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1. ABSTRACT 
 
In October 2015, President Tommy E. Remengesau Jr. of the Republic of Palau signed the Palau 

National Marine Sanctuary Act that established 80% of the nation’s Exclusive Economic Zone as 

a marine protected area (MPA). At the time of signature, the Palau National Marine Sanctuary 

(PNMS) was the sixth-largest MPA in the world at 500,000 km2 and a continuation of Palau’s 

international leadership in conservation efforts with other examples being the establishment of 

the world’s first shark sanctuary in 2009 (Horstmeyer, 2016). The goals of the PNMS are to 

promote healthy ocean populations and ecosystems, food security, and sustainable development 

while the main threat to these goals is Illegal, Unreported, and Unregulated fishing (IUU). This 

project will apply the theory of change to demonstrate why IUU fishing is the greatest threat and 

present recommendations on how Palau should bolster international partnerships between other 

national governments and non-governmental organizations to achieve the goals and purpose of 

the PNMS. 

 

2. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
 In 2015, the Republic of Palau established the Palau National Marine Sanctuary (PNMS), 

designating 80% of the nation’s Exclusive Economic Zone as a marine protected area. Palau’s 

sweeping action to protect 500,000 km2 of its ocean resource is driven by centuries-old 

traditional conservation methods essential to Palau’s livelihood. The goals of PNMS are to 

promote healthy ocean populations and ecosystems, food security, and sustainable development, 

but despite Palau’s protective actions, PNMS faces a daily threat its goals in the form of Illegal, 

Unreported and Unregulated (IUU) fishing.  
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 The present study employed a systematic literature review to establish context on 

traditional conservation in Palau, the goals and purpose of the PNMS, and IUU fishing. The 

study then applied the theory of change to demonstrate why IUU is the greatest barrier to the 

goals of PNMS. Lastly, this project provides a recommendation for the Republic of Palau to 

bolster existing international partnerships in order to enforce IUU fishing in PNMS. A key 

partnership includes U.S. Southern Command and the U.S. Coast Guard in light of recent 

strategy shifts to address IUU fishing as a hemispheric threat.  

 

3.  INTRODUCTION 
 
 This research project investigated the threats facing the Palau National Marine Sanctuary 

(PNMS) against its goals and will present a recommendation to mitigate that threat. The primary 

threat to the success of the PNMS is Illegal, Unreported, and Unregulated (IUU) fishing. First, 

this paper will provide background information about Palau’s human and natural history, the 

goals and purpose of the PNMS, information about Large Scale Marine Protected Areas (MPA) 

and IUU fishing. Second, this project will apply the theory of change to demonstrate why IUU is 

the greatest threat to Palau achieving the goals of the PNMS. Finally, this project will present a 

recommendation regarding how Palau should bolster international partnerships between other 

national governments and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) to achieve the goals and 

purpose of the PNMS. 

 The Republic of Palau is an island country in the western Pacific. Palau is an archipelago 

made up of over 340 islands. Palau’s islands mingle with perfect lagoons of blue-green waters 

teeming with marine life (Horstmeyer, 2016). Hundreds of miles of coral reef surround the island 

chain, and the shallow waters around the islands drop steeply into warm blue ocean waters that 
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hold an equally impressive and valuable quantity of pelagic species. The waters of Palau have 

been called one of the seven underwater wonders of the world and hold “over 1,300 species of 

fish, 400 species of hard coral, 300 species of soft coral, and seven of the world’s nine species of 

giant clams” (Horstmeyer, 2016). 

 The Palauan peoples’ livelihoods have been tied to the ocean for centuries. Palauans have 

a long tradition of subsistence fishing. More recently, Palau has shifted its focus to ecotourism, 

which now forms the foundation of Palau’s economy. For centuries, Palau’s traditional leaders 

have relied on “bul,” their ancient conservation method of placing significant off-limits 

restrictions on sensitive areas, to protect the resources and ultimately the livelihood of the 

Palauan people (Pristine Paradise Palau, n.d.). On October 28, 2015, in the spirit of bul, President 

Tommy E. Remengesau Jr. signed Senate Bill 9-30, establishing the Palau National Marine 

Sanctuary.  

 The Palau National Marine Sanctuary encompasses the entirety of the Palauan Exclusive 

Economic Zone (EEZ), making it the sixth largest marine sanctuary in the world. In the Palau 

National Marine Sanctuary Act, Senate Bill 9-30, Palau designated 80% of its EEZ as a no-take 

zone (where fishing of any kind is absolutely prohibited), and 20% open to domestic fisherman 

only for local sale. The no-take zone restrictions extend beyond fishing and also prohibits 

drilling and mining (Urbina, 2016). In a letter to the President of the Senate on the day the bill 

establishing the Palau National Marine Sanctuary, President Remengesau wrote “our future lies 

in tourism, not tuna” (Remengesau, 2015). President Remengesau went on to write, “…science 

has shown over and over again, that our global ocean resources are declining at an alarming rate 

and if we do not take drastic measures to protect those resources they will be gone.” 

(Remengesau, 2015). 
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 The 2015 signing of Senate Bill 9-30 set in motion an incremental implementation of the 

marine sanctuary over the next five years. On December 31, 2015 a 20% reduction of fishing 

days for foreign longline and purse seine vessels went into effect. An additional 10% reduction 

was ordered to occur on December 31st of each following years until January 1, 2020, when the 

Bill went into full effect (Senate Bill 9-30, SD2, HD3).  While the National Marine Sanctuary 

Act originally banned all foreign commercial fishing and non-domestic sales, lawmakers 

amended the Act in 2019 to allow commercial exports of longline caught fish in the Domestic 

Fishing Zone.  

 

4.  METHODS 
 
 The purpose of this Master’s Project is to identify the greatest threat to PNMS and 

provide recommendations to bolster partnerships to ensure that PNMS achieves its goals. To 

accomplish this goal, this project utilized qualitative methods, primarily in the form of a 

literature review of publicly available documents. This project focused heavily on government 

bills and plans, and the press releases related to these government actions. In particular, the 

following documents were closely reviewed: 

• Palau National Marine Sanctuary Act, Senate Bill 9-30 

• Palau Monitoring, Control, and Surveillance Plan 2015 

• Maritime Interdiction Agreement 

• Australia Department of Defense Pacific Maritime Security Program 

• US Coast Guard IUU Fishing Strategic Outlook 
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This project also reviewed peer reviewed literature and grey literature. Research and articles 

published by NGOs such as PEW Charitable Trusts were also a focus. Research conducted by 

the Palau International Coral Reef Center was also an important source. 

 I also have a personal experience in Palau and first-hand involvement with the topic of 

this project as a Commissioned Officer in the United States Coast Guard. From 2016 to 2018, I 

served as Commanding Officer of US Coast Guard Cutter WASHINGTON (WPB 1331) 

stationed at Naval Base Guam. The cutter WASHINGTON, now decommissioned from U.S. 

Coast Guard service, was a 110ft Island Class Patrol Boat with primary missions of fisheries law 

enforcement and search and rescue. During my time as Commanding Officer of the 

WASHINGTON I conducted four joint “shiprider” patrols in the Palau EEZ in support of the 

Palau Division of Maritime Law Enforcement. During each patrol, the WASHINGTON 

embarked uniformed officers of the Palau DMLE and were granted authority to stop, board, and 

search vessels suspected of violating the Republic of Palau’s laws. On these patrols, I also 

worked closely with the Royal Australian Navy’s Maritime Surveillance Advisor to Palau. US 

Coast Guard Boarding Officer’s from the cutter WASHINGTON also conducted a joint law 

enforcement training exchange with uniformed officers from the Palau DMLE. 

 

5. DISCUSSION 
 
5.1  Background of Palau 
 
 The Republic of Palau is part of the Caroline Islands, of which it is made up of 

approximately 340 islands. Palau is located approximately 500 miles east of the Philippines and 

500 miles north of New Guinea. Its EEZ is bordered by Indonesia, the Federated States of 

Micronesia (FSM) and two high seas pockets managed by the international Western and Central 
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Pacific Fisheries Commission. Palau is populated by 21,000 people residing on 300 of its islands 

with Koror being the most populated. Palau’s two main industries are tourism and commercial 

fishing. Palau receives approximately 160,000 tourists per year that provides 50% of its gross 

domestic product. Highly migratory tuna species are the primary target for commercial fishers, 

with $3-4 million dollars in annual revenue from fishing licenses and access agreements (The 

Republic of Palau Exclusive Economic Zone Monitoring, Control, and Surveillance, 2015). 

 

Figure 1. Source: Department of Peacekeeping Operations 

Palau’s natural history began 40 million years ago as part of the Palau volcanic ridge. The 

islands remained volcanically active until 20 million years ago and is now part of the Palau-

Kyushu Ridge (Pacific Islands Ocean Observing System, 2015). The geography of Palau is an 

archipelago of 340 islands of which Babeldaob is the largest and highest with its highest point at 

287 meters above sea level. The main group of the Palau islands is ringed by a part-barrier part-

fringing reef. Several islands lie outside the main reef with the atoll of Ngcheangel as the 
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northernmost, and the uplifted coral platform of Ngeaur as the southernmost (Pacific Islands 

Ocean Observing System, 2015).  

The volcanic history of Palau is especially important to understanding the nation’s 

present Exclusive Economic Zone and PNMS. The movement of tectonic plates underwater have 

formed an arc-trench system, mainly present through the central part of the EEZ. The Yap 

Trench lies to the northeast, the Parece Vela Basin to the southwest, and the West Philippine 

Basin to the west, which numerous seamounts lie in the middle of (Pacific Islands Ocean 

Observing System, 2015). In the vast ocean desert, it is these underwater features that provides 

habitat to large populations of phytoplankton, zooplankton and forage fish (NOAA, 2021). 

Nutrient-rich upwellings that carry this prey to the warm surface waters draws migratory tunas 

and billfish that are the target species for Palau’s fishing industry.  

 Palau’s human history begins 3,000 to 4,500 years ago when the Caroline Island were 

first populated by people from Southeast Asia. Palau was spotted by Spanish ships as early as the 

1500’s and was colonized by the Spanish in the 1700’s. Spain kept Palau as a colony until it was 

purchased by Germany in 1899. Germany departed the Pacific at the outbreak of World War I in 

1914 and Palau fell under a lengthy Japanese Rule. Palau was heavily influenced by Japan in the 

years prior to World War II and by 1935 the Japanese population on the island of Koror was four 

times greater than native Palauans. Palau experienced a massive military buildup during World 

War II due to its strategic location for Japanese attacks on the Philippines (Palau - a Brief 

History, n.d.).  

 Japanese rule in the Palau ended in 1944 with the costly US victory at the Battle of 

Peleliu. Palau remained under US military rule until 1947 when it transitioned to a U.S. Trust 
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Territory of the Pacific Islands (TTPI). The next four decades saw American oversight of Palau’s 

self-governance underpinned by the nuclear age. Palau drafted a “nuclear-free constitution” 

in 1981, which the US government saw as problematic for security concerns in the region. Failed 

attempts to gain independence continued through the 1980’s until 1994, when Palau achieved 

self-government via a free association agreement with the United States (Palau - a Brief History, 

n.d.). 

 Palau also holds two unique geological features, the Rock Islands or Chelbachb, and 

Jellyfish Lake. The Rock Islands Southern Lagoon is made up of 445 uninhabited limestone 

islands that rise dramatically from the surrounding blue waters. Underwater, these islands are 

home to 385 coral species, 13 shark species and the dugong, a rare, elusive marine mammal 

similar in appearance to the manatee. Above the water, a large diversity of tropical plants, birds 

and bats reside on the Rock Islands. The islands hold evidence of human residence in ancient 

villages and cave drawings dating back to 3,100 BP. Researchers estimate that the Rock Islands 

were inhabited by humans until the 17th or 18th century (UNESCO, 2012). Today, the Rock 

Islands are a major tourist attraction, and are protected as a UNESCO World Heritage Site and 

the Ngerukewid Islands Wildlife Preserve.  

The Rock Islands hold the world’s highest concentration of marine lakes, which are 

bodies of seawater separated by land barriers (UNESCO, 2012). The most famous of which is 

Jellyfish Lake where golden jellyfish subspecies, Mastigias papua etpisoni, make their home. 

Jellyfish Lake is the only marine lake in the world where this particular golden jellyfish 

subspecies can be found. Each day an estimated five million jellyfish conduct a migratory 

pattern, following the sun to the east in the morning and west in the afternoon (Coral Reef 
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Research Foundation, 2020). Today, Jellyfish Lake hosts daily visits by tourist groups snorkeling 

with the jellyfish and is a key component making Palau an underwater wonder. 

 

5.2  History of Conservation in Palau 
 
 Much of Palau’s history is captured on intricately carved wooden storyboards. One of the 

most famous is the parable of the breadfruit tree, which teaches ancient lessons in natural 

resource management which underpin Palauan culture to this day. The story involves a woman 

of the past named Dirrabkau who lived on the island of Ngibtal. Dirrabkau struggled to survive 

as the island’s fishermen did not share their catch with her while she subsisted on the fruit born 

from a breadfruit tree in her yard. One day, her son visited and in response to hearing of his 

mother’s struggles, cut the limb off the breadfruit tree. The sea and the fish in it sprung out of the 

tree and into the woman’s yard, giving her all the fish, she could easily collect in a basket. The 

local fishermen became jealous and cut her tree down. The sea poured out of the breadfruit tree 

and flooded the island of Ngibtal (Hughes, 2006).  

 

Figure 2. Source: Hawaii Public Radio 

 The parable of the breadfruit tree draws a parallel to the concept of “bul” which roughly 

translates to “conservation laws” (Pilbeam et al, 2019). If local chiefs determined that a location 

or species was overharvested, they would declare a bul to provide a chance for the resource to 

recover (Economist Intelligence Unit, 2014). The concept of bul is a traditional management 

method that is a driver of natural resource governance in modern Palau. Over the past 27 years, 
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bul has been a driver in numerous sweeping and landmark conservation actions (Horstmeyer, 

2016.): 

• 1994 - Republic of Palau gains independence and enacts the Marine Protection Act 

• 1998 - regulations specifically protect sea turtles 

• 2009 - world’s first shark sanctuary established 

• 2010 - 230,000 square miles declared a marine mammal sanctuary 

• 2012 - Rock Islands Southern Lagoon declared a World Heritage Site 

• 2015 - Palau National Marine Sanctuary Act signed into law 

 A significant conservation effort that builds on the concept of bul is Palau’s Protected 

Area’s Network, commonly known as PAN. PAN is a national level initiative with the goal to 

enhance the “protection and management of State-owned conservation areas” (PAN Status 

Report, 2005). Palau’s first government established protected area was the Ngerukewid 

Conservation Area in 1956. Since then, Palau’s 15 States have established 34 PAN sites that 

protect 1331 km2 of nearshore marine habitat, 22 km2 of mangrove (46% of total mangrove 

area), and 90 km2 of terrestrial habitat (22% of total terrestrial area) (PAN Status Report, 2005). 

 PAN is administered under the national government by the Ministry of Natural 

Resources, Environment & Tourism (MNRET). The administration by the national government 

allows for financial support to state conservation projects through the Green Fee. The Green Fee 

is an innovative “user pays” program that is collected as a departure tax by non-Palauan visitors. 

In 2011, the Green Fee financed a $225,000 dispersal to the States and grew to over $1 million 

dollars by 2013, where it has remained since (PAN Status Report, 2005). The benefits of PAN 

are both natural and social, including increases in bird and fish diversity, improved 
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understanding of sustainable harvesting best practices, better fiscal management and the creation 

of jobs to manage PAN sites (PAN Status Report, 2005). 

 

5.3  Palau National Marine Sanctuary Background 
 
 In the spirit of bul and following the success of PAN, the Palau Senate first proposed the 

PNMS in October 2014. The Palau National Marine Sanctuary Act sought to reduce extractive 

activity from 80% of its EEZ with the MPA being the sixth largest in the world at 500,000 km2 

(today PNMS is the world’s 11th largest). The bill’s sponsor Senator Hookons Baules sought to 

connect the spirit of bul with its needs of the day by presenting the bill with the following, “The 

Palau National Marine Sanctuary will help build a secure future for the Palauan people by 

honoring the conservation traditions of our past” (Palau National Marine Sanctuary Press 

Release, 2015). On 28 October 2015, President Tommy Remengesau signed the Palau National 

Marine Sanctuary Act into law. President Remengesau stated that: 

  “Today is a historic day for Palau, proving that a small island nation can have a big I

 impact on the ocean. Island communities have been among the hardest hit by the threats 

 facing the ocean. Creating this sanctuary is a bold move that the people of Palau 

 recognize as essential to our survival. We want to lead the way in restoring the health of 

 the ocean for future generations” (Palau National Marine Sanctuary Press Release, 2015). 

While fishing is prohibited in 80% of the PNMS, 20% is designated as a domestic fishing zone. 

This area was originally designated for Palauan fisherman only, but in this requirement was 

relaxed in 2019 with Senate Bill 10-157 to maintain “vital revenue from foreign fishing license 

fees and for Palau to also earn revenue from fish caught inside and exported from the domestic 

fishing zone” (TUNApacific, 2019).  
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 The domestic fishing zone was also shifted from the east side of the Palauan archipelago 

to the west in consultation with Japan, in order to create a corridor for fishing vessels from 

Okinawa to immediately access the Palauan EEZ from high seas waters (TUNApacific, 2019). 

The bill also permitted commercial long-line fishing where previously it was designated for only 

purse seine vessels. Pole and line fishing is also permitted up to 24 miles offshore of the baseline 

and the waters from the baseline to 12 miles are managed by the respective states. In addition to 

designating the protected area, PNMS seeks to prevent illegal fishing by transiting vessels and 

IUU by requiring vessel monitoring systems (VMS) on all vessels engaged in the fishery and 

proper stowage of fishing gear while transiting (Palau National Marine Sanctuary Press Release, 

2015). 

 

                   

Figure 3. Source: Pew Charitable Trusts   Figure 4. Source: PICRC 
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5.4. Goals of PNMS 
 

Figure 5. 

 

5.5.  Large Marine Protected Areas (LSMPA) 
 
 LSMPAs are protected areas larger than 150,000 km2 that are “actively managed for 

protection across the entire geographic extent of the area” (Big Ocean, 2013). LSMPAs have 

been accepted by the scientific community as a critical component to maintaining a healthy 

planet in the face of climate change. Phytoplankton provides oxygen, the ocean regulates 

weather and climate and 80% of all species on earth reside in the ocean (Nikitine, 2020). To 

protect these ecosystem services, in 2010 the UN Convention on Biological Diversity Aichi 
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Source: PICRC, 2019 
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Target 11 called for the protection of 10% of ocean space by 2020 (Artis, et al, 2020). At the 

2017 Ocean Conference the UN did acknowledge that efforts were on track to reach this goal 

(Nikitine, 2020). This goal is now thought to be insufficient and in 2016 the UN has proposed a 

goal to protect 30% of sea areas (Climate Home News, 2020).  

 As of 2020 there are more than 10,000 MPAs of which LSMPAs play the most vital part 

in achieving UN goals and mitigating climate change (Nikitine, 2020). LSMPAs have 

proliferated across the globe at an incredible rate with 20 being established since 2006. The 

coverage of these LSMPAs accounts for more than 70% of MPA coverage (Artis et al, 2020). 

LSMPAs offer ecological benefits that include protection of entire ecosystems and protection of 

migratory species that cannot be achieved through smaller MPAs or other conservation actions 

(Artis et al, 2020). LSMPAs also offer socioeconomic benefits by providing jobs and promoting 

tourism (Artis et al, 2020). The scale of benefits to oceans and people of MPAs can be viewed on 

a continuum as developed by the IUCN: 

 

Figure 6. Source: IUCN 

 Once established, LSMPAs provide several challenges and threats to achieving the 

intended conservation outcomes. Due to the offshore nature of Palau’s MPA, the primary threat 
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to its success is Illegal, Unreported and Unregulated (IUU) fishing as Palau faces 50 to 100 

fishing vessel incursions each year (Urbina, 2016). 

 

5.6.  Illegal, Unreported and Unregulated Fishing  
 
 According to the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations IUU Fishing 

“is found in all types and dimensions of fisheries; it occurs both on the high seas and in areas 

within national jurisdiction” (What Is IUU Fishing? | Illegal, Unreported and Unregulated (IUU) 

Fishing | Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, n.d.). IUU fishing includes 

fishing that is: 

Illegal: 

• “Conducted by national or foreign vessels in waters under the jurisdiction of a State, 

without the permission of that State, or in contravention of its laws and regulations. 

• Conducted by vessels flying the flag of States that are parties to a relevant regional 

fisheries management organization but operate in contravention of the conservation and 

management measures adopted by that organization and by which the States are bound, 

or relevant provisions of the applicable international law; or  

• In violation of national laws or international obligations, including those undertaken by 

cooperating States to a relevant regional fisheries management organization 

Unreported: 

• Which have not been reported, or have been misreported, to the relevant national 

authority, in contravention of national laws and regulations; or 
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• Are undertaken in the area of competence of a relevant regional fisheries management 

organization which have not been reported or have been misreported, in contravention of 

the reporting procedures of that organization 

Unregulated: 

• In the area of the application of a relevant regional fisheries management organization 

that are conducted by vessels without nationality, or by those flying the flag of a State not 

party to that organization, or by a fishing entity, in a manner that is not consistent with or 

contravenes the conservation of management measures of that organization; or 

• In areas or for fish stocks in relations to which there are no applicable conservation or 

management measures and where such fishing activities are conducted in a manner 

inconsistent with State responsibilities for the conservation of living marine resources 

under international law (What Is IUU Fishing? | Illegal, Unreported and Unregulated 

(IUU) Fishing | Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, n.d.).” 

 

 On the global scale, the impacts of IUU fishing affect food security, revenue and biomass 

losses. The Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations estimates that 3.3 billion 

people rely on fish for “20% of their animal protein” of which IUU removes this resource 

primarily for coastal states (NOAA, 2020). IUU also results in lost revenue dollars from the $401 

billon in global fishing sales. Finally, “93% of the world’s major marine fish stocks are classified 

as fully exploited, overexploited, or significantly depleted” of IUU continues to affect unchecked 

by any regulatory body (NOAA, 2020). 

 

5.7.  Partnerships in Palau 
 



Burgwyn  19 

 There are two primary governmental partnerships in Palau that will have the greatest 

effect on the success of PNMS, that of Australia and the United States as they are an existing 

presence in Palau. The Australian Government Department of Defense began its relationship 

with the Palauan Department of maritime Law Enforcement in 1996 with the Pacific Patrol Boat 

program (Pacific Maritime Security Program Annual Report, 2017 - 2018). This relationship was 

born out of the 1982 UN Convention on the Law of the Sea that increased the size of Palau’s 

EEZ to 200 nautical miles. The Australian Department of Defense built and gifted 32-meter 

patrol vessels to 12 different Pacific Forum member nations. The vessels included “long-term 

Australian sustainment, training, infrastructure, and advisory support” (Pacific Maritime Security 

Program Annual Report, 2017 - 2018). The P.S.S. Remeliik served the Palau DMLE from 1996 

to 2020 when it was replaced by the updated 39.5-meter Guardian-class Patrol Boat (GCPB). 

The updated patrol vessel is part of the new Australian Pacific Maritime Security Program 

(PMSP) that again will provide vessels to 12 Pacific nations.  

 

Figure 7. Source: Austal 
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 PMSP aims to increase the capability of Palau to enforce law in PNMS and deter IUU as 

it is a “comprehensive package of capability, infrastructure, sustainment, training and 

coordination” (Australian Government Department of Defense, 2020). According to the 

Australian Department of Defense, PMSP commits AUD$2 billon over 30 years with 3 

components: 

• New Guardian-class Patrol Boats; 

• Region-wide integrated aerial surveillance; and 

• Enhancements to regional coordination  

 As part of the training and coordination goal, 2 active-duty personnel from the Royal Australian 

Navy are detailed to Palau as full-time Maritime Surveillance and Technical advisors.  

 The relationship between Palau and the United States was born out of the events of 

World War II and has been enhanced economically by the Pacific Island Countries Trade 

Agreement and the 1987 Treaty on Fisheries between the Governments of Certain Pacific Islands 

States and the Government of the United States of America. The agreement that will increase the 

capability of Palau to enforce law in PNMS and deter IUU is the Maritime Interdiction 

Agreement between the United States of America and Palau, signed in 2008. This agreement is a 

cooperative shiprider agreement to support “ongoing regional maritime security efforts” to 

include: 

1. Armed and uniformed officers of the Division of Marine Law Enforcement may be 

embarked in selected United States Coast Guard law enforcement vessels or aircraft. 

2. The embarked officers shall be empowered to grant United States Coast Guard vessels 

and aircraft, on behalf of the Government of the Republic of Palau, authority to: 
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a. enter the Republic of Palau’s territorial sea to assist the embarked officers to stop, 

board, and search vessels suspected of violating the Republic of Palau’s laws or 

regulations, assist in arrest of the persons on board and seizure of contraband and 

vessels; 

b. assist the embarked officers in performing fisheries surveillance and law 

enforcement activities in the Exclusive Economic Zone of the Republic of Palau, 

including stopping, inspecting, detaining, directing to port and seizing fishing 

vessels in accordance with the national laws and regulations of the Republic of 

Palau; 

c. stop, board, and search vessels located seaward of any State’s territorial sea and 

claiming registry or national in the Republic of Palau to assist the embarked 

officers in the enforcement of applicable laws and regulations of the Republic of 

Palau; and 

d. employ reasonable force to stop non-compliant vessels subject to the jurisdiction 

of the embarked officers 

3. The embarked officers may assist United States Coast Guard personnel in the conduct of 

any boarding undertaken pursuant to the authority of the United States, including the 

right of visit boardings and boardings authorized by other flag and coastal states as 

appropriate. 

 

 Aside from government partners, the Nippon Foundation is the primary NGO in support 

of Palauan enforcement of PNMS and other marine resources. The Nippon Foundation is based 

in Japan and promotes their mission as “social innovation” (Mission, n.d.). In action, social 
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innovation for The Nippon Foundation is global disaster relief, agriculture assistance, disease 

elimination, environmental management assistance and educational support for the traditional 

arts (Projects, n.d.). Specifically, primary support to Palau has been the donation of a 40-meter 

patrol vessel with shore infrastructure and law enforcement training (Meeting of Four 

Governments and Two NGOs for Enhancing Coast Guard Capabilities and Promoting Eco-

Conscious Tourism in the Republic of Palau, 2016).  

 PSS KEDAM is a 40-meter medium-range patrol vessel donated to the Palauan Division 

of Maritime Law Enforcement (DMLE). KEDAM was built in Japan and delivered to Palau on 

December 19, 2017. As part of the patrol vessel donation is a Memorandum of Understanding 

(MOU) between the government of Palau and the Nippon Foundation relating to three areas: 

Coast Guard Capabilities, Environmental Protection, and Eco Tourism (Meeting of Four 

Governments and Two NGOs for Enhancing Coast Guard Capabilities and Promoting Eco-

Conscious Tourism in the Republic of Palau, 2016). Focusing on coast guard capabilities 

included the construction of a new pier, maintenance and fueling facilities and the training of 50 

newly hired DMLE officers to man PSS KEDAM (Meeting of Four Governments and Two 

NGOs for Enhancing Coast Guard Capabilities and Promoting Eco-Conscious Tourism in the 

Republic of Palau, 2016). 
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6. ANALYSIS  
 
6.1  Theory of Change  

 

Figure 8. 

 This project’s theory of change identifies the overarching goals of PNMS and establishes 

a pathway to which Palau can achieve those goals. The outputs include three actions that Palau 

has taken through the establishment of PNMS. These outputs address a cultural need for societal 

connections to its marine resource, protection of marine species, and the replenishment of fishing 

zones for sustainable fishing.  

 The primary barrier for these Palau’s outputs to achieve the overarching goals of PNMS 

is IUU fishing. IUU fishing is a barrier to the success of PNMS due to three reasons: geographic 

size, location and species, which is expanded upon below. To complete the theory of change’s 

pathway and for Palau to achieve the goals of PNMS, this project recommends the input of 

bolstering international partnerships in the form of fisheries enforcement cooperation. The 
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primary relationships to bolster are the U.S. Coast Guard, Australian Department of Defense 

through its Pacific Maritime Security Program and the Nippon Foundation. 

Barrier - Size 

 IUU is a barrier to success to PNMS due to the sheer size of the marine protected area. 

The size of PNMS is 500,000km2 while the entirety of Palau’s EEZ is 600,000km2 and the Palau 

Division of Maritime Law Enforcement is the primary agency responsible for defending against 

IUU activity. To visualize this challenge, Palau is a nation roughly the size of Philadelphia that is 

responsible for patrolling an area of ocean the size of France (Urbina, 2016). 

 Palau faces 50 to 100 incursions by IUU vessels each year (Urbina, 2016). For the Palau 

DMLE to combat this threat with their own assets of two patrol vessels is an almost impossible 

task. The lack of patrol vessels will continue to draw IUU vessels to fish in unenforced waters. 

Even the presences of one or two patrol vessels will simply cause IUU activity to shift to another 

section of the EEZ. 

Barrier - Location 

 IUU is a barrier to success to PNMS due to its proximity to other nations with a known 

high concentration of IUU vessels. The majority of vessels that illegally frequent the Palauan 

EEZ originate from Indonesia, Philippines, Vietnam and China (The Republic of Palau Exclusive 

Economic Zone Monitoring, Control, and Surveillance, 2015). As shown by Figure 9, the transit 

distances between the two nations are relatively short. With a conservative estimate of a 10-knot 

transit speed, an IUU vessel would be able to transit from their home waters to the Palau EEZ in 

a relatively short period of time; 30hrs from Indonesia, 40 hours from the Philippines, five days 

from China, and 6.25 days from Vietnam.  
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Figure 9. Source: Google Earth 

 IUU vessels from these nations in particular, have a dubious history of illegally fishing in 

Palauan waters for undersized and out-of-season species both offshore and within Palau’s reef 

line. Examples include, high numbers of IUU vessels in 2014 where arrests of 74 Vietnamese 

fisherman on six different vessels occurred in three separate incidents over the course of three 

months (The Republic of Palau Exclusive Economic Zone Monitoring, Control, and 

Surveillance, 2015). Another incident occurred in 2012 where the pursuit of a Chinese IUU 

vessel led to the sinking of a mothership, the deaths of a Chinese fisherman, two Palauan DMLE 

officers and an American civilian pilot under contract to conduct surveillance for the DMLE 

(The Republic of Palau Exclusive Economic Zone Monitoring, Control, and Surveillance, 2015). 

Barrier - Species 

 IUU is a barrier to success to PNMS due to the wide distribution of the highly migratory 

species such as tuna that PNMS seeks to protect. High migratory species are not move rapidly 



Burgwyn  26 

over a wide area and are not kept in one area by national jurisdictions or conservation regimes 

(Lascelles et al., 2014). The distances that highly migratory species travel create a situation 

where fishers follow annual fish migrations from their home waters where they may be fishing 

legally and into that of another jurisdiction where they become an IUU vessel (Lascelles et al., 

2014). IUU fishers may also choose to not fish their home waters and exploit the waters of 

another nation or conservation regime. Fishers also target tuna, and billfish in particular, with 

longline fishing gear which by nature creates a high propensity for bycatch. For example, it is 

estimated that longline fisheries catch “300,000 seabirds per year” (Anderson et al., 2011). IUU 

vessels utilizing longline gear continues to harm seabird stocks and other bycatch species that 

PNMS seeks to protect.  

 

6.2  Palau DMLE Enforcement 
 
 Primarily enforcement of PNMS is the responsibility of the Palau DMLE and its own law 

enforcement personnel. To accomplish this the DMLE is empowered by law with the following 

responsibilities: 

• Patrol and Surveillance of the Territorial Waters of Palau 

• Response, Seizure, Arrest, and Investigation for Prosecution of Illegal Fishing and 

Activities within Palau’s Waters 

• Enforcement of ROP National Laws and International Treaties between Member Nations 

• Search & Rescue Missions 

• Medical Evacuations from the Southwest Islands 

• Assist other Government Agencies to Southwest Islands (Division of Marine Law 

Enforcement – PalauGov.Pw, n.d.) 
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 While this project recommends that Palau bolster international partnerships to best meet 

the goals of PNMS, that does not reduce the fact that the Palau DMLE has recent IUU 

enforcement success with its own assets and uniformed officers. For example, in 2014 Palau 

DMLE officers captured and burned four Vietnamese “Blue Boats” illegally fishing in vicinity of 

Kayangel Island (The Republic of Palau Exclusive Economic Zone Monitoring, Control, and 

Surveillance, 2015). In just the single year following this incident, Palau DMLE captured 15 

different Blue Boats with a total catch of 25 metric tons on board.  

 

7.  RECOMMENDATION 
 
7.1 Bolster US Shiprider Activity 
 
 The primary partnership that should be bolstered is that partnership with the United 

States. The United States and the Republic of Palau already have a well-established political 

relationship following World War II through the Compact of Free Association. The primary 

method by which the United States can bolster the enforcement efforts of Palau is through the 

Shiprider Agreement. The Shiprider Agreement has been in place since 2008 and the primary 

enforcement arm of the United States is the U.S. Coast Guard. During recent years, U.S. Coast 

Guard Sector Guam and District 14 have held more local leadership with the conduct of shiprider 

patrols. The 110’ patrol vessels U.S. Coast Guard Cutters WASHINGTON, ASSATEAGUE and 

KISKA have been the primary vessels by which these patrols have been performed. Tactically, 

while these patrol vessels have showed success, their speed, range and small crews have limited 

their ability to improve enforcement efforts in PNMS. Strategically, IUU fishing has not been a 

priority for the U.S. Coast Guard in terms of national strategy until recently.  
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 The first reason that the time is right for Palau to bolster its relationship with the U.S. and 

its shiprider activity, is due to a shift in U.S. international strategy. On October 5, 2020 U.S. 

Navy Admiral Craig S. Faller, Commander of the U.S. Southern Command, and Jean Manes, the 

civilian deputy commander of U.S. Southern Command spoke to the Americas Society/Council 

of the Americas roundtable. In their remarks, both commanders specifically addressed IUU 

fishing, and stated that “China is an economic threat to the hemisphere. China has overfished 

their own waters so now they’re coming here and decimating local fishing communities. Every 

nation with a coastline should be worried” (Southcom Leaders Discuss Dealing With 

Hemispheric Threats, 2020). Admiral Faller also stated that “most illegal fishing in this 

hemisphere comes from China” and praised the active role of the U.S. Coast Guard in their 

efforts in IUU enforcement (Southcom Leaders Discuss Dealing With Hemispheric Threats, 

2020). 

 In September 2020, the U.S. Coast Guard also released its first Illegal, Unreported, and 

Unregulated Fishing Strategic Outlook. Upon its release, Admiral Karl L. Shultz stated: 

 “the Coast Guard’s IUU Fishing Strategic Outlook outlines the service’s efforts to 

 combat the scourge of IUU fishing over the next decade. We are committed to working 

 with our allies and like-minded partners to strengthen the international fisheries/

 enforcement regime and counter this pervasive threat” (Staff, 2020). 

Admiral Shultz also touched on the fact that the U.S. Coast Guard should not be the only 

enforcement arm, but that that is critical to synchronize efforts with other agencies and allies 

(Staff, 2020). 

 As shown in Figure 10, the U.S. Coast Guard IUU Fishing Strategic Outlook concentrates 

Coast Guard efforts on three lines of effort. Line of Effort 2: Counter predatory and irresponsible 
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state behavior and Line of Effort 3: Expand multilateral fisheries enforcement cooperation fit 

precisely this project’s recommendation by which Palau should bolster U.S. Coast Guard 

shiprider patrol activity to ensure the success of PNMS. 

 

Figure 10. 

 

 The second reason that the time is right for Palau to bolster its relationship with the US is 

the recent commissioning of three new U.S. Coast Guard patrol vessels stationed at Naval Base 

Guam. Over the period of 2018 to 2020, the three 1980s era patrol vessels WASHINGTON, 

ASSATEAGUE and KISKA were decommissioned from active Coast Guard service. Between 

2020 and 2021 the US Coast Guard completed construction and accepted delivery of three new 
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Source: USCG, 2020 
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Fast Response Cutters, MRYTLE HAZARD (WPB 1139), OLIVER HENRY (WPB 1140) and 

FREDERICK HATCH (WPB 1143) destined to be stationed in Guam (Coast Guard Accepts 

Guam’s Third Fast Response Cutter, 2021). The positioning of these three new cutters shows a 

specific and tactical commitment by the U.S. Coast Guard to meet Line of Effort 3 of the IUU 

Fishing Strategic Outlook. A February 2021 U.S. Coast Guard press release stated: 

 These advanced capabilities greatly improve the Coast Guard’s ability to conduct 

 missions ranging from Search and Rescue to national defense within Guam’s waters 

 while also contributing to joint operations between the United States and its regional 

 partners as they work towards common goals such as the preservation of Pacific fish 

 stocks (Coast Guard Accepts Guam’s Third Fast Response Cutter, 2021). 

 

Figure 11. Source: U.S. Coast Guard 

 The new Fast Response Cutters are also far more capable than the patrol vessels they 

replaced with increased speed, fuel capacity, extended range, “advanced command, control, 

communications, computers, intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance systems designed to 
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assist the cutter's crew with their primary mission to patrol coastal regions” (Coast Guard 

Accepts Guam’s Third Fast Response Cutter, 2021). The increased speed of the Fast Response 

Cutter will allow a faster transit from Naval Base Guam to the Palau EEZ and PNMS. Transiting 

at an estimated cruise speed of advance of 18kts, the Fast Response Cutter will be able to make 

the 664NM transit as shown in Figure 12 in less than two days. This speed may not allow the 

Guam Fast Response Cutters to respond to emergent IUU incursions, but it will increase the U.S. 

Coast Guard’s ability to conduct more frequent shiprider patrols in support of PNMS. The base 

five-day range of the Fast Response Cutter also allows the vessel to conduct extended IUU 

patrols without the necessity to frequently refuel or reprovision. 

 

 

Figure 12. Source: Google Earth 
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7.2  Record of Success 
 
 Focusing purely on the time following the release of the U.S. Coast Guard IUU Strategic 

Outlook, partnerships between Palau and the United States have already proven their ability to 

succeed. In December 2020, the PSS Remeliik, the CGC MRYTLE HAZARD from Naval Base 

Guam and a U.S. Coast Guard C-130 aircraft from Coast Guard Air Station Barbers Point 

conducted a joint IUU patrol in the Palau EEZ. This joint law enforcement effort located an 80ft 

Chinese fishing vessel illegal harvesting sea cucumbers in vicinity of Helen Reef, Palau. The 

vessel held approximately 500 pounds of sea cucumbers on board which had the potential to 

garner $1,700 per pound in some Asian markets (Palau and USCG Bust Chinese Vessel for 

Illegal Fishing, 2020). In response to the success of this operation, Commander Jason Brand of 

the Fourteenth Coast Guard District in Hawaii stated: 

 Our bilateral agreements with Palau and other island nations are proving highly 

 impactful. If IUU fishing continues unchecked, we can expect a deterioration of fragile 

 coastal states, collapse of critical fish stock populations and increased tension among 

 foreign-fishing nations, threatening geopolitical stability around the world (Palau and 

 USCG Bust Chinese Vessel for Illegal Fishing, 2020). 

 

 The U.S. Coast Guard has continued to show success in its ability to combat IUU fishing 

just in the time since the release of the U.S. Coast Guard IUU Fishing Strategy. This example of 

success did not occur in Palau, but in the North Pacific. While not PNMS, it does continue to 

show the need for strong partnerships in Palau. In fall 2020, the US Coast Guard Cutter 

DOUGLAS MUNRO conducted a 59-day patrol over 20,117km of the North Pacific to detect 

IUU fishing (Bladen, 2020). During this patrol, the DOUGLAS MUNRO law enforcement teams 
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conducted 11 fishing vessels and issued 14 purported violations (Bladen, 2020). The DOUGLAS 

MUNRO also deterred a fleet of 31 Chinese flagged vessels that fled west across the Pacific in 

lieu of being boarded by the U.S. Coast Guard (Bladen, 2020). In a display of partnership, U.S. 

Coast Guard law enforcement teams boarded a Chinese Taipei vessel and found four violations, 

where the Chinese-Taipei government upheld the action and issued a fine to the vessel owner 

and master equivalent to $63,000 USD (Bladen, 2020). 

 

8.  CONCLUSION 
 
 The Republic of Palau possesses an incredible natural marine resource and a traditional 

conservation methods drive today’s protection of that resource. The ancient concept of “bul” 

drove the 2015 establishment of PNMS and continues to drive Palau’s attempt for PNMS to 

achieve its goals of healthy oceans and ecosystems, food security, and sustainable development.  

 To reach the overarching goals of PNMS and ultimately achieve success, the Republic of 

Palau must address IUU fishing as the primary barrier to that success. The 500,000 km2 of 

PNMS is a large ocean mass that is a challenge for any nation to enforce. To accomplish this, 

Palau must bolster its international partnerships through bilateral agreements. These bilateral 

agreements are a force multiplier for Palau’s enforcement capabilities. A key partnership to 

ensure the success of PNMS is U.S. Southern Command and the U.S. Coast Guard in light of 

recent shifts in hemispheric strategy to address IUU fishing and the arrival of more capable 

patrol vessels to Naval Base Guam.  
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