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unlock the valuable scientific information Palmyra holds. PARC has grouped 
its research activities under three overarching themes: 1) Marine Biodiversity: 
Composition, Structure and Function; 2) Biogeochemistry of Terrestrial and 
Marine Linkages; and 3) Energy Flow, System Resiliency, and Climate Change. 
This research will help answer many questions about the ability of tropical 
terrestrial and marine environments to survive into the future. Developing 
conservation strategies based on the most integrative and contemporary 
scientific knowledge represents a major innovation in understanding how 
resources can be managed in the context of global climate change.

P a lm y r a : a  V e ry S pe cia l P la ce

Because Palmyra is one of the only protected atolls in 450,000 square miles 
of ocean for nesting seabirds, migratory fishes, and threatened turtles, 
the ecological footprint of Palmyra is large and reaches far beyond the 
surrounding reef and borders of this U.S. territory. Palmyra’s coral reefs 
support three times the number of coral species found in the Caribbean and 
Hawai‘i and five times as many coral species as the Florida Keys. Described as 
one of the most intact, diverse and spectacular reef ecosystems in the world, 
these coral reefs are sanctuary to numerous species of fish, endangered green 
and hawksbill turtles, manta rays, and giant clams. Palmyra, due to both its 
remote location and its protected status, is home to some of the largest 
remaining populations of marine apex predators, with total fish biomass 
three to four times higher than at populated islands of nearby Kiribati and 
the broader Pacific. Similarly, a large population of bonefish, highly prized 
by anglers and decimated in other areas of the Pacific, thrives in Palmyra’s 
shallow sand flats. 

Th r e ats

Despite its remote location, Palmyra is facing considerable threats. Invasive 
species such as black rats, ants, and parasitic scale have become established 
on the atoll and have already resulted in serious reductions of terrestrial 
native plant communities. Strategic control and eradication of harmful non-
native species, combined with the prevention of new non-native species 
arrivals, is of utmost importance in restoring Palmyra’s native natural 
communities. Dredging and island development by the U.S. military during 
World War II has severely restricted the flow of water in the lagoons. As a 
result, super-heated water is dumped on a section of the surrounding reefs 
with every low tide. Preserving the biodiversity of this spectacular place and 
removing such threats requires long-term research and intensive stewardship. 
Both are central to our collective efforts on Palmyra and the development of 
strategies to address these threats is well underway.

Lo o k in g  F o r w a r d

Initial research findings from Palmyra have highlighted the uniqueness of this 
island. Remote, uninhabited islands such as Palmyra, with healthy coral reefs 
and abundant bird populations, are important reference points for assess-
ing human impacts and establishing goals for conservation. Further, the tight 
collaboration between federal, non-profit, and academic institutions provides 
unparalleled access to study these natural resources. Palmyra offers a power-
ful complement to existing Pacific research stations, and through coordinated 
research with global colleagues, PARC is poised to address some of the most 
pressing conservation challenges of this generation.
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