning
limestone formations. Imagine giant green mushrooms rising from the crystalline
waters, their bases often undercut by erosion, giving them their distinctive shape.
These islands are the heavily eroded remnants of a once vast exposed limestone reef,
formed over millions of years as coral skeletons and other calcifying organisms
accumulated and were then uplifted and sculpted by natural forces like rain, pounding
surf, and tidal action. They can reach heights of up to 207 meters (679 ft). Many of
these fascinating formations are nestled within a barrier reef system that encircles
most of the archipelago, particularly extending south and west of Babeldaob, creating
a rich lagoon area.

Further north, you'll find the coral atoll of Kayangel. This atoll, comprised of four low
islands on a coral reef, is about 35 kilometers (22 miles) north of Babeldaob and is
considered Palau's only true coral atoll. Kayangel is a small haven, with its largest and
only inhabited islet being Kayangel Islet, also known as Ngcheangel or Ngajangel. The
atoll is just 1.4 square kilometers (0.54 sq mi) in land area and supports a small
population.

Far to the south, some 604 kilometers (375 miles) from the main islands, are the
sparsely populated Southwest Islands. This remote cluster includes Sonsorol, Pulo
Anna, and Tobi, and they are both physically and culturally distinct from the rest of
Palau. These islands are miniature platforms of raised reef, characterized by sandy
soils and atoll-like forests, often featuring depressed, swampy interiors.

Palau is renowned for its remarkable forest cover. A staggering 90.4% of Palau's total
land area is forested, placing it among the countries with the highest percentage of
forest cover globally. These dense stands of mixed tropical forest cloak the islands,
with volcanic areas also featuring savannas and coastal mangrove swamps. These
forests are not just a pretty sight; they play a vital role in providing water, food,
timber, and materials for local arts and crafts.
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However, paradise faces its own set of challenges. Palau grapples with issues like
inadequate solid waste disposal facilities, a problem common in many small island
nations. Its pristine marine ecosystems are also under threat from sand and coral
dredging, illegal fishing practices, and overfishing, which put pressure on delicate
reefs and fish populations. And, like many low-lying island nations, Palau is particularly
vulnerable to the existential threat of climate change, with rising sea levels and an
increased frequency of extreme weather events posing serious concerns for its future.
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