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document, “Assessment of Enabling Conditions for Rights-

Based Management of Fisheries and Coastal Marine Resources 
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Executive Summary

The Republic of Palau became an independent nation in 1994. Palau consists of 
over 500 islands with a land area of 456 square kilometers, coral reef habitat of 
525 square kilometers, and 1,136.5 square kilometers of lagoon area. Its exclusive 

economic zone (EEZ) stretches 600,000 
square kilometers, and fishing access fees 
within this area resulted in revenue of $1.2 
million in 2007. Tourism accounts for more 
than half of national revenues in Palau, 
which totaled $90 million in 2010 (60% of 
this was derived from dive-based tourism). 
In addition to providing revenue to the 
government, marine and terrestrial resources 
are of vital importance for food, livelihoods, 
and traditional cultures. 

Palau has a long-standing conservation 
and management ethic, as evidenced by 
a traditional management mechanism 
(e.g., bul) that has led to a growing marine 
protected area (MPA) network and 
some (minimal) fisheries management 
interventions, such as seasonal closures. 
Looking forward, there is a need to secure 
the longevity, sovereign management, 
and effectiveness of relevant fisheries 
management and protected area efforts. 
There is also a need to consider how rights-
based fisheries and coastal marine resource 
management approaches may or may not be 
relevant and scalable in Palau.

We reviewed the status of four key 
“top-down” enabling conditions that would 
support the use of rights-based management 
approaches  (RBM) of fisheries and coastal 
marine resources in Palau. 

Legal Conditions: Palau’s modern legal 
framework is underpinned by a traditional 
system of governance especially concerning 
use and management of natural resources, 
but this system has eroded over time, driven 
primarily by the introduction of a formal 
political system and the evolution of fishing 

Rights-based Management (RBM) Approaches

An RBM approach provides an entitled entity (e.g., a community or 
cooperative) with the right to manage its fisheries and coastal marine 
resources. There are numerous forms of rights-based approaches to fisheries 
management, but essentially these approaches confer privileges and 
responsibilities that define the appropriate use of a fisheries resource. RBM 
approaches effectively replace the system dynamics of open access fisheries 
with a fundamentally different model. 

Several features characterize a rights-based approach: 

	 Exclusive rights, or access privileges, are assigned to a particular entity  
or group. 

	 The term of the access privilege is sufficiently long and secure for the 
holder to realize long-term benefits.

	 The defined privileged access area is sufficiently large such that 
management actions by the users are not undermined by activities 
outside the area.

	 Management systems control mortality and fishing effort. 

Use rights can generally be classified into three different categories:

	 Access rights, which authorize access to a fishery (e.g., licenses)

	 Effort rights, which authorize the right to a specific amount of fishing 
effort (e.g., days at sea)

	 Output rights, which authorize the right to a specific amount of harvest 
(e.g., catch share)

Once access privileges are granted, a range of management options may 
be implemented, including spatial access limitations such as no-take zones, 
effort restrictions such as a reduction to the overall fishing effort allowed, 
or output controls such as catch limits. These management tools may be 
implemented by a range of management bodies—from local communities 
to government entities to “co-management” bodies.
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and enforcement methods. That said, the traditional leadership system is still recognized as 
one with some degree of natural resource management authority. The state  The most viable 
rights-holding group appears to be the State. As such, the concept and implementation 
of RBM starts at this level. This is further reinforced by the formal legal system: the 
Constitution grants state ownership and authority over the 12 nautical mile zone. 

The law to establish nationally recognized protected areas was enacted in 2003, but 
expansion of the protected area network (PAN) has been slow. This is largely because of 
delays in creation of implementing regulations, oversight bodies, and a mechanism for 
funding disbursement. There are currently 12 official PAN sites, 8 of which are MPAs. In 
addition to a robust MPA network, Palau declared the entire EEZ a shark sanctuary in 
2009, and selected fish and marine species are also protected by (seasonal) closures, via 
bul or traditional law. Unfortunately, the collective benefits of the traditionally and legally 
mandated MPAs and fisheries management measures in place are offset by minimal gear 
restrictions, an absence of size and catch volume restrictions, and the lack of any real 
fisheries management to deal with today’s increasing demand for reef and coastal pelagic fish.

Institutional and Implementation Conditions: While a number of environmental 
champions have advanced specific efforts to conserve and manage nearshore fisheries and 
coastal marine resources, actual capacity and focus of national level entities is lacking. 
The Bureau of Marine Resources (BMR) has given priority to aquaculture livelihoods 
development rather than fisheries management or conservation. This is partially due to its 
limited staffing: according to the current organization chart, 23 positions out of 56 (40%) 
are vacant. The lack of national-level government support has led to the proliferation of 
nongovernmental organization support for state-level efforts as well as for the provision 
of public services in lieu of the state. At the state level there is increasing recognition of 
the need to manage natural resources through a “ridge-to-reef ” approach, and the capacity 
for enforcement is generally improving, as NGOs are increasingly developing the capacity 
of Conservation Officers. The outlook for the national and state government’s capacity to 
assume stronger control of natural resource management is positive, but issues will need 
to be overcome, such as the lack of available data regarding fishing pressure and activities, 
as well as fish stock and health. The continued use of MPAs as the primary tool for 
management will not necessarily ensure that larger fisheries management goals are achieved 
(especially as the MPAs are located very close to shore and represent only a small portion of  
overall State waters).

Budgetary Conditions: Government appropriations for the most relevant national 
government entity, the BMR, are minimal and primarily channel to small-scale fisheries and 
aquaculture livelihoods development. The entire BMR budget for 2012 was approximately 
$380,700. Yet Palau is at the forefront of Pacific island countries in terms of government-
mandated sustainable finance mechanisms: the Green Fee (a visitor exit fee that partially 
goes to the Protected Area Network Fund (PANF)) is a fairly well designed and successful 
mechanism. However, allocation of Green Fee revenues to achieve intended conservation 
and management objectives has been slow to date. The recent formation of the PANF 
Board and PANF Technical Committee signal significant improvement and hope for the 
usage of the Green Fee moving forward. In addition to the Green Fee, Palau has contributed 
significantly to its Micronesia Challenge Endowment, which now totals more than 



Republic of pal au    vii

$6 million. Disbursements have yet to be made, but the Endowment will eventually serve as 
a source of financing to complement the Green Fee revenue. Several states have also enacted 
state-level tourist permit mechanisms, most prominently Koror State, but these revenues do 
not necessarily have to go to support natural resources management.

Political and Economic Decision Making: The dynamics of the political economy 
relevant to nearshore fisheries and coastal marine resource management in Palau must 
be considered at multiple levels: regional, national, and state. At a regional level, through 
the government’s involvement with the Secretariat of the Pacific Community, coastal and 
marine resources are primarily viewed as economic development tools. At the national level, 
nearshore fisheries and coastal marine resource management is only partially viewed as a 
priority, and the linkage between developing the tourism sector and needing to protect the 
marine environment is generally missing. At the state level, priority for nearshore fisheries 
and coastal marine resource management depends on several factors, including dependence 
on these resources for livelihoods and/or food security; cultural significance of and 
commitment to natural resource management, as exhibited by traditional leaders as well as 
government officials; and availability of financial resources to engage in management.

As with all the countries assessed as part of this effort, resolving and responding to these 
key findings will require a paradigm shift. But strengthening these enabling conditions is 
essential to ensure that the conservation community’s investment to date is self-sustaining 
and that the stage is set for broader adoption of RBM systems for nearshore fisheries and 
coastal marine resources. 





1. Introduction   

The Republic of Palau became an independent  
nation in 1994. Palau consists of over 500 
islands with a land area of 456 square 

kilometers, coral reef habitat of 525 square kilometers, 
and 1,136.5 square kilometers of lagoon area (see 
Figure 1).2 Its exclusive economic zone (EEZ) stretches 
600,000 square kilometers, and fishing access fees within 
this area resulted in revenue of $1.2 million in 2007.3 
Tourism accounts more than half of national revenues, 
and in 2010 total revenues amounted to $90 million, 
60% of which was derived from dive-based tourism.4 In 
addition to providing revenue to the government, marine 
and terrestrial resources are of vital importance for food, 
livelihoods, and traditional cultures.

Table 1. Palau Resource Health Status and Outlook

R E S O u R CE Cu R R E N T S TAT uS AN D T R A j E C TO Ry

FISH 
POPuLATIONS

There are over 1,300 species, representing 95% of all Micronesian fish species.a The overall resource 
conditions are in reasonably good health, and spawning aggregations are still present in many areas. 
For example, the Bumphead parrotfish (Bolbometapon muricatum) recovery (during a five-year harvest 
ban) has shown stocks have recovered to the point where a limited harvest may be in theory viable. 

CORALS Palau consists of over 700 islets and atolls, with just 12 islands being inhabited. Perhaps partially due 
to its proximity to the Coral Triangle, Palau has the highest diversity of reef species in Micronesia. The 
closeness of reefs to the shoreline in Palau make coral reefs even more vulnerable to poorly planned 
land use and sedimentation. The Palau International Coral Reef Center has a nationwide coral reef 
monitoring program that has documented the state of the coral resources since 2001; the results 
indicate that the majority of reefs in Palau are in the 25–50% live hard coral cover category, with a few 
damaged and a few in excellent condition.

MANGROvES With extensive intertidal mudflats, Palau has close to 5,000 hectares of mangrove, consisting of at 
least 18 documented species. The main threats to the mangroves include poor land use planning and 
coastal development—mostly for tourism and business.

a. Myers 1999.

1. Australian Department of Foreign Affairs 2013 (www.smartraveller.gov.au. Accessed March 2013).

2. Yukihira et al. 2007.

3. Gillet 2009.

4. Palau Office of Statistics and Planning 2011. 

	  
Figure 1. Map of Palau1
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What is driving unsustainable fishing and coral reef health decline in Palau? (See 
Table 1.) A number of factors have made it difficult to sustain ecological integrity, including:

	 Economic development and the growth of tourism sector. Over 100,000 tourists visited 
Palau in 2012, primarily from seafood-demanding countries (i.e., Japan, Taiwan, China, 
and South Korea). In addition to increasing overall demand for seafood, tourism has put 
pressure on species not traditionally targeted in prior years for local consumption.5

	 High per capita fish consumption. The per capita fish consumption in 2009 amounted to 
67.7 kilograms.6 This compares to an Oceania regional average figure of 24.6 kilograms in 
2009. Relative to several other countries in the region, the Palau figure is quite high:

 • Federated States of Micronesia: 43.7 kilograms/year
	 • Fiji: 35.3 kilograms/year
	 • Solomon Islands: 31.9 kilograms/year
	 • Papua New Guinea: 16.9 kilograms/year
	 • Indonesia: 25.4 kilograms/year7

	 High demand for reef fish at cultural and traditional functions, family events, and local 
food markets. This has created a significant demand for more vulnerable species (e.g., 
grouper and snapper) and turtle. 

	 Access to advanced fishing gear and increased harvesting potential. Proliferation of 
advanced fishing gear in recent decades has allowed easy access and entry to the fishery 
(and more distant fisheries); increased the depth, species capture potential, and range of 
fish sizes captured; improved the ability to fish at night; and increased overall efficiency. 

	 The low price for fish and market dynamics. The low price for fish often drives fishers to 
catch and sell more fish to market. This oversupply often then triggers the market to lower 
the price for fish. At present, there are no fisherperson associations to dictate a pricing 
system more reflective of the value of fish. 

A strong traditional system of natural resource management is reinforced by 
support from government and nongovernmental entities. The current management 
approaches include both formal marine protected areas (MPAs) and some fisheries 
management interventions, such as seasonal closures, export bans on some species, and 
net mesh size, as well as traditional natural resource management efforts. Collectively 
these approaches represent the primary building blocks for the expansion of rights-based 
management (RBM) of fisheries and coastal marine resources in Palau. 

This paper provides a brief synthesis of the state of four enabling conditions that 
need to be in place for effective RBM to proliferate. There are no doubt many different 
angles from which these factors can be addressed, and the Packard Foundation’s partners in 
the conservation community are best positioned to explore and develop those strategies. Thus 
the authors have intentionally stopped short of program recommendations so that this may 
serve as a platform for candid dialogue.

5.  Rhodes et al. 2011.

6.  FAO 2009.

7.  Ibid.
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Rights-based Management (RBM) Approaches

An RBM approach provides an entitled entity (e.g., a community or 
cooperative) with the right to manage its fisheries and coastal marine 
resources. There are numerous forms of rights-based approaches to fisheries 
management, but essentially these approaches confer privileges and 
responsibilities that define the appropriate use of a fisheries resource. RBM 
approaches effectively replace the system dynamics of open access fisheries 
with a fundamentally different model. 

Several features characterize a rights-based approach: 

	 Exclusive rights, or access privileges, are assigned to a particular entity  
or group. 

	 The term of the access privilege is sufficiently long and secure for the 
holder to realize long-term benefits.

	 The defined privileged access area is sufficiently large such that 
management actions by the users are not undermined by activities 
outside the area.

	 Management systems control mortality and fishing effort. 

Use rights can generally be classified into three different categories:

	 Access rights, which authorize access to a fishery (e.g., licenses)

	 Effort rights, which authorize the right to a specific amount of fishing 
effort (e.g., days at sea)

	 Output rights, which authorize the right to a specific amount of harvest 
(e.g., catch share)

Once access privileges are granted, a range of management options may 
be implemented, including spatial access limitations such as no-take zones, 
effort restrictions such as a reduction to the overall fishing effort allowed, 
or output controls such as catch limits. These management tools may be 
implemented by a range of management bodies—from local communities 
to government entities to “co-management” bodies.



2. Status of Legal Conditions 

Palau’s modern legal framework 
is underpinned by a traditional 

system of governance, but 
this system has eroded over 

time, driven primarily by 
the introduction of a formal 

political system and the 
evolution of fishing and 

enforcement methods. That 
said, the traditional leadership 

system is still recognized as one 
with some degree of natural 

resource management authority. 
The state level, while not as 

cohesive as the village level of 
the past, appears to be the most 

viable rights-holding group. As such, the concept and implementation 
of RBM starts at this level. This is further reinforced by the formal 

legal system: the Constitution grants state ownership and  
authority over the 12 nautical mile zone. 

 The law to establish nationally recognized protected areas was 
enacted in 2003, but expansion of the protected area network 

(PAN) has been slow. This is largely because of delays in creation 
of implementing regulations, oversight bodies, and a mechanism for 
funding disbursement. There are currently 12 official PAN sites, 8 of 

which are MPAs. In addition to a robust MPA network, Palau declared 
the entire EEZ a shark sanctuary in 2009, and selected fish and 

marine species are also protected by (seasonal) closures, via bul or law. 
Unfortunately, the collective benefits of the traditionally and legally 

mandated MPAs and fisheries management measures in place are 
offset by minimal gear restrictions, an absence of size and catch volume 
restrictions, and the lack of any real fisheries management to deal with 

today’s increasing demand for reef and coastal pelagic fish. 2

In 1978, after three decades as a 
United Nations Trust Territory 
Authority under U.S. administration, 

Palau chose to become an independent 
authority rather than join the Federated 
States of Micronesia. Palau adopted its 
own Constitution in 1980 and has been 
an independent country since 1994, the 
same year it entered into a Compact of 
Free Association (Compact) with the 
United States. 

This section is not an in-depth legal 
analysis but rather a high-level discussion of 
the key implications of some of the relevant 
laws and regulations for strengthening 
and proliferating RBM, as well as some 
of the overarching themes in Palau’s 
legal structure. 

The traditional system of governance 
underpins the modern legal system, 
but it is no longer able to fully address 
the current situation. The nearshore 
marine areas are to some extent controlled 
by chiefs, though their authority began 
eroding after World War I. However, with 
the exception of Koror State, access to 
marine areas is still generally considered 
restricted to those villages adjacent to 
the areas and those having traditional 
connections to the areas. It is expected 
that anyone from outside of the village 
would need to ask the chief for permission 
to fish, essentially implying that there is 
an informal system allowing for exclusion 
of outsiders. In the event of poaching 
and encroachment from outsiders, chiefs 
often declare traditional bul on those 
areas perceived to be most vulnerable. 
Bul, a traditional system of tenure and 
management for both marine and terrestrial 

Guiding Questions

	 Are fisheries management laws 
in place?

	 Do customary management 
systems exist, and are they 
legally recognized?

	 Do existing laws/systems secure 
exclusive use rights?

	 Are there regulations 
moderating access and effort?

	 Does legislation exist to 
designate protected areas?
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resources, is the most restrictive of traditional approaches. In the marine space, it spans 
almost every form of what are now known as modern marine conservation and fisheries 
management measures, including closed seasons during spawning, catch and harvest size 
restrictions, restrictions on the number of traps in an area, and restricted entry to specific 
fishing grounds based on reef and lagoon tenure.8 The presence of these measures, and the 
strength of their recognition, has evolved over time. 

	 Introduction of Western political systems in the post-war modernization period, and 
creation of the Constitution (including creation of states) in 1981 furthered the erosion 
of the traditional system. Starting in the 1950s, the traditional political system began 
being replaced by Western political systems. Given that the previously most important 
coherent political, social, and marine and land tenure unit was the village, this caused a 
shift toward political centralization.9 

	 Replacement of the traditional community-based management (TCBM) system has 
negatively affected the Palauan fishing culture. Fishers began targeting spawning 
aggregations, which were previously controlled through the TCBM system, and also used 
dynamite, poison, and other unsustainable fishing practices.10 In addition, far-reaching 
cultural and family ties (i.e., the ability to connect lineage to many states and justify 
not seeking explicit permission from chiefs to fish) undermine the system and further 
reinforce the evolving notion that nearshore resources are open access. 

Today Palau’s states may not be as cohesive as its villages were in the past, but 
they appear to be the most viable rights-holding group,11 and as such, the concept and 
implementation of RBM starts at this level. This is further underpinned by formal legal 
recognition of resource ownership at the state level. (Further implementation considerations 
related to the traditional system are included in the next chapter.) 

The Constitution grants state ownership and authority over the 12 nautical mile 
zone. The states of Palau are accorded “exclusive ownership of all living and non-living 
resources, except highly-migratory fish, from the land to 12nm seaward from the traditional 
baselines; provided, however, that traditional fishing rights and practices shall not be 
impaired.”12 The national government has authority over the 12-200nm zone. 

The national government retains certain powers and responsibilities over nearshore 
waters, which fall within state boundaries. This includes enforcing applicable national laws 
in two nationally designated MPAs: Ngerumekaol Channel fishing closure (spawning area) 
and Ngerukewid Islands Wildlife Preserve. Both of these fall within Koror State. This also 
includes activities mandated by the Bureau of Marine Resources (BMR) and the Fish & 
Wildlife Division. Specifically, BMR is responsible for exploring, surveying, developing, 
managing, and conserving all nearshore resources, while the Fish & Wildlife Division is 
tasked with enforcing all laws associated with fishing in domestic waters.

8.  Johannes 1987.  

9.  Palau Society of Historians 1997.

10.  Johannes 1981.

11.  Graham and Idechong.

12.  Palau Constitution, Article I, § 2.
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State-driven marine management in the 1980s and 1990s included some degree of state-
recognized MPAs and fisheries management. 

The law to establish nationally recognized protected areas (PAs) was enacted in 
2003, but development of the network has been slow. In 2003, the Protected Areas 
Network Act (PAN Act)13 was signed into law. The act has several purposes: it allows 
creation of protected areas to enable resource management and to halt habitat degradation 
and overfishing; it allows states to exert authority over their respective areas; and it allows 
the national government, through the Ministry of Natural Resources, Environment and 
Tourism, to assist the states by providing technical assistance, acting as a conduit for 
funding, and facilitating cooperation among the states in areas of biodiversity importance 
that cross state boundaries. In 2008, a new law14 was passed to clarify the intent of the PAN 
Act and to create the Green Fee (otherwise known as the Environmental Protection Fee) to 
provide financial resources for establishment and implementation of PAs. Unfortunately, for 
various reasons, implementation of the 2003 and 2008 laws have been slow: 

	 Regulations for implementation of the PAN Act were not approved until April 2007. 

	 Collection of the Green Fee began in late 2009, but the Protected Area Network Fund 
(PANF) Board, the body with the authority to disburse the funds, was not established 
until 2011. 

	 The Technical Committee, the body with the authority to review PA applications, was 
not established until late 2012. 

	 The Management Committee called for in the legislation has not been implemented 
as stated in the law, and the outlook for who will absorb the responsibilities of this 
committee are not yet known.

As of this writing, 12 PAs have been officially designated as PAN sites. Of these, 8 are 
MPAs and 5 of those also have a terrestrial section. The combined marine and terrestrial 
sites include Helen Reef in Hatobei State, East Coast Ngaraard Conservation Area in 
Ngaraard State, Oselkesol Ngemai Conservation Area in Ngiwal State, Ngarchebal Island 
Wildlife Conservation Area in Aimeliik State, and the Rock Islands Southern Lagoon Area 
in Koror State. Additional details on the status of the PAN can be found in Appendix B.

In addition to a robust MPA network, Palau declared its entire EEZ a shark 
sanctuary in 2009,  outlawing commercial shark fishing entirely.15 The declaration by 
President Johnson Toribiong, which built on the 2003 Act that banned shark finning,16 
provides shelter to over 100 Western Pacific sharks and ray species that are threatened 
or near threatened with extinction. This indicates Palau’s strong commitment to 
marine protection. 

13.  RPPL No. 6-39.

14.  RPPL No. 7-42.

15.  Toribiong 2009.

16.  Palau National Code, Amendment to Title 27, Division 1, Chapter 1 (RPPL No. 6-36).
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Select fish and marine species are protected via (seasonal) closures, but these 
benefits are offset by minimal gear restrictions and an absence of size and catch 
volume restrictions. The Marine Protection Act of 1994 regulates the taking of certain 
fish and marine species and bans or restricts certain fishing methods. For example, it is 
currently unlawful to catch bumphead parrotfish, napoleon wrasse, hawksbill turtles, and 
select other marine species for subsistence or commercial purposes. In 2012 a Bill was 
introduced to reopen up the bumphead parrotfish and napoleon wrasse season for two 
months per year for subsistence purposes. Anecdotal evidence (e.g., by divers and fishers) 
showed that the stock of both species had recovered to the point where some harvesting 
may be possible, but this will need to be managed at both the demand side and supply side 
for it to be sustainable.

Due to a lack of scientific data to support this anecdotal evidence, however, the President 
vetoed the bill. This example highlights several things important to fisheries management 
in Palau: 

	 Fishing and harvesting bans can result, at least for certain species, in stock recovery to the 
point where sustainable harvesting may be possible.17

	 Traditional understanding and anecdotal evidence, while useful, are not necessarily 
sufficient to enact or revise legislation.

	 The existing level of scientific data related to species health is not sufficient to support 
development or revision of legislation.

While the existing legislation serves as a strong foundation for the protection of 
specific species, there are currently no legislation or regulations in place to control fishing 
effort. Furthermore, only minimal gear restrictions are in place. Collectively, the lack of 
management related to fishing effort coupled with minimal gear restrictions undermine the 
gains achieved through select species seasonal closures or moratoriums. 

17.  Potential fisheries management interventions, when supported by both a scientific basis and traditional/anecdotal 
basis, have shown promise. For example, the spawning aggregation seasonal closure for grouper was recently extended. 
As of early 2013, the period now covers the entire breeding season from April to October rather than just part of this 
period.



3. Status of Implementation  
and Institutional Considerations 

While a number of 

environmental champions have 

advanced specific efforts to 

conserve and manage nearshore 

fisheries and coastal marine 

resources, actual capacity 

and focus of national level 

entities is lacking. The Bureau 

of Marine Resources has 

given priority to aquaculture 

livelihoods development rather 

than fisheries management 

or conservation. This is 

partially due to its limited 

staffing: according to the 

current organization chart, 23 positions out of 56 (40%) are vacant. 

The lack of national-level support has led to the proliferation of 

nongovernmental organization (NGO) support for state-level efforts 

as well as for the provision of public services in lieu of the state. That 

said, at the state level there is increasing recognition of the need 

to manage natural resources through a “ridge-to-reef ” approach, 

and the capacity for enforcement is generally improving as focus 

is increasingly placed on developing the capacity of Conservation 

Officers. The outlook for the national and state government’s 

capacity to assume stronger control of natural resource management 

is positive, but issues will need to be overcome, such as the minimal 

data availability regarding fishing pressure and activities, as well as 

fish stock and health. The continued sole use of MPAs to address all 

marine resource issues will not necessarily ensure that larger fisheries 

management goals are achieved (especially as the MPAs are located 

very close to shore and represent only a small portion of the overall 

state 12 nautical mile waters). 2

In addition to understanding the legal 
enabling conditions, it is equally 
important to understand their 

institutional context, and how these laws 
and regulations are implemented. Related 
to this is the need to analyze the relevant 
institutional factors in delivery of or support 
to RBM. 

Current and ongoing nearshore 
fisheries and coastal marine resource 
management efforts are supported 
by several environmental champions. 
A number of visionary, dedicated 
individuals who are both politically and 
culturally respected continue to push for 
conservation at the state and national 
levels.18 The power that these individuals 
have had, and continue to have, cannot be 
understated. For example, current President 
Tommy Remengesau, Jr., is viewed as 
an environmental champion. During his 
previous term as president, he signed 
into law the Protected Areas Network 
Act in 2003 and also committed Palau to 
the Micronesia Challenge (MC) in 2006. 
His re-election is viewed as very positive 
for future conservation efforts. Other 
environmental champions include chiefs 
and state governors: the traditional as well 
as modern leaders play a role. 

The continued existence of bul in 
several areas is positive, but these 
measures are no longer sufficient to 
effectively manage nearshore marine 
resources. Some areas still possess bul of 
varying degrees of strength. The traditional 
marker, tying a palm faun around a tree, 

18.  Rhodes et al. 2011. 

Guiding Questions

	 Are enforcement and 
management authorities clearly 
delineated?

	 Do enforcement authorities 
have enough skilled staff, and 
equipment?

	 Do management authorities 
have skilled staff and 
equipment?

	 Are relevant laws being 
enforced?
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indicates to outsiders that there is a bul in place and that they must inquire about the 
specifics before attempting to harvest anything. The Council of Chiefs within each state/
village remains the body that can make adjustments regarding the bul. In the last 20 years, 
the bul has primarily been used for area closures in an attempt to bring back fish stocks. 
Generally speaking, when areas are closed for a certain period of time, the chief elects to 
open them ahead of special events (e.g., funerals). Special events also drive the need for 
more vulnerable species, such as grouper, snapper, and turtle. While the existence of bul is 
positive, the collective presence is no longer sufficient to manage nearshore marine resources. 
The presence of threats (e.g., the increasing tourist-driven demand for marine resources, the 
economic environment and desire for supplemental income from marine resource sales, etc.) 
are simply too large and dynamic for the traditional system to withstand. Other factors also 
signify that traditional systems are no longer sufficient:

	 Fishing is valued and carried out differently today because of new fishing technologies. 
Traditional systems of resource management were appropriate in the past because they 
adequately addressed the fishing ethics of the day. Fishing was a subsistence activity 
carried out with skilled precision that integrated principles of conservation rooted in 
respect for all living things and a belief in moderation (i.e., “take only what is needed”). 
Today, fishing ethics have transformed and therefore behaviors have been transformed. 
Fishing is undertaken for various reasons from recreation/sports to cultural necessity to 
tourism to consumption to economic livelihood. There are now modern technologies that 
permit prolonged storage (e.g., freezers, etc.) and therefore encourage mass fishing as well 
as unsustainable fishing practices.

	 Traditional enforcement mechanisms are no longer sufficient. The enforcement bodies 
of bul, traditionally composed of village men’s groups, are no longer in place today, 
hampering the ability to enforce bul. So even if bul are in place, communities do not 
have sufficient resources to monitor and enforce these arrangements. Poachers often use 
modern technologies that are difficult to regulate using a traditional system, primarily 
because they are not as easily detected or easily penalized. Consequently, the context of 
the “village” and the methods by which traditional systems monitored and managed sites 
in the past are no longer compatible with present-day conditions.

National-level entities, however, do not place enough emphasis on effective 
fisheries management as a tool for livelihood development, food security, or 
conservation. The BMR mission statement is “to provide support and a favorable 
environment for the sustainable use of marine resources of Palau by the subsistence, 
commercial, mariculture, and recreational fisheries sectors for the benefit of the people 
of Palau.” As such, the BMR is tasked with exploring, surveying, developing, managing, 
and conserving all nearshore marine resources. Implementation is completed through 
four divisions: Aquaculture, Coastal Fisheries, Palau Vulnerable Endangered Species, and 
Marine Conservation and Protected Areas. The staffing for each varies and according to 
the organization chart, 23 positions out of 56 (40%) are currently vacant. All the positions 
within the Division of Marine Conservation and Protected Areas are currently vacant, and 
of the 10 people in the Division of Coastal Fisheries, 6 are monitoring and inspection officers 
who largely focus on ensuring that ice boxes at the airport have proper documentation. At 
present, there are no scientists employed by the BMR. Given the overall staffing situation, 
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BMR’s current focus is almost exclusively on aquaculture livelihoods development. 
Coordination with states—and active support for state-led conservation efforts—has been 
minimal. That being said, the BMR, with support from conservation NGOs, is currently 
working to set up a Fisherperson’s Association, and the recent induction of the new Minister 
of Natural Resources, Environment, and Tourism improves the outlook for future coastal 
fisheries and PA efforts by the BMR. 
 
The lack of capacity in the national government and traditional systems has 
led NGOs to fill important gaps in fisheries and coastal management, stepping 
in to serve as de facto providers of related public services. This includes, among other 
things, supporting the designation of PAs as well as the development of management 
plans, assisting with state-level sustainable land management plans, and supporting states 
with training and biological monitoring assistance. Since 2008, for example, work with 
leaders and fishers in the Northern Reefs to improve coastal marine resource management 
have been under way. Through this effort, data from approximately 10 fishers have been 
collected, including total catch data (e.g., number of fish caught and their weight) and catch 
characteristics (e.g., male or female; mature or juvenile). Analysis shows that over 60% of fish 
caught are immature, a finding of concern. While fishers have noticed that, over time, fish 
sizes were declining, they now have strong data-driven and scientific confirmation as well. 
Efforts by NGOs are now shifting to better understanding and defining a pathway forward 
to reverse the downward trajectory of fish stocks and sizes. Framing of these intervention 
possibilities is in the “management” realm, a marked shift from the “conservation” ethic that 
NGOs have promoted for the past two decades and one that appears to be far more well-
received by resource users. Particular attention is given to the state level, especially because 
a strong focus of the conservation community has been on developing the PAN, which 
operates at the state level. For example, efforts are currently under way to enact legislation 
for the Northern Reefs that would create an office, the legal basis for enforcement, and a 
permit scheme. 

At the state level, there is an increasing recognition for the need for natural 
resource management, particularly through a ridge-to-reef approach. Palau 
is endowed with both terrestrial and marine resources and communities, NGOs, and 
government entities that increasingly recognize the need to manage these resources in a 
sustainable manner. A ridge-to-reef approach is gaining traction. For example, the Belau 
Watershed Alliance (BWA), composed of most members from most states in Palau, 
supports development of a ridge-to-reef approach. The BWA “will protect, conserve, and 
restore the water resources for Belau through collaborative outreach, education, networking, 
science, information sharing, and technical assistance by and for the communities of the 
island.”19 Several of the PAN sites include dedicated marine and terrestrial areas, again 
highlighting that a ridge-to-reef approach is preferred. 

Enforcement efforts vary from state-to-state, but overall capacity for enforcement 
is improving as focus increasingly placed on developing the capacity of 
Conservation Officers. The designation of PAs does not translate to immediate 
enforcement or management interventions. Enforcement of relevant management plan rules 

19.  Belau Watershed Alliance 2011. 
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and regulations is a resource-intensive and often culturally difficult endeavor. Most state 
governments now employ at least one Conservation Officer (CO) to engage in enforcement 
in Pas, but actual enforcement efforts remain constrained. This is largely because COs 
often lack:

	 Necessary institutional and administrative support at the state level

	 Sufficient infrastructure (e.g., boats, fuel, binoculars) to patrol

	 Adequate understanding of the relevant PA management plans and laws

	 Training on apprehension techniques and law enforcement practices

The above deficiencies aside, COs are dedicated and driven individuals who want to work 
hard and ensure protection of their relevant state’s PAs. They simply lack the resources 
to do so in most cases. Also, while many COs are employed to manage their respective 
conservation sites, in reality they are also given other responsibilities by the state due to 
limited financial and human resources. These responsibilities may or may not be related to 
their conservation management roles. The PANF, the primary source of financing for COs, 
is working hard to ensure that 100% of CO time is allocated to their respective conservation 
site(s), but it may take awhile to achieve this goal.

The Fish & Wildlife Division has legal authority to enforce state laws in PAN sites, but 
due to resource constraints at the national level, PAN site enforcement is generally left to 
COs. However, in order to issue tickets and apprehend potential violators, COs must first go 
through national training to be “deputized.” Payment for this training is the responsibility of 
the state government. 

	 The recent creation of the Association of Palau’s Conservation Officers (APCO) 
represents a move to improve the capacity of COs. It involves targeted training, site visits, 
and mentoring for COs. This is beneficial, although it may have unintended consequences 
unless other CO issues are not addressed in tandem. For example, CO salary levels are 
currently very low (at minimum wage), so once COs receive training there is a high 
likelihood that they will seek higher-paying positions. 

	 In addition, those involved in APCO are also developing an institutional framework 
for compliance and enforcement at the national level. This would involve a systematic 
collaboration between the state COs and the national government officers.

The outlook for the national and state government’s capacity to assume stronger 
control of natural resource management is positive, but issues will need to be 
overcome. The PAN has made important progress:

	 The PANF Board and PANF Technical Committee are now in place to provide oversight 
for the network in addition to technical support for the states. 

	 The PAN Technical Committee and partners are in the process to developing an 
overarching national Network design that will incorporate the ecological functions and 
criteria stated in the law (e.g., biodiversity, resiliency, and connectivity). This ecologically 
“ideal” design will then be presented to the states for review and revision to ensure 
that impacts, both positive and negative, will be shared by all the states as equitably as 
possible.
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Removal of the PAN Management Committee represents a point of concern for some, 
but the outlook for at least informal involvement by the State Governors Association 
represents an opportunity to ensure that state interests are adequately taken into account in 
the design and implementation of the PAN. However, issues remain, particularly related to 
achievement of fisheries management and the potential for RBM approaches:

	 Data availability is minimal regarding fishing pressure and activities, as well as fish stock 
and health. 

	 Most existing MPAs are located very close to the shore and represent a small portion 
of the overall state 12 nautical mile waters. Management of MPAs in isolation will not 
necessarily ensure that larger fisheries management goals are achieved. 

Involvement in the Micronesia Challenge further supports an overall positive 
outlook for natural resource management in Palau. Palau is committed to the MC 
initiative, which would conserve 30% of nearshore coastal waters and 20% of forestland 
by 2020. The latest recorded figures, documented in early 2012, indicated that Palau has 
conserved 58% of nearshore coastal waters and 20% of forestland.20 

20.  Palau Conservation Society 2012. 



4. Status of Budgetary Conditions 

Government appropriations for the most 

relevant national government entity, the 

Bureau of Marine Resources, are minimal 

and primarily channel to small-scale 

fisheries and aquaculture livelihoods 

development. The entire BMR budget 

for 2012 was approximately $380,700. Yet 

Palau is at the forefront of Pacific island 

countries in terms of government-mandated 

sustainable finance mechanisms: the Green 

Fee (a visitor exit fee that partially goes 

to the Protected Area Network Fund) 

is a fairly well designed and successful 

mechanism. However, allocation of 

Green Fee revenues to achieve intended 

conservation and management objectives 

has been slow to date. The recent formation 

of the PAN Fund Board and PANF 

Technical Committee signal significant 

improvement and hope for the usage of 

the Green Fee moving forward. In addition 

to the Green Fee, Palau has contributed 

significantly to its Micronesia Challenge 

Endowment, which now totals more than 

$6 million. Disbursements have yet to be 

made, but the Endowment will eventually 

serve as a source of financing to complement 

the Green Fee revenue. Several states have 

also enacted state-level tourist permit 

mechanisms, most prominently Koror State, 

but these revenues do not necessarily have 

to go to natural resource management. 2

Constitutional 
recognition 
of revenue 

sharing has enabled 
development of state-
level tourism permit 
schemes. However, 
these revenues do not 
necessarily have to 
go to natural resource 
management. According 
to the Constitution, “each 
state shall be entitled to 
revenues derived from the 
exploration and exploitation 
of all living and non-living 
resources, except highly 
migratory fish, and fines 
collected for violation of 
any law within the marine 
area extending from the land to 12nm seaward from the traditional 
baselines.” Several states have taken advantage of this recognition, most 
prominently Koror state, which has two tourism permit schemes in 
place. The first is for access to the Rock Islands (“Rock Islands Permit”) 
and the second is for access to the Rock Islands and Jellyfish Lake 
(“Jellyfish Lake Permit”). Collection and usage of these fees is outlined 
in the Rock Islands Management and Conservation Act and subsequent 
amendments. 

	 Koror state collected $6.95 million in 2012 in permit fees. In 2012,  
a total of 21,603 tourists purchased Rock Island Permits and  
83,902 purchased Jellyfish Lake Permits. The Rock Islands fee 
increased from $20 to $50 in June 2012, while the fee for the broader 
permit went from $35 to $100. This money is channeled to the 
Koror state general fund. While the Rock Islands Management 
Conservation Act defines the “use of revenues,” it essentially grants the 
governor the authority to use the funds at his/her discretion by saying 
“fees generated by this Act may be used to compensate the people of 
Koror for the impacts associated with this Act pursuant  
to the directives of the Governor.” For this reason, the revenue 
collected from the fees does not need to help ensure future 
protection efforts. 

Guiding Questions

	 Is there a clear system to 
allocate budgets in support of 
fisheries management laws?

	 Are public funding streams 
allocated to coastal marine 
resource management?

	 Can enforcement and 
management authorities collect 
and retain revenues?

	 Do the appropriate authorities 
have the capacity to request, 
absorb, and use funds?
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	 In 2012, the Koror State Department of Conservation and Law Enforcement budget 
was $1.15 million and actual expenditures amounted to $1.03 million. In other words, of 
the $6.95 million in revenue collected under the auspices of conserving and protecting 
the Rock Islands and Jellyfish Lake, only $1.03 million (14.8%) went to conservation and 
protection activities and investments.

Other states have yet to capture significant revenues from permit schemes, mainly 
because tourists tend to stay in Koror state for most or all of their activities. That being said, 
as additional tourism offerings come online in surrounding states, increased permit revenue 
is certainly feasible. 

In addition to permit schemes that target tourists, the language of the law is structured 
such that revenue could be derived from permits issued for the exploration and exploitation 
of all living and non-living resources (e.g., research permits, extraction permits, etc.). This 
type of permit has not yet been explored or used by most states, but the potential for 
development of permits based on this constitutional recognition, and aligned with RBM 
principles, is strong. 

States receive revenues derived from fishing vessel licensing fees via block grants, 
and they can use this money at their discretion. According to the Constitution, “all 
revenues derived from licensing foreign vessels to fish for highly migratory fish within the 
jurisdictional waters of Palau shall be divided equitably between the national government 
and all the state governments as determined by the Olbiil Era Kelulau.” According to 
the Minister of Natural Resources, Environment and Tourism, Umiich Sengebau, the 
country earns about $5 million a year from the fishing industry, with about $4 million of 
that coming from tuna fishing.21 The exact portion of the money that derives from fishing 
license sales is unknown, but it is believed to represent the bulk of these revenues. The 
fishing license revenue is then distributed as follows: 15% of total revenue channels to the 
national government, 55% is distributed equally among the 16 states, and 30% is distributed 
to the 16 states based on population size. It is up to the state governments to determine 
how to best use their funds. While some of this money may go to nearshore fisheries 
and coastal marine resource management, it is largely believed that states look to PAN 
disbursements to engage in most of their natural resource management activities. The 
money that goes to the national government in part finds its way to the Bureau of Oceanic 
Fishery Management (BOFM)—the entity tasked with exploring, surveying, developing, 
managing, and conserving all off-shore fisheries within the EEZ, as well as the regulation 
of foreign fishing, including licensing, inspection, port sampling, maintenance analysis of 
catch reports, and observer program. The total 2012 budget for the BOFM amounted to 
$155,800, of which $141,800 went to personnel costs. Given that the BOFM only has one 
enforcement vessel and, in 2012, a budget of $9,600 for supplies (e.g., fuel), it usually limits 
its enforcement patrol efforts to one trip per year.

Palau is currently considering a ban on all commercial fishing. The tuna and other 
marine resources within the EEZ of Palau offer other opportunities for development 
beyond earning revenue from foreign fishing licenses and taxes from commercial fishing. The 
country is currently exploring the financial, food security, and other implications of banning 

21.  Agence France-Presse 2013. 
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commercial fishing.22 Balancing the use of marine resources for commercial fishing revenues 
versus protection to ensure food security, bolster tourism, and increase tourism food supply, 
is difficult yet important. 

The need to actively manage coastal fishery resources is not adequately reflected 
in the government budget allocation to BMR. The BMR is the primary national 
government entity tasked with supporting nearshore fisheries and coastal marine resource 
management. The BMR budget for 2012 was approximately $380,700. This covered 
salaries for 33 people and operational costs. The bulk of the programmatic resources go to 
aquaculture livelihoods development rather than to management. 

The Green Fee is a fairly well designed sustainable finance mechanism, but 
allocation of revenues to achieve intended objectives has been slow to date. The 
Green Fee legislation, passed in 2009, requires that every tourist pay $15 upon departure 
from the country.23 The number of tourists reached 118,754 in 2012, a record high, yielding 
approximately $1.8 million in revenue. Actual usage of the funds has seen significant 
improvement since the establishment of the PANF Board for fiscal year 2012. 

	 Between 2009 and 2011, disbursement to PAN sites was at the discretion of the 
legislature. While some disbursements were made to PA sites during this time, they were 
equal in size and not based on actual need. For example, in 2011, the legislation reads: 
“because the PANF Board is not yet fully established and cannot yet legally disburse 
funds collected from the Environmental Protection Fee (“Green Fee”) to conservation 
sites that have met all legal requirements, the funds collected through the Green Fee 
are hereby authorized and appropriated in 2010 for fiscal year 2011 as follows: The 
amount of $200,000 is to be authorized and appropriated to several states and/or sites 
for institutional capacity and development. This amount is to be divided as follows: 1) 
$50,000 to Ngarchelong State for start-up costs involved in implementing the Ebiil PAN 
site and Northern Reefs management plans; 2) $50,000 to Ngiwal State for developing 
PAN site regulations, awareness and completion of the management plan, of which 
$15,000 is for legal assistance to Kelulul a Kiuluul and building its capacity to undertake 
policy decisions relating to PAN; 3) $50,000 to Melekeok State for institutional building 
as well as refining and implementing of the Lake Ngardok PAN site management plan; 
and 4) $50,000 to Hatohobei State for Helen Atoll.” Furthermore, the Legislature also 
approved $25,000 for the Belau National Museum for it to develop, with partners, 
protocols for bird monitoring for PAN sites. 

	 Each year, 5% of the Green Fees collected as well as any unallocated funds remaining 
at the end of the fiscal year must be placed in Palau’s endowment fund that is housed 
within the Micronesia Conservation Trust (MCT). Given the generally small level of 
disbursements made relative to revenue collected between 2009 and 2011, this means 
that most of the revenue went into the endowment housed at MCT. For example, during 
fiscal year 2011 the Senate passed a bill stating that “the amount of $1.4 million dollars is 
hereby authorized and appropriated for the purpose of the Republic of Palau fulfilling 

22.  Ibid.

23.  In October 2012 the Green Fee was increased to $30 per tourist upon departure. Half of this still goes to the PANF 
and the addition $15 goes to efforts that improve the water and sewerage system of Palau.
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its commitment under the July 1, 2010 Memorandum of Understanding between the 
Republic of Palau and The Nature Conservancy, pertaining to the Micronesia Challenge, 
to match The Nature Conservancy’s payment. The entire amount authorized and 
appropriated shall come from Green Fee revenue.”

Allocation of PAN funds can go to the states as well as to national-level PAN 
management and nationally managed PAN sites. The 2012 disbursements were made at the 
PANF Board’s discretion and were driven by need (as reflected within the PA Management 
Plan budget). The PANF Board is working with partners to develop tools and metrics to 
help guide development of management plan budgets, the tracking of actual spending, and 
reporting. These templates and the consistency they provide will ensure that disbursements 
are made in a transparent way and that they are made based on need. 

It is likely that, at least in the short term, the maximum yearly collection of the Green Fee 
is approximately $1.8 million. This is driven by the fact that hotels are already at capacity, 
making tourism growth difficult until additional capacity is available. 

The Palau Micronesia Challenge Endowment within the Micronesia Conservation 
Trust will eventually serve as a source of funding for marine and terrestrial 
conservation efforts. The Micronesia Challenge Sustainable Finance Plan estimated that 
Palau would need a budget of $3.2 million per year to reach the MC conservation goals. It 
furthermore assumed that Palau could cover $2.9 million of this on a revolving basis, leaving 
$320,000 to be covered by an endowment.24 Assuming a 5% disbursement rate, they would 
need a $6.4 million endowment.25 As of this writing, the Palau endowment is approximately 
$6 million. A pledge from Conservation International in the amount of $1 million has yet 
to be fulfilled. When this comes in, and the expected two-to-one match is made by Palau, 
the endowment will reach $9 million. Capitalization of the endowment is almost complete, 
but the $2.9 million per year in revolving funds has not materialized. The endowment 
capitalization target will need to increase, or additional funds will need to be secured on an 
annual basis to cover needed expenses. 

External funding for conservation and climate change is significant, but donor 
priorities continue to shift. A number of bilateral, multilateral, and private foundation 
donors currently support various marine and terrestrial efforts in Palau. These monies tend 
to ebb and flow, depending on donor priorities, and it is therefore difficult to rely upon them 
with certainty. 

24.  Walsh and Stege 2010. 

25.  Ibid.



5. Status of Political and Economic 
Decision Making

The dynamics of the political 

economy relevant to nearshore 

fisheries and coastal marine 

resource management in Palau 

must be considered at multiple 

levels: regional, national, and 

state. At a regional level, through 

the government’s involvement 

with the Secretariat of the Pacific 

Community, coastal and marine 

resources are primarily viewed 

as economic development tools. 

At the national level, nearshore 

fisheries and coastal marine 

resource management is only 

partially viewed as a priority, and 

the linkage between developing 

the tourism sector and needing to 

protect the marine environment is 

generally missing. At the state level, 

priority for nearshore fisheries 

and coastal marine resource 

management depends on several 

factors, including local dependence 

on these resources for livelihoods 

and/or food security; cultural 

significance of and commitment 

to natural resource management, 

as exhibited by traditional leaders 

as well as government officials; 

and the availability of financial 

resources for management. 2

The dynamics of the political 
economy relevant to fisheries 
and coastal management in 

Palau must be considered at multiple 
levels: regional, national, and state.

At a regional level, coastal and 
marine resources are primarily 
viewed as economic development 
tools. Palau is one of 22 Pacific Island 
countries that, through the Secretariat 
of the Pacific Community (SPC), have 
developed intergovernmental policy 
approaches to many economic sectors, 
including fisheries, with the main 
goal of economically developing this sector. Through the SPC’s Coastal Fisheries 
Program, attention has been directed toward nearshore fisheries. In recent years 
in Palau the focus has been on aquaculture, as exhibited by the focus of the BMR. 
At the same time, because of Palau’s commitment to the MC, there is also a strong 
overarching sense of environmental stewardship. 

At the national level, nearshore fisheries and coastal marine resource 
management is only partially viewed as a priority, and the linkage 
between developing the tourism sector and needing to protect the marine 
environment is generally lacking. The primary economic development guiding 
documents are the Palau National Master Development Plan (otherwise referred 
to as “Palau 2020”) and the Medium-Term Development Strategy 2009–2014 
(MTDS). The MTDS recognizes that “preserving environmental values while also 
enabling development to occur is a major challenge for Palau,” and it highlights the 
following as the key issues facing the environment and natural resource sector:

	 The lack of an overarching policy framework

	 An outdated, inappropriate, and cumbersome regulatory framework

	 Overlapping and conflicting mandates and functions

	 Insufficient funding leading to difficulties in undertaking evaluation, review, 
monitoring, compliance, and enforcement activities

	 Ongoing tensions between state and national governments as to land and 
resource ownership and management and Environmental Quality Protection 
Board requirements

Guiding Questions

	 Is there a long-term national 
development plan that puts 
priority on sustainable use of 
natural resources?

	 Does the government 
currently give priority to 
sustainable fisheries and coastal 
management?
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To address these issues, an Environmental and Natural Resource Management 
Action Plan has been designed, with the goal of achieving a more integrated approach to 
environmental management and infrastructure and natural resource development and 
use as well as more appropriate, more streamlined environmental laws, regulations, and 
development requirements. While the MTDS includes a well-developed work plan to 
achieve these outcomes, actual implementation has been limited. Developing the tourism 
sector, which is highly dependent on the health of marine ecosystems, is also a focus of the 
MTDS. In 2010, total tourism-based revenues amounted to $90 million, 60% of which 
came from dive-based tourism.26 According to a study by the Australian Institute of Marine 
Science, roughly 100 sharks inhabit the prime dive sites, each at a yearly value of $179,000 or 
a total lifetime value of $1.9 million, compared with a one-time value of $10,800 for the fins 
and meat of the same 100 sharks.27 

Despite a strong incentive to protect the marine environment in order to ensure 
continued dive- and marine-based tourism, allocations to the BMR have remained small, 
especially relative to other government agencies. There is hope that with the recently 
appointed Minister of Natural Resources, Environment and Tourism, the BMR will be given 
additional political and financial support. 

It should be noted that despite minimal funding and political support for BMR, efforts 
to link tourism with natural resource management and environmental stewardship have 
been driven by the “Tri-Org.” The Tri-Org is a collaboration between the Palau Visitor’s 
Authority, the Belau Tourism Association, and the Palau Chamber of Commerce. In 2008 
the Tri-Org released a Tourism Action Plan that calls for creating a conducive environment 
for tourism and for taking care of tourism’s resource base. The Tri-Org was also instrumental 
in the development and endorsement of the Palau Energy Policy and the Sustainable Land 
Management Policy for Palau, and it continues to make tremendous gains in demonstrating 
environmental stewardship.

At the state level, priority for nearshore fisheries and coastal marine resource 
management depends on several factors. These include: 

	 Local dependence on resources for livelihoods and/or food security. The degree to which 
a given state relies upon natural resources for livelihoods and/or food security naturally 
dictates the priority given to management decisions. However, the degree to which this 
translates into action on the ground may be stifled by a lack of social or political will or of 
financial resources. 

	 Cultural significance of and commitment to natural resource management, as exhibited 
by traditional leaders as well as government officials. Some chiefs still choose to use bul 
and, as such, certain areas possess some degree of natural resource management at the 
traditional level. In addition, most states have established at least one PA within their 
boundaries, and many of these are increasingly operational. The degree of management 
interventions largely depends on possession of sufficient financial resources. 

	 Availability of financial resources to engage in management. The states that have formally 
declared their PAs as PAN sites have access to funding from the PANF. As the PANF 

26.  Palau Office of Statistics and Planning 2011. 

27.  Jolly 2011. 
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continues to develop as an institution, and increasingly allocates resources based on need, 
the states that can effectively exhibit what they hope to achieve and how much it will 
cost stand to secure sustainable and sufficient resources for their MPAs. However, unless 
the MPA stretches across the entire state waters, the issue of how to manage the entire 
nearshore marine resource area—from both a logistical and a financial standpoint—will 
remain. This is an issue that will need to be addressed to ensure sufficient nearshore 
fisheries and marine resource management efforts are put in place.



6. Conclusion

Palau has a strong and long-standing foundation in natural resource management now 
supported by the modern legal system. The 16 states possess ownership over their 
marine areas out to the 12 nautical mile point and have the ability to designate and 

manage MPAs under the PAN. While this system has been slow to expand, and MPAs 
are not in and of themselves enough to ensure sufficient fisheries management occurs in 
Palau, it serves as a building block for future nearshore fisheries and coastal marine resource 
management. States will need to consider ways in which to incorporate larger fisheries 
management efforts around MPAs and the rest of their state waters. 

This assessment was geared toward evaluating the state of the main “top-down” enabling 
conditions that would support the use of RBM to safeguard coastal and marine resources in 
Palau. The key findings are provided in Table 2. 
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Table 2. Summary of Findings

E NAB LI N G  
CO N D I T I O N G u I D I N G Q u E S T I O N S K E y FI N D I N G S

LEGAL 	 Are fisheries management laws 
in place?

 Do customary management 
systems exist, and are they 
legally recognized?

 Do existing laws/systems 
secure exclusive use rights?

 Are there regulations 
moderating access and effort?

 Does legislation exist to 
designate Protected Areas?

Legal structures support development of MpAs and some basic 
fisheries management measures but do not incorporate effort or 
gear restrictions, and fisheries are largely treated as open access 

 The customary management system exists (bul), including 
seasonal closures, catch and harvest size restrictions, and other 
restrictions (this system underpins the modern legal system but 
continues to erode)

 The Constitution grants the 16 states the authority over first  
12 nautical miles of marine area

 Fisheries are generally treated as open access (the modern legal 
system does not provide ways to exclude outsiders and the 
traditional system is weak, especially because of wide-reaching 
family ties)

 Fisheries laws are minimal, but some exist regarding seasonal 
closures and bans

 The Protected Area Network legislation provides the legal basis for 
establishing and managing PAs but the system has been slow to 
gain traction

INSTITuTIONAL 
AND 
IMPLEMENTATION

 Are enforcement and 
management authorities 
clearly delineated?

 Do enforcement authorities 
have enough skilled staff, and 
equipment?

 Do management authorities 
have skilled staff and 
equipment?

 Are relevant laws being 
enforced?

enforcement efforts are limited but improving; minimal focus 
placed on management

 BMR is the national-level entity tasked with exploring, developing, 
and managing nearshore marine resources, but in reality it lacks 
sufficient resources and capacity to do so, so it tends to focus 
solely on aquaculture and livelihoods development rather than 
management 

 There is minimal coordination between BMR and the states, driven 
in part by jurisdictional overlap and unclear mandates 

 Relevant management and enforcement authorities lack enough 
skilled staff and equipment

 Enforcement is occurring in some states, and efforts to improve 
are under way (i.e., Association of Palau’s Conservation Officers 
training efforts)

table continues on page 22
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E NAB LI N G  
CO N D I T I O N G u I D I N G Q u E S T I O N S K E y FI N D I N G S

BuDGETARy  Is there a clear system to 
allocate budgets in support of 
fisheries management laws?

 Are public funding streams 
allocated to coastal marine 
resource management?

 Can enforcement and 
management authorities 
collect and retain revenues?

 Do the appropriate authorities 
have the capacity to request, 
absorb, and use funds?

palau has a sustainable finance mechanism in place (the Green Fee) 
as well as a well-capitalized MCt endowment to support the pAn; 
government budget allocation to BMr is minimal

 The Green Fee is a fairly well designed mechanism, but the 
allocation of revenues to achieve intended objectives has been 
slow to date. The recent formation of the PANF Board and PANF 
Technical Committee signal significant improvement and hope for 
the use of the Green Fee moving forward

 The Palau MCT Endowment has approximately $6 million and will 
eventually serve to complement Green Fee revenue in support of 
the PAN 

 State capacity to request, absorb, and use funds from PANF are 
improving, but most require significant further development

 States are allowed to develop permit mechanisms to secure 
financing (e.g., Koror State Jellyfish Lake Permit), but these 
revenues do not necessarily have to go to natural resource 
management

 Government appropriations to BMR are minimal and primarily go 
to small-scale fisheries and aquaculture livelihoods development

POLITICAL 
ECONOMIC 
DECISION 
MAKING

 Is there a long-term national 
development plan that puts 
priority on sustainable use of 
natural resources?

 Does the government currently 
give priority to sustainable 
fisheries and coastal 
management? 

palau recognizes the need to preserve its environment, and while 
the pAn and other policies are efforts to do so, little effort has been 
made to ramp up nearshore fisheries and coastal marine resource 
management to ensure continued tourism success

 The Medium-Term Development Strategy 2009 –2014 is the 
primary guiding document for this period, and it recognizes the 
need to preserve the environment, but the linkage between 
developing and sustaining the tourism sector and needing to 
protect the marine environment is missing 

 At the state level, priority for nearshore fisheries and coastal 
marine resource management depends on several factors, 
including local dependence on resources for livelihoods and/or 
food security, cultural significance of and commitment to natural 
resource management, and availability of financial resources to 
engage in management.

table continued from page 21



Appendix A. Country Snapshot

Profile

POPuLATION 20, 610

GDP $166 million

GDP GROWTH 6% (2011)

INFLATION 0.2%

INCOME STATuS Upper-Middle Income

POvERTy RATE AT $2 A DAy N/A

GOvERNANCE INDEx 2nd quartile (Rank = 86/210)

Source: World Bank 2013.
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Fisheries Statistics

L AN D I N G S
vO Lu M E

( TO NS)
PR O D u C T I O N vALu E

(MILLI O N D O LL AR S)

COASTAL COMMERCIAL 865 2.84

COASTAL SuBSISTENCE 1,250 2.51

OFFSHORE LOCALLy BASED 3,030 13.78

OFFSHORE  
FOREIGN-BASEDa

1,464 4.95

AQuACuLTuRE 2 0.05

TOTAL 6,611 24.14

FI S H I N G’S CO N T R I B u T I O N TO 
D O M E S T I C G D P

3.05b 
6.1%c

T R AD E

IMPORTS 461d N/A

ExPORTS 332d 19.1

ROLE OF FISH AND FISHING IN SOCIETy

NuMBER OF FISHERS 460e

SEAFOOD CONSuMPTION (2007) 183 grams per person per day

a. Includes landings by foreign-based flagged vessels operating within the EEZ of Palau.

b. This is the official fisheries contribution to GDP, per Bureau of Budget & Planning 2008. A recalculation shows the 
total fishing contribution to be $9.6 million. Gillet 2009.

c. “Official estimates show that fishing in 2006 was responsible for 2.2 % of the GDP of Palau. A recalculation using a 
different methodology shows it was 6.1 % in 2006.” FAO 2009.

d. Data include only fish categorized as “for direct human consumption.”

e. In addition, the 2005 census indicates that 305 people reported income from selling fish and 933 people reported 
some subsistence fishing.

Source: FAO 2009. Data are from one of years 2006–2008.
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MPAs

AR E A 
(hEC TAR ES)

S HAR E O F E xCLuS I v E  
E CO N O M I C ZO N E AR E A

MARINE PROTECTED AREAS 124,268 0.206%

Source: World Database on Protected Areas 2013.

Marine Habitats

AR E A 
(SQUAR E K ILOME T ER S)

S HAR E O F  
G LO BAL TOTAL

G LO BAL  
R AN K

CORAL REEFS 524.5 0.2% N/A

MANGROvES 45 N/A N/A

Source: Reefs from Yukihira et al. 2007; reefs and mangroves from Maragos et al. 1994.



Appendix B. Palau Protected Areas 

Excerpt from Palau PA Table February 2013

E COS yS T E M S O R 
S PE CI E S I N CLu D E D S TAT E (S)

y E AR  
E S TAB LI S H E D

APPR Ox I M AT E 
S I Z E  (SQUAR E 

K ILOME T ER) M AR I N E
T E R R E S -

T R IAL
PAN 

M E M B E R

Atoll forests, Bird 
Sanctuary, Marine Areas

Kayangel 2012 1686.00      

Atoll island, reefs, lagoon   1996 34.96 x x 2011

Barrier reef Kayangel 2012 163 x    

Atoll island, reefs, lagoon Kayangel 2012 1,685 x    

Bekai Micronesian 
Megapode

Kayangel 2012 34
  x

 

Atoll forest Kayangel 2012 0.003186   x  

Atoll forest Kayangel 2012 0.003404   x  

Reefs, lagoon, terrestrial, 
islands

Ngarchelong pending legislation 
to designate, as of 

082112

197.40
x x

 

Grouper spawning 
aggregations

Ngarchelong 1999 19.11
x  

2008

            2011

Mangrove Ngaraard 1994 2.88 x   2011

Mangrove Ngaraard 2007 0.32 x   2011

Forest, pond, watershed Ngaraard 2008 2.23   x 2011

Forest, stream, watershed Ngaraard 2008 0.91   x 2011

Mangrove and reef Ngaraard 2010 2.00 x    

             

Mangrove, reef flat, 
seagrass bed

Ngardmau 1998 2.93
x  

2010

Patch reef Ngardmau 2005 0.62 x   2010

Forest, Mountain vista Ngardmau 2005 0.30   x 2010

waterfall Ngardmau 2005 6.12   x 2010

             

Upper Watershed, river, 
forest Ngaremlengui 2008 8.86

  x
 

Swamp forest, forest Ngaremlengui 2008 1.50   x  

Estuary, mangroves Ngaremlengui, 
Ngatpang, 

Aimeliik

1999 98.00
x  

 

Mangroves/Seagrass bed Ngaremlengui 2006 0.71 x x  

Northside of channel, 
reef

Ngaremlengui   0.30
x  

 

Reef Ngaremlengui 2009 0.10      

Reef/Clams Ngatpang 2003 0.15 x    

Reef/Crabs Ngatpang 2003 0.15 x    

table continues on page 27
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E COS yS T E M S O R 
S PE CI E S I N CLu D E D S TAT E (S)

y E AR  
E S TAB LI S H E D

APPR Ox I M AT E 
S I Z E  (SQUAR E 

K ILOME T ER) M AR I N E
T E R R E S -

T R IAL
PAN 

M E M B E R

Reef Ngatpang 2003 0.15 x    

Mangrove Aimeliik 2002 0.43 x x  

island, reef flat Aimeliik 2006 0.30 x x  

forest Aimeliik 2008 3.80   x 2011

Reef flat Ngiwal 1997 1.00 x   2008

river Ngiwal 2009 1.05   x 2008

Lake, wetlands, 
watershed, forest

Melekeok 1999 5.00
  x

2008

Reef Melekeok 2010 0.30 x    

Patch reef Ngchesar 2002 0.50 x   2011

watershed, forest Ngchesar 2002 0.50   x 2008

Mangrove Airai 1994 0.97 x    

Mangrove Airai 1997 1.64 x    

Mangrove Airai 2002 0.78 x    

seagrass bed Airai 2006 3.18 x   2011

Rock Islands, lagoon, 
barrier reefs

Koror 1997 859.00
x x

 

             

Islands, reefs, lagoon Koror 1956 11.02 x x  

Grouper spawning 
aggregations

Koror 1976 2.08
x  

 

Mangrove, sardine 
aggregation

Koror 1999 0.05
x x

 

Seagrass bed, reef flat Koror 2001 5.98 x    

Reef flat Koror 2002 0.04 x    

Islands, reef, dive sites Koror 1995 40.26 x x  

Seagrass bed, reef flat Peleliu 2001 0.83 x    

Seagrass, reef flat Angaur 2006 0.39 x    

Island Sonsorol Traditional decree 0.40   x  

Atoll island, reefs, lagoon hatohobei 2001 163.00 x x 2009

Currently protected, 
in PAN

52.9

Currently protected, 
NOT in PAN - ENTIRE 

ROCK ISLANDS, 
Ngeremeduu Bay, 

Northern Reef

17.7

Source: TNC 2013.

table continued from page 26



Appendix C. Key Government Institutions with a Role in Fisheries  
and Coastal Marine Resource Management 

E N T I T y 
K E y Pu R P OS E S, Fu N C T I O N S,  
AN D R E S P O N S I B I LI T I E S

I N vO Lv E M E N T I N COA S TAL 
 M AR I N E R E S O u R CE M AN AG E M E N T

BuREAu 
OF MARINE 
RESOuRCES

 Responsible for exploring, surveying, developing, 
managing, and conserving all nearshore marine 
resources

 In collaboration with the states and other partners, 
provides support and a favorable environment for the 
management and sustainable use of marine resources 
of Palau by subsistence, commercial, aquaculture, and 
recreational fisheries sectors for the benefit of the people 
of Palau

 Oversees all aquaculture development 
for the nation and runs the Palau 
Mariculture Demonstration Center; focus 
is on giant clam grow-out for farmers

 Also works with artisanal and nearshore 
fisheries

 Completes biological surveys when 
requested by state governments

 Collects marine species export data at 
the airport and fish market data

 Issues scientific research permits and 
export permits for all marine products

 handles the endangered species 
program and all aquaculture projects in 
Palau (e.g., clam, grouper)

BuREAu OF 
OCEANIC FISHERy 
MANAGEMENT

 Responsible for exploring, surveying, developing, 
managing, and conserving all off-shore fisheries within 
the contiguous and exclusive economic zones of the 
Republic of Palau

 It is also tasked with regulation of foreign fishing, 
including licensing, inspection, port sampling, 
maintenance analysis of catch reports, and observer 
program

 Oversees the international requirements of the 
Western and Central Pacific Fisheries Commission, the 
Forum Fisheries Agency, and the Parties to the Nauru 
Agreement

 Minimal involvement 

DIvISION OF FISH 
AND WILDLIFE 
PROTECTION

 Primary authority to enforce the criminal laws protecting 
the environment inside the reef

 Enforces laws relating to regulated 
plants and animals 

 Enforces laws related to conservation 
and resources uses

DIvISION OF 
MARINE LAW 
ENFORCEMENT

 The primary enforcement authority for Palau’s foreign 
fishing laws. The division enforces all laws and 
regulations related to fishing, environmental protection, 
and illicit narcotic trafficking

 Responsible for surveillance of territorial waters and the 
200-mile EEZ, including enforcement of national laws 
and international treaties 

 Supports the states in Search & Rescue 
Missions

table continues on page 29
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E N T I T y 
K E y Pu R P OS E S, Fu N C T I O N S,  
AN D R E S P O N S I B I LI T I E S

I N vO Lv E M E N T I N COA S TAL 
 M AR I N E R E S O u R CE M AN AG E M E N T

ENvIRONMENTAL 
QuALITy 
PROTECTION 
BOARD (EQPB)

 A semi-government regulatory agency that serves as the 
primary enforcement authority for the implementation 
and enforcement of land clearing and development 
regulations (e.g., activities involving earthmoving and 
structural development)—its four key areas of work 
are permitting, inspections and enforcement; program 
development and planning; environmental monitoring; 
and public awareness and education 

 Also enforces regulations on marine and freshwater 
quality, public water supply systems, solid waste 
management, toilet facilities, pesticides, environmental 
impact statements (EISs), and air pollution

 Administers the required environmental assessment (EA) 
for all development projects

 Administers a permit system for the discharge of 
pollutants and is required to adopt and implement plans 
for the certification of applicators of pesticides and for 
the issuance of experimental use permits for pesticides

  Conducts all preliminary survey and 
inspections for developments 

 Monitors and regulates the quality of 
water supply systems, marine waters, 
and rainwater catchments for schools 

 Oversees developments, reviewing 
permit applications, reviewing EA and 
EIS, drafting conditions for permit and 
EIS approval, addressing long-standing 
problems with infrastructure and Cease 
and Desist Orders

 Ensures that landfill sites comply with 
EQPB regulations

OFFICE OF 
ENvIRONMENTAL 
RESPONSE AND 
COORDINATION

 Coordinates the programs associated with the Republic’s 
responsibilities related to internationally identified 
and funded environmental initiatives, such as global 
climate change, biodiversity, and desertification and land 
degradation 

 Responsible for developing a broad and coordinated 
planning approach to issues of environment that 
integrates governmental environmental programs into 
Executive Branch environmental response planning

 Assists environmental support agencies 
in the development of funding 
assistance for environmental programs 
in Palau 

 Serves as a Secretariat for US Coral 
Reef Taskforce, International Coral 
Reef Initiative, National Environmental 
Protection Council, Oil and Gas Taskforce, 
and other international commitments

PALAu 
AuTOMATED 
LAND AND 
RESOuRCES 
INFORMATION 
SySTEM

 Responsible for developing and providing spatially 
related information to all government and 
nongovernmental agencies in Palau

 Aims to centralize land and resource information for 
Palau to support the planning and management of 
human, economic, and natural resources

 Main national GIS capacity

 Supports development of PA and MPA 
maps for the PAN

table continued from page 28
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E N T I T y 
K E y Pu R P OS E S, Fu N C T I O N S,  
AN D R E S P O N S I B I LI T I E S

I N vO Lv E M E N T I N COA S TAL 
 M AR I N E R E S O u R CE M AN AG E M E N T

PAN FuND BOARD  A registered nonprofit organization established to 
administer and manage all funds received for the 
operation of the PAN and disburse these revenues to 
provide financial support for PAN sites and the PAN Office 
to cover sites as well as the network as a single system 

 As a financial trustee for the PAN, it is limited to the 
administration, management, investment, monitoring, 
and disbursement of funds for the continuing operation 
of the PAN

 Disburses all funding for implementation 
of PAN (sites, plans, performance, 
outcome/impacts), research and 
educational activities, and other 
functions necessary to carry out the 
operations of the PAN Office

PAN OFFICE  Established to coordinate the implementation of the 
Protected Areas Network Act, which has two objectives: 
to protect the country’s biodiversity and to assist local 
management of natural resources through establishing 
an interconnected network of protected areas

 Provides technical assistance to state governments for 
management of their PAN sites

 Assists state governments with site 
nomination and application to the PANF 

 Works with relevant committees and 
agencies to establish selection criteria 
for PAN and to develop rules and 
regulations outlining the process for site 
designation

 Collects information and establishes 
an information management system 
(record keeping and monitoring and 
reporting requirements)

PAN TECHNICAL 
COMMITTEE

 Represents relevant organizations (e.g., environment, 
cultural, conservation, marine science, and terrestrial 
science) and provides advice to the Ministry of Natural 
Resources, Environment and Tourism and the PAN 
Management Committee

 Reviews PAN application forms and 
nominates sites to the Ministry of 
Natural Resources, Environment and 
Tourism

PALAu 
INTERNATIONAL 
CORAL REEF 
CENTER

 Established by law in 1998 as self-sustaining

 Established as a tripartite effort of Japan, the United 
States, and Palau as a nonprofit coral reef center and 
marine park to provide a forum for coral reef studies, 
research, and education 

 Provides monitoring trainings for scientists from the 
entire region 

 Carries out education, training, and 
research programs and provides 
information to communities and leaders 
(both government and traditional) for 
managing the reefs.

 Also provides technical assistance to 
local communities as well as to the 
other U.S. affiliated islands on coral 
monitoring training, data collection, and 
sedimentation monitoring

table continued from page 29
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