
S C I E N C E  W I T H O U T  B O R D E R S ® 

 

 

  

 

 FOR RELEASE OCTOBER 19, 2020 12:00 PM ET  

Palau’s Coral Reefs: A Jewel of the Ocean  
 

The latest report from the Khaled bin Sultan Living Oceans Foundation finds Palau’s reefs had the highest coral 
cover observed on the Global Reef Expedition—the largest coral reef survey and mapping expedition in history. 

 
Scientists at the Khaled bin Sultan Living Oceans 
Foundation (KSLOF) have released their findings on 
the state of coral reefs in Palau. Their research, based 
on extensive underwater surveys, found Palau’s reefs 
had the highest live coral cover of all the reefs studied 
on the Global Reef Expedition, a scientific research 
mission to assess the health and resiliency of coral 
reefs around the world. Published today, the Global 
Reef Expedition: The Republic of Palau Final Report 
summarizes the Foundation’s research on the status 
of coral reefs and reef fish in Palau and provides 
conservation recommendations that can help preserve these outstanding coral reefs for generations to come. 

Over the course of five years, KSLOF’s Global Reef Expedition circumnavigated the globe collecting valuable 
baseline data on coral reefs to address the coral reef crisis. In 2015, the Global Reef Expedition came to Palau, 
where an international team of scientists and local experts spent nearly a month at sea surveying coral reefs in 
ten states across the country. Working together, they conducted over 1,800 standardized surveys of the benthic 
and fish communities on coral reefs in Palau.  

They found Palau’s coral communities to be in excellent condition compared to other reefs in the region. The 
average live coral cover recorded in Palau was over 45% and reached 60 or 70% in some marine protected areas. 
This coral cover is very high, even among the world’s best coral reefs. “Palau’s coral cover is truly exceptional,” 
said Alexandra Dempsey, the Director of Science Management at KSLOF and one of the report’s authors. “It 
indicates a robust benthic coral reef community with high coral cover and species diversity.” 

These coral reefs have likely benefited from Palau’s efforts to conserve their natural marine heritage. Palau has a 
long history of marine conservation. Key is the traditional policy of “bul”—a moratorium on catching particular 
species or fishing on certain reefs to protect habitats that are critical to the community’s food security. 
Conservation of the country’s reefs was further boosted in 2015 by the establishment of the Palau National 
Marine Sanctuary, which delivered one of the world’s largest protected areas of ocean. “Unsurprisingly, this long-
term commitment to marine conservation has delivered some of the most vibrant reefs the Foundation 
encountered on its Global Reef Expedition,” said Dr. Sam Purkis, KSLOF’s Chief Scientist as well as Professor and 
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Chair of the Department of Marine Geosciences at the University of Miami’s Rosenstiel School of Marine and 
Atmospheric Science. “Given that Palau’s efforts are yielding tangible conservation results, the country might 
serve as a role model to other countries in the South Pacific and beyond.” 
Despite a thriving coral community, Palau’s reefs had fewer and smaller fish than would be expected for a healthy 
coral reef ecosystem. Reef fish communities in Palau were similar to those surveyed in other nearby countries in 
the south and western Pacific. Many of the biggest fish appeared to be missing. Signs of overfishing were also 
observed on some of Palau’s nearshore reefs despite existing regulations, particularly on reefs near population 
centers.  

“Fish are a critical component of a robust coral reef community. They’re important not only ecologically, but for 
the people who depend upon the reefs food or income,” said Renée Carlton, Marine Ecologist at KSLOF and lead 
author on the report. “We saw some warning signs regarding reef fish communities, but are also hopeful that by 
expanding current fisheries management regulations and establishing more no-take no-entry areas, Palau’s reef 
fish communities could become some of the best in the world. The commitment Palauan’s have made to 
conserving their reefs is highly commendable and I hope they’re able to use the findings in this report to continue 
preserving their natural resources for future generations.” 

The Global Reef Expedition mission to Palau gave scientists the chance to study some of the most beautiful and 
pristine coral reefs in the western Pacific Ocean. For the most part, the report released today shows what reefs 
can be when given the opportunity to thrive.  

Although several years have passed since the expedition, data from this research mission will be critical for 
monitoring changes to the reefs over time and help managers identify priority sites for conservation action. The 
Living Oceans Foundation has shared copies of the report with government officials, conservation organizations, 
and marine managers so that these findings can aid in ongoing coral reef conservation and management efforts in 
Palau.   

- ### - 
The Study: 
“Global Reef Expedition: The Republic of Palau Final Report” was published online on October 19, 2020. 
The study’s authors include Alexandra Dempsey and Renée Carlton from the Khaled bin Sultan Living 
Oceans Foundation, and Sam Purkis of the Khaled bin Sultan Living Oceans Foundation and the Rosenstiel 
School of Marine and Atmospheric Science at the University of Miami. Copies of the report are available to 
view and download on the foundation’s website at lof.org. 

 
Khaled bin Sultan Living Oceans Foundation: 
The Khaled bin Sultan Living Oceans Foundation is a US-based nonprofit environmental organization that protects and 
restores the world’s oceans through scientific research, outreach, and education. As part of its commitment to Science 
Without Borders®, the Living Oceans Foundation provides data and information to organizations, governments, scientists, 
and local communities so that they can use knowledge to work toward sustainable ocean protection. 
www.livingoceansfoundation.org 
 
Photos: https://adobe.ly/2GQwfRX. Photo credit: ©Keith Ellenbogen/iLCP. These photos can only be used in association with 
this story and with appropriate photo credit. 

https://t3g9m2b3.rocketcdn.me/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/Palau-Final-Report.pdf
https://www.livingoceansfoundation.org/
https://www.livingoceansfoundation.org/
https://adobe.ly/2GQwfRX


S C I E N C E  W I T H O U T  B O R D E R S ® 

 

 
Video:  Life on the Reefs of Palau https://youtu.be/OH03N50XiKE  
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