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Reviews of the Federated States of 
Micronesia, Kiribati, the Common-
wealth of the Northern Mariana 
Islands, and Nauru are not included in 
this issue.

Guam 

This year as in previous years, the 
economy and government finances 
were the dominant concerns in Guam. 
Perhaps in some ways these issues 
have helped assure the continuation 
and revitalization of Chamorro culture 
and cultural events—which had a 
strong presence this year—as a means 
to provide a sense of stability and to 
remind Chamorros and others of their 
survival as a people through thou-
sands of years of challenges.

The central economic issue was 
the long-planned military buildup 
involving the redeployment of the US 
Marines from Okinawa to Guam. The 
year began with opposition in the US 
Congress to the redeployment from 
leaders like Senator John McCain 
(PDN, 1 Jan 2012).

Military plans for a firing range 
near the ancient Chamorro settle-
ment of Pågat Village, considered an 
extremely significant cultural site, 
were the subject of a court dispute. In 
2010, the National Trust for Historic 
Preservation, the Guam Preserva-
tion Trust, and the “We are Guåhan” 
organization filed a lawsuit against 
the US Navy to protect and preserve 
Pågat Village. Dating to 700 ad, 
Pågat holds the remains of prehistoric 

structural stone foundations (known 
as latte), freshwater caves, and medici-
nal plants, as well as stone mortars, 
pottery, and tools of the Chamorro 
people. The National Trust and the 
Guam Preservation Trust asserted 
that a major legal victory had been 
scored in November 2011 when the 
navy publicly announced its intent to 
consider alternative locations for firing 
ranges (PreservationDirectory.com, 
7 Dec 2011).

Another obstacle to the redeploy-
ment was the issue of the Futenma 
airbase in Okinawa. The transfer of 
US Marines to Guam had been linked 
to progress in relocating the Futenma 
facility to a less populated part of 
Okinawa. However, the Japanese 
government had difficulties secur-
ing the consent of Okinawans to the 
relocation plan. In February, both the 
US and Japanese governments agreed 
to decouple the transfer of the marines 
from the Futenma relocation issue 
(Reuters, 10 Feb 2012).

In April, the two governments 
announced that 5,000 marines would 
be moved to Guam in the coming 
years, and the military buildup price 
tag has been reduced to about $8.6 
billion. The original plan would have 
brought about 8,600 marines to 
Guam and cost at least $10.27 billion. 
Despite the plans for the number of 
marines on Guam being reduced by 
more than 40 percent, the cost of 
the marine transfer only went down 
by about 15 percent. Also, although 
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Japan increased its cash contribution, 
Pentagon officials said that previ-
ously announced financing support 
by Japan is no longer necessary. 
Funding for some of Guam’s civilian 
infrastructure projects related to the 
military buildup was supposed to have 
been drawn from this financing. But 
Guam’s congresswoman, Madeleine 
Bordallo, characterized the move as a 
“better framework” for progress on 
the buildup. Senator Judith Guthertz, 
chairwoman of the Guam Legislature’s 
Military Buildup Committee, echoed 
Bordallo’s comments and said that 
the revised buildup plan is good for 
Guam. She went on to say that she 
still believed there would be a sig-
nificant economic boost to the island 
from the buildup due to the civilian 
personnel and military families who 
would accompany the expansion of 
the current military presence (PDN, 
25 April 2012). In May, it was further 
clarified that two-thirds of the marines 
redeployed to Guam would be on a 
rotational rather than permanent basis 
(pnc, 2 May 2012). That same month, 
the US Senate froze deployment funds, 
pending more information from the 
US Department of Defense on the 
expense of the move (upi, 15 May 
2012). Even so, US Deputy Assistant 
Secretary of Defense for Plans Robert 
Scher stated that he hopes the marines 
can start moving to Guam as early as 
2014 (pnc, 23 May 2012).

After years of determined effort, a 
meeting of the Guam First Commis-
sion was finally convened in April (MV, 
16 April 2012). Senator Rory Respicio 
had in 2008 sponsored a law creat-
ing the commission in order to bring 
together all elements of the commu-
nity so that Guam could speak as one 

unified voice on the buildup and other 
issues (Guam Public Law 29-128). 
But because of possible conflicts with 
the Guam Organic Act, the entity was 
created pursuant to executive order by 
Governor Eddie Calvo.

By contrast, a controversy arose 
with the formation of a business 
organization called Guam USA Asia 
Security Alliance (guasa) that aims 
to lobby for the Guam buildup in 
Congress through a US-based interna-
tional law firm, K&L Gates. guasa is 
paying $25,000 per month for these 
services, which has sparked debate 
in the community (Whitman 2012). 
Senator Rory Respicio raised concerns 
that the use of a lobbying firm “could 
sidetrack all efforts to form a coali-
tion of interests into a ‘One Guam’ 
voice” (MV, 22 May 2012). Also of 
concern to the senator was the his-
tory of K&L Gates. The company was 
formed in 2007 by a merger of Preston 
Gates & Ellis llp with Kirkpatrick & 
Lockhart Nicholson Graham. Preston 
Gates was the law firm that employed 
Jack Abramoff, who pleaded guilty 
in 2006 to federal charges including 
wire fraud, conspiracy to defraud his 
clients, and tax evasion (MV, 22 May 
2012). Abramoff and another for-
mer Preston Gates lobbyist, Michael 
Scanlon, who is currently in federal 
prison, have a history of meddling in 
Guam elections (Wall Street Journal, 
31 March 2006).

The uncertainty in the military 
buildup combined with weakness in 
tourism contributed to a pessimistic 
out look for Guam’s economy for the 
coming year. In November 2011, the 
chief economist for the Bank of Guam, 
Joseph Bradley, noted that the March 
2011 earthquake and tsunami  disaster 
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in Japan and the global economic 
weakness in tourist markets such 
as China and Korea had adversely 
affected tourism. Bradley also warned 
about a potential increase in the cost 
of living due to rising petroleum prices 
(kuam, 7 Nov 2011).

There was promising news with 
respect to tourism at the end of 2011, 
however, as arrival numbers for visi-
tors from Japan bounced back from 
their drop earlier in the year. Also, in 
November, the US government began 
allowing visa-free entry for Russian 
visitors under certain circumstances 
(PDN, 1 Jan 2012). The Guam Visitors 
Bureau (gvb) moved aggressively to 
take advantage of the new opportu-
nity with promotional efforts, such 
as establishing a Russian-language 
website, www.visitguamusa.ru (gtin, 
27 March 2012). In January 2012, 
the first Russian tourists arrived under 
the new visa program (gtin, 25 Jan 
2012). Although Russian visitors for 
the first half of 2012 only numbered 
in the hundreds, that represented an 
increase of over 300 percent from the 
same period last year (gtin, 17 July 
2012). In March, a gvb delegation led 
by Tourism Committee Chair Sena-
tor Tina Muña Barnes conducted a 
ten-day promotional visit to all major 
Russian media outlets and travel 
agents in the Russian Far East cit-
ies of Khabarovsk and Vladivostok. 
Pending federal approval is a China 
visa-waiver program, which Guam 
officials continue to pursue (gtin, 3 
April 2012).

Also, Guam’s major air carrier, 
Continental, was merged with United 
Airlines. United officials stated that 
the merger will give customers access 
to new aircraft that will allow for an 

additional 100,000 passengers this 
year (PDN, 1 Jan 2012).

In what many considered to be 
an opening salvo in the 2012 politi-
cal season, an e-mail message from 
former federal buildup official John 
Jackson was released to the media. In 
that e-mail Jackson claimed that five 
Guam senators had “harangued” US 
Senators Carl Levin and Jim Webb 
about the buildup during a 26 April 
2011 meeting on Guam, which he 
claimed directly led to the delay in the 
Guam buildup. Lawmakers strongly 
disputed Jackson’s account, noting 
that he was not present at the meeting 
and that it had, in fact, been cordial 
and respectful. One senator who was 
at the meeting, Republican Senate 
Minority Leader Frank Blas Jr, stated: 
“There was no haranguing. There 
was no yelling. I didn’t hear anybody 
say that they were not in support of 
the buildup. Concerns were brought 
up in wanting to make sure that the 
buildup was good for the military and 
for Guam.” Blas further stated, “Our 
concern was that any infrastructure 
improvements and enhancements 
would not be borne entirely on the 
backs of our people. I don’t think 
anybody, including the two senators, 
took away from the meeting that 
there was no support of the buildup.” 
Blas said that Senator Levin himself 
did not know where the buildup was 
headed because he was waiting for a 
Department of Defense master plan 
(MV, 8 March 2012). Later in the year, 
Blas, along with Republican Senator 
Tony Ada, met with US Senator Webb, 
who expressed his support for the 
Guam buildup. Blas reiterated that the 
buildup delay was due to the fact that 
the Senate was waiting for the Depart-
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ment of Defense to complete its master 
plan (MV, 12 June 2012).

As the year progressed, the US 
congressional race also ramped up for 
2012 elections. Up for reelection for 
her sixth term was Congresswoman 
Bordallo. She had served previously as 
first lady of Guam during the tenure 
of her late husband, Governor Ricardo 
Bordallo, and won several terms as 
senator and lieutenant governor in 
her own right (Bordallo website). 
This year, the seventy-nine-year-old 
Bordallo was being challenged by 
twenty-seven-year-old Karlo Dizon in 
the Democratic primary. In criticizing 
the incumbent, Dizon has argued that 
Bordallo has had almost a decade in 
office to do something about Guam’s 
economic situation but has delivered 
little (International Business Times, 
21 July 2012). Senator Frank Blas 
Jr was running unopposed for the 
Republican nomination for the con-
gressional seat (PDN, 3 July 2012).

The year 2012 is also a US presi-
dential election year, and, although 
President Barack Obama was running 
unopposed for his party’s nomina-
tion, in March there was a heavily 
competitive race for the Republican 
nomination. That month the Guam 
Republican Party held its convention 
to pick its share of delegates who will 
help select its nominee for president. 
Republican candidate Mitt Romney 
sent his son to the Guam convention 
and was rewarded with picking up all 
nine delegates that Guam will send 
to the Republican National Conven-
tion in Tampa, Florida (Politico.com, 
9 March 2012).

Also making election news was the 
controversial 2010 gubernatorial elec-
tion between Eddie Calvo and Carl T 

C Gutierrez. The Guam Legislature, 
along party lines, passed legislation 
pushed by Senator Rory Respicio that 
would have reformed the election code 
and provided for an audit of the 2010 
election (Guam Legislature Bill 413-
31). The bill was subsequently vetoed 
by Governor Eddie Calvo, who was 
declared the winner of that election 
by a narrow margin. Calvo labeled 
the bill as more about politics than 
progress, singling out the provision for 
an audit of the 2010 election. Respicio 
said that the 2010 election was simply 
too close to ignore and that discrepan-
cies needed to be addressed in order 
to reform Guam’s election process. 
“I think the people deserve to know 
the truth,” said Respicio (kuam, 22 
March 2012), who is seeking an over-
ride of Calvo’s veto (Respicio, pers 
comm, 7 July 2012).

Meanwhile, the election lawsuit 
mounted by the Gutierrez camp was 
withdrawn due to lack of money to 
continue the suit, which had been 
stalled in procedural motions for a 
year. Gutierrez stated, however, that 
he was not giving up on his mission to 
have the 2010 election scrutinized. He 
said, “Totally, I believe in the merits 
of my case and I believe that should 
be looked into by the US Attorney 
and the Attorney General. Since those 
complaints have been verified and 
they’re sitting on their desks, they’re 
the ones that should be spending their 
resources instead of me as a private 
citizen” (kuam, 13 June 2012).

In other court news, Guam’s attor-
ney general was moving to dismiss 
a lawsuit by Dave Davis against the 
planned self-determination vote for 
Chamorros. In June 2012, US Mag-
istrate’s Judge Joaquin Manibusan 
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recommended dismissal, and the 
matter has been sent to US Presiding 
District Court Judge Francis Tydingco-
Gatewood, who will decide whether to 
accept Manibusan’s recommendations.

Aside from the economy, govern-
ment finance was the other major issue 
to dominate headlines for the past 
year. Despite having concerns about 
the additional debt, the legislature 
approved Governor Calvo’s request 
for $365 million in bond financing, 
primarily to pay past-due refunds. 
The first $235 million was borrowed 
in late 2011. In December, 21,000 
refund checks were distributed over a 
two-day period at temporary distribu-
tion centers set up in the island’s three 
major shopping malls. Another 55,000 
checks were mailed out soon thereafter 
(PDN, 1 Jan 2012). Using the balance 
of the debt authority required raising 
the government’s debt ceiling to its 
maximum level. Arguing that pay-
ing tax refunds must be a priority, in 
February 2012, Senator Rory Respicio 
and eleven of his colleagues introduced 
legislation to adjust the ceiling and 
clear other legal obstacles to financ-
ing the refunds (Guam Legislature 
Bill 423-31). The legislation became 
law in March (kuam, 19 Mar 2012). 
Later in the year there was increasing 
concern about the government’s debt 
load, which, including the long-term 
debt of autonomous agencies such as 
the utilities companies, amounted to 
about $2 billion. Of more immediate 
concern was the shortfall in revenues 
to support general fund expenditures. 
In April, Calvo created a task force to 
find $43 million in cuts to the general 
fund expenditures. The administra-
tion’s proposals were to be announced 
in the summer before the legislature 

acted on the fiscal year 2013 budget 
(PDN, 9 May 2012).

On the health care front, the Guam 
Memorial Hospital maintained its full 
accreditation and hired a new admin-
istrator, Joseph Verga, who was slated 
to take over in July (MV, 16 May 
2012). Senator Benjamin Cruz urged 
the hospital to adopt an electronic bill-
ing system that could save the hospital 
$1.5 million per year (Cruz website, 
7 May 2012). In the meantime, work 
continued on a new 130-bed private 
hospital, scheduled to be built in 2014 
(Saipan Tribune, 14 Nov 2011).

After a yearlong search, the Guam 
Education Board chose Jon Fernandez 
as the new superintendent for pub-
lic schools. Fernandez’s background 
includes experience in local govern-
ment and management-level jobs in 
Washington dc as well as a master’s 
degree from Harvard University and a 
law degree from Georgetown Univer-
sity. Fernandez stressed his local roots, 
stating, “I am Chamorro, born and 
raised on Guam, married to a local 
girl” (PDN, 10 April 2012). Funding 
remained an issue for the Depart-
ment of Education (doe), as Senator 
Vicente (Ben) C Pangelinan called on 
Governor Calvo to restore funding 
taken from the doe budget as a result 
of a 15 percent cut imposed by his 
administration (MV, 30 March 2012). 
In the meantime, Calvo was pursuing 
his education reform agenda includ-
ing a standards-based curriculum and 
assessment, teacher professional devel-
opment programs, and the acquisition 
of teaching resources based on the 
new standards (MV, 6 June 2012). The 
year 2012 also marked the sixtieth 
anniversary of the University of Guam, 
with the fourteen thousandth student 
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graduating from the institution at the 
end of the spring semester (abc Radio 
Australia, 3 July 2012).

The year also saw extensive 
improvement work on Guam’s high-
ways, as well as the Hagåtña, Togcha, 
Talofofo, and Ylig bridges, primarily 
financed with federal funds (pnc, 2 
June 2012). To accelerate this capital 
improvement work, Senator Tom Ada 
proposed using the federal highway 
fund revenue to finance $75 million in 
highway projects (pnc, 12 June 2012). 
Another infrastructure milestone was 
reached in August 2011 as the Ordot 
Dump was closed and a new sanitary 
landfill was opened in Inarajan (PDN,
1 Jan 2012).

On the cultural front, in October 
2011, the twenty-fourth annual Guam 
Micronesia Island Fair was held by 
the Guam Visitors Bureau for three 
days, under the theme of “Celebrating 
the Song and Dance of Micronesia.” 
Represented at the fair were delega-
tions from the Northern Mariana 
Islands, Palau, the Federated States 
of Micronesia, the Marshall Islands, 
Nauru, and Kiribati. Two delegations 
also ventured all the way from Japan. 
The fair featured demonstrations on 
traditional cooking and canoe con-
struction, cultural performances, and 
an agricultural station with locally 
harvested produce (Stars and Stripes 
Guam, 21 Oct 2011).

In January 2012, the Guam Fisher-
men’s Co-op and its various partners 
celebrated the fourth annual Cha-
morro Lunar Calendar Festival. The 
festival is a celebration of the signifi-
cance of the moon for the Chamorro 
people, who first populated Guam and 
the Northern Marianas 3,000–4,000 
years ago. The ancient Chamorro peo-

ple planned their daily activities based 
on the lunar cycles, and that tradition 
continues to this day with the island’s 
fishermen. This year’s theme was 
“Moonlight Talk: Surviving Climate 
Change through Chamorro Cultural 
Traditions and Values.” The event fea-
tured free lunar calendars, “buy local” 
exhibits, cooking demonstrations, and 
entertainment utilizing the Chamorro 
language (pnc, 23 Jan 2012). The 
calendar contains tide charts and 
seasonal fishing predictions, which, 
hundreds of years ago, were passed on 
orally by Guam’s first inhabitants. Its 
purpose is to raise awareness about 
the area fishery  ecosystem plan and to 
preserve Cha morro vocabulary rela-
tive to fishing (gtin, 11 Jan 2012).

Touted as the first of its kind, the 
Marianas History Conference was 
held on Saipan in June 2012. Jointly 
sponsored by the Northern  Mariana 
Islands Humanities Council, the  
Guam Preservation Trust, Guampedia 
.com, and the Tan Siu Lin Founda-
tion, the conference aimed to reunify 
the history of the Marianas, which 
has become fragmented due to the 
islands’ political division (as a result 
of the Spanish-American War of 
1898). The theme for the three-day 
conference was “One Archipelago, 
Many Stories.” It featured keynote 
speakers such as Father Francis X 
Hezel, sj, who spoke about “Setting 
the Agenda: Quilting the Patches and 
Stitching Them Together,” as well as 
Dr Robert Underwood, who discussed 
“Leapfrogging Through History: 
Hayi Mañaina-mu” (Saipan Tribune, 
14 June 2012).

US Supreme Court Justice Sonia 
Sotomayor visited in January to speak 
at a local legal conference (pnc, 25 
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Jan 2012). In December, “Marko” 
Gemar, who had been raised on Guam 
and became a finalist in the popular 
American tv show So You Think You 
Can Dance, returned to Guam, where 
his parents still reside. Gemar per-
formed at several functions and held 
a number of dance workshops (PDN,
1 Jan 2012).

Among those who passed away 
during the year were Jeanette Tanos, 
a nurse who had held several health 
administration posts; former Umatac 
Mayor Jesus Aquinigoc; and former 
Tamuning Mayor Alfredo Dungca. 
Also passing away was Joe “Uncle 
Tote” Cunningham, who made many 
historical and important contribu-
tions to Guam’s art and entertain-
ment industry, and Tony Sanchez, 
former Superior Court administrator 
and top aide to former Governor 
Felix  Camacho (Guam Legislature 
website). Noteworthy also was the 
death of US Army Specialist Calvin 
Pereda, who died of injuries resulting 
from an improvised explosive device 
he encountered while on patrol in 
Afghanistan (PDN, 1 Jan 2012).

kelly g marsh and  
tyrone j taitano

Un dångkalo na si Yu'os ma'åse 
(thank you) to Attorney Julian Aguon 
and Shannon Murphy, managing edi-
tor of Guampedia, for their input in 
the writing of this article and for their 
review of an earlier version of it.
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Marshall Islands

The period under review for the 
Republic of the Marshall Islands 
(RMI) saw a change in government, 
controversy over the largest-to-date 
proposed construction project in the 
country, and rising tensions with the 
United States over unresolved issues 
related to the nation’s nuclear history 
and the Compact of Free Association. 
At the end of the period, however, it 
may be fair to ask what, if anything, 
changed other than the names of those 
in positions of power, as the new gov-
ernment continued to struggle to meet 
the basic needs of the people living in 
the Marshalls and seemed unable to 
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of accurate postal ballots for Kwaja-
lein by two and a half weeks (MIJ, 18 
Nov 2011). The inclusion of Balos on 
the ballot ensured a contested elec-
tion for Kwajalein, as he became the 
fourth candidate for three seats in the 
Nitijela.

On the day of the election, voter 
turnout in the early morning hours 
was high, and poll watchers expected 
record numbers. After the morning 
rush, however, the crowds disap-
peared, and by the time ballots were 
counted on Wednesday, it was appar-
ent that voter turnout was at a near-
record low. The Marshall Islands Jour-
nal estimated that on Majuro Atoll, 
the capital and the first district to have 
its ballots counted, approximately 
2,500 votes were cast, representing 
a mere 30 percent of all registered 
voters. Election officials guessed that 
one of the reasons for the low turnout 
was the large amount of out-migration 
of Marshallese to the United States, 
and they expected an increase in the 
number of absentee postal ballots 
from overseas (MIJ, 25 Nov 2011). 
By 5 December, the deadline for the 
arrival of postal ballots in Majuro, 
however, only 2,500 overseas ballots 
had been received, 350 of which were 
invalidated for numerous irregularities 
(MIJ, 9 Dec 2011).

By 28 December, the final senate 
seat was decided. After two recounts, 
and barely avoiding a tiebreaker 
(known in Marshallese as kubwe 
in kijirik—literally “mouse shit,” a 
reference to the unpleasantness of 
breaking a tie), Caios Lucky defeated 
incumbent Frederick Muller for the 
seat for Ujae Atoll by two votes (MIJ, 
30 Dec 2011). Lucky, who had lost his 
reelection bid to Muller in 2007, was 

one of a number of former senators 
who were returning to the Nitijela. 
Others included Jiba Kabua (who 
had lost his seat for Namdrik Atoll 
in 1999), defeating Gerald Zackios 
for the seat for Arno Atoll; Hiroshi 
Yama mura, who won his seat back 
from Utrik Senator and Minister of 
Health Amenta Matthew after losing 
to her in 2007; and Phillip Muller, 
who had lost reelection in 1999, this 
time winning one of the two open 
seats for Majuro Atoll. Brand-new 
members of the Nitijela included Tony 
Muller, the former general manager 
of the National Telecommunications 
Authority, who won the other open 
seat for Majuro; Thomas Heine, who 
defeated incumbent  Rellong Lemari 
for Lae Atoll; Wilbur Heine, defeating 
Mili Atoll incumbent Kejjo Bien; Tony 
Aisea, who won the seat for Namu 
Atoll from incumbent Kaiboke Kabua; 
and Hilda Heine, who won the open 
seat for Aur Atoll.

The loss by Amenta Matthew and 
the election of Hilda Heine continued 
a trend in recent elections wherein 
the only female incumbent loses her 
bid for reelection and is replaced by a 
new female member, thus maintaining 
the male-to-female ratio in the Niti-
jela at 32:1. Despite a record number 
of women candidates in 2011, the 
defeat of Matthew and the election 
of only Heine seemed to underscore 
an  apparent lack of progress in terms 
of gender equity at the national level, 
although it should be noted that at 
the local level women made modest 
strides in winning election to a hand-
ful of mayoral and council seats. It 
remains to be seen whether Heine will 
be able to reverse the political trend 
and actually win reelection in 2015, 
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which would mark the first reelection 
of a woman senator in the country’s 
history.

With the exception of Tony 
Muller, who allied himself with the 
kea party, the new senators did not 
explicitly align themselves either 
with President Zedkaia’s kea or with 
the opposition and Kwajalein land-
owners, nor were they part of the 
five-member coalition led by former 
President and Jabat Senator Kessai 
Note (which included Likiep Senator 
Donald Capelle, Kili/Bikini/Ejit Sena-
tor Tomaki Juda, Maloelap Senator 
Michael Konelios, and Jaluit Senator 
Rien Morris). However, the defeat of 
Gerald Zackios, Frederick Muller, and 
Amenta Matthew, all kea members, 
signaled the relatively weak position 
of the incumbent administration, and 
all eyes turned to the election of the 
president, Speaker, and vice speaker 
as the first order of business when the 
new Nitijela was seated on 3 January 
2012. Donald Capelle, the three-term 
senator from Likiep and one of Kessai 
Note’s group, was elected Speaker 
by a vote of 20 to 13 over kea nomi-
nee Majuro Senator Brenson Wase; 
Senator Tomaki Juda, also part of 
Note’s group, was elected vice speaker 
over Ebon Senator and kea member 
John Silk, also by a vote of 20 to 13 
(MIJ, 6 Jan 2012). Capelle replaced 
Jaluit Senator and kea stalwart Alvin 
Jacklick, while Juda succeeded former 
Majuro Senator Alik Alik, who had 
retired from the Nitijela in 2011.

With such obvious victories over 
kea by Capelle and Juda, it was evi-
dent that Kessai Note’s coalition had 
aligned itself, at least initially, with 
the former opposition and Kwajalein 
landowners. It was little surprise, then, 

when longtime Ailinglaplap  Senator 
and Iroij Christopher Loeak was 
elected president over Iroij Jurelang 
Zedkaia by a vote of 21 to 11 (one 
vote went to Kessai Note) (MIJ, 6 Jan 
2012). What was also clear was that 
the presidency remains, at least for the 
time being, the province of the iroij, or 
chiefly class, as Loeak is now the fifth 
of six presidents to hold that title; the 
only non-iroij president was Kessai 
Note. What is less clear is whether the 
period of relative instability (marked 
by three presidential administrations 
in four years) is now over or whether 
the creation of kea, Note’s five-
member coalition, and the coalescence 
of the Kwajalein landowners signals 
another round of opposition politics.

Indeed, Loeak’s cabinet reflected 
not only the change in government 
favoring the Kwajalein group and the 
alliance with Kessai Note but also the 
inclusion of many of the new, non-
aligned senators. Kwajalein Senator 
Tony DeBrum was named minister in 
assistance, marking his fourth return 
to the executive branch in twenty 
years; Phillip Muller was appointed 
minister of foreign affairs, a post he 
held previously under the adminis-
tration of President and Iroij Imata 
Kabua in the late 1990s; Mejit Senator 
Dennis Momotaro was named minis-
ter of finance; Wotho Senator David 
Kabua was named minister of health; 
Hilda Heine was appointed minister of 
education; Thomas Heine was named 
minister of justice; Michael Konelios 
was appointed minister of resources 
and development; Wilbur Heine was 
appointed minister of internal affairs; 
Rien Morris was named minister of 
transportation and communications; 
and Hiroshi Yamamura was named 
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minister of public works. The Loeak 
administration appointed Frederick 
Muller as ambassador to Fiji, replac-
ing Amatlain Kabua, who herself was 
appointed to replace Phillip Muller 
as United Nations ambassador. Kejjo 
Bien, the defeated incumbent from 
Mili Atoll, was named ambassador 
at large, while Tom Kijiner, a former 
senator from Likiep who had failed in 
his third attempt in the 2011 elec-
tion to unseat now-Speaker Donald 
Capelle, was named ambassador to 
Japan, replacing returning Arno Sena-
tor Jiba Kabua. Additionally, Daisy 
Alik-Momotaro, wife of Finance Min-
ister Dennis Momotaro, who herself 
had run for the Nitijela from Majuro 
but lost, was appointed secretary of 
internal affairs, and Amenta  Matthew 
was appointed to the Board of Regents 
of the College of the Marshall Islands. 
Gerald Zackios was nominated as 
the RMI candidate to head up the 
Forum Fisheries Agency, but he came 
in third in the final selection round at 
the ministers’ meeting in July (MIJ, 13 
July 2012). In a bit of irony, Ronge-
lap Senator Kenneth Kedi, a former 
member of the Zedkaia cabinet who 
in early 2011 pleaded no contest to 
one count of petit larceny and two 
misdemeanor counts of misconduct in 
public office stemming from charges 
related to misappropriation of public 
funds, was named the chairman of the 
Nitijela Public Accounts Committee in 
February (MIJ, 10 Feb 2012).

Despite the initial hope surrounding 
the new president and his cabinet, it 
soon became clear that little was going 
to change. In fact, almost nothing was 
done during the Loeak administra-
tion’s first Nitijela session in 2012, 
despite the fact that the originally 

planned thirty-day session, which 
was to wrap up in early February, 
lasted until 13 April—marking one of 
the longest sessions in RMI history. 
The change in government seemed 
to signal only a change in the seating 
arrangement in the Parliament, as just 
a handful of bills were presented over 
the months-long session, and with the 
exception of a few pro forma resolu-
tions, none were passed into law.

This lack of legislative activity, 
however, was not without controversy. 
Bill 1 (which was later renumbered as 
Bill 2 for procedural reasons), spon-
sored by Senator John Silk, proposed 
disenfranchising all overseas voters in 
future elections by eliminating voting 
by postal ballot. Part of the rationale 
for the bill was to “allow Marshallese 
citizens who are taxpayers and resid-
ing on the islands to determine the 
person or persons to represent them 
in their constituencies” (MIJ, 2 March 
2012), with the exceptions of indi-
viduals who are medically unable to 
travel to a polling station in the Mar-
shall Islands and those RMI residents 
who will be temporarily off-island 
on election day. The bill not only set 
off a firestorm on the Internet among 
overseas Marshallese but was also so 
unpopular within the Nitijela that Silk 
was unable to find another sponsor 
for the bill. The bill never came up 
for a vote during the January session, 
although public hearings were sched-
uled in Arkansas, Washington state, 
and Hawai‘i for August and Septem-
ber 2012.

Perhaps one motivation for the 
bill was to ensure that particular 
constituencies within the Marshall 
Islands (including those of kea party 
members) would be protected and 
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not overturned by the will of voters 
who both reside outside the country 
and do not pay RMI taxes, while 
currently retaining the constitutional 
right to vote. Indeed, some races 
in the election were decided almost 
entirely by overseas postal ballots, 
including Speaker Capelle’s (who lost 
the vote on his home atoll of Likiep 
but won the seat thanks to Likiep 
voters living abroad), as well as the 
losses by Gerald Zackios, Amenta 
Matthew, Frederick Muller, and Kili/
Bikini/Ejit mayoral candidate Eldon 
Note (MIJ, 9 Dec 2011). In December, 
Zackios filed suit on behalf of himself, 
Matthew, and Note, citing a lack of 
required notary affidavits accompany-
ing a majority of the postal ballots in 
their respective races (MIJ, 23 March 
2012). Hearing dates for the suits are 
pending at the time of this writing.

Interestingly, the bill also drew 
attention to the recent numbers of 
Marshallese leaving the country, 
as highlighted in unofficial reports 
and summaries of the 2011 national 
census (the official report has yet to 
be released to the public). The trend 
nationwide since the previous census 
was taken in 1999 suggests that more 
people are leaving the outer islands 
and migrating to the urban popula-
tion centers of Majuro and Ebeye, 
and eventually out of the country 
altogether. With the exception of 
Jaluit, Lae, and Lib, all outer islands 
saw a drop in population over the 
past twelve years, with some, includ-
ing Ailuk, Kili, Namdrik, and Wotho, 
losing well over 30 percent (RMI 
2011b). Indeed, the total popula-
tion in 2011 was counted at 53,158, 
a mere 0.4 percent increase over the 
population in 1999 and well short of 

the expected count of 55,000–60,000 
people. The reason given for this small 
increase was the fact that approxi-
mately 11,000 Marshallese have left 
the Marshalls over the past decade, 
the majority of whom have relocated 
to the United States (RMI 2011a).

For those Marshallese living in the 
United States, life has not necessarily 
gotten easier since the current wave 
of out-migration began in the late 
1990s. In June 2012, the Marshall 
Islands Journal highlighted the stories 
of a number of young Marshallese 
men who were awaiting deportation 
back to the Marshalls for a variety 
of crimes ranging from first time 
misdemeanors to federal offenses, 
including seven young men who were 
arrested in Kansas for hitchhiking on 
an interstate highway in May (MIJ, 15 
June 2012). The New York Times also 
ran an article on the issues faced by 
Marshallese living in the United States, 
focused on the community in Spring-
dale, Arkansas, home to one of the 
largest number of Marshallese outside 
the Marshalls, and their difficulties 
obtaining access to health care and 
basic legal services (NYT, 5 July 2012). 
Should out-migration trends continue 
at their current rates, it seems that 
such profiles of the Marshallese as a 
community of struggling immigrants 
may only increase. And should Bill 
1 become law in the near future, one 
can only imagine what might happen 
to those RMI citizens living abroad 
once they and their votes are no longer 
courted by the RMI government.

Deportation was not only on the 
minds of US officials and Marshallese 
convicted of crimes and misdemean-
ors, however; despite being unable to 
pass legislation during the January-to-
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April session, the Nitijela did find the 
time to discuss whether and how to 
deport Dr Dean Jacobson, a US citizen 
who has worked for ten years at the 
College of the Marshall Islands as a 
marine science instructor. Jacobson 
spent most of the period under review 
drawing attention to the negative envi-
ronmental impacts that could result 
from a proposed $15.7 million run-
way expansion project funded by the 
US Federal Aviation Administration 
(faa), arguing that the reef area slated 
for dredging by contractor Pacific 
International Inc (pii) to provide the 
fill for the runway contains some 
of the last healthy coral in Majuro 
Lagoon. Jacobson argued that other 
areas would be more suitable and 
would limit the environmental dam-
age. As a result, the faa halted the 
largest construction project in RMI 
history in July 2011, two months after 
it had broken ground. In response, 
then-President Zedkaia ordered the 
general manager of the RMI Environ-
mental Protection Agency (rmiepa) 
to prioritize the runway project, while 
the RMI Ports Authority requested 
that pii offer feasibility studies of 
other possible dredging sites (MIJ, 29 
July 2012).

In October, the rmiepa held a pub-
lic hearing on the matter, at which the 
RMI Ports Authority and pii presented 
their findings on alternative dredg-
ing sites and reminded the public that 
the cost of the project was accepted 
by the faa only after it included local 
fill materials, as the original projec-
tion of $21 million  dollars, including 
off-island fill, had been rejected by 
the faa as too expensive. The war 
of words escalated during the meet-
ing, with Jacobson concluding aloud 
that pii’s new dredging site plan was 

“idiotic” and a continued threat to 
the last remaining healthy coral in the 
lagoon (MIJ, 28 Oct 2011). rmiepa 
Board Chairman Ben Chutaro noted 
that the agency was still considering 
the feasibility of the proposed dredg-
ing site, but by 8 December, Chutaro 
was removed from the rmiepa Board 
by President  Zedkaia, who then 
urged the rmiepa to approve pending 
permits to the Ports Authority and pii 
so that the runway expansion could 
proceed immediately. rmiepa, includ-
ing Chutaro, who was not yet aware 
of his removal, conditionally approved 
the permits the next day (MIJ, 16 Dec 
2011).

Two weeks later, however, the 
project was halted again, this time by 
the US epa, suggesting that high-level 
talks between the US epa and faa 
could consider the potential envi-
ronmental impacts of the reef dredg-
ing. The US Embassy, for its part, 
reminded the RMI government that 
“US agencies do not have jurisdiction 
over this federally-funded airport con-
struction project, and that the decision 
to move forward rests with the RMI 
government” (MIJ, 30 Dec 2012).

Meanwhile, the verbal war between 
Jacobson and pii continued to heat 
up, so much so that the new govern-
ment inserted itself in the debate, 
spending all day on 17 February 
considering how to deport Jacob-
son. Foreign Affairs Minister Phillip 
Muller led the charge, arguing that 
non-Marshallese do not have the right 
to participate in RMI political affairs. 
Transportation and Communica-
tions Minister Rien Morris wondered 
aloud whether it would be possible for 
the Nitijela to simply declare Jacob-
son persona non grata, but he then 
deferred to recommendations from 
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the cabinet (MIJ, 24 Feb 2012). By the 
middle of March, the RMI govern-
ment and faa officials met in Guam, 
where the new dredging site was 
apparently okayed in principle by the 
faa (MIJ, 16 March 2012), and in the 
middle of June the RMI Ports Author-
ity submitted a report on the new 
dredging site, as requested by the faa, 
for approval and continuation of the 
project (MIJ, 15 June 2012). Jacobson, 
whose deportation again took up 
Nitijela time during its August  session, 
continued his crusade against pii 
through online petitions and Facebook 
postings, most recently with a series 
of photos of damage already caused 
to healthy corals by pii’s dredging at 
the new site, including one of a baby 
puffer fish that his marine science 
students named “Jerry Kramer” in 
dubious honor of the pii chief execu-
tive officer.

The relationship between the RMI 
and US governments also came under 
some strain, although not directly 
in relation to the runway project. 
Early on, it appeared that the Loeak 
administration was going to move 
in a direction different from its 
immediate predecessors by taking a 
more aggressive approach with the 
United States in terms of the unre-
solved issues surrounding the nuclear 
legacy in the Marshall Islands and 
perceived changes in the Compact of 
Free Association made by the United 
States. In January, Foreign Affairs 
Minister Phillip Muller warned that 
the United States “keeps making 
excuses to change the terms of our 
Compact” (MIJ, 27 Jan 2012). During 
the Nuclear Survivors’ Remembrance 
Day ceremony on 1 March, the RMI 
government and its supporters staged 
a well-coordinated protest of the US 

failure to respond to the “changed 
circumstances” petition submitted to 
the US Congress over a decade ago; 
the event included what the Marshall 
Islands Journal called “the most out-
spoken comments from Marshallese 
heard in many years” (MIJ, 9 March 
2012). In late May, discussing the use 
of Kwajalein atoll, Minister in Assis-
tance Tony DeBrum suggested, “Rela-
tions between the United States and 
RMI have deteriorated”; in response, 
US Ambassador Martha Campbell 
stated, “It is unfortunate that we 
learn many of the RMI’s concerns 
through the press, rather than through 
direct dialogue” (MIJ, 1 June 2012). 
And in what appeared to be a bit of 
unnecessary theater, Minister Muller 
greeted visiting US Assistant Secretary 
of State Kurt Campbell in August 
with a “reset” button, reminiscent of 
the attempt by US Secretary of State 
 Hillary Clinton to “reset” relations 
with Russia in 2009 (MIJ, 10 Aug 
2012). It is still unclear what, if any-
thing, the Marshall Islands expects 
to gain from this latest round of 
diplomatic gamesmanship or how the 
United States will respond. But with 
the expiration of the funding provi-
sions in the compact looming in 2023, 
now another year closer, it is evident 
that the new government has yet to 
suggest a way forward for the people 
of the Marshall Islands.

david w kupferman
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complaint and questioning and even a 
lawsuit. But he endured to take other 
positive steps, and with the advice 
and consent of the Palau Senate he 
appointed a new five-member board 
to oversee the Palau Public Utilities 
Commission. Electricity was fully 
restored by Christmas Day.

In November, President Toribiong 
joined other Pacific Island leaders and 
US Secretary of State Hillary Clinton 
for a series of meetings on the margins 
of the Asia-Pacific Economic Coop-
eration (apec) Leaders’ Meeting in 
Honolulu. The official White House 
photo from the Pacific Islands leaders’ 
meeting with President Barack Obama 
shows President Toribiong standing 
to Obama’s immediate right. The 
sessions addressed fisheries, natural 
resources development, climate-change 
threats, disaster management, and the 
Pacific region’s growing health crisis. 
Secretary Clinton took the occasion to 
announce a major US policy shift: a 
pivot away from the Middle East and 
toward America’s Pacific Century in 
the Asia-Pacific region. What impact 
this may have on Palau is unknown. 
US congressional approval of the 
Compact Agreement II between Palau 
and the United States would be an 
excellent step. That agreement has 
been languishing in Congress for over 
a year.

President Toribiong greeted New 
Year’s Day 2012 with an ecumeni-
cal “Sunrise Prayer Service for the 
Nation” at the magnificent national 
capitol in Ngerulmud. All of Palau’s 
churches took part, and High Chief 
Reklai closed the services with his 
advice that what each leader wants 
must give way to both what is right 
and what is their responsibility. 

NYT, New York Times. Daily.

RMI, Republic of the Marshall Islands. 
2011a. The RMI  Census of Popula-
tion and Housing: Summary and High-
lights Only. Majuro: Economic Policy, 
Planning, and Statistics Office.  
http://www.doi.gov/oia/reports/upload/ 
RMI-2011-Census-Summary-Report-on
-Population-and-Housing.pdf

———. 2011b. The RMI  Census 
Progress Report. Majuro: Economic Policy, 
Planning, and Statistics Office.

Republic of Palau

President Johnson Toribiong is the 
Republic of Palau’s eighth president 
since 1 January 1981. To date, he 
has traveled abroad extensively and 
achieved much overseas, and this 
may have diverted his attention from 
local problems and issues. He is in the 
fourth year of his presidency and in 
2012 must stand for reelection during 
September’s primary and November’s 
ninth general elections.

On 5 November 2011, a small 
fire in Palau’s main Aimeliik electri-
cal power plant raged out of control, 
destroying the facility and its capacity 
to generate electricity. This in turn 
endangered the water supply to Koror 
and Airai, impacted Koror’s waste-
water system, and threatened not 
only the operation of the National 
Hospital but also operations at public 
and  private schools and even the 
activities of the Palau International 
Airport. President Toribiong declared 
a national state of emergency and 
took quick and positive action to 
restore full electrical power. Like many 
dramatic actions in Palau, the presi-
dent’s responses were the subject of 
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Two weeks later the president was 
in Kayangel, Palau’s only atoll, to 
identify the best locations for twenty 
solar lights. Kayangel’s solar lights are 
in addition to those installed at the 
capitol, the International Airport, the 
National Hospital, the Department of 
Education, and along Koror’s cause-
ways—a step toward reducing Palau’s 
greenhouse gases. Toribiong also 
participated in the Palau Unity Walk 
in Ngatpang State, which launched the 
republic’s campaign against non-com-
municable diseases. This first unity 
walk was organized by the alumni of 
Belau Modekngei School as part of the 
school’s thirty-eighth annual anniver-
sary activities.

Also in the New Year, President 
Toribiong and Japan’s Ambassador 
Yoshiyuki Sadaoka celebrated the 
tenth anniversary of the Japan-Palau 
Friendship Bridge. Completed in 
 January 2002, this magnificent struc-
ture, which links the large island of 
Babeldaob with Koror State, was built 
with a $25 million grant from Japan. 
The event was marked with issuance 
of commemorative postage stamps and 
a reception. Besides the bridge’s great 
symbolic value, it is critical to Palau’s 
future efforts at achieving economic 
self-sufficiency. Also contributing to 
that goal is Japan’s ongoing Overseas 
Development Assistance program. 
Ambassador Sakaoka presented a 
blueprint of Japan’s assistance to 
Palau for the next decade.

Soon after the bridge celebration, 
Mr Toribiong signed a “Memorandum 
on the Collection Activities of Japa-
nese War Dead,” obligating a ministry 
in Palau to work with a ministry in 
Japan to restart their efforts to collect 
remains in Palau, especially on Peleliu. 

Remains from that island, south of 
Koror, were repatriated to Japan for 
final burial at the Chidorigafuchi 
National Cemetery or to be returned 
to Japanese families. Palau’s ambas-
sador to Japan, Dr Minoru Ueki, 
assisted in these repatriation efforts. 
President Toribiong paid his sincerest 
respects to Japan on the occasion of 
the one-year anniversary of the Great 
East Japan earthquake and tsunami. 
The country suffered enormously with 
the tragic loss of many lives and dam-
age amounting to billions of dollars.

In February, Toribiong was in New 
York City for meetings with other 
world leaders on the immensely dif-
ficult issue of climate change. The 
president presented a petition to the 
International Court of Justice seeking 
an advisory opinion concerning trans-
boundary emissions. His case rests on 
the basic concept that “international 
law compels states to insure that their 
territories [and industrial activities] 
are not used to violate the rights of 
other states” to a clean environment. 
The day before, New York University 
Law School honored President Toribi-
ong for his climate-change efforts 
including this petition.

Also early in the year, President 
Toribiong welcomed a visiting party 
from the US Congress consisting of 
senators John McCain, Joseph Lieber-
man, Sheldon Whitehouse, and Kelly 
Ayotte. The group laid wreaths at the 
war monument on Peleliu in honor 
of the US troops who lost their lives 
there. The president reminded the 
visitors that Palauans will never forget 
that sacrifice. He also expressed his 
gratitude to Senator McCain for the 
warm welcomes given to the Toribiong 
delegation during each of three past 
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visits to Washington dc. McCain has 
been an active supporter of Palau’s 
compact agreement with the United 
States, but the agreement is stuck in 
the US House of Representatives. 
Assistant Secretary of State Kurt 
Campbell was scheduled to be in 
Palau in early June to update President 
Toribiong and Palau’s congressional 
leaders, but his visit together with 
Admiral Cecil Haney, Commander 
US Pacific Fleet, was postponed to 
the near future because, reportedly, 
Campbell was hospitalized. Although 
the compact has not been approved by 
the US Congress, Palau has received 
direct annual economic assistance of 
$13 million since Compact I ended on 
30 September 2009, consistent with 
the terms of Compact II.

The president and the National 
Congress (Olbiil Era Kelulau or oek) 
had their traditional skirmish over the 
2012 budget, which was signed into 
law some six months late. Toribiong 
also had to intervene in order to over-
come congressional infighting. The 
approved budget authorizes $60.85 
million and appropriates $59.93 mil-
lion. The measure included $75,000 
in assistance to no-income families, 
including a $100 monthly stipend for 
such families. Furthermore, language 
in the budget law requires that funds 
designated for the HealthCare/Medical 
Savings Fund will in fact be placed in 
that fund alone. Prior to the inclusion 
of this important language, the Palau 
Social Security Administration had 
been using HealthCare funding to pay 
Social Security Fund obligations.

Soon after this action, Toribiong 
strongly urged the congress to pass a 
supplemental budget bill, which he 
signed into law in early April, increas-

ing the 2012 budget to $63.78 million. 
This included $325,000 for a cost-of-
living allowance of $20 biweekly, to 
be disbursed beginning 1 July 2012 
for all employees making less than 
$25,000 annually. Also, the legisla-
tion increased Palau’s minimum wage 
to $2.60/hour beginning July 2013, 
with further increases in the minimum 
wage every six months until it reaches 
$3.50/hour by January 2015.

Significantly, a second supplemental 
budget bill was passed by the con-
gress in early May and signed into 
law. Many of the ministries received 
 additional funds, but, more important, 
the law included special language 
designed to excuse overspending: 
“Any over expenditures by the Gov-
ernment . . . in Fiscal Year 2011 shall 
be deemed to have been ratified by the 
oek . . . subject to Ministry of Finance 
[that] shall submit . . . itemization of 
every over-expenditure to the oek” 
(TB, 15 June 2012). The president’s 
opponents see this language as a blank 
check for further indiscretions, but 
his supporters interpret it in positive 
terms.

By midyear, Mr Toribiong was in 
Okinawa, Japan, for the sixth Pacific 
Alliance Leadership Meeting (palm 
6). Prime Minister Noda welcomed 
President Toribiong and mentioned 
that he hoped the four electric gen-
erators that Japan donated to Palau 
had helped Palau resolve its electrical 
power shortage. Toribiong, his wife 
Valeria, and the other Pacific Island 
leaders, together with representa-
tives from the United States, met the 
emperor and empress of Japan. The 
two-day summit focused on five major 
issues: responding to natural disas-
ters; environmental issues and climate 
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change; sustainable development; 
people-to-people exchanges; and mari-
time issues. The event concluded with 
Japan’s generous commitment to pro-
vide assistance of up to $500 million 
over the next three years, to be shared 
by all Pacific Island states, in order to 
address the five major issues covered 
in the meetings. The participants will 
have an interim meeting in 2013 and 
will convene palm 7 in 2015. Japan 
provided enormously pleasant accom-
modations and cuisine.

Fishermen from the People’s 
Republic of China were caught 
illegally fishing in Palau’s waters 
north of Kayangel, which resulted in 
a dramatic open-sea confrontation. 
It was reported that three smaller 
vessels had been dispatched from a 
Chinese mother ship to fish when they 
were spotted by Palauan authorities. 
During the chase, Palauan officials 
fired gunshots at the fleeing vessels, 
reportedly hitting one man, who later 
bled to death. Twenty-five men were 
apprehended, charged with ten counts 
of law breaking, and jailed. After the 
arrests, Palau lost a small plane, which 
reportedly ran out of fuel and crashed 
into the ocean while searching for 
the mother ship, which had appar-
ently been destroyed earlier by the 
fishermen. Two Palauan policemen on 
board the spotter plane—Willy Mays 
Towai and Earlee Decherong—and 
the pilot, Frank Ohlinger, were lost. 
An intensive search was mounted but 
ended with no trace of the men or 
the plane being found. This troubling 
event brought many Palauans together, 
including President Toribiong, to hope 
and pray for the survival of the lost 
men. Attempting to avoid a serious 
diplomatic problem, high officials 

from the president’s office contacted 
the Chinese Embassy in the Federated 
States of Micronesia, who immediately 
flew to Palau. Officials from the two 
nations met and negotiated a settle-
ment that included a $25,000 fine and 
forfeiture of the boats and fishing gear. 
The fishermen were released and flew 
home on a special plane sent from 
China.

The Pacific Savings Bank prob-
lem discussed in last year’s review 
(see Shuster 2012) finally had some 
closure with the trial and sentencing 
of two bank officials, who were found 
guilty of fifty counts of grand larceny 
and money laundering, and another 
who was found guilty of thirty-four 
counts. “The Court determined that 
over a three-month period in 2004, 
the defendants illegally typed up, or 
had typed up, fifty checks to them-
selves, family members, or businesses 
they controlled, many of which 
were fictitious” (TB, 14 Nov 2011). 
Instead of jailing the three convicted 
women, Judge  Foster placed them 
on probation for five to seven years 
and ordered them to repay the stolen 
money plus 9 percent annual inter-
est and to pay fines of up to $15,000 
during the first three years of proba-
tion. The women must also serve 100 
to 145 hours of community service 
during their probationary years. Some 
members of the community believe the 
punishment was too lenient because 
the offenders escaped long jail terms. 
However, if jailed, the women would 
not be able to work to earn the money 
they are required by court order to 
repay. In the meantime, the master-
mind of the huge theft, former bank 
president Timothy Taunton, remained 
free and in hiding.
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A Filipina has opened the Belau 
School of Ballet, Hip-Hop, and Con-
temporary Dance. On the other hand, 
the Philippine Embassy in Palau will 
close on 31 July because of the need to 
reduce spending by the government’s 
diplomatic service. This will present a 
significant hardship to many Filipino 
citizens in Palau because of a history 
of illegal treatment by the private sec-
tor and other forms of abuse. While 
the outgoing ambassador, Ramoncito 
Marino, has attempted to reassure 
the resident Filipinos, they remain 
suspicious, and the Filipino Commu-
nity of Palau has registered its formal 
opposition to the embassy’s closing. 
 Currently, Palau has some 4,000 to 
5,000 Filipino contract workers.

As a result of President Toribi-
ong’s plea before the United Nations 
General Assembly in 2009, Canada, 
Germany, Australia, and New Zea-
land have provided over $2 million 
in  funding to remove dangerous 
World War II ordnance. More than 
11,000 explosives have been found, 
disarmed, and removed from Palau’s 
environment. This has been danger-
ous but necessary work carried out 
by the nongovernmental organization 
Cleared Ground Demining. What 
is of special note is that the Cleared 
Ground organization has trained local 
individuals in ordnance-clearing and 
removal techniques. They have had 
over a year of experience and practice 
with those techniques and represent 
important local expertise. Bombs, 
mortars, hand grenades, and mines 
make up most of their challenges, with 
three bombs found recently near the 
Aimeliik power plant.

Palau’s Korean and Bangladeshi 
communities are small but active. A 

Bangladeshi couple, both of whom 
had been employed by Hanpa Indus-
trial Corporation, sued its owner Mr 
Ha for maltreatment. The Bangladeshi 
couple also sued the Government of 
Palau but settled out of court. The 
couple had a temporary restraining 
order in place so that they could not 
be deported until after the adjudica-
tion of their case against Mr Ha and 
his son by Palau’s court. As of this 
writing, two instances of violence 
against other Bangladeshi people 
have taken place in 2012. The first 
case involved a robbery of a store 
owned by the Toribiong family, and 
the  second a fight that turned nasty, 
with the Bangladeshi ending up in the 
hospital.

Pastor Jeoung Sangjin of Korea has 
been resident in Palau for twelve years 
and can intervene in serious cases 
involving his countrymen. With the 
assistance of Senior Pastor Billy Kuar-
tei, Dwight Alexander, and benefac-
tors Surangel Whipps, Jr, and former 
President Kuniwo Nakamura, Pastor 
Sangjin has established the Korean 
Culture Mission Center for instruction 
in Korean language, culture, and tradi-
tions. The Korean and Bangladeshi 
cultural groups add a significant and 
positive international flavor to Palau.

In a wonderful display of color, tal-
ent, and toys, seventy-five high school 
students from Palau, Japan, and Tai-
wan celebrated their youthful energy 
on stage at Palau’s excellent track and 
field facility in June. Titled “Trans-
pacific Nature Preservation,” the event 
was the idea of Izumi High School 
principal Toru Nakahara, assisted by 
the Taiwan Consul in Japan and Dr 
Minoru Ueki, Palau’s ambassador to 
Japan. The event was a great show of 
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chants, skits, athletic events, fashions, 
foods, music, and culture.

In early May, the president pre-
sented his fourth Progress Report. 
Events and achievements not already 
mentioned include a $20 million debt 
owed to the Taiwan MegaBank an 
expected surplus of about $4 mil-
lion at the end of the fiscal year; the 
stabilization and modest growth of the 
Compact Trust Fund at nearly $170 
million; and growth in the real gross 
domestic product (gdp) of 1 per-
cent (after a few years of decline) for 
2010 and almost 6 percent for 2011, 
as published by the International 
Monetary Fund (imf) in its Palau: 
Economic Developments and Policy 
Challenges report. The imf report 
went on to alert Palau that since it is 
dependent on tourism, imports of food 
and fuel, and foreign aid, the govern-
ment remains vulnerable to external 
pressures and it has limited policy 
measures to counter these pressures 
(TB, 19 March 2012). Furthermore, 
Toribiong announced progress in food 
security through the establishment of a 
Center for Agricultural Development, 
hatcheries for rabbit fish and grou-
pers, installation of fish aggregating 
devices, distribution of 110 goats to 
local farmers, and the establishment 
by Palau’s states of marine sanctuar-
ies to conserve their local fisheries. 
Some of these accomplishments were 
aided by grants from the Republic of 
China (Taiwan). Most importantly, the 
president emphasized improvement of 
Koror’s wastewater system, which has 
suffered overload for years. With oek 
approval, the president secured a loan 
from the Asian Development Bank 
for design and construction of a new 
system.

The president discussed the rapid 
growth in tourism, citing the final 
 figure for 2011 of 109,057 visitors, 
with Japan and Taiwan leading the 
way in terms of tourist arrivals. With 
some thirty flights per week and six 
airlines (including Palau Airways), 
 Taiwan arrivals are growing rapidly.

The president also mentioned 
receiving a large grant from the US 
Department of the Interior to develop 
a National Labor Code that will, 
theoretically, improve the enforcement 
of fair labor standards and equitable 
treatment for all workers in Palau. The 
Interior Department further provided 
$800,000 in grant assistance for estab-
lishment of a state-of-the-art Health 
Information System, aimed at improv-
ing health in Palau. The department 
is also supporting a regional women’s 
conference in August with participa-
tion from Guam, the Commonwealth 
of the Northern Mariana Islands, and 
the Federated States of Micronesia.

Improvement of the Palau National 
Archives has been supported by a 
stimulus grant from Taiwan, but 
unfortunately records from the Naka-
mura and Remengesau administra-
tions went missing from an outdoor 
archives container. The US Depart-
ment of Education has provided $4.5 
million in college access grants to help 
prepare Palauan students to meet col-
lege entrance requirements and to pro-
vide minimal support for them while 
they attend college. To date, some 234 
students have taken advantage of this 
generous support. Relatedly, Palau 
High School received a three-year 
accreditation from the Western Asso-
ciation of Schools and Colleges (wasc) 
in 2010 and recently began a health 
career pathways program for training 
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future health workers—nurses, den-
tists, doctors, and lab technologists. 
This is the very first time that Palau’s 
public high school has been fully wasc 
accredited.

In Palau, a small-scale society, 
deaths are very important milestones 
for families but murders are espe-
cially disturbing. Virginia Ventura, a 
42-year-old domestic helper from the 
Philippines, was brutally attacked at 
night by an enraged, drunken young 
man with a machete. The woman 
sustained fatal wounds and died in 
the hospital some hours after the 
outrageous attack. Many Palauans in 
the community provided great help 
and assistance to the Ventura family. 
Vincent Pua, 51, from the Northern 
Marianas, suddenly died while attend-
ing the opening of a sporting event. 
He was married to a woman from 
Aimeliik and resided in that state. 
Calvin Ongino Ikesiil, Sr, a retired 
policeman, passed away and was 
buried in his home state of Ngarche-
long. Matriarch Ucheliei Toribiong, 
85, who was the mother of President 
Toribiong, environmentalist Francis 
Toribiong, Senator Joel Toribiong, 
and five other children, passed away 
within a day after checking into the 
National Hospital. She was much 
beloved by hundreds of Palau Mission 
Academy students, who contributed 
to a scholarship fund in her name. 
Former Congressman Peter Etibek, 63, 
passed away after a long illness and 
coma. Before his death, he held the 
title Ngirameketii of Choll, Ngaraard. 
After Felix Gaag Tmilchol, 75, passed 
away, his relatives faced opposition 
from their clansmen concerning the 
burial site. After much argument, the 
deceased was buried in the Koror 

Public Cemetery, but the two groups 
remained in heated disagreement. 
Beouch Sakaziro Demk, 91, the first 
ranking chief of Ngardmau, passed 
away in September. He was of such 
distinguished merit that the National 
Congress honored him with a joint 
resolution attesting to his great com-
munity service, oratorical skills, and 
deep knowledge of traditions and 
culture.

Palau’s oldest woman, Uchelebil 
Lalii N Elbelau passed away at 109 
years of age. She was the matriarch 
of the Dilubech clan of Ngeremlen-
gui with more than 100 children, 
grandchildren, great-grandchildren 
and great-great-grandchildren, and 
was renowned for her knowledge of 
singing, dancing, and chanting. One 
of Lalii Elbelau’s children, Ferista 
Remengesau, is the mother of Palau’s 
sixth president and current Senator 
Tommy E Remengesau. Ted Borja, 
former principal of Palau High School 
and excellent ball player, passed 
away suddenly after a stroke. Fran-
cisco Masato “Frank” Kumangai, 
80, was the very first Palauan to join 
and serve in the United States Army. 
His service was distinguished and he 
retired after twenty-one years at the 
rank of sergeant first class. After his 
death, he was honored with Presiden-
tial Proclamation No 11-57, which 
required Palau’s flags be flown at 
half-mast for five days in his memory. 
Rubasch  Santos Olikong, 73, passed 
away before Christmas Day. He was 
a  former House Speaker, delegate, 
senator, constitutional convention 
(Con-Con) member, bank manager, 
cabinet minister, and ambassador. He 
was a colorful figure who always had 
an opinion and as House Speaker was 
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a target of the Furlough Group that 
attempted to hijack the government in 
1987.

In 2012, Kikue Maria Mercedes 
Babul Ueki passed away, leaving 
many relatives grieving. She was the 
wife of Dr Minoru F X Ueki, Palau’s 
ambassador to Japan. A longtime 
legislator, Koichi West, 74, passed 
away in  January. Former governor 
of Melekeok State, Lazarus Kodep, 
63, died of a heart attack. He was 
famous for his dedication and work 
for Melekeok State, where he held 
distinguished titles. Retired prosecu-
tor Gillian Tellames passed away at 
age 67. He worked for both the Trust 
Territory of the Pacific Islands and 
Palau governments and was a member 
of the Palau Bar Association.  Mansion 
 Mongami, principal of Aimeliik 
Elementary School, died when his 
vehicle crashed off the causeway. 
Uodelchad Tosko Mekreos Sebalt, a 
female chief of the first ranking clan 
Kebou of Ngchesar State, passed away 
at age 90. A New Zealander, Shaun 
Evans, died of a heart attack in the 
Sea Passion Hotel. He was in Palau to 
train law enforcement officers and was 
an intelligence analyst. Finally, Eva 
Maria Wong was tragically hit by a 
speeding car and later passed away in 
the hospital. She was a regular walker 
and was participating in a walk-a-thon 
when the accident happened.

Politics is big business in Palau 
and candidates are gearing up for the 
26 September primary. Incumbent 

Johnson Toribiong is seeking a second 
term and has many accomplishments 
to claim. He will be challenged by 
former President Tommy E Remenge-
sau; Sandra Pierantozzi (who is not 
only a former vice president but also a 
former minister of state in Toribiong’s 
cabinet); and perhaps Elias Chin, 
who finished just 212 votes behind 
 Toribiong in the 2008 race. The office 
of vice president is a separate race and 
also has four aspirants: incumbent 
Vice President Kerai Mariur, former 
Congressman Tony Bells, Minister of 
Health Steven Kuartei, and Minister 
of Industry Jackson Ngiraingas. As in 
the past, three to four candidates each 
will likely be running for the twenty-
nine seats in the Senate and House of 
the oek. A primary is not required for 
the congressional race. The general 
election for the ninth constitutional 
government will be held on the 6th of 
November.

donald r shuster

Special thanks to Yoichi K Rengiil 
for comments on an earlier draft of 
this review.
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