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II. Message from the Chief Justice  

 

 

 

The Office of the Chief Justice  is currently engage d  in the  exciting challenge of 

implementing the Fourteenth Amendment to the Palau Constitution.  

Currently, the Supreme Court is composed of a Chief Justice and three full-time  

Associate Justices who serve  in both the trial and appellate divisions. As such, Justices 

decide appeals from each otherõs cases. The Chief Justice also serves as the presiding 

judge of both trial and appellate divisions.  

The Fourteenth Amendment  states that òwhen the Olbiil Era Kelulau [National Congress ] 

appropriates funds for additional justices to serve on the appellate division, the Chief 

Justice shall implement the separation of the Justices of the appellate division and 

provide rules and re gulations therefore.ó The Olbiil Era Kelulau appropriated the funds 

necessary  to implement  the Fourteenth Amendment  on February 5, 2016.  

Although  the  specific  implementation plan is still being developed and the proposed  

rules are being reviewed by the general public and the Palau Bar members, one thing is 

clear. The Justices of the appellate division shall serve  in only that division as a practical 

matter.  Similarly, as a practical matter,  the Justices of the trial divis ion shall serve in only 

that division.  

The implementation of the Fourteenth Amendment to the Constitution will contribute to 

our continuing efforts to improve the quality and delivery of our services. We express our 

appreciation to the Second Con stitutiona l Con vention  for proposing the Amendment  

for ratification,  and to the Olbiil Era Kelulau and President Tommy E. Remengesau, Jr. for 

funding the implementation of the separation of the appellate Justices.  

Ma uriul,  

 

Arthur Ngiraklsong  

Chief Justice  

Palau Supreme Court  

CHIEF JUSTICE  
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Introducti on  

The Republic of Palau is an island nation located in the western Pacific Ocean roughly 

500 miles southeast of the Philippines.  Geographically, Palau constitutes part of the 

Caroline Island chain and is part of the larger island group of Micronesia.  Pa lau consists 

of more than 340 islands, of which only 9 are permanently inhabited.  The land area of 

Palau totals approximately 460 square kilometers (178 square miles), about 2.5 times the 

size of Washington, D.C.  According to the 2005 population census, Palauõs population 

was 19,907 (Palau did not conduct a 2010 census).  Current estimates put Palauõs 

population at approximately 21,000.  About 70% of Palauans live in the former capital 

city of Koror on Koror Island.  The capital relocated in 2006 from Kor or to a newly 

constructed complex in Melekeok State on the larger but less developed island of 

Babeldaob ð the second largest island in Micronesia after Guam.  

In 1978, after more than three decades of United States administration under the United 

Nations Trust Territory of the Pacific Islands (TTPI), Palau, as part of a process toward self - 

government, voted against joining the Federated States of Micronesia and opted for 

independent status.  Palau adopted its own constitution and became the Republic of 

Palau in 1981.  It signed a compact of free association with the United States in 1982 

and the Compact was ratified in 1993.  Palau gained full sovereignty when the 

Compact went into effect on October 1, 1994, concluding Palauõs transition from 

trusteeship to  independence.  

Palau is a multi -party democratic republic with directly elected executive and 

legislative branches.  The President is both head of state and head of government.  

Executive power is exercised by the government while legislative power is vest ed in 

both the government and the Palau National Congress (the Olbiil era Kelulau).  The 

Palau National Congress has two houses ð the Senate with nine members elected 

nationwide and the House of Delegates made up of 16 members, one from each of 

Palauõs 16 states.  There is also a Council of Chiefs, comprising the highest traditional 

chiefs from each of the 16 states.  The Council of Chiefs serves as an advisory board to 

the President on matters concerning traditional laws and customs.  Article X of the 
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Constitution of the Republic of Palau provides for a judiciary òindependent of the 

legislative and executive powers.ó  

This Annual Report summarizes the Judiciaryõs operations and accomplishments in the 

2014 calendar year, as well as its challenges going forward.  The Annual Report is 

intended to inform the public about what the Palau Judiciary does and how it 

functions.  

III. Mission and Vision  

MISSION 

The mission of the Palau Judiciary is to preserve and enhance the rule of law by 

providing a just, efficient, and accessible mechanism for resolving disputes.  The 

Judiciary will interpret and apply the law, as modified by custom and tradition, 

consistentl y, impartially, and independently to protect the rights and liberties 

guaranteed by the laws and constitution of the Republic of Palau.  

VISION 

The Courts of the Republic of Palau will provide justice for all while maintaining the 

highest standards of perfo rmance, professionalism, and ethics.  Recognizing the 

inherent dignity of every person who  participates in the justice system, the Judiciary 

will treat each participant with respect and will strive to make the process 

understandable, affordable, and effici ent. Through the thoughtful, impartial, and well -

reasoned resolution of disputes, the Judiciary enhances the public trust and 

confidence in this independent branch of government.  
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IV.  Palau Judiciary Organizational Chart  

 

 

Overview of the Judiciary  

V. About the C ourts 

The Palau Judiciary consists of the Supreme Court (Trial Division and Appellate Division), 

the Land Court, the Court of Common Pleas, and associated administrative units that 

provide various services to the courts.  
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A. Supreme Court (Trial Division and A ppellate Division)  

Article X of the Constitution vests the Supreme Court with power over all matters in law 

and equity and outlines its structure and operation.  The Supreme Court is divided into a 

Trial Division and an Appellate Division. Cases are initia lly adjudicated by a single justice 

in the Trial Division.  Appeals from Trial Division decisions are heard by panels of three 

different justices in the Appellate Division.  The Appellate Division is a òcourt of last 

resort,ó a supreme court of record havi ng appellate jurisdiction with final authority to 

adjudicate all cases and controversies properly brought before it.  The Supreme Court 

also handles disciplinary and other special proceedings.  

The Supreme Court currently consists of a Chief Justice and thr ee Associate Justices. 

Additional judges are appointed on an as -needed basis as Associate Justices Pro Tem 

or Part -Time Associate Justices to assist with the Courtõs workload 

B. Land Court  

The Land Court was established in 1996 and is vested with jurisdiction  over civil cases 

involving the adjudication of title to land or any interest in land. Appeals from the Land 

Court go directly to the Appellate Division of the Supreme Court. The Land Court makes 

determinations with respect to the ownership of all lands wi thin the Republic, including 

the return of land that became public as a result of its acquisition by previous 

occupying powers through force, coercion, fraud, or without just compensation. The 

Land Court currently includes a Senior Judge and two Associate Judges. Land Court 

proceedings are generally conducted in Palauan, although translation is available for 

non -Palauan speakers.  

C. Court of Common Pleas  

The Court of Common Pleas was established in 1982 to handle òcommonó civil and 

criminal cases. It has juris diction to hear civil cases where the amount claimed or in 

dispute is $10,000 or less.  It does not  adjudicate cases involving land title or interests, 

except the right to immediate possession .  Land ownership cases are heard in the Land 

Court  or the Supre me Court (Trial Division) .  The Court of Common Pleas also hears all 

divorce and child support cases, regardless of the amount in controversy. Generally, 

the civil cases that come before the Court include name changes, family law matters, 

and simple estate  settlement proceedings. The Court also hears small claims, where the 
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amount claimed is $3,000 or less, in less formal hearings. The Court of Common Pleas 

may also adjudicate criminal cases.  Criminal cases are assigned to the Court of 

Common Pleas by the Chief Justice of the Supreme Court and the maximum possible 

punishment for criminal cases heard in the Court of Common Pleas shall not exceed a 

$10,000 fine or imprisonment for five years. Appeals from cases adjudicated by the 

Court of Common Pleas are fil ed directly with the Appellate Division of the Supreme 

Court.  

The Chief Justice of the Supreme Court has also designated the Court of Common 

Pleas to handle civil domestic abuse cases bought under the Family Protection Act 

(òFPAó) enacted in November 2012. To meet the requirements of the FPAõs mandates, 

the Court has created forms and protocols to assure that the Court is available to assist 

persons seeking orders of protection, both during the Courtõs normal operating hours 

and during after -hours, if a vic tim of abuse needs immediate protection.  The Court 

continues to  collaborat e with other agencies, including the Bureau of Public Safety, the 

Attorney Generalõs Office, the Ministry of Health, and the Ministry of Community and 

Cultural Affairs to successfully implement the FPAõs mandates. 

VI. Judicial Nominating Commission  

The Judicial  Nominating Commission (the òJNCó) consists of seven members, all of 

whom must be citizens of Palau.  The Chief Justice serves as the JNCõs Chairperson.  

Three members are elected from and by the Palau Bar Association and the final three 

members are appoin ted by the President of Palau . 

When a vacancy for a Judge or Justice within the Palau Judiciary becomes available, 

the JNC produces a list of seven nominees and presents the list to the President.  The list 

of nominees is created using a secret ballot.  If  there is a conflict of interest involving a 

JNC member and a potential nominee, the JNC member must recuse himself or herself 

from voting or discussions regarding the nominee.  In addition, should a JNC member 

become a potential nominee, that member must also recuse himself or herself.  The 

qualities sought in judicial nominees include: integrity and moral courage; legal ability 

and experience; intelligence and wisdom; compassion and fairness; diligence and 

decisiveness; judicial temperament; and awareness  of and sensitivity to Palauan 

culture.  Every year, regardless of whether there is a Judicial Office vacancy, the JNC 
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chairperson is required to call a meeting to review the commissionõs current rules and 

procedures, educate new members on current rules a nd procedures, and compose a 

list of seven potential nominees for Chief Justice should the current Chief Justi ce resign 

or pass away.  

Palau Judiciary Highlights  

VII.  Training s and Workshops  

1. 4th Session of the Pacific Island Legal Institue  

On December 14 to Dec ember 18 2015, Palau Judiciary hosted the 4 th Session of the 

Pacific Islands Legal Institute.  This event was sponsored by the 9 th Circuit Courts.  The 

session attendees were lay judges from Yap, Pohnpei, Marshall Islands, Chuuk, Samoa, 

and Palau.  Associa te Judge Salvador Ingereklii of Land Court was the attendee from 

Palau.  The session covered the topics of Criminal Law and Criminal Procedures 

including search and seizures, warrant searches, exception to invalid searches, arrests, 

Miranda violations, Six th Amendment Right to Counsel, and Exclusionary Rule.    This five -

day training was conducted by Kenneth Lawson of William S. Richardson School of Law 

of University of Hawaii at Manoa.  He was assisted by a colleague, Ms. Minara 

Mordecai.  

2. Customer Service Training for Clerks  

On December 17, 2015 through technical assistance provided by Margaret L. Barron 

and Lorenz Metzner of the Pacific Judicial Strengthening Initiative, Clerk of Courts Allison 

I. Sengebau was able to deliver a customer service training to the Courtroom and 

Chamber Clerks.   Subject matter covered in the training included Service Delivery 

Charters, RATER customer service model, Effective Communication Skills, Message 

Impact and others.  This was a remote delivery pilot project intended to use existing 

technolo gy such as skype to meet, develop and deliver the training.   
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3. Court Clerks and Managersõ Training 

On December 10 - 12, 2015, the 

Pacific Judicial Council and the 

9th Circuit Court sponsored a 

Court Clerks and M anagers 

Training in Kosrae, FSM.  The 

training was attended by court 

clerks and managers from 

Guam, Saipan, FSM and Palau.  

Presenters included the Honorable Arthur R. Barcinas of the Superior Court of 

Guam, Janet G. Cornell, Court Administration Consultant, Russ Mathi eson, 

Ecucation Specialist of the Office of the Circuit Executive and Danielle T. Rosete, 

Clerk of Court of the Superior Court of Guam.  The program agenda included 

the following topics:  Understanding the Basic Duties of a Courtroom Clerk and 

Deputy Clerk , Stress in the Workplace, Fundamentals of Caseflow Management, 

(L-R): Hon. Arthur R. Barcinas, Judge, Superior Court of Guam, Danielle T. 

Rosete, Clerk of Court, Superior Court of Guam, Allison I. Sengebau, Janet 

Cornell, Court Administration Consultant, and Myla M. Oimei 
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Effective Team Building and Leadership and 

Legal Advice v. Legal Information.    The 

traini ng gave the attendees an opportunity to 

meet and network with their counterparts from 

other jurisdict ions. 

 

4.  ACTL 

From November 4 th through November 6 th, 2015, thirteen Fellows from American 

College of Trial Lawyers led an Advanced Trial Advocacy Symposium.  The 

program exposed more than 80 lawyers and judges from Palau and neighboring 

islands to the trial and advocacy skills Fellows of the College are known for.  The 

training incorporated jury trial strategies and other topics related to trial work, 

including Successful Opening; Direct Examination; Cross Examination; Advanced 

Jury Trial Strategies; Mu rder Trial Strategies; Preserving the Record on Appeal; 

Advanced Courtroom Evidence; Forensic Evidence; and Successful Closing.  

The gathering provided an opportunity for distinguished judges and lawyers in 

the U.S. to share their knowledge and expertise to  their counterparts in the 

Micronesia Region.  
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5. Court Interpreter Training for Judges  

On May 4 to May 6, 2016 Palau Judiciary hosted an event sponsored by Pacific Judicial 

Council, a Court Interpreter Training for Judges.  The main venue of the training was  

Palasia Hotel Palau in Koror.  The attend ee s of this workshop  were judges from the 

courts in the Pacific region, Kosrae, Pohnpei,  Guam, CNMI, Palau, Yap, Chuuk,  and 

American Samoa.  On the first day of this three -day training, covered topics were on 

Legal Mandates for Access to Justice, overview of Pacific Judicial Councilõs Interpreter 

Training in 2007 to 2014, Interpreter Code of conduct as it impacts courtroom practice, 

and practical skills judicial skill for using interpreters in the courtroom. On t he second 

day there was a discussion on the topic of sensitivity of courtroom interpretation in 

domestic violence and sexual assault matters.  The Courthouse Interpreting 

Demonstrations and Mock Interpreter Hearing were held the same day in Courtroom 

101 of the Palau Supreme Court.  Topics on how to build an interpreter program and 

useful interpreting tools for the bench were discussed on the third day.  

6. Supreme Court Mediation Program Follow -Up Visit 

Mr. Chuan Ng, Deputy District Registrar of the 

Federal C ourt of Au stralia based in Sydney, 

returned  to Palau on behalf of the Pacific 

Judicial Development Program (PJDP) from April 

6 ð April 14, 2015, to conduct a Court Mediation 

Program Follow -Up Visit with t he Palau Supreme 

Court.  This was  Mr. Ngõs third visit to the island.  

He previously traveled to Palau in January 2013 

to conduct a Beginnerõs Mediation Workshop 

which was attended by over 50 participants.  During that visit he co -mediated a 

dispute with local attorney, Mr. Siegfried B. Nakamura.  Mr. Ng al so visited Palau in 

January 2014 to conduct an Advanced Mediation Workshop for local attorneys and 

interested members of the Palauan judiciary. The 3 -day Advanced Workshop was 

attended by 13 participants who learned a number of advanced mediation 

technique s including dealing with difficult litigants, managing expectations, bridging 

cultural communication barriers, as well as participating in intensive role -playing 
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exercises.  While in Palau, Mr. Ng also co -mediated two court matters with local 

attorneys.  

During this visit, Mr. Ng continued to work with the Palau Supreme Court to enhance its 

mediation program and met with members of the Palau Judiciary and Bar Association 

to review and evaluate the mediation programõs progress.  Mr. Ng also conducted 

Mediation Refresher Workshop for judges and court staff, led a roundtable discussion in 

reviewing the Palau Supreme Cou rtõs mediation program.  He met  with judges and 

discussed the progress of case management of court conducted mediations.  He also 

met wit h the Palau Bar Association and discussed the local attorneysõ perceptions 

regarding the mediation program.  

VIII.  Ribbon cutting of the New Pablo Ringang Building  

The Palau Judiciary hosted a ribbon cutting 

ceremony for the Pablo Ringang Courthouse in 

downtow n Koror on Friday, July 24, 2015. The new 

building, named after the late Judge Pablo 

Ringang, presiding judge of the Justice Court and 

the District Court, is finished and ready for business. 

More than 75 people came out to celebrate the 

ribbon cutting cere mony. Attendees included The 

President, Ministers, Senators, Delegates, Governors, members of the Council of Chiefs, 

His Excellency, Harry Ho -Jen Tseng, Ambassador Extraordinary & Plenipotentiary 

Embassy of the Republic of China in the 

Republic of Palau, U nited States Ambassador 

Amy Hyatt, members of Judge Pablo 

Ringangõs family, members of the Palau Bar 

Association, judges and justices from the 

Supreme Court, Land Court and the Court of 

Common Pleas, judiciary employees, and 

the general public. Chief Justi ce Arthur 

Ngiraklsong thanked the 9th OEK, President 

Remengesau, and the government of the Republic of China, Taiwan for funding the 
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construction of the building. His Excellency President Tommy E. Remengesau, Jr., and His 

Excellency, Harry Ho -Jen Tseng, Am bassador Extraordinary & Plenipotentiary Embassy of 

the Republic of China in the Republic of Palau gave special remarks marking this 

exciting and auspicious occasion. The new courthouse building has two floors and is 

home to the Office of the Clerk of Cour ts and the Court of Common Pleas courtroom 

and judgeõs chambers. The new building also contains additional space to enable the 

Judiciary to provide services supporting its mediation program and the Family 

Protection Act. These spaces include mediation room s and a Family Protection Act 

overnight room which will provide a safe temporary space for victims of domestic 

violence in need. After the ribbon was cut officially opening the new courthouse, guests 

were invited to take a guided tour of the new building, view a video presentation 

about the Pablo Ringang and Mamoru Nakamura courthouse buildings and enjoy a 

buffet lunch and refreshments. Funding for the project was provided by The 

Government of the Republic of China and the Republic of Palau Government. The 

building contractor was Surangel Construction Company.  

The Courtsõ Work 

The Palau Judiciary prides itself on operating ethically and efficiently, producing quality 

decisions and ensuring access to justice for all of Palauõs citizens.  The indicators below 

measure the judiciaryõs performance.  The clearance rate and average duration of a 

case measure how efficiently the courts are managing their case loads.  The quality of 

decisions can be evaluated by the number of decisions appealed and, more 

importantly,  the number of decisions overturned on appeal.  And finally, access to 

justice can be gauged by looking at the fee structure, availability of free legal counsel 

and accessibility of forms and court services.  

The information in the following pages provides details about how well the judiciary is 

doing regarding these indicators.  

IX. Accountability: Code of Conduct and Complaints  

The Judiciaryõs Code of Judicial Conduct was promulgated on March 1, 2011 by the 

Palau Supreme Court and amended on March 9, 2011.  A c opy of the Judicial Code of 
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Conduct can be retrieved from the Palau Judiciary website: 

http://wwww.palausupremecourt.net , Rules & Other Publications, Judicial Code of 

Conduct .  In 2015, two complaints were re ceived against judicial officers.  

Year  Total Cases 

Filed(all Case 

Types) 

Complaints 

against *JOs  

Cases where no 

Complaint made against 

*JOs 

Cases where Complaint 

made against *JOs  

2011 1035 2 99.81% 0.19% 

2012 1983 0 100.00% 0.00% 

2013 1997 1 99.95% 0.05% 

2014 1983 2 99.90% 0.10% 

2015 2002 2 99.90% 0.10% 

*JO ð Judicial Officers - Judges  

There were no complaints made  against Judiciary staff in 2015 . 

X. Case Management and Clearance Rates  

The Palau Judiciary recognizes its obligation to dispose of cases before it in a 

reasonable time.  Accordingly, the Court seeks to finalize cases in a timely manner.  The 

òclearance rateó reflects cases òclearedó or finalized as a percentage of (in relation to) 

the total number of cases filed.  Where clearance rate s have declined, this reflects a 

comparable decline in the overall number of cases filed.  

A. Supreme Court  

Criminal Cases (CR) - Average clearance rate for the last five (5) years  
Year Cases Filed Cases Finalised Cases Pending Clearance Rate as a % 

2011 130 84 72 64.62% 

2012 110 116 66 105.45% 

2013 165 133 98 80.61% 

2014 200 171 127 85.50% 

2015 167 172 122 102.99% 
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Civil Cases (CA) - Average Clearance Rate for the last 5 years  

Year Cases Filed Cases Finalised Cases Pending Clearance Rate as a % 

2011 271 274 275 101.11% 

2012 212 252 235 118.87% 

2013 154 185 204 120.13% 

2014 188 186 206 98.94% 

2015 132 279 59 211.36% 

 

          

Juvenile Cases(JV) - Average Clearance Rate for the last 5 years  

Year  Total Cases Filed  Total Cases Finalised  Total Cases Pending  Clearance Rate as a %  

2011 40 31 16 77.50% 

2012 14 22 8 157.14% 

2013 15 11 12 73.33% 

2014 10 9 13 90.00% 

2015 14 25 9 178.57% 
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B. Land Court  

Land Court Cases (LC) - Average Clearance Rate for the last 5 years  

Year  Total Cases Filed Total Cases Finalised  Total Cases Pending  
Clearance Rate as a 

% 

2011 312 259 578 83.01% 

2012 53 124 507 233.96% 

2013 139 225 421 161.87% 

2014 270 154 537 57.04% 

2015 249 249 532 100.00% 

           

Determination of ownership issued on Contested cases ð 275. 

Determination of Ownership issued on Uncontested cases ð 62. 
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C. Court of Common Pleas  

Small Claims (SC) ð Average cleara nce rate for the last 5 years  

Year  Total Cases Filed  
Total Cases 

Finalised  
Total Cases Pending  

Clearance Rate as a  

% 

2011 93 84 66 90.32% 

2012 72 78 60 108.33% 

2013 63 50 73 79.37% 

2014 87 97 63 111.49% 

2015 58 64 9 110.34% 

         

 

Common Pleas/Civil Action (CP/CA) ð Average clea rance rate for the last 5 years  

Year  Total Cases Filed  Total Cases Finalised  
Total Cases 

Pending  

Clearance Rate as 

a % 

2011 189 171 26 90.48% 

2012 162 152 36 93.83% 

2013 131 146 21 111.45% 

2014 134 128 27 95.52% 

2015 144 137 20 95.14% 
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The Majority of cases handled by the Court of Common Pleas are Citations and are 

heard weekly.  A citation can be paid at the Office of the Clerk of Courts if an offender 

does not contest the charge(s).  Certain types of Citations cannot be paid directly, 

however, and the offender must appear before the court.  The various types of 

Citations are:  

Á TCC ð Traffic violations and some misdemeanor charges . 

Á JTC & JDC ð Juvenile Citations  

Á MCC ð Marijuana  

Á K SG ð Koror State Government  

Á ABC ð ABC Board  

Á DRT ð Division of Revenue and Taxation  

Á Sanitation ð Sanitation Citations  

Á WSC ð Water Safety Citation  

 

The chart below details the number of ctations, by t ype, issued for the past five (4 ) 

years.  

Filed Cases:  

Type 2012 2013 2014 2015 

TCC 1218 1223 980 1053 

JTC & JDC 88 82 42 33 

MCC  6 8 8 6 

KSG 8 3 3 17 

ABC 3 6 3 13 

DRT 4 8 3 3 

WSC * * 8 39 

Sanitation     1 

Total: 1327 1330 1047 1165 

Citations ð Avera ge clearance rate for the last 4  years.  

Year  Total Cases Filed  Total Cases Finalised  Total Cases Pending  Clearance Rate as a 

% 

2012 1360 1319 41 96.99% 

2013 1330 1221 150 91.80% 

2014 1069 946 273 88.49% 

2015 1165 1354 180 116.22% 
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Civil Action/Domestic Abuse (CADA)  

Year  
Total Cases 

Filed 
Total Cases Finalis ed  Total Cases Pending  Clearance Rate as a %  

2014 33 31 2 93.93% 

2015 47 46 3 97.91% 

Although the Family Protection act was enacted in November 2012, the first case under 

this act was filed in 2014.  

When there are conflicts with the judge of the Court of Common Pleas, the case is transferred to Supreme 

Court.  

Cases filed in the Court of Common Pleas but disposed in the Supreme Court in 2015  

Case Type SM CPCA CADA TCC JDC MCC 

Cases Disposed 4 4 8 28 1 1 

D. Court of Appeals  
Supreme Court  
 Case Type  Appeals filed  

 Civil 17 

 Juvenile  1 

 Criminal  1 

Land Court  
 Land  11 

Court of Common Pleas  
 Small Claims  1 

1. Outcome of  Appeals  in 2015 
Dismissed 8   

Disposed(Reversed)  2 Partially    

Disposed(Affirmed)  15 Partially or in whole  

Disposed(Withdrawn)  2   

Remanded  3 Partially or in whole  
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