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The Republic of Palau:
Extolling the Splendor of Belau 



Dive Geo
Story and photos by 
Scott Johnson

The Republic of Palau is an exquisite collection of 
more than 700 volcanic islands, coral atolls and 
raised limestone islands in the Caroline Islands 

group, about 7 degrees north of the equator. This se-
cluded archipelago, which defines the western edge of 
Micronesia, is bounded by the North Pacific Ocean to 
the southeast and the Philippine Sea to the northeast. It 
is 460 miles (736 km) east of Mindanao, Philippines, 
280 miles (448 km) southwest of Yap and 800 miles 
(1,280 km) southwest of Guam. 

Palau, locally known as Belau, looks like a tiny, hap-
hazard mark on a map of Oceania (a loosely defined 
area in the tropical Pacific). In reality, the island chain 
stretches more than 435 miles (696 km) and offers some 
of the most breathtaking vistas on the planet. The best 
way to appreciate the fascinating, expansive beauty of 
Belau is to arrange a low-altitude, sightseeing flight with 
one of the Cessna or helicopter operators.

 The Majestic Rock Islands 
The Rock Islands epitomize the diversity and idyllic 

qualities of this tropical oasis. They encompass 250 un-
inhabited islands that are mushroom-shaped and densely 
forested. These relics of porous limestone coral reefs were 
thrust upward from the Philippine Plate and exposed by 
volcanic activity in the Southern Lagoon. Water movement 
and bacterial activity have gradually eroded the base of the 
islands, which makes them look top-heavy and skinny. A 
ride among these fanciful formations is a treat. A collec-
tion of 70 of the islands, unimaginatively called Seventy 
Islands, is a wildlife preserve where turtles can nest and 
birds can rest without interference from humans.

Women Rule, Men Go Fishing
Palau’s original settlers were likely a mix of Malays 

from Indonesia, Melanesians from New Guinea and 
Polynesians from the South Pacific that arrived before 
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1000 B.C. A complex social structure 
evolved that centered on the people 
living in harmony with the sea. Men 
traditionally went to sea to fish or fight, 
while women stayed closer to home to 
care for the children, sick and elderly. 
Villages were and still are organized 
by maternal clanships. A council of 
chiefs, composed of a member from 
each of the 10 community clans, gov-
erned the village. The chiefs’ wives 
formed a second council that governed 
the land and money, which means they 

basically told the chiefs what to do 
and when to do it. Knowledge, history, 
lore and social customs were main-
tained from one generation to the next 
through storytelling, as there was no 
written language until the late 1800s. 

Spanish explorer Ruiz Lopez de 
Villalobos discovered the islands in 
1543. Unfortunately, he somehow lost 
them and Francisco de Padilla, an-
other Spaniard, had to rediscover them 
in 1710. Great Britain, Spain and 

Germany alternately claimed Palau 
over the next 200 years. Pope Leo 
XII officially settled the silliness 
by awarding the Caroline Islands to 
Spain’s King Alfonso, but granting 
Germany the commercial rights they 
coveted. Following its defeat in the 
Spanish-American war, Spain sold 
Micronesia to Germany. 

The world wars significantly af-
fected Belau’s development. The 
Germans were expelled after World 
War I and Japan was allotted the 

Pacific islands north of the equator 
when the Treaty of Versailles was 
signed on June 28, 1919. The United 
States then dethroned Japan at the 
end of World War II and the Caro-
line, Mariana and Marshall islands 
became United Nations trust territo-
ries under the administration of the 
United States. Palau finally gained 
its independence on October 1, 1994, 
by signing the Compact of Free As-
sociation with the United States. 

This 50-year agreement provides the 
republic with protection, immigra-
tion and economic benefits and al-
lows the United States to maintain a 
strategic presence in the region.

A visit to Peleliu, an island 23 miles 
(37 km) south of the main island of 
Koror, is a somber reminder of the 
tragedy of war. More than 20,000 
American and Japanese soldiers died 
there in World War II during a three-
month battle that was supposed to last 
for three days. Most of those killed 

were younger than 20. Remnants of 
the war, including tanks, troop carri-
ers and heavy artillery guns, as well 
as American and Japanese memori-
als, are intricately woven into the re-
juvenated jungle growth. 

Dives around Peleliu also provide 
the chance to spot used artillery rounds 
and other relics from the fighting. The 
highlight, however, is the drift dive at 
Peleliu Corner. Here you jump in one 
ocean, the North Pacific Ocean, and 
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A snorkeler among the inhabitants of Jellyfish Lake.
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FACTS AND FIGURES
Location: 460 miles (736 km) east 
of Mindanao, Philippines, 280 miles 
(448 km) southwest of Yap and 
800 miles (1,280 km) southwest of 
Guam.

Size: Total area is 285 square miles 
(741 sq km). 

Population: 20,000.

Capital: Melekeok.

Getting There: Guam is the door-
way to Palau for many travelers. 
United Airlines (formerly Conti-
nental Airlines), Asiana Airline from 
Incheon, South Korea, China Air-
line from Taipei, Taiwan-ROC, and 
Japan Airlines from Tokyo, Nagoya 
and Osaka are the main airlines. 

Departure Tax/Visa: A free 30-day 
Visa is issued upon arrival and may 
be extended within seven days in 
advance with approval of the chief 
of immigration for a fee of $50 be-
fore expiration date of the visa.

Currency: The U.S. dollar. Credit 
cards are widely accepted. 

Electricity: 110 volts, 60 cycles, with 
outlets that use U.S.-style plugs. 

Language: Palauan and English are 
the official languages.

Time: Greenwich Mean Time plus 
nine hours.

Hyperbaric Chamber: The Yap 
State Health Department manages 
a recompression facility in Colonia 
hospital. Volunteers from both the 
hospital and the diving community 
operate it. 

Climate and Dress: Climate is tropical, 
with a hot and humid rainy season 
from May to November. The average 
annual air temperature is 81 degrees 
Fahrenheit (27 degrees Celsius) and 
surface temperature is 82 F (28 C). 
Typhoons are rare. Women should 
keep their thighs covered in public 
when venturing outside a resort. 
Hats, sunglasses and tanning lotion 
are essentials.

are picked up in another ocean, the 
Philippine Sea, or vice versa. 

Ongeim’l Tketau
Marine lakes are among the hidden 

treasures of the Rock Islands. These 
lakes are connected to the ocean via 
cracks in the surrounding porous 
limestone. Water and microscopic or-
ganisms are carried to and from the 
lakes through these conduits. Each 
lake has evolved independently of the 
other lakes and thus contains a unique 
collection of flora and fauna, much in 
the same way as each of the Galapagos 
Islands developed on its own. Charles 
Darwin certainly could have formed 
his theory of natural selection had he 
first studied Palau’s marine lakes. 

Jellyfish Lake or Ongeim’l Tketau 
is, by far, the most famous of these 
lakes and the only one open to tour-
ists. Millions of two species of jelly-
fish inhabit the lake: the golden jelly 
(Mastigias papua etpisoni) and the 
less common moon jelly (Aurelia au-
rita). Many proclaim these jellyfish to 
be stingless but they do in fact sting, 
although the sensation is nearly unde-
tectable by humans. This is a snorkel-
ing-only opportunity, as diving is not 
allowed in order to prevent bubbles 
from damaging the delicate bodies of 
the jellies and also because there is a 
dangerous concentration of hydrogen 
sulfide below 45 feet (14 m). 

The jelly stings are not painful, but 
the walk from the lagoon dock through 
the muggy jungle (especially when lug-
ging camera gear) is a bit strenuous. 

The Coral Triangle
The diversity of Palau’s marine or-

ganisms and coral structures is as im-
pressive as the entirety of the island 
nation. About 1,350 species of fish and 
650 species of coral populate these 
waters. Location, habitat variety and 
conservation are the keys to this pro-
liferation of oceanic life. 

Palau resides just outside of and is 
highly influenced by the Coral Triangle, 
the renowned center of marine biodi-
versity that encompasses 2.23 million 
square miles (5.8 million sq km) and in-
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cludes Indonesia, Malaysia, Papua New 
Guinea, the Philippines, the Solomon Is-
lands and Timor Leste. Circulating cur-
rents in the Celebes Sea, the Philippine 
Sea and North Pacific Ocean continually 
carry larvae to seed and replenish Palau’s 
waters. Once the larvae arrive, there are 
healthy reefs, seagrass beds, mangroves 
and other vital havens to support them. 
In addition, a 90-mile-long (144 km) 
barrier reef protects the western flank 
of the main island cluster, while a less 
developed barrier reef resides to the east. 
The Palau government has launched 
numerous laws and programs, such as 
establishing marine protected areas and 
the world’s first shark sanctuary, to pro-
tect their precious natural resources.

The waters here are warm year-
round, so a tropic-weight wet suit 
should suffice. There is diving for all 
skill levels. Both live-aboards and 
land-based tour operators can take you 
to the best dive and terrestrial sites. 

The Blues
Belau’s rendition of the blues has 

nothing to do with jazz, but it is a 
rhapsody of underwater delights. Blue 
Holes and Blue Corner are Palau’s most 
famous dives and also quite easy to spot 
from the air. Four large holes carved out 
of the top of the reef off the northwest 
end of Ngemelis Island clearly mark the 
openings to the Blue Holes. Likewise, 
the brilliant, cobalt blue, arrowhead-
shaped point south of Blue Holes is 
Blue Corner. Though the sites are liter-
ally side by side and within swimming 
distance of one another on an outgoing 
tide, they are best experienced during 
separate, dedicated dives. 

The descent into one of Blue Holes’ 
shallow-water “mouths” can be disori-
enting. You literally plunge from bright 
sunlight into the darkness of a massive 
chamber, but this one bottoms out at 130 
feet (39 m). Once your eyes adjust to the 
limited light, you can see a small window 
in the side of the cavern at 16 feet (5 m) 
and a much larger exit at 89 feet (27 m).

Divers from all over the world come 
to Palau specifically to plant a reef hook 
at Blue Corner and watch sharks surf 
the currents, as thick schools of fish 



hover and rays cruise along the edge of 
the wall. (Your dive guide will instruct 
you on the use of a reef hook for this ad-
venture.) Imagine a living IMAX pro-
duction grandly displayed before you, 
while you and your buddies resemble 
weird kites fluttering at the end of thin 
nylon ropes. As long as you dive this 
site when the current is ripping, your 
senses will find it almost impossible to 
keep up with all the action. 

Manta Mania
The “blues” may get the most pub-

licity, but German Channel is every bit 
their equal for adrenaline-pumping ac-
tion. This man-made cut through the 
western barrier reef was completed 
during the German occupation of the 
islands in the early 1900s to connect the 
inner lagoon with the open ocean. The 
resulting water movement through this 
passage attracts marine creatures of all 
shapes and sizes. Prodigious schools of 
red crescent-tail bigeyes sweep over the 

corals and energetic Clark’s anemon-
efish bathe in the protective tentacles of 
a glowing orange anemone. 

German Channel is also the place to go 
to watch graceful reef manta rays (Manta 
alfredi) with 12-foot (4 m) wing spans 
getting a manicure or “mantacure” at a 
coral outcropping in the southwest mouth 
of the cut. Divers are placed kneeling in 
the sand around the cleaning station so 
the large rays can glide over the divers’ 

heads during the alternating circling and 
cleaning process. Industrious bluestreak 
cleaner wrasse (Labroides dimidiatus) 
and other small fish rid the rays of para-
sites. The best time to make this dive is on 
an incoming tide when clear water from 
the open ocean floods the channel and 
gives rays and other animals a jet stream 
to ride inside the barrier reef. 

My wife Lauren had a curious manta 
almost sit on her head, and moments later 
was all but buried by a sand storm creat-
ed from an excited diver’s churning fins. 

Visitors really need to keep their fins still. 
Visibility can go from clear to nil in sec-
onds if only one diver forgets to heed the 
“Do not stir the sand!” warning.

Once Is Never Enough
Lauren and I took an aerial tour to-

ward the end of our most recent stay. It 
graphically and dramatically displayed 
the sites we explored and enriched the 
stories linked to each experience. We ac-

tually flew into a circular rainbow over 
the Ngederrak Conservation Area. I have 
traveled around the world and yet never 
seen a rainbow make a complete circle. 
Maybe Palau is the birthplace of rain-
bows. I do know that from shallow, un-
derwater caves to jellyfish-filled marine 
lakes, Palau is a diver’s dream come true. 
This archipelago has so much to offer 
that you simply cannot dive all the sites 
enough or ride among the Rock Islands 
enough or soak in all the otherworldly 
vistas enough in a single trip. 
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Palau’s reefs offer excellent visibility and abundant fish life.


