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NATURE

Few places on earth can match the astonishing natural beauty of Palau. It is where the journey of discovery is decorated with fantastic flora and flourishing fauna. Rare orchids, plants and vines embellish the island’s lush jungle interiors, and they are, in uncannily poetic turn, located on lands strewn with awe-aspiring tropical vistas. Splendid waterfalls such as the largest one on Palau, Ngardmau Waterfall, can be reached after a serene trek through jungle. Each presides majestically over their respective natural domains, and along the way, captivating endemic birds and plants proliferate.

The island of Babeldaob, the largest Micronesian landmass next to Guam, was born over 70 million years ago as a product of intense volcanic outbursts of the Eocene Age. Today, it is covered by almost impenetrable greenery, expansive savannas, graceful rolling hills and picturesque, jagged peaks. And core to it all are wild birds and animals, flowers and ferns, rivers and waterfalls and just about anything imaginable under a tropical sun.

The friendliness of Palau’s people is unabashed and disarming, but it is their immense esteem for the island’s natural resources – a respect anchored in steep tradition – that has yielded broad conservation of nature’s gifts. The effect is profound in that Palau remains an earnestly enchanting land, a tropical paradise of untouched coral reef rife with exotic sea life. There are over 1,400 species of fish, about 300 species of marine sponges and at least 500 diverse coral species. In the world, there are only nine known species of Giant Clams and Palau has seven. 

Many of these reefs lie in unbelievable proximity to dozens of deserted, glistening white sand beaches on the edges of palm-shaded tropical islands. One can simply marvel at the marine life that thrives in Siaes Tunnel, located along the reef where over two centuries ago fate washed up the British Ship, The Antelope, and instantaneously initiated Palau’s first recorded contact with the outside world. In the tunnel, at the entrances to their homes on the sandy bottom, the multicolored and decorative Helfrich’s dartfish and Randall’s shrimp goby thrive can be found. On the other side of the tunnel, is a sheer drop off that is domicile to impressive schools of hump-head parrotfish, Napoleon wrasse and dazzling soft corals. There may even be a leopard shark resting against the wall of its numerous small caves. In its many shallow-water canyons, there are bi-color blennies, lionfish, black-spotted puffers, unicorn fish and triggerfish. And the list goes on.

Palau is also home to one of the world’s most unique phenomena – the Rock Islands. These are collections of largely uninhabited, mushroom-shaped islets located in a vast lagoon protected by fringe reefs from the fury of the open sea and they house one of the world’s greatest concentrations of coral and marine life. Palau, to date, has 586 islands with Koror and its southern lagoon containing a majority of 424 Rock Islands.

Schools of fish feed in the shallows of the reefs, exotic birds nest in high reaches of these Rock Islands and on occasion, majestic birds soar directly above with imperial bravado.

Attractions most can only dream of also include the daring and the unusual – like Jellyfish Lake, where two types of jellyfish can be found, namely the golden jellyfish known as Mastigias and the moon jellyfish known as Aurelia. This intriguing lake departs radically from convention for it is an enclosed body of water wherein, over the course of millennia, resident jellyfish have completely lost their sting because they have not had to fight off predators. Instead, they spend their days in privileged leisure, pulsating gently from one side of the lake to the other while catching the sun’s rays and feeding on the generous algae rich waters. 

There is also the incomparable Ngerukuid Islands Nature Reserve commonly referred to as “70 islands,” a group of islands with maze like channels and aquamarine water. Regular sightings of Manta Rays are not uncommon either, as in the German Channel where they come in to hover over rock outcroppings, while having their expansive slippery surfaces serviced by cleaner wrasses.

World War II artifacts dot the islands and are perhaps known more for the man-made relics left over from momentous battle more than a half a century ago, but they do not in anyway diminish their substantial contribution to the natural beauty of Palau by providing new haven for both marine and terrestrial residents.

Palau’s natural assets are preserved almost beyond what any conventional human norm can envision.
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