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PART 1: COUNTRY OVERVIEW
I. General Country Characteristics
1. The Republic of Palau constitutes the westernmost group of the Micronesian sub-region of Oceania, lying equidistant from the Philippines to the west, Papua New Guinea to the south, and Guam to the northeast. Comprised of more than 340 islands of which eight are permanently inhabited, Palau has a total land mass of 188 square miles and a maritime exclusive economic zone of 237,830 square miles.

2. Following a long period of colonization by Spain (1885-1898), Germany (1899-1918), Japan (1919-1944), and the United States (1945-1994), Palau adopted a constitution in 1981 and became fully independent on 1 October 1994. Palau continues to have a close relationship with the United States through the Compact of Free Association, an agreement that sets out continuing mutual obligations between the two countries. In 2023, the Compact was renegotiated for an additional twenty years (through 2044). 

3. The 2020 census put Palau’s total population at 17,614 persons including 4,038 children (persons under the age of 18). Of the total population,70.6% are ethnic Palauans. Most non-Palauan residents are foreign contract workers from Asia. Due to outmigration and reduced birth rates, Palau’s population has declined from 19,907 in 2005 and over the medium-term, negligible population growth is projected (Pacific Community Data Hub). Palau is one of the most highly urbanized Pacific Island nations with 78% of its population resident in the urban Koror-Airai center (Census 2020). 

4. Culturally, Palau is a matrilineal society in which traditional titles and authorities are inherited through the female lineage and women are held in high esteem. The basic social unit is comprised of a mother and her children (ongalek), an extended family (telungalek), and several families comprising a clan (kebliil). These relationships and their ensuing customary obligations define the relationships between people. Core Palauan cultural values include respect (omengull), responsibility (ngerachel), obedience, kindness, and perseverance (blekongesenges ma blekokeuil ma ducherreng), humility (osisecheklel a klengarioulreng ma chomelekoi), and concern for home, clan, and village (chelbulel a blai ma beluu). Of these, the paramount value is respect.

5. Christianity was introduced by Spanish missionaries in the early years of European contact. The 2020 Census shows that virtually all residents are affiliated with an organized religion, including Roman Catholic (46%), Protestant (28%); Seventh Day Adventist (5.3%), the Modekngei religion (4.9%), Muslim (3.8%), and other smaller groups.

6. Palau is a democratic republic with a directly elected executive and bicameral legislature, and an independent judiciary. The President is both head of state and head of government. General elections are held every four years to elect the President, Vice President and members of Congress. In November 2020, Palauans elected a new President, Surangel Whipps, Jr., and Vice President, Uduch Sengebau-Senior, the second woman to hold this office. The Palau National Congress (Olbiil Era Kelulau) has two houses (Senate and House of Delegates). The Senate has 13 members elected nationally. The House of Delegates has 16 members, one elected from each of Palau’s 16 states. Each state also elects a governor and legislature. Alongside the elected leadership, traditional leaders, both male and female, and traditional laws remain an important force in the community. A Council of Chiefs, comprised of the highest-ranking traditional chiefs from each of the 16 states, advises the President on customary matters (Constitution Art. VIII §6).  

7. The Constitution is the supreme law of the nation. It establishes the fundamental rights of every citizen, ensures checks and balances among the three independent branches of government, ensures that government does not exercise powers exceeding its authority, and recognizes traditional rights. Any law, act of government or agreement to which the Government of Palau is a party must not conflict with the Constitution and is invalid to the extent of the conflict.

8. The Constitution protects the fundamental human rights of all persons, inclusive of children who are entitled to special protections. Rights guaranteed under the Constitution include freedom of religion, expression, press, movement, peaceful assembly, privacy, non-discrimination, protection against slavery and involuntary servitude, due process of law, innocence until proven guilty, and protection from cruel, inhumane, or degrading treatment or punishment (Palau Constitution, Art. IV §1-13). The Constitution further states, “Parents or individuals acting in the capacity of parents shall be legally responsible for the support and for the unlawful conduct of their minor children…” (Constitution Art. IV §13)

II. Human Rights Obligations

9. [bookmark: _Hlk143431208]The Palau Constitution (Art. IX §5(7)) gives the power to the Olbiil Era Kelulau (the Palau National Congress hereinafter “the Congress”) to ratify conventions and treaties by a majority vote of each house. Palau has ratified two human rights conventions, the Convention on the Rights of the Child or CRC (August 1995) and the Convention on the Rights of People with Disabilities (CRPD) including its Optional Protocol (June 2013) and signed seven other conventions that await action by the Congress.  Government continues to assess the costs and benefits of ratifying the Optional Protocols to the CRC. 

10. Palau takes an active role in regional and global forums on children and social development. Palau has endorsed the Beijing Declaration, the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), the World Fit for Children goals, and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) at the highest policy levels and uses these documents to guide national development. Palau completed its first Voluntary National Review (VNR) of the SDGs in 2019 and is working towards its second VNR to be presented to the United Nations in 2024.

11. Palau has a good human rights record evidenced by free and fair democratic elections, respect for the rule of law and an independent judiciary. The Constitution, together with the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, is used to guide development of domestic human rights laws. As Palau contemplates ratification of other international treaties, challenges remain in terms of funding, capacity, and resources needed for implementation and reporting.

III.	This Report

12. Palau’s Second CRC Report was prepared by the Ministry of Community and Cultural Affairs (MCCA), the then focal point for children and family matters. Most of the functions of this ministry have subsequently been transferred to the Ministry of Health and Human Services (MHHS) which has been responsible for preparing this Third CRC Report. The Ministry has been guided by a multi-sector Task Force including representatives from government and civil society. MHHS has consulted closely with Task Force members, both individually and collectively, throughout the reporting process. While guided by the outputs of prior consultations with children and youth as part of a Child Protection Framework Assessment and Mapping Project (2020-2022) and formulation of the National Youth Policy (2023), the MHHS has also directly involved representatives of Palau’s high school student body associations in formulating this report.[footnoteRef:1] Throughout the reporting process, Government has benefitted from technical and financial assistance by UNICEF. [1:  The Child Protection Framework Assessment and Mapping Project (2020-2022) included 16 focus group consultations with children or youth and 22 focus group consultations with adults. To develop the Palau National Youth Policy 2023-2027, the MHRCTD conducted focus groups with representatives of high school and college student body associations and community youth groups.] 



PART 2:  IMPLEMENTATION OF THE CONVENTION 

I.	General Measures of Implementation (Arts. 4 and 44-6)

13. Since the 2018 report, Palau has taken legislative and executive actions to strengthen implementation of the CRC. 

A. International Conventions and Agreements

14. In 2018, Palau joined the International Organization for Migration (IOM). IOM assists the government in addressing mobility-related challenges, including human trafficking, displacements caused by disaster and environmental degradation, and promoting the overall well-being of migrants and local communities. IOM projects in Palau include disaster risk reduction and resilience, counter-trafficking education, and climate change adaptation (IOM, 2023). IOM also partners with the Palau National Olympic Committee to promote inclusive sport (PNOC, 2023).

15. In 2019, Palau ratified the United Nations Trafficking in Persons Protocol and the United Nations Convention against Transnational Organized Crime and its supporting protocols, (i) Protocol to Prevent, Suppress, and Punish Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and Children, (ii) Protocol Against the Smuggling of Migrants by Land, Sea and Air, and (iii) Protocol Against the Illicit Manufacturing of and Trafficking in Firearms, their Parts and Components and Ammunition. These actions reaffirm the government’s continuing commitment to combat transnational crime with special attention to human trafficking including trafficking in children.

16. Also in 2019, Palau ratified the International Labour Organization (ILO) Convention No. 182 on the Worst Forms of Child Labor, the first ILO Convention that Palau has ratified since joining the ILO in 2012. This action signifies commitment by the government to protect Palau’s children against the worst forms of child labor including hazardous work, slavery, forced labor, trafficking, use of a child in armed conflict, and use of a child for prostitution, pornography, and illicit activities. 

17. In 2019, Palau submitted its initial status report on the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, which in Section IV, highlights the situation of children with disabilities.

18. In 2021, Palau participated in the Third Universal Periodic Review (UPR) of the United Nations Human Rights Council. In response, the government supported or noted several recommendations specific to children (The Report of the Working Group on the Universal Periodic Review: Palau, 2021, General Assembly document A/HRC/48/12).

(i) Recommendations supported by the government (para. 88)
· Integrate the Convention on the Rights of the Child into national law (para. 88.2),
· Develop a national human rights institution aligned with the Paris Principles (para. 88.43-54),
· Raise awareness about human rights especially targeting women, children, and youth (para. 88.55-56),
· Involve children and youth (among others) in climate change and disaster risk reduction policy formulation (para. 88.58),
· Develop a comprehensive national strategy on children (para. 88.64-65),
· Establish shelters and safe homes for women and child victims of violence (para. 88.67).

(ii) Recommendations noted by the government include actions already taken or underway as will be discussed in other sections of this report (para. 89)
· Prevent human trafficking and protect trafficking victims including children (para. 89.16 and 89.22-29),
· Reduce non-communicable diseases and promote mental health and reproductive health including among children and adolescents (para. 89.35),
· Remove barriers to adolescents accessing sexual and reproductive health information, education, and services (para. 89.37),
· Provide free education and school-based physical education (para. 89.36),
· Eliminate child labor and guarantee children’s right to education, especially for girls (para. 89.43),
· Eliminate child marriage (para. 89.43),
· Criminalize the sexual exploitation of children (para. 89.46),
· Strengthen child protection systems (para. 89.47, 89.55),
· Align the juvenile justice system with the Convention (para. 89.48).

(iii) 	Recommendations under consideration by the government were also noted (para. 89)
· Raise the age of criminal responsibility (para. 89.44),
· Eliminate corporal punishment (para. 89.45, 89.48, 89.49-52),
· Raise the minimum age for legal marriage to 18 years for both boys and girls (para. 89.48).

B. Domestic Legislation

19. The School Wellness and Nutrition Standards Act requires the Ministries of Health and Education to collaborate in developing science-based wellness and nutrition standards for schools with special attention to nutrition (RPPL 10-13, 2017).

20. Legislation enacted in 2019 increased the monthly stipend for individuals receiving assistance under the Palau Severely Disabled Fund (RPPL 9-55, March 2019). The stipend was subsequently doubled in 2021 (RPPL 11-2). As of August 2023, there were 324 beneficiaries of the Fund, including 85 children (62 boys and 23 girls) (MHHS Division of Human Services, 2023). 

21. The Coronavirus Relief One-Stop Shop Act (2020) addressed human hardships arising from the economic crisis triggered by the virtual cessation of tourism during the COVID-19 pandemic. The legislation provided benefits to impacted individuals in the form of (i) unemployment benefits, (ii) subsidized employment, and (iii) lifeline utility subsidies. A total of 2,700 workers benefited from either unemployment or temporary employment benefits and 2,000 households benefited from lifeline utility subsidies. Other workers received unemployment compensation under the U.S. Federal Pandemic Unemployment Assistance programs that were extended to Palau. It is not feasible to determine the total number of children who indirectly benefited from pandemic unemployment assistance, but most direct beneficiaries were parents or caregivers (RPPL 10-56 as amended by RPPL 11-3).

22. In 2021, legislation abolished the Ministry of Community and Cultural Affairs, formerly the focal point for children and families, and reassigned most responsibilities to a newly created Division of Human Services within the Ministry of Health and Human Services. The same legislation transferred responsibilities for youth development to a newly created Ministry of Human Resources, Culture, Tourism, and Development (MHRCTD) (RPPL 11-2; Executive Order 466, 21 Oct 2021). In 2022, the former Juvenile Justice program, previously grant funded, was elevated to a government funded Division within the Ministry of Justice.

23. In 2022, tax reform measures (i) provided tax relief to low-wage earners (persons earning less than $15,000 per annum) and (ii) created a Child Rearing Subsidy to assist low-income families (earning less than $15,000 per annum) meet their responsibilities for the care of dependent children under age 18. In 2023, the sum of $400,000 was appropriated to launch the subsidy program (34 PNC §8506, as amended by RPPL 11-11 and RPPL 11-29). Draft regulations were released for public comment in July 2023 and the program began to enroll recipients in September 2023. 

24. In 2021, legislation was passed to require the use of seatbelts in all motor vehicles and child restraints for all children under the age of six years (RPPL 11-9, 29 September 2021). The legislation became effective in September 2022 following a year of intensive public education spearheaded by the Bureau of Public Safety and a civil society consortium – S.A.F.E. (Seatbelts Are For Everyone) - which also assisted low-income families to acquire child car seats.

25. In 2023, citing the 2021 Youth Risk Behavior Survey data that showed an alarming increase in the use of electronic cigarettes among school children, the Coalition for a Tobacco Free Palau formed a coalition of civil society organizations who successfully advocated for legislation to ban electronic cigarettes (or vapes) (RPPL 11-27, 29 March 2023).

26. In 2023, legislation was passed to strengthen Palau’s response to human trafficking. Among the provisions, penalties were increased to include both fines and jail time for violators (previously, it was one or the other). Penalties for conviction of child trafficking were significantly increased and now include a fine of US$375,000 dollars and imprisonment of 5-to-50 years (RPPL 11-28, July 2023).

C. Policies, Plans, Strategies

27. In August 2023, the (draft) National Strategic Development Plan 2023-2026 was completed and formally endorsed by the President in November 2023. As stated, the government’s vision is “To substantially enhance the quality of life of current and future generations of Palauans”. The plan is organized around five themes (i) progress the quality of people’s lives, (ii) nourish Palauan culture and identity, (iii) maintain the environment and counter climate change, (iv) restore economic growth, and (v) strengthen governance. The plan is directly linked to government’s budgetary processes and is aligned with the National Education Master Plan 2017-2027, the National Maternal and Child Health Action Plan 2024, the National Youth Policy and the (draft) Child Protection Action Plan.

28. In 2018, Palau adopted a Gender Mainstreaming Policy and a supporting Plan of Action for the period 2018-2023. The policy and plan aim “to achieve gender equality so that women as well as men, girls as well as boys, can enjoy their fundamental human rights and have equal opportunities and responsibilities in all aspects of political, economic, social, and cultural development” (Gender Mainstreaming Policy, 2018 and Plan of Action 2018-2023).

29. A Disability Inclusive Policy (2015-2020) provides guidance to all stakeholders for addressing the needs of persons with disabilities and their families. The stated goal is for all persons with disabilities to live free and inclusive lives, fulfill their full potential, and live as self-sufficient and contributing members of the community. The policy also aims to strengthen coordination between government, civil society, and other stakeholders and to strengthen Disabled Persons Organizations (CRPD/C/PLW/1, 5 March 2019, para. 24-26).

30. The newly established Division of Youth and Career Development in the Ministry of Human Resources, Culture, Tourism, and Development (MHRCTD) has updated the National Youth Policy and prepared an implementation plan for 2023-2027. This followed an extensive consultation exercise with children, youth, and service providers. The definition of “youth” has been narrowed from the previous 15-35 years to 13-24 years to facilitate more focused interventions around the period of transition from childhood to adulthood. In related but separate action, the National Youth Council has been restructured and will be primarily responsible for implementing the policy in partnership with government (see paragraph 74). The vision for the updated youth policy is “a Palau in which all youth are healthy, happy, respected, safe, and empowered to contribute to the social, cultural, economic, and sustainable growth of the country”. The policy aims to ensure that youth are supported and empowered with the knowledge, skills, opportunities, programs, and services to enable them to grow into independence, achieve their full potential, and contribute to happy, healthy, and sustainable communities and families. The supporting implementation plan prioritizes actions in five key areas, (i) health and healthy lifestyles, (ii) education, skills, and employment, (iii) justice, protection, and social inclusion, (iv) participation in politics, culture, art, and environmental protection, and (v) strengthening the enabling environment for youth. (See Annex C for a summary of the policy).

31. The Bureau of Communications (Ministry of Public Infrastructure and Industries) is developing a National Information and Communication Technology (ICT) Policy. The draft policy draws heavily on a 2020 report by UNICEF (Child Online Protection in Palau) and is slated to be finalized by the end of 2023.

32. Although Palau does not have a stand-alone policy or strategy for children, the rights and holistic development of children are integrated within sector plans and strategies, national policies, the National Strategic Development Plan, and budgetary processes. This does not preclude the need for a holistic Policy or Strategy for Children, an action endorsed by government during the 2021 UPR.



D. Administrative Measures for Implementation

33. In 2014, Palau established a National Human Rights Committee chaired by the Minister of State to meet Palau’s reporting obligations under international human rights treaties (Executive Order 368). In 2015, Palau established an Office of the Ombudsman to address grievances about government actions, including actions that violate human rights. This office was reorganized in 2017 and explicitly charged to receive complaints by or on behalf of children (Executive Order 400). Neither the Committee nor the Office of the Ombudsman fully comply with the Paris Principles for independent national human rights institutions, and neither are currently functioning. Legislation also established an Office of the Special Prosecutor authorized to (i) receive complaints, investigate, and prosecute violations of the Palau Constitution and laws and (ii) investigate and act as prosecutor for the national government in cases in which the Ministry of Justice or the Attorney General face a conflict of interest or other ethical considerations (PNC 2.503).The mandate of the Special Prosecutor is sufficiently broad to enable the office to address violations of human rights guaranteed under the Palau Constitution or law. To date, however, the office has focused primarily on prosecuting cases of misconduct in public office. During Palau’s Third UPR, the Palau Government accepted recommendations to establish an independent human rights institution aligned with the Paris Principles and requested international assistance in identifying an organizational structure appropriate for Palau given its small size and limited resources.

34. The 2015 census was Palau’s first to include the Washington Group recommended questions on disabilities. In 2017, the Ministry of Finance in cooperation with UNICEF completed a secondary analysis of these data (“2017 Palau Disability Report”). This analysis has informed Palau’s initial report on the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, the strategy for children with special health care needs, special education, and funding allocations under the Palau Severely Disabled Fund. 

35. In 2019, Palau completed its first Voluntary National Review (VNR) of the SDGs, a report presented at the United Nations by the Minister of Education and the Belau Association of NGOs representing civil society. The report contained update information about children in relevant chapters (Republic of Palau, “Pathway to 2030: Progressing with our Past Toward a Resilient, Sustainable, and Equitable Future”). During the VNR process, a framework for monitoring progress was identified and immediately following the first VNR, BANGO implemented a national communications strategy to raise public awareness about the SDGs. Palau is now developing its second VNR to be presented to the United Nations in 2024.

36. Within the education sector, there have been several policy changes including (i) adoption of year-round schooling, (ii) free public kindergartens established within all public schools, (iii) free breakfast served in public schools, (iv) expanded use of educational technology including for support of remote learning by children living in outlying islands. Besides policy change, government is investing in upgrading the physical condition of schools and has committed to constructing at least one new school on Babeldaob Island with groundbreaking expected before the end of 2023 (State of the Republic Address, April 2023).

E. Executive Orders

37. Each year, the President chooses a theme for the year. For 2023, the theme is “A KOT A RECHAD ER BELAU - Ke de meleketek er a rengeleked el mo klisichel a beluad: Investing in our Children for the Republic of Palau.”. The theme is closely aligned with the revised National Youth Policy. To accelerate development of youth-led projects aligned with the theme, the FY 2023 small grant fund of US$350,000 from the Republic of China (Taiwan) was dedicated to supporting projects aligned with the theme and the policy.

F. Government Resources for Children

38. Recurrent government budget support to implement the CRC derives primarily from appropriations for health, education, social services, juvenile justice, and sports. Government appropriations of special benefit to children and families are shown in Annex B. For the five-year period, FY2019 through FY2023, 30% of government appropriations are categorized as being of special benefit to children and families. 

39. For FY 2023, allocations for health totaled US$13,552,000 or $750 per capita. Allocations for primary and secondary education totaled US$10,221,000 or $3,431 per student. Allocations for social services including the new Child Rearing Subsidy for low-income families totaled US$740,000. Allocations for development through sport totaled US$669,000. For FY 2023, allocations for juvenile justice were not shown separate from the Ministry of Justice as a whole, but in FY 2022, allocations to this division were US$21,000.

40. Funding of special benefit to children and families from sources outside of Palau derives from U.S. Federal Grants authorized under the Compact of Free Association especially in the health and education sectors. Non-recurrent grants of special benefit to children and families come from the United Nations system (UNICEF, WHO, UNFPA, UNESCO, ILO, IOM, and others), multi-lateral agencies (Asian Development Bank), regional organizations (Pacific Community and Forum Secretariat), and bilateral partners (United States, Japan, Korea, Republic of China (Taiwan), Australia, New Zealand, European Union, India, among others). 

G. Partnerships, Awareness, and Reporting

41. To implement the CRC, the Government has forged strong partnerships with state governments, non-government, and community-based organizations. The Belau Association of NGOs (BANGO) and its 37-member organizations work closely with national and state governments in the areas of community education, health, nutrition, and violence prevention and response. All government forums addressing the CRC and other human rights matters include representation from civil society. When appropriate, these forums also include representation from the business sector. While the business sector is generally supportive of actions that benefit children and families, some businesses have opposed legislation to mandate maternity leave benefits and increase the minimum wage. There have also been situations where some businesses have circumvented tobacco laws and taxation as detailed by the Coalition for a Tobacco Free Palau (CTFP) in its 2021 Tobacco Industry Interference Index report under the WHO Framework Convention on Tobacco Control.

42. Since Palau ratified the CRC in 1994, actions have been taken to raise awareness about the Convention among adults and children. Examples include a publication, “Palauan Children Talk about Children’s Rights” developed by and for children, workshops targeting both children and adults, and use of both traditional and social media. The CRC has recently been highlighted in work with children, communities, service providers, and the public by the Ministry of Health and Human Services in preparing the Child Protection Systems Framework Assessment and Mapping Report (2020-2022) and a (draft) Child Protection Action Plan. The Convention is also invoked by the Belau Association of NGOs (BANGO) in its outreach to frontline responders and service providers and community organizations as part of a social marketing campaign “No Silence on Violence” (see paragraphs 105 and 115).

43. Prior to submission of Palau’s Second CRC Report, the then focal ministry (Ministry of Community and Cultural Affairs or MCCA), along with other stakeholders conducted radio talk shows and community meetings about the CRC. Post-review, press releases and radio talk shows informed the public about the outcomes of the review. High priority was given to strengthening systems and structures for the CRC through direct engagement with key partners to assist their deeper understanding of their roles in CRC implementation and to encourage alignment of sector policies with the CRC.

44. For this third reporting cycle, the report, together with comments and concluding recommendations by the Committee, will be available on the website and Facebook page of the Ministry of Health and Human Services. Radio talk shows and press releases will communicate findings and recommendations to the public not reached by social media. A user-friendly summary will be created for wide dissemination in print and electronic formats to children and adults.

45. The Palau Office of Planning and Statistics within the Ministry of Finance is responsible for compiling statistics that support policy and planning across all sectors inclusive of the CRC. Core data are incorporated into an annual Statistical Yearbook supported by regular (five-year) censuses and Household Income and Expenditure surveys and special investigations. As in all matters, Palau faces challenges in having sufficient human resources to produce timely statistics disaggregated at the level of detail now required by international bodies. While progress has been made to routinely disaggregate administrative data by gender, disaggregation by specific age groups and disability status remains work in progress.

II.	Definition of the child (art.1)
This section considers the Committee’s recommendation from the 2018 reporting cycle regarding age of marriage (para.19).

46. Article 1 of the Convention defines a child as any person under the age of 18, a definition reflected in Palau law and practice. 

(i) The Palau National Code states, “All persons, whether male or female, residing in the Republic, who have attained the age of 18 years shall be regarded as of legal age and their period of minority to have ceased” (PNC 21.105).

(ii) The law requires parents to provide financial support for and “control over” children under the age of 18 (PNC 21.335).

(iii) The law requires children under the age of 18 to submit to the “reasonable control of parents, teachers, guardian, or custodians (PNC 34.6101). 

(iv) The Palau Constitution mandates free and compulsory public education from grades 1-12 (Article 6) while the Education Act mandates compulsory education for all children ages 6-17 or until high school graduation whichever comes first (PNC 22.159).

(v) The Social Security Act provides for survivor benefits for children of covered employees who are under the age of 18 or under 22 if a fulltime student (RPPL 3-64). The Civil Service Pension Plan provides the same benefits for children of covered civil servants.

(vi) The Anti-Human Smuggling and Human Trafficking Act defines “child” as a person under 18 (PNC 17.2102).

(vii) The Family Protection Act defines “minor” as a person under18 (PNC 21, Chapter 8). 

(viii) The Bureau of Public Safety Juvenile Protection Handbook (2013) defines “child” as a juvenile under 18.

47. An exception to the definition of “child” as a person under age 18 appears in the Child Abuse Act which defines “child” as a person under 16 (PNC 21 Chapter 6). While Ministry of Health and Human Services has identified a need to remedy this discrepancy, it also notes that the primary law used to prosecute cases of child abuse or neglect is the more recent Family Protection Act rather than the older Child Abuse Act (Ministry of Health and Human Services, 2022).

48. Other sections of Palau law recognize a progressive realization of adulthood as for example the legal age to purchase and consume alcohol and tobacco is 21. (Annex E summarizes legal minimum age for various purposes).

49. In concluding remarks following consideration of Palau’s 2018 report, the Committee expressed concern about the legal age of marriage which is not regulated when both parties are Palau citizens and is set as 16 for girls (with parent consent) and 18 for boys when one party in the marriage is non-Palauan (PNC 21.201). This law remains unchanged. While it is widely recognized that this law should be amended for consistency with the CRC and other legislation, marriage prior to age 18 does not exist in Palau. The 2020 Census reported no married persons under the age of 18 (Census 2020, Table 7). In responding to recommendations made during the Universal Periodic Review, the Palau Government took note of this issue.

III.	Guiding Principles (Arts. 2, 3, 6, 12)
[bookmark: _Hlk143866187]This section considers the Committee’s recommendations from the 2018 reporting cycle regarding non-discrimination (para. 21) and respect for the views of the child (para. 23). 

A. Non-Discrimination (Art. 2)

50. The principle of non-discrimination is embedded in the Palau Constitution which states, “Every person shall be equal under the law and shall be entitled to equal protection. The government shall take no action to discriminate against any person on the basis of sex, race, place of origin, language, religion or belief, social status, or clan affiliation except for the preferential treatment of citizens and for the protection of minors, elderly, indigent, physically or mentally handicapped, and other similar groups….” (Constitution Article IV §5, emphasis added). The Palau National Code likewise forbids discrimination based on gender or disability. 

51. The Disabled Person’s Anti-Discrimination Act prohibits discrimination in employment in both the private and public sectors, authorizes the National Public Service System to take affirmative action to facilitate employment of persons with disabilities, and mandates that newly constructed government buildings be wheelchair accessible (PNC 33.3034 & 33.3037). The Handicapped Children’s Act recognizes the government’s obligation to educate every child with disabilities to ensure that he/she acquires the skills and knowledge needed to live a fulfilling and productive life. Accordingly, the law requires that financial, material, and human resources be provided to serve children with disabilities and their families (RPPL 3-9, 1989).

52. In concluding comments following consideration of Palau’s 2018 periodic report, the Committee expressed concern about equal access by girls and boys and children with disabilities to education, health care, employment, and a decent standard of living (paragraph 21). 

53. Palau’s law is clear that there should be no discrimination based on gender or disability. Further:

(i) School enrollment is mandatory and free for all children ages 6-17, both citizens and non-citizens and children with and without disabilities (PNC Title 22). Starting in School Year 2023-2024, free public kindergarten for children 5 years of age also became universally available although attendance is not mandatory.

(ii) Education statistics show no significant differences in male-female enrollment. For school year 2020-2021, the gross enrollment rate at elementary levels was 109% (113% for boys and 109% for girls). At secondary levels, the gross enrollment rate was 104% for both girls and boys (Palau Statistical Yearbook 2022, Tables 11.4 and 11.5 and Census 2020 Table 9).

(iii) Only 1.4% of residents 25 years of age and older have never attended school. The proportion for females is 1.04% and for males 1.77% (Census 2020, Table 17).

(iv) Of the 2,347 residents 25 years of age and older who do not have a high school diploma, 1,454 (62%) are men and 893 (38%) are women (Census 2020, Table 17).

(v) The national government is mandated to provide special education services for all children with disabilities and their families up to age 21 or high school graduation whichever comes first (RPPL 3-9, 1989).

54. Although there is no evidence that girls are educationally disadvantaged, there is evidence that children with disabilities experience some disadvantages in education. The 2017 disability study found lower educational attainment, literacy rates, employment, and income levels among persons with disabilities when compared to persons without disabilities (UNICEF and Palau Ministry of Finance, 2017). 

(i) To address challenges when children with disabilities transition from Head Start to elementary school, the Ministry of Education has assigned special education teachers to Head Start centers to help close this gap (Ministry of Education, 2023). 

(ii) To address challenges when children with disabilities transition from elementary to secondary school, the Ministry of Education has established classrooms and hired teachers in outlying islands to facilitate e-learning. This eliminates the need for children in outlying islands to transfer to Koror for secondary education, a difficult transition for children with disabilities who need family assistance for activities of daily living (Ministry of Education, 2023).

(iii) Disabled persons organizations highlight challenges that persons with disabilities face when transitioning to tertiary education due to insufficient resources available at Palau Community College to provide educational accommodations. Persons with disabilities report they may need to fund their own accommodations, a burden that some cannot afford. These organizations recommend that Special Education support be extended beyond high school (Omekesang and Palau Parents Empowered, 2023).

55. Although discrimination against persons with disabilities in employment is unlawful, the 2017 analysis found that only 18.7% of persons with disabilities were economically active compared to 67% of persons without disabilities (UNICEF and Palau Ministry of Finance, 2017). Recognizing that persons with disabilities, especially severe disabilities, are disadvantaged in the labor market and that the cost of disabilities can be high, the Palau Severely Disabled Fund was created to provide financial assistance to persons with disabilities (RPPL 6-37, 2003). Subsequent amendments have progressively increased payments which were doubled in 2021 to $150 per month (persons blind and wheelchair bound) and $200 per month (for homebound persons needing 24/7 assistance). These payments, however, are low against the cost of living and do not reflect the additional costs of disability. 

56. In its response to Palau’s Second Report, the Committee expressed concern that Palau law does not explicitly prohibit discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation or gender identity. Although the Palau Government has taken note of this concern, there is no discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation/gender identity in health, education, social services, sports, or public sector employment. Palau has an active LGBT community and a legally recognized civil society organization whose mission is to promote the rights of all persons without regard to sexual orientation/gender identity. 

57. The Committee also expressed concern about discrimination against children of non-Palauan parentage including children of immigrant families and children without Palauan parents adopted by Palauan parents. In response, government notes that all children resident in Palau are entitled to equal health, education, and social services. There are restrictions in the Constitution and the law on extension of citizenship rights to children without Palauan parentage. These restrictions are intended to protect the birthright of Palauan citizens from expropriation as has occurred in many other countries, including neighboring Oceania countries. Any change in the rights accorded to persons without Palauan parentage requires a constitutional amendment. A previous proposal to amend the Constitution to expand citizenship rights to non-Palauan children adopted by Palauans before the age of 3 years was rejected by voters. There has been no constitutional convention since the 2018 report was submitted and therefore no forum to further discuss this issue since Palau’s second report.

B. Best Interests of the Child (Art. 3)

58. Palau family law states “adoption shall be granted only if the court is satisfied that the interests of the child will be promoted thereby” (PNC 21.406). As noted, however, in a recent report by the Ministry of Health and Human Services, the implementation of this principal will be strengthened if there is an independent children’s service to conduct home studies and assist the court in determining what constitutes a child’s ‘best interest’ (MHHS, 2022).
59. In the case of annulment or divorce, the law authorizes the court to provide for custody and support of minor children “as it deems justice and the best interests of all concerned may require” (PNC 21.302).

60. In addressing a delinquent child, the law authorizes that the “child may be confined in such place, under such conditions, and for such period as the court deems the best interests of the child require” (PNC 34.6107).

61. The Bureau of Public Safety Juvenile Protection Handbook (2013) states that the ‘best interests of the child’ will be the primary consideration in all actions taken and further defines the ‘best interests of the child’ to include:

(i) Every child has the right to actions which protect them from harm or likely harm,

(ii) Families have the primary responsibility for the physical, psychological, and emotional wellbeing of their children,

(iii) A child’s wellbeing is promoted and supported through decisions made by the child’s family, the justice system (including police), and the community,

(iv) The exercising of powers must be open, fair, and respectful,

(v) Children are to be kept fully informed of matters affecting them.

C. Right to Life, Survival, Development (Art. 6)

62. Palau law recognizes the right to life from conception and abortion is a felony (PNC 17.1310).

63. The Palau Constitution mandates the national government to provide free preventive health services and subsidized medical care for citizens (Constitution Article IV §6 as amended). Accordingly, many preventive health programs benefitting children are provided free or at minimal cost to both citizens and non-citizens including prenatal, postnatal, well-child, immunization, and school health services. To strengthen primary and preventive care and the links between communities and the health system, Palau is developing a network of community health workers. These workers will live in and support their communities by helping to ensure that all residents receive timely and appropriate health information and health care as warranted by their situations. The first group of community health workers has been trained and deployed in Babeldaob. A second group is now training for Koror and Airai. A third group will be trained to serve the outlying islands.

64. Palau has an 80-bed government-funded central hospital supplemented by a network of nine community health centers. All residents live within one-half hour travel time to a primary health care facility. 

65. In addition to education and health care, the government provides (or subsidizes) certain other social protection services of primary benefit to children.

(i) Income protection in the event of the death of a primary caregiver
All employed persons are required to participate in the Social Security program. Employees of national, state, and semi-public agencies are also required to participate in the Civil Service Pension Plan. Both programs include survivorship benefits for dependent children (until 18 or 22 if enrolled fulltime in school) in the event of the death of the insured caregiver. 

(ii) School meals 
All children enrolled in public schools, both citizens and non-citizens; receive free school lunches and more recently, free school breakfasts. These programs do not extend to children enrolled in private schools.

(iii) Childcare 
For working low-income, single parents and student parent households a limited number of subsidized childcare places are available through a public-private partnership between government and the non-profit Palau Community Action Agency.  

D. Respect for the Views of the Child (Art 12)

66. Palau law mandates “adoption of a child over the age of 12 years shall not be granted without the consent of the child” (PNC 21.404). The law also requires that the child’s views be considered when a decision about alternative care must be made. These views are to be given weight based on the child’s age and maturity (PNC 21.603).

67. Children accused of a violation of the criminal code have the right to speak on their own behalf but cannot be compelled to do so (Constitution Article IV §7). The Division of Juvenile Justice’s Standard Operating Procedures requires that a child, whether a victim or a perpetrator of a crime, be kept “fully informed on all matters that affect them”.

68. Although children have legal rights to express their views and participate in decision making (Constitution Art. IV §2), cultural norms dictate respect for elders and the prevailing practice is for youth to remain silent when elders are present. To overcome this barrier, forums have been created to provide opportunities where youth can express their views and assume leadership roles.

69. Since independence, Palau has observed Youth Day (March 15th) as a public holiday. Activities on this day include youth forums where youth are encouraged to voice opinions on matters that concern them together with sporting and cultural events. In conjunction with Youth Day, the Ministry of Education celebrates Culture Awareness Week (formerly Education Awareness Week) in which children and parents participate in special academic-enrichment events involving the whole family. Private schools have similar events according to their instructional calendars (e.g., Catholic Schools Week held every January).

70. The MHRCTD Youth and Career Development Division met with students at public and private schools in early 2023 as part of Youth Policy development. Students were asked which issues were of greatest concern to them. They listed three, (i) mental health, (ii) drug, alcohol, and tobacco, and (iii) the economy. In consultations for this CRC report, youth further echoed the central importance of mental health.

71. At the State level, there are community youth groups coordinated by State Youth Representatives appointed by the Governors. Individually and collectively these groups organize and lead environmental, sports and cultural programs for youth and ensure the voices of youth are heard in decision-making forums at all levels.

72. Student Councils in secondary schools and at Palau Community College (PCC) give children and youth a voice in education and school management. PCC further recognizes the position of Student Trustee on its Board of Directors thus directly engaging youth in college governance. Faith-based organizations have youth groups that give youth a voice in decision-making while ensuring that youth concerns are communicated to the faith community (Palau National Youth Policy, 2023-2027).

73. Most sports organizations have designated Athletes Representatives (generally youths) who represent the voice of athletes on their Board of Directors. Palau National Olympic Committee has a Palau Olympian and Athlete Commission (POAC) as one of its four standing committees to represent the voices of youth and athletes in sports management. A representative of POAC is a voting member of the PNOC Board of Directors. To encourage investment in youth, the Pacific Games Council has mandated that from 2025, at least 50% of national teams participating in the quadrennial Pacific Games and Pacific Mini-Games be comprised of athletes who are 19 years of age or below. Although not yet a requirement, several sport federations organizing competitions for the biennial multi-sport Belau Games include both youth and open competition categories. 

74. The Palau National Youth Council (PNYC) is an NGO that, aims to “serve and enable all youth to develop to their full potential. “The PNYC is a member of the regional Pacific Youth Council and serves as the link between the youth in Palau and the Government, regional and international youth bodies and oversees the development of youth associations in each State. Following a revival in 2017, the PNYC became inactive. Consequently, a new structure for the PNYC has been proposed with funding appropriated by Congress for 2024 (Division of Youth and Career Services, 2023).

[image: ]Figure 1:  Proposed Structure of the Palau National Youth and Cheldebechel Council, 2023



IV 	Civil Rights and Freedoms (Arts. 7, 8, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17)
This section considers the Committee’s recommendation from the 2018 reporting cycle regarding birth registration and prevention of statelessness (para. 24).

A. Birth Registration and Identity (Arts. 7 and 8)

75. 	Under the law, all births are to be registered within one week following delivery. A name for the child is required for registration (PNC 34.4). The Medical Records Division of the Ministry of Health and Human Services is responsible for overseeing birth records in partnership with the Clerk of Courts of the National Judiciary.

76. Pregnant women and their families recognize the importance of medically supervised deliveries. Women from outlying islands routinely relocate to Koror prior to their due date to ensure easy access to hospital facilities. For the eight-year period 2012-2022, there were only 4 out-of-hospital deliveries (0.2% of total deliveries). Should a birth occur outside the hospital, the mother and child are transported to the hospital immediately following delivery for medical check. The Medical Records Division initiates the birth registration process by facilitating completion of a Birth Certificate Application Form by either a birth parent or a parent representative. Medical Records staff enter the information into a database to produce a Certificate of Live Birth signed by one or both birth parents, the attending physician or midwife, and the Director of the Bureau of Hospital and Clinical Services. The certificate is transferred to the Clerk of Courts where it is entered into the Judiciary Information System, assigned a unique number, and registered. A paper-based system is used for back-up in case of technical issues with the electronic system. The parents obtain a certified copy of the birth certificate from the Clerk of Courts for a nominal fee of $2.

77.	The birth certificate is highly valued since it is required to enroll a child in school or Head Start, establish eligibility for the Palau Health Care Fund and the child rearing subsidy, and for issuance of a passport, driver’s license, and police clearance. For Palauan parents, the birth registration is proof of the child’s citizenship and identity within his/her maternal and paternal clans. For non-Palauan parents, the birth certificate is required to obtain a passport from the parent’s country of citizenship. 

78. In concluding recommendations (2018), the Committee expressed concern about “in-effective birth registration procedures, especially on the outer islands”. From Court data, it appears that most parents complete registration within the one-week period proscribed by law but some delay finalizing the process until they need the birth certificate for a purpose, most commonly school enrollment. Per court records. birth registration completeness as of August 2023 is 98% (2018 births), 96% (2019 births), 95% (2020 births), 93% (2021 births), 88% (2022 births) (Clerk of Courts, 2023).

79. In its concluding remarks in 2018, the Committee expressed concern about Palau’s Constitutional provisions relating to citizenship which could potentially render a child stateless. The constitutional requirement remains that only children of Palauan parentage are eligible for citizenship. The rationale for this is reflected in the Preamble of the Constitution, “We reaffirm our immemorial right to be supreme in these islands of Palau, our homeland”. A constitutional amendment proposed in 2005 would have made children adopted by Palauan parents before the age of 3 eligible for citizenship but was rejected by voters.



B.	Freedom of Expression (Art. 13)

80. 	Freedom of expression is protected under the Palau Constitution. “The government shall take no action to deny or impair the freedom of expression” (Article IV §2). As previously noted, there are some cultural barriers to children and youth expressing their views in the presence of elders. To overcome these barriers, forums have been created to give children and youth venues where their views can be expressed openly. (Refer to section on Respecting the Views of the Child).

C. Freedom of Thought, Conscience, and Religion (Art. 14)

81.   Freedom of thought, conscience, and religion are protected for all persons under the Palau Constitution which states, “The government shall take no action to deny or impair the freedom of conscience or of philosophical or religious belief of any person nor take any action to compel, prohibit or hinder the exercise of religion” (Article IV §1).

D.	Freedom of Association and Peaceful Assembly (Art. 15)

82. 	Freedom of peaceful assembly is protected under the Palau Constitution. “The government shall take no action to deny or impair the right of any person to peacefully assemble…” (Article IV §3).

E. Right to Privacy (Art. 16)

83. 	The right to privacy is protected under the Palau Constitution. “Every person has the right to be secure in his person, house, papers and effects against entry, search and seizure” (Article IV §4).” The government shall take no action to deprive any person of life, liberty, or property without due process of law nor shall private property be taken except for a recognized public use and for just compensation in money or in kind” (Article IV §6).

F. Child’s Right to Access Information and Be Protected from Harmful Materials (Art. 17)

84. 	A free media is guaranteed under the Palau Constitution (Article IV §2). Palau is served by two local newspapers, six radio stations, and two cable television stations broadcasting news, sports, education, and entertainment on a fee-for service basis. Certain channels are designated for local broadcasting and feature a combination of current affairs, entertainment, health, and public information from local and regional sources.

85. 	Palau has fourteen public elementary school libraries serving children in grades 1-8. Palau High School, the only public high school, is served by the Palau Public Library located across the street from the school. The Palau Community College library serves the college community but also the public and has an extensive collection of books for teens and children. Librarians are well-trained in working with children. The Ministry of Education together with the NGO, Palau Association of Libraries, actively promotes library programs including book talks, readers’ advisories, and literacy skills development. The bookmobile described in the Second CRC report continues to serve children in outlying communities.

86. 	The government has embraced a policy supportive of equitable and affordable access to information and communications technologies for all with emphasis on e-governance, e-learning, and e-health (Executive Order on National ICT Policy #138). As a result of this policy the internet is widely accessible in all but the very remote islands of Hatohobei and Sonsorol states (population in 2020, 92 persons).

87. 	Until 2017, internet connectivity in Palau was slow, costly, and erratic. In 2017, the Belau Submarine Fiber Optics Cable was completed ushering in an era of reliable high-speed internet at reduced cost. This has triggered an uptake in connectivity. The 2020 census found 96% of Palau households have at least one cell phone, most with internet connectivity, while 43% of households had a separate home-net connection. It is safe to assume that every child in Palau over the age of 6 has some internet access via their own device, access to a parent’s device, or at school as a result of the Ministry of Education’s ‘one-child-one-tablet’ policy. 

88. 	The government recognizes that in the modern world internet access is critical, but internet security is likewise critical. The government’s commitment is clear.

(i) Palau’s penal code makes all forms of child pornography, both hard copy and electronic, illegal without exception (PNC Chapter 17, RPPL 9-21, 2013). 

(ii) Executive Order No. 351 (2013) requires development of an ICT policy that, among other provisions, will recognize the need to protect individuals, the community, and businesses against cyber-crime and inappropriate online content and behavior. This policy, now in draft form, will be finalized by the end of 2023. Protection of children is a high priority under the (draft) policy which draws extensively on recommendations made in a 2020 UNICEF Report, “Child Online Protection in Palau” (see paragraph 90-92 below).

(iii) The National Telecommunications Act of 2017 created a Bureau of Communications with responsibilities that include development of a cyber security framework to address e-security including protecting minors from pornographic and other harmful material (RPPL 10-17).

(iv) The National Security Strategy (2022) states, “We will deny cyber criminals and cyber attackers the ability to harm Palauans through comprehensive cyber awareness campaigns and educational efforts. We will reinforce public and private efforts to halt illicit online activities such as identity theft, malware, gambling, child pornography, phishing attacks, social engineering, and credit card fraud. The safe and responsible use of social media and other digital platforms ensure the healthy exchange of information and ideas while promoting Palau’s values to the world” (emphasis added).

89. 	From 2018-2021, the Koror State Government implemented a Digital Citizenship Initiative to raise awareness about on-line security among children, youth, and parents. Initially targeting Koror residents, with support from the United States Embassy in Palau, the project trained 19 youth leaders to conduct outreach training in rural states. Since the cessation of this program, e-security education in schools and communities has been conducted by the Bureau of Public Safety (national police). Although committed to this work, the Bureau is hampered by lack of human and financial resources for this work.
90.	In 2022, UNICEF and the Palau Ministry of Community and Cultural Affairs published a report “Child Online Protection in Palau”. The report found that Palau children are on-line from a very early age but awareness of online dangers, knowledge about internet safety, and adoption of tools that protect children on-line have not kept pace with usage. Luckily the most serious forms of adverse on-line experiences (e.g., generation and transmission of child sexual abuse materials and online grooming) are not common in Palau. The more common adverse on-line experiences are cyber bullying and sharing of images and sexual or violent content within private peer networks using free and common apps – Facebook, Messenger, Instagram, Snap Chat, and TikTok. The report contained a long list of recommendations which are summarized here.
(i) Strengthen the legislative framework for action against online child bullying and sexual exploitation and abuse,

(ii) Create an e-security unit within the Ministry of Justice,

(iii) Provide training to service providers, parents, and children about on-line child protection issues and empower them by providing tools they can use to prevent online bullying, exploitation, and abuse,

(iv) Provide child victims with quality services to support their recovery from the physical and psychosocial impacts of adverse online experiences.

91. 	These recommendations have been integrated into the (draft) National ICT Policy to be finalized by the end of 2023. The current draft commits to the following actions for the 2024-2025 period (i) present child online protection legislation, (ii) expand ICT safety awareness and education, and (iii) integrate ICT safety into the school curriculum. 


V.	Combating Violence (Arts. 19, 24(3), 28(2), 34, 27(A), 39)
This section responds to the Committee’s recommendations in concluding remarks on Palau’s 2018 report regarding corporal punishment (para. 27), abuse and neglect (para. 29), sexual exploitation and abuse (para. 31), and child-targeted help lines (para. 33).

A. Overview

92.	The Child Protection Baseline Study found that 7-8% of children are victims of physical or sexual abuse each year (Ministry of Health, 2014). The Palau Family Health and Safety Study found a lifetime prevalence of domestic violence (physical and/or sexual) of 25% for women 15 years of age and older (Ministry of Health, 2013). These survey findings prompted passage of the Family Protection Act, establishment of an interagency Family Protection Working Group, and measures to prevent and respond to family violence including violence against children. Subsequent qualitative research was conducted in 2020-2021 as part of the Child Protection Systems Framework Assessment and Mapping Project but this research was not designed to update prevalence data (MHHS, 2022).

93. 	Palau law includes mandatory reporting of child abuse or neglect by health workers, teachers and school officials, day care workers, peace and law enforcement officers, and any other person who provides for the care or well-being of a child including any person who has parental, custodial, or other legal custody or visitation rights. In cases of child abuse and neglect, spousal privilege is waived (21 PNC, Chapter 6). Nevertheless, underreporting is a reality. The most complete administrative data set is from the Judiciary which reported for the five-year period 2018-2022, a total of 42 child abuse cases filed in court including 16 criminal cases, 6 domestic violence citations, and 20 protective order cases (Clerk of Courts, 2023). 

94. 	The annual School Health Survey includes a psychosocial assessment and is another source of data on violence against children. For the School Year 2022-2023, 7% of boys and 4% of girls reported having been hurt, abused, or neglected. When data from the school surveys are compared across a ten-year period, no trends are evident, (MHHS-Family Health Unit, 2023). These rates are similar to those reported in the Child Protection Baseline study.

95. 	The school health surveys find that bullying is a significant concern. In the School Year 2022-2023 survey, 57% of students reported being made fun of because of how their body or face looks, 30% reported being hit, kicked, pushed, shoved around, or locked indoors, and 11% were bullied some other way. Concerns about bullying are also found in the Youth Risk Behavior Survey (YRBS) and focus groups conducted with students as part of the Child Protection Framework Assessment and Mapping Project (2021-2022). The YRBS survey series finds that bullying is a long-standing and pervasive problem especially in middle school where 55.7% of students report bullying in school and 28.7% report electronic bullying (CDC, YRBS Palau, 2021). The rate of bullying among high school students is lower albeit still concerning with 27.7% of students reporting bullying in school and 20.1% reporting electronic bullying (CDC, YRBS Palau, 2021). Child participants in focus groups conducted as part of the Child Protection Framework Assessment and Mapping Project also identified bullying as the number one concern of students who felt that teachers and parents do not take it seriously enough (MHHS, 2022). Responses to the problem of bullying include a “zero tolerance” policy by the Ministry of Education and outreach to the schools by police to educate students about the impacts of their actions whether in person and online. Counseling support is provided by the Ministry of Health for victims and perpetrators.

96. 	The high school YRBS also collects information about violence within dating relationships. Reported prevalence of dating violence has declined significantly for the period 2013 to 2021.

(i) Coercive sexual intercourse has declined from 17% to 12.6%.

(ii) Sexual coercion without intercourse has declined from 29.4% to 12.5%.

(iii) Dating violence other than sexual coercion has declined from 28.3% to 9.5%.


B. Child Protection (Arts. 19 and 34)

97.	Violence against children is addressed under the Domestic Relations section of the Palau National Code (Title 21) and under the Palau Criminal Code (PNC 17).

98. 	The most frequently cited laws that address violence against children are PNC Title 21, Chapter 6 (Child Abuse Act) and Chapter 8 (Family Protection Act). Under PNC 21.6, the Ministry of Justice (Director of Public Safety and Attorney General) share the legal authority for receiving and acting on reports of child abuse or neglect. When there is imminent danger to the child, the Attorney General is authorized to remove the child from the custody of caregivers and place him/her in protective custody (PNC 21.604). 

99.	In 2014 when the Family Protection Act came into force, the Ministry of Community and Cultural Affairs (MCCA) was tasked to coordinate family and child protection services. Following government reorganization in 2021, these responsibilities were transferred to the newly created Division of Human Services within the Bureau of Public Health. The Bureau has subsequently:

(i) Created an organizational structure for the Division and initiated staff recruitment, including that of a Child Protection Coordinator and social workers,

(ii) Created a referral pathway to clarify the roles of each partner agency,

(iv) Assumed responsibility for the VOCA (Victims of Crime Advocate) program which provides case management support for victims of violence including children,[footnoteRef:2] [2:  The VOCA program, previously a part of the Ministry of Health ceased to function in 2016 when the founding coordinator retired and was not immediately replaced. The program was re-established by the Ministry of Justice in 2021 but has subsequently been transferred to the Ministry of Health and Human Services.] 


(v) Developed a (draft) child protection implementation plan based on the 2022 Child Protection Framework Assessment and Mapping research report (MHHS, 2022),

(vi) Partnered with the NGO community to provide counseling for victims of violence, implement a social marketing campaign “No Silence on Violence”, and train frontline providers and community organizations on family violence, the law, and strategies for preventing or responding to violence.[footnoteRef:3] [3: These activities are part of the ADB-supported COVID-19 Response for Poor and Vulnerable Groups, Project Number: 54196-001.] 


100. 	Because child and family protection involve multiple agencies, a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) was signed in 2014 between the key partners – Judiciary, Health, Public Safety, Attorney General, and Community and Cultural Affairs. The MOU clarifies the responsibilities of each partner and establishes a Family Protection Working Group to meet quarterly to oversee services. In 2022, the MOU was revised to reflect Government reorganization and to bring the Ministry of Education into the Working Group. (The terms of reference for each partner are summarized in Annex D).

101.  	To carry out their responsibilities under the Family Protection Act, the Ministry of Health and Human Services has developed standard operating procedures to guide clinicians in serving victims of domestic violence. The Bureau of Public Safety and the Ministry of Education have both drafted, but not yet finalized, their own standard operating procedures. As part of the Asian Development Bank project, “COVID-19 Response for Poor and Vulnerable Groups”, the Belau Association of NGOs (BANGO) is providing training for health, police, educators, and community leaders on their roles and responsibilities under the law

102.	In addition to provisions found in PNC Title 21, the Palau Criminal Code (PNC Title 17), contains provisions related to child protection.

(i) Sexual assault in the first degree involves sexual penetration of a child under age 15 or of a child 15-16 years of age provided that the perpetrator is at least five years older than the child and not legally married to the child (PNC 17.1603).
(ii) Continuous sexual assault of a child under age 15 involves three or more acts of sexual penetration or contact by a person who lives in the same house as the child or who otherwise has recurring access to the child (PNC 17.1607).

(iii) Registration is mandatory for sex offenders released into the community, including those who commit crimes against children and including offenses that occurred both within and outside of Palau (PNC 17.1701-1710).

(iv) Child pornography is defined as any pornographic visual representation, including photographs, films, videos pictures, or computer-generated images which involve a child engaging in sexual conduct or that have been modified to appear as though a child is engaging in sexual conduct (PNC 17.1801).

(v) Child exploitation in the first degree involves production or participation in child pornography (PNC 17.1802). Child exploitation in the second degree involves disseminating child pornography (PNC 17.1803). Child exploitation in the third degree involves possession of child pornography (PNC 17.1804).

(vi) Electronic enticement of a child in the first degree involves use of a computer or other electronic device to communicate with a child under the age of 18 with the intent to promote or facilitate commission of a felony (PNC 17.1806).

(vii) Indecent electronic display to a child involves sending a child under 18 indecent images via a computer or other electronic device (PNC 17.1808). Other provisions include dissemination of materials that are pornographic for minors (PNC 17.4901-4904).

103.	Actions have been taken to address the Committee’s recommendations from 2018 as found in paragraphs 29 (child abuse and neglect), 31 (sexual exploitation and abuse), and 33 (help lines for children).

104.  	In 2020-2022 with support from UNICEF, the Ministry of Community and Cultural Affairs and its successor, the Ministry of Health and Human Services, conducted a Child Protection Systems Framework Assessment and Mapping exercise. The work included a legal review, consultations with service providers, and extensive focus groups with school children and adults across all of Palau’s ethnic groups. Recommendations for strengthening child protection systems were made in six areas.

(i) Leadership, coordination, and planning,
(ii) Community and family,
(iii) Laws and policies,
(iv) Core protection services including online protection and protection during emergencies,
(v) Information systems,
(vi) Resources – human, financial, and partnerships.

105.  	While work continues to finalize the implementation plan based on the report, several initiatives are underway.

(i) The Division of Human Services of the Ministry of Health and Human Services has been designated as the lead agency for child and family protection. 

(ii) The inter-agency Family Protection Working Group oversees and coordinates services for victims of family violence, including children. The Ministry of Education has now joined the working group and the roles of each member agency have been updated and clarified (Annex E).

(iii) The Ministry of Education has updated its School Handbook.
· The education community is reminded that all employees are mandatory reporters under the Child and Family Protection Acts (Handbook Section 2-12).
· Corporal punishment is prohibited (Handbook Sections 2-28 and 3-5).
· A student code of conduct addresses bullying, cyber bullying, physical fighting, foul language, verbal abuse, harassment, hazing, and possession of tobacco, alcohol, and illegal drugs (Handbook Section 3-2).
· A grievance procedure allows students to voice complaints (Handbook Section 3-6).
· Codes of conduct govern the behaviors of teachers and non-teaching staff include prohibitions on corporal punishment, sexual harassment, and use of tobacco, alcohol, and illegal drugs at school or during after-hours school functions.

(iv) The Ministry of Justice has appointed a Family Protection focal point to coordinate its work in responding to victims of family violence, including children.

(v) The Belau Association of NGOs (BANGO), with financial support from the Asian Development Bank, has launched a training program on child and family protection laws, protocols, and guidelines for front line service providers (law enforcement, nurses, and teachers), state government employees, and community-based organizations.

(vi) Semesmel a Klengelakel, an NGO, has launched counseling services independent of government service providers. While currently serving only adult victims of violence and their dependent children, over time it is envisaged that the program will expand to serve child and youth victims thus providing an alternative to those who prefer not to engage with government services.

(vii) The Behavioral Health Division of the Ministry of Health and Human Services has launched a Strengthening Families Program to help prevent family violence by bringing entire families together to improve communications and address root causes of violence.

(viii) West Care, a non-government organization, offers “positive parenting” classes to teach parents alternatives to corporal punishment and shaming as methods of child discipline.

(ix) The Palau National Olympic Committee has adopted a safeguarding policy that applies to all 14 of its member sports federations. It is envisaged that when fully implemented, this policy will become a model that can be adapted by other child-serving organizations.

106. 	Responding to Palau’s 2018 report, the Committee recommended establishing shelters, safe houses, or foster care for children removed from their home (paragraph 29-d). Funding has been sourced from the Government of India under South-South Cooperation to enable the Government to establish a safe house for adult victims of family violence and their dependent children (work in progress). While the safe house can serve child victims in emergencies, given Palau’s small population and the infrequency of a child being involuntarily removed from his/her caregiver, the proposal under consideration now by the Congress is a kinship fostering system. This proposed legislation – Rebecca Koshiba Kinship Foster Program - builds on current practice by formalizing care of children by relatives while also providing forward planning, advanced training and certification of care providers, and professional oversight of placements lacking under present informal arrangements. 

107. 	The Committee further recommended that help lines for children be strengthened (paragraph 33). There are at present two help lines, one a general one “775-TALK” and one specific to the VOCA Program, “775-VOCA”. Because “775-TALK” has been in existence for several years and is well known in the community, following consultation with the community and service providers, it has been decided to continue to publicize this number during community outreach and training. As part of consultations for this CRC report, youth were further consulted. They unanimously recommended that 775-TALK remain the hotline that serves both children and adults.

C. Traditional Practices Harmful to Children (Art. 24-3)

108. 	Palau’s traditional system of child care supports the health and well-being of the child and there is strong support within the community for strengthening these traditions (MHHS, 2022). There are no traditional practices prejudicial to the wellbeing of children as referenced in CRC Article 24(3). 

D. Discipline (Art, 28-2)

109.	According to the Council of Historians, traditionally the value of respect (omengull) was so deeply embedded in family and community life that corporal punishment was rarely practiced. Colonial administrations, with different values, introduced corporal punishment and by the post-World War II years, this had become a common practice in Palau. Today, parents raised themselves with corporal punishment, but now told that it is wrong, express confusion about how to discipline children. Most recognize, however, that corporal punishment is no longer acceptable (MOH, 2014 and MHHS, 2022).

(i) The Child Protection Baseline Report (2014) found that children, adults, and service providers agree that the best ways to discipline children are positive discipline (32%), effective communications (31%) and encouraging or reinforcing good behavior (28%). There was no significant difference between responses by children or adults (MOH, 2014).

(ii) Corporal punishment is not allowed in public schools (School Handbook, 2019).

(iii) Corporal punishment is not allowed in sports (PNOC Safeguarding Policy, 2023). 

110. 	The Government noted the recommendation from UPR reviewers in 2021 to enact legislation to abolish corporal punishment. While work is underway to build community support for abolition, several programs work directly with families to provide tools for positive discipline. These include parent education provided through family health services (prenatal, postnatal, and well-child), Head Start, school-based parent-teacher associations, the MHHS Strengthening Families Program, and positive parenting classes offered by the NGO, West Care.

111.	In concluding remarks on Palau’s 2018 report, the Committee made recommendations (paragraph 27) to: (i) amend the national code to explicitly prohibit corporal punishment, (ii) strengthen teacher training on alternative non-violent methods of discipline, (iii) provide programs for parents and service providers on alternative non-violent forms of discipline, (iv) enforce the prohibition on corporal punishment in schools and provide children with a complaint mechanism for reporting incidents of corporal punishment, and (v) generally strengthen awareness programs. Although the law has not been amended, all other recommendations have been implemented.

E. Child Offenders (Art. 37-A)

112. 	Palau law and practice provide safeguards for child offenders. These are described under Part IX.E, Special Protections for Children in Conflict with the Law.


VI	Family Environment & Alternate Care (Arts. 5, 9-11, 18, 20-21, 25, 2(4))
This section considers the Committee’s concluding remarks to Palau’s 2018 report contained in paragraphs 35 (alternative care) and 36 (adoption).

A. Family Caregivers, Shared Responsibilities, Child Maintenance (Arts. 5, 18-1 & 2)

[image: ]113.	Contrary to well-recognized custom in which a child is cared for by the wider network of extended family, clan, and community (see diagram), Palauan law, modeled after U.S. law, gives responsibility for care and control of a child to parents or other persons having custody of the child. The law states that “any biological parent of a child under 18 years of age shall provide support for that child unless the child is adopted legally or in accordance with established custom” (PNC 21.335). Further, a parent of a ‘delinquent’ child may be held responsible if the court finds that the parent(s) contributed to the delinquency by failure to exert ‘reasonable parental control’ over the child (PNC 34.6105 and 34.6131).Layers of Child Protection
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114.	Despite these laws, communities in Palau have traditionally worked as one to nurture and guide children in a manner epitomized by the proverb, ‘it takes a village to raise a child’. These traditional connections have resolved conflicts, mitigated poverty, and addressed domestic violence, truant children, at-risk youth, and other maladaptive behaviors (Dr. S. Wally, 2023).

115.	The Child Protection Systems Framework and Mapping Report (2022) found that in recent years, traditional leaders, community-based organizations (‘cheldebechel’), state governments, and churches have not been effectively used to support families and prevent/respond to family issues (MHHS, 2022). In response, the Rubekul Belau (Council of Chiefs) are reaching out to traditional leaders in each state to identify ways that traditional leaders can respond to family problems and better protect vulnerable individuals, including children. In parallel, BANGO (Belau Association of NGOs) is reaching out to traditional community-based organizations (‘cheldebechel’) to empower these groups to help prevent and respond to family violence.

B. Separation from Parents, Alternative Care, and Review of Placement (Arts 9, 20, 25)

116.	Children may be separated from their parents for many reasons including adoption (see Section E below), abandonment, migration, illness or death, incarceration, or abuse and neglect. In most cases when parents do not or cannot provide for the child, the extended family or clan steps in to identify an alternative caregiver for the child. Children’s services (e.g., Division of Human Services, police, and courts) become involved when the family does not make adequate provisions for the child. In the case of child abuse or neglect where there is imminent danger to the child, the Attorney General is empowered to remove the child from his/her home and place him/her in protective custody. In these cases, child protective service providers work with the extended family to identify options that are in the best interests of the child looking first to maternal relatives and if there are no suitable options there, then to paternal relatives. In the rare situations when no suitable family placement can be identified, protective service providers turn to non-relatives. 

117.	In the close-knit Palauan community, this process tends to happen quickly but there are weaknesses: (i) there is no formal independent process for assessing a proposed placement to ensure that it is appropriate for the child, (ii) there is no formal temporary ‘safe’ house for the child while arrangements are being made, and (iii) there is no formal requirement for follow-up, review, social support or financial support for a child (or the host family) in an alternative placement. 

118.	The Congress recognizes the need for a more formal alternative care system has before it, draft legislation (the Rebecca Koshiba Kinship Foster Act) that will respond to the Committee’s recommendations to (i) develop an alternative care policy and minimum standards for regulating alternative care for children, (ii) provide resources, social welfare services and support for children in kinship/extended family care, (iii) establish a legal framework, policy and minimum standards for monitoring family-based care for children, (iv) establish an alternative care system for children who cannot stay with their families, (v) establish quality standards for all available forms of alternative care and take children’s views into consideration when making any decisions about alternative care, (vi) ensure the periodic review of the placement of children in alternative care.

C. Cross Boundary Family Reunification (Art 10)

119.	There are no laws that restrict a Palau citizen from entering or leaving Palau for any purpose including family reunification. There are restrictions on entry into Palau by non-citizens. Most non-citizen residents enter with a fixed term labor permit which can be renewed but not transferred. Only persons earning more than US$15,000 per year are authorized, with the consent of their employer, to apply for visas for dependent spouse and/or children. The $15,000 threshold may be satisfied by combining the salaries of both husband and wife who desire to bring in a minor child or children (PNC 13.1343). With only limited exceptions, no person under the age of 21 can hold a labor permit.
	


D. Illicit Transfer (Art. 11)

120.	Palau continues to actively address the problem of human trafficking. The Anti-People Smuggling and Human Trafficking Act was first passed in 2005 (PNC 17.21). In 2019, Palau became a state party to the United Nations Trafficking in Persons Protocol and the United Nations Convention on Transnational Crime and its optional protocol. Subsequently, Palau’s law was strengthened in 2023 (RPPL 11-28). Significant amendments include (i) upon conviction of trafficking, the defendant faces both imprisonment AND a fine, (ii) persons who are smuggled, trafficked, or exploited are immune from prosecution, (iii) the consent of the person trafficked does not constitute a defense, (iv) penalties are significantly increased for trafficking of children with this offense now incurring a fine of US$375,000 and imprisonment of 5-50 years.

121.	Palau created an Anti-Human Trafficking Unit within the Ministry of Justice in 2018 and an Anti-Human Trafficking Working Group in 2022 with the aim to strengthen domestic responses including (i) information sharing, (ii) punishment of illegal practices, (iii) protection and assistance for victims including shelter options, interpretation services, medical and psychological care, and other rehabilitation support, and (iv) public education and awareness. Palau has created an Anti-Human Trafficking Action Plan focused around a “4P” approach - prevention, protection, prosecution, and partnership. As part of awareness efforts, the month of February is designated as National Anti-Human Trafficking Month (Presidential Proclamation 23-339).

122.	Over the period 2018-2022, there were 30 individuals identified as victims of human trafficking by the Anti-Human Trafficking Unit, 10 women and 20 men. None of the cases involved a child (Ministry of Justice, 2023).

E. Adoption (Art 21)

123.	The situation with respect to adoption remains unchanged from that described in previous reports. Adoption remains an issue where there is tension between internationally recommended best practices and Palauan tradition. The most common form of adoption in Palau is customary adoption within families or kinship groups, a process which seldom involves government agencies. Customary adoption, however, may be formalized after the fact through the court if there is need for formal documentation of a child’s status. If the child is over the age of 12 at the time the adoption comes before the court, he/she must consent to the adoption (PNC 21.401-409). Although less common, adoption may be initiated through the courts as occurs when one or both adoptive parents is non-Palauan.

124. 	For the period 2013 through August 2023, there were a total of 214 adoptions handled by the courts. Of these 209 were domestic adoptions, and 7 were international adoptions where one or both adoptive parents was non-Palauan (Clerk of Courts, 2023).

125.	In its concluding remarks on Palau’s Second report, the Committee recommended that (i) a comprehensive law on adoption be enacted and an adequately resourced unit be created to oversee adoptions both domestic and international, (ii) mandate that customary adoption be registered with the court with full procedural safeguards, and (iii) raise awareness of formal adoption as an alternative to customary adoption. Further, the Committee recommended that Palau ratify the Hague Convention on Protection of Children and Cooperation in Respect to Inter-Country Adoption. No actions have been taken on these recommendations because many Palauans, including youth consulted for this report, believe that Palau’s customary system is among the safeguards that Palauan tradition provides for its children. 


VII.	Health, Welfare, and Disabilities (Arts. 6, 18-3, 23, 25, 27, 28, 33)
This section considers the Committee’s recommendations in its concluding remarks on the 2018 report found in paragraphs 39 (children with disabilities), 41 (health and health care), 43 (mental health), and 45 (adolescent health).

A. Right to Life, Survival, and Development (Art. 6)

126.	The Ministry of Health and Human Services (MHHS) is responsible for “promoting and protecting public health, providing clinical medical services to the public, operating and managing public medical facilities, and related matters” (PNC 2.107). PNC Title 34 further regulates health care facilities, sanitation, control of communicable disease, treatment of mental illnesses, control of tobacco, betel nut, and controlled drugs, health research, and licensure and standards of practice for medicine, dentistry, and allied fields. Recent legislation expands the MHHS mandate to include human services (RPPL 11-2, 2021). 

127.	The MHHS operates the 80-bed Belau National Hospital (BNH) in Koror and nine strategically located primary care community health centers. All Palau residents live within a one-half hour travel time to a primary care facility. In addition to government facilities, there are four private ambulatory care clinics located in Koror. To strengthen primary care, a new cadre of health workers – community health workers – is being trained and will be deployed in all communities by 2024.

128. 	Other agencies of the national government, state governments and civil society organizations (CSOs) supplement the work of the MHHS by addressing social determinants of health. CSOs that work on behalf of children include but are not limited to Belau Association of NGOs (child and family protection), Coalition for a Tobacco-Free Palau (tobacco control), Ebiil Society (culture and environmental education), Kotel A Deurreng (breastfeeding), Omekesang and Palau Parents Empowered (advocates for persons with disabilities), Palau Community Action Agency (early childhood education, childcare, nutrition, family food production), Palau Conservation Society and Palau International Coral Reef Research Foundation (environmental protection and education), and West Care (parent education and child enrichment).

129.	The MHHS has a strong and comprehensive system of maternal and child health care including well-woman, family planning, prenatal, postnatal, well-child, school health services and other services for adolescents and children with special health care needs. Key indicators for maternal and child health are summarized here and presented in Annex B.

(i) Hospital deliveries are the norm; births outside of Belau National Hospital occur only in exceptional circumstances; during the eight-year period 2015-2022, there were only 4 out-of-hospital births (Palau Statistical Yearbook, 2023).

(ii) All births at Belau National Hospital are attended by skilled birth attendants - physicians, midwives, or registered nurses (Palau Statistical Yearbook, 2022).

(iii) Birth rates are below replacement level; for 2018-2022, the average crude birth rate was 11.8 births per 1,000 population (Palau Statistical Yearbook, 2022). 

(iv) For the period 2015-2022, there were no births to girls under the age of 15 (MHHS-FHU, 2023). For the last three years, the adolescent fertility rate per 1,000 women ages 15-19 was 39.5 (2020), 33.5 (2021), and 15.8 (2022) (MHHS birth registry, 2023).

(v) Participation by pregnant women in prenatal and postnatal care is virtually universal although first trimester prenatal enrolment remains lower than desirable; 49.7% of women giving birth in 2022 sought first-trimester prenatal care. Increasing first trimester prenatal care is a priority of the MHHS (MHHS-FHU, 2023). 

(vi) In 2022, 7.7% of infants were born at low birthweight (below 2500 grams) and 11% were born preterm (below 37 weeks gestation) (MHHS-FHU, 2023).

(vii) For 2015-2021, the average infant mortality rate was 14.4 deaths per 1,000 livebirths, and the average under-five child mortality rate was 18.4 deaths per 1,000 livebirths (Palau Statistical Yearbook, 2022 and MHHS-FHU, 2023). Because the number of vital events is small, there are no discernable trends.

(viii) Maternal deaths are rare; in the past decade there was one maternal death in 2013, one in 2019, and one in 2023 (MHHS-FHU, 2023).

(ix) Among children 24-35 months of age, in 2022, 76% had completed their basic immunization series[footnoteRef:4]including DPT-3 levels of 97% (2020), 95% (2021), and 95% (2022). Among children 13-17 years of age, 36% have received the HPV vaccine (MHHS-FHU, 2023). Increasing child immunization levels, especially for HPV, is a priority for the MHHS in 2024. [4: The Palau core immunization series consists of DTaP (four doses), Polio (3 doses), MMR (1 dose), Hib (3 or 4 doses), Hepatitis B (3 doses), Varicella (1 dose), and PCV (4 doses). ] 


(x) There have been no new HIV infections recorded for the period 2020-2022 (MHHS, 2023). There are no child-headed households and no orphans due to HIV/AIDS in Palau.

(xi) Only 71 (1.4%) of households lack access to piped water and 16 (0.3%) of households lack access to sanitary facilities (2020 Census, Table H06).

130.	Breastfeeding is aggressively promoted throughout the health system and 24/7 breastfeeding support is available through the non-government Kotel A Deurreng. Exclusive breastfeeding at 3 months has been around 55% since 2018. Returning to work or school is the primary reason mothers give for early cessation of breastfeeding (MHHS-FHU, 2023). Permanent civil servants of the national government (about 80% of all national government employees) are entitled to 30 calendar days of maternity leave but there is no mandatory maternity leave for non-permanent civil servants and private sector employees. Breastfeeding advocates have attempted three times to move mandatory maternity leave legislation through the National Congress but have been unsuccessful due to resistance from employers. From 2023, advocates will change their strategy to prioritize breastfeeding support in the workplace (Kotel a Deurreng, 2023)
131. 	Clinical under-nutrition occurs only rarely among Palau’s children. For the School Year 2022-2023, only 2% of school children surveyed were underweight. Overweight and obesity, however, are widespread despite interventions to improve the quality of school meals and increase physical education sessions in schools (from 1 to 3 sessions weekly). Although 80% of children achieved the recommended 60 minutes of physical activity per day in SY 2022-2022, still 41% were overweight and 27% were obese. Clearly more work is needed to address this problem as indicated by the National NCD Strategic Plan.

132. 	School children identified during school health screening as needing specialized care are referred. In SY 2022-2023, 63% of children screened were referred for follow-up. School health screening also provides an opportunity for health staff to reinforce the school health curriculum with messages about healthy living and the importance of primary and preventive care. Outside of the screening, schools are supported by counselors from the Behavioral Health Division and Family Health Unit. Palau High School employs academic counselors on-campus and is host to an all-school adolescent counseling service provided by MHHS Behavioral Health Division (MHHS-FHU, 2023).

133.	For the period 2020-2022, 3,586 children under the age of 5 were treated in the hospital outpatient department. The leading illnesses were respiratory infections (30%), infectious and parasitic diseases (11%), diseases of the skin and subcutaneous tissue (10%), signs/symptoms/abnormal findings (9%), diseases of the digestive system (7%), and injuries (6%) (MHHS-FHU, 2023).

134.	For the same period, 330 children under the age of 5 were admitted to Belau National Hospital. The leading causes of admission were respiratory infections (33%), infectious and parasitic diseases (12%), conditions arising in the perinatal period 15%), and signs/symptoms/abnormal clinical or laboratory findings (8%) (MHHS-FHU, 2023).

135.	An inter-agency task force provides special services tailored to meeting the needs of children with special health care needs, including children with disabilities. 

136.	For adolescents, priority health issues include mental health, sexual health, alcohol and tobacco use, overweight and obesity, oral health, and HPV immunization (MHHS-FHU, 2023). Many of these concerns are also priorities under the National Youth Policy (National Youth Policy, 2023-2027). The importance of mental health support was further emphasized by youth consulted as part of this CRC report preparation.

137.	Family planning services are free and available for adolescents. Although counselors encourage adolescents to involve parents in reproductive health decisions, parent consent is not required for adolescents to receive information, counseling, or contraceptives (MHHS, Family Planning Policies and Procedures).

B. Rights to Health, Health Care and Protection from Illicit Drugs (Arts. 24,33)

138.	The Palau Constitution mandates that the Government provide free preventive health services and subsidized medical care for citizens (Constitution and PNC 34.1-12). This constitutional mandate was originally funded from tax revenues and implemented using an income-based sliding fee schedule under which citizens paid anywhere from 5-75% of charges depending on income. In 2010, Palau moved toward a more sustainable financing system in the form of a National Health Care Fund (HCF) supported by a tax on earnings (RPPL 8-14, 2009). The HCF is comprised of two parts (i) individual Medical Savings Accounts (MSA) provide coverage for on-island care and (ii) a pooled National Health Insurance fund (NHI) provides coverage for pre-approved off-island referrals. All employed persons are required to enroll in the Healthcare Fund while government pays premiums for unemployed citizens and senior citizens. According to Fund administrators, by 2020, 100% of Palau residents had MSA coverage and 94% had health insurance coverage. To further assist low-income earners, health services in the public sector continue to be billed according to the income-based sliding fee schedule. Further under the law “no person in need of medical care may be denied such care because of inability to pay all or any part of any fee established” and “there shall be no distinction in treatment or care based upon non-payment or the amount of payment” (PNC 34.331).
.
139.	Head Start offers early childhood education for children 3-5 years, parent education, and specialized services to children with special health care needs (CSHCN). Healthy food and snacks are provided to all enrolled children. The school lunch and breakfast programs serve over 2,250 public school students daily with the Ministries of Health and Education collaborating to ensure meals are nutritionally appropriate. This work is further supported by a school gardening program assisted by the Bureau of Agriculture, the Taiwan Technical Mission (agriculture) and civil society organizations.

140.	The Ministry of Education has adopted mandatory graded physical education. Fourteen schools now offer physical education three days per week, an increase from the previous one day per week (MHHS-FHU, 2023). The Ministry works closely with the semi-government Palau National Olympic Committee (PNOC) and its 14 member sports federations to offer in-school and after-school programs emphasizing active living. Independent of the Ministry of Education, PNOC and its member federations offer sports activities in the community catering to all including the biennial Youth Festival (targeting children 19 and under conducted in even numbered years) and Belau Games (open to all ages conducted in odd numbered years). Palau Walks, a non-government organization, spearheads work to improve the walking environment with safer sidewalks targeting urban Koror and Airai.

141.	Aligned with the Preamble of the WHO Framework Convention on Tobacco Control (FCTC)  which states: “Recalling further that the Convention on the Rights of the Child, adopted by the United Nations General Assembly on 20 November 1989, provides that States Parties to that Convention recognize the right of the child to the enjoyment of the highest attainable standard of health, …”; Palau has ratified the WHO FCTC and implements the Convention through the Comprehensive Tobacco Control Act  (PNC Title 11, Ch 17) that includes provisions to discourage tobacco use by persons under the age of 21 and protect children from exposure to environmental tobacco smoke in all facilities that accommodate children including childcare, schools, healthcare, and sports facilities. Noting that there has been an upsurge in use of electronic cigarettes by children, a recent amendment (RPPL 11-27) bans importation, distribution, and use of e-cigarettes. Palau has also passed legislation that allocates 10% of revenues raised annually from alcohol and tobacco taxes to finance non-communicable disease (NCD) prevention, through the country’s National Coordinating Mechanism for NCDs (RPPL 9-57, 2016, as amended).

142.	The minimum age to purchase or consume alcohol is 21 years (PNC 11.10). Government agencies, NGOs, and community-based organizations collaborate to create alcohol-free events targeting young people and discouraging underage drinking although this remains a problem.

143.	The mandatory and graded school health curriculum supports all initiatives and has been tailored to address issues important in Palau. The program includes a school-based program for students 9-17 years of age addressing reproductive health and teen pregnancy prevention. To support student’s mental health, the Ministry of Education has introduced a ‘social emotional intelligence curriculum’, aligned with Palauan culture. As previously noted, the Bureau of Public Safety (national police) educates students, teachers, and parents about internet safety, and an anti-bullying initiative is planned to be offered in Koror schools during School Year 2023-2024 (MHHS Family Health Unit, 2023).

144.	Although Palau has strong laws and border patrol measures to combat importation of illicit drugs, drugs are widely recognized as a scourge in the community. Drug and alcohol use were among the top three issues that concerned youth in a survey to support development of the National Youth Policy. These were also among the top issues identified in the previous youth policy (National Youth Policy 2023-2027).

145.	In concluding comments on Palau’s Second report, the Committee made many recommendations regarding health, health care, mental health, and illicit substances. The Government shares the Committee’s concerns. The maternal and child health plan administered by the Family Health Unit, the mental health and substance abuse plan administered by the Behavioral Health Division, and the National Youth Policy align to improve the health of children, adolescents, women, and families. 

C. Right to Childcare (Art. 18-3)

146.	In the past, children of working parents were cared for by elder women in the family – grandmothers and aunts. As more women enter the formal workforce, demand for out-of-home childcare has increased.

147.	The non-profit Palau Community Action Agency (PCAA) operates two childcare centers in Koror with 5 classrooms serving 75 children ages 1-5 years. A third center will open in Airai in 2023. These services are co-funded through user fees ($25 per child per month) and national government subsidy for PCAA operations. Priority is given to low-income households, single parents, and student parents. Ten percent of places are reserved for children with disabilities. The program operates in tandem with Head Start so that upon reaching 3 years of age, children spend half a day in Head Start and half a day in childcare. Besides the PCAA centers, there are several small for-profit centers operating primarily in Koror. 

148	.Concerned that government was not adequately meeting its obligations for early childhood care and that for-profit childcare facilities were not providing high quality care, the Congress passed the Palau National Framework on Early Childhood Act (RPPL 8-3, 2009). The bill established an Early Childhood Council tasked to develop a plan for a comprehensive system of early childhood care. While a promising initiative, the Council functioned only briefly, never completed the mandated plan, and is not currently operational. Nevertheless, the legislation remains and can be used to complete this important work that responds to CRC Article 18-3.

D. Right to Social Security and an Adequate Standard of Living (Arts. 26 and 27)

149.	Until the COVID-19 crisis, Palau had a limited social protection system comprised mainly by the social security and public service pension funds that primarily benefitted senior citizens. Beyond these funds, the minimum wage (currently $4.25 per hour in the public sector and $3.50 per hour in the private sector) provides an income floor for low-wage earners. These measures combined with steady economic growth resulting in reduced poverty. Prior to COVID-19, Palau was on-track to achieve SDG 1 (Palau VNR, 2019).

150.	The outlook shifted dramatically during the COVID-19 pandemic that triggered the collapse of Palau’s tourism industry with reverberating impacts across the economy. To forestall a national social and economic crisis, unemployment programs were quickly launched to assist workers who lost their jobs or had their work hours curtailed, thereby averting widespread hunger and want. Although the worst of the COVID-19 crisis has passed, in 2023, the tourism industry and the general economy remain depressed. Prices have escalated with inflation topping 13% for 2022. In response, the government has increased the minimum wage for public servants and proposed legislation to increase the minimum wage in the private sector, provided tax breaks for low-income earners (workers earning less than US$15,000 per annum), expanded the Lifeline Utilities Program, and created a Child Raising Subsidy of $100 per year per eligible child (RPPL 11-11, 2022 and RPPL 11-29 Section 36).

E. Equal Rights for Children with Disabilities (Art. 23)

151.	Persons with disabilities are entitled to equal protections under the Constitution and the law (Constitution Article V §5; RPPL 3-69, 1992). Under the law, special benefits for persons with disabilities include (i) income support under the Palau Severely Disabled Fund, (ii) special services for children with special health care needs, and (iii) special education services. 

152.	The Ministry of Health defines children with special health care needs (CSHCN) as those “who have or are at increased risk for a chronic physical, developmental, behavioral, or emotional condition and who require health and related services of a type or amount beyond that required by children generally”. CSHCN are identified through screening at birth, during health care encounters, and by enlisting parents to use the ASQ home-based development screening tool. Approximately 4% of Palau’s children have special health care needs including physical and mental needs (48%), educational needs (18.4%) and mental and/or behavioral health needs (9%). In 2022, there were 229 CSHCN registered with the MHHS and 80% received specialized services (MHHS-FHU, 2023). 

153. 	Services for children with disabilities are coordinated by an Interagency Task Force headed by the Ministry of Health with membership from Special Education, Head Start, Behavioral Health, Physical Therapy, Outpatient, and the civil society organization, Palau Parents Empowered. The Task Force aims to provide seamless child services extending from birth to adulthood. There are, however, challenges as found by a 2021 review (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2021).

(i) Some children require highly specialized services either unavailable in Palau or available only sporadically during visits by off-island specialists. The MHHS is addressing this by developing telehealth to link health providers in Palau with overseas specialists.

(ii) Most community-based rehabilitation services are unavailable in outlying communities thus requiring that children forego services, travel to Koror, or if ongoing services are required, relocate to Koror to receive services. The MHHS addresses this through regular outreach services extended to outlying communities.

(iii) Despite enrollment in the Palau Healthcare Fund, many families of children with special needs experience high out-of-pocket costs. In 2017, the average out-of-pocket expenditure was $700 per child per month equivalent to 250% of the 2014 Palau Basic Needs Poverty Line.

(iv) In addition, 78% of families with special needs children indicate they spend more than 40 hours per week caring for their child. This often requires at least one parent to quit work thus increasing vulnerability to poverty. Although there has been a proposal to compensate family caregivers through the Healthcare Fund, fund administrators say that this cannot be implemented now due to financial constraints on the Fund exacerbated by the COVID-19 economic slowdown.

154.	Although not identified as part of the 2021 study, health care providers consulted for this report note that children with non-life threatening disabilities have in some cases been turned down by the Medical Referral Committee for specialized off-island care because the Committee equates reconstructive and plastic surgery needed to repair disabilities as “cosmetic” and thus ineligible for referrals funded by the Health Care Fund. Providers consulted recommend that referral guidelines be amended to allow referrals that are necessary in order for a child to live a full life free of disability, even when the disability may not be life threatening.

155.	Upon reaching the age of three, children with disabilities may participate in Head Start and receive Special Education services from the Ministry of Education (RPPL 3-9, 1989). Special Education provides individualized education and social services for each enrolled child plus other services – speech and physical therapy, adaptive education, training and social support for teachers and parents, teaching resources and adaptive technologies. All children with disabilities, whether attending Head Start, public or private schools are eligible to receive the same child-centered package of services. 

156.	Through a service contract with Palau Parents Empowered, the Special Education program also provides education and support services to parents of children with disabilities. These services aim to assist parents and caregivers to understand and meet the needs of their child, ultimately preparing the child to live a productive, independent life to the fullest extent possible. 

157.	The major gaps in services for children with disabilities occur (i) during transition from Head Start to primary school, (ii) during transition from primary to secondary school, especially for children who live in the outlying communities where there are no secondary schools, and (iii) after completion of secondary school due to lack of supports to enable children to transition to higher education or employment. The Ministry of Education is addressing these gaps by: 

(i) Implementing "child find" whereby the special education program in partnership with the public schools looks for, finds, and evaluates school age children who need special education services, providing Free Appropriate Public Education (FAPE) so that students with unique needs and disabilities are provided an educational experience similar to those without disabilities in regular classroom settings to the extent this is appropriate, 

(ii) Assigning special education teachers to Head Start Centers, 

(iii) Harnessing e-learning to allow children to participate in secondary education without relocating to Koror, and

(iv) Strengthening linkages between Vocational-Technical programs at Palau High School and post-secondary vocational programs offered by Palau Community College. (See also Section VIII, Right to Education).

158.	Although there is need for continuous improvement, within the constraints imposed by remoteness and a small population, Palau is steadily progressing to implement recommendations by the Committee in paragraph 39 of its Concluding Remarks from 2018.

VIII.	Education, Leisure, Culture & Arts (Arts. 28, 29, 30, 31)
This section responds to the Committee’s recommendations in its concluding remarks on Palau’s 2018 report found in paragraph 50.

A. Education (Arts. 28, 29, 30)

159. 	The Constitution mandates free and compulsory public education (Article VI). PNC Title 22 establishes the legal framework for implementing this requirement including mandatory education for children 6-17 years of age or high school graduation (whichever comes first).

160. 	There are four public institutions responsible for educating Palau’s children. Free early childhood education (ages 3-5) is provided by Palau Head Start, a program of the non-profit, Palau Community Action Agency and from 2022, free kindergartens have been established as part of all public elementary schools. Primary and secondary education (K-12) is provided by the Ministry of Education. Tertiary education is provided on-island by the Palau Community College (PCC) while the Palau Scholarship Board provides financial support to students pursuing tertiary education off-island. In addition to public institutions, there is one private preschool, two private K-8 elementary schools, and four private secondary schools all operated by churches. 

161.	Head Start has provided early childhood education in Palau for 56 years. The program operates 10 centers serving 350 students ages 3-5 years (53% of age-eligible children). Priority for space is given to children from low-income households and those with disabilities or other special needs. The program includes children’s social and emotional competency and school readiness. Funding is a mix of U.S. Federal grants (75%) and national appropriations (25%). The Head Start goal is for every child to become a confident, competent learner ready for elementary school. 

162. 	There are 18 public schools - 17 elementary schools (grades K-8) and one high school (grades 9-12). Elementary schools are located from Kayangel State in the extreme north to Hatohobei State in the extreme south. For the school year 2022-2023, there were 1,653 students enrolled in public elementary schools and 563 students enrolled in the public Palau High School. In addition, there were 392 students enrolled in private elementary schools and 368 students enrolled in private secondary schools. While private schools are funded primarily by student tuition, the government provides grants to non-public schools to help offset costs.

163. 	Palau has achieved universal access to and near universal participation in grades 1-12. The average graduation rate for 2018-2019 was 88.3% (Ministry of Education, 2023). Of the 17 public elementary schools, 12 enroll fewer than 100 students. To reduce costs, the government consolidated three elementary schools in Eastern Babeldaob into one school in 2011 and plans to consolidate the remaining schools in northern and western Babeldaob into two schools. This strategy also relocates low-lying schools to higher ground in response to climate change. More efficient education frees resources to enable government to pursue its overarching priority – improving the quality of education. To this end, the following projects or activities are in-progress (Palau Master Plan for Education, Palau National Strategic Development Plan, 2024-2027, Director Bureau of Curriculum and Instruction).

(i) Updating curriculum and acquiring new textbooks,

(ii) Expanding the Vocational-Technical program at Palau High School and creating a seamless pathway for students to transition to Vocational-Technical programs offered at Palau Community College,

(iii) Improving links with workforce development programs including the U.S. Job Corps, a vocational training program open to Palau students,

(iv) Expanding Advanced Placement options for gifted students,

(v) Establishing online learning with priority to students in outlying islands,

(vi) Supporting professional development and continuing education for teachers,

(vii) Implementing year-round schooling (introduced 2022),

(viii) Introducing free public kindergarten for five-year olds (piloted in 2022 and offered nationwide from 2023),

(ix) Offering an Accelerated Reading Program in all schools,

(x) Accrediting all public schools,

(xi) Providing daily free busing, breakfast and lunch for all public-school students,

(xii) Investing US$6.7 million to upgrade school facilities including development of a new Alternative Learning campus in Koror to cater for children whose needs are not well served in the traditional classroom and a new Pre-K-12 school in Babeldaob thus providing a second option for public secondary schooling more accessible to students living in northern communities.

164.	Investments in education are resulting in improved education attainment as measured by increased literacy and numeracy scores on the standardized IOWA test scores (Ministry of Education, 2023). 

165. 	Palau’s only higher education institution is the public Palau Community College (PCC). For the fall semester 2022, PCC enrolled 525degree-seeking students. To deliver a wider range of opportunities, including for teachers and nurses, PCC has developed partnerships with the University of Guam and San Diego State University to support online and hybrid bachelor’s and master’s degree programs. Through a partnership between the Ministry of Education and PCC, 21 teachers, including 11 special education teachers, will complete their bachelor’s degrees in 2024. Other new initiatives at PCC include a US$1.8 million science center and a teacher training center (State of the Republic Address, 2023).

166. 	Beside degree programs, PCC receives approximately $500,000 annually from the U.S. Department of Education for the Talent Search and Upward Bound programs. These programs target low-income and educationally disadvantaged high school students to help them enter and succeed in college. The programs include supplemental instruction in math, laboratory sciences, composition, literature, and foreign languages together with tutoring, counseling, mentoring, cultural enrichment, and work study experiences. Approximately 600 students benefit from these programs annually.

167. 	For students pursuing post-secondary education abroad, the Palau National Scholarship Board (PNSB) provides scholarships, grants, and loans to Palau citizens who meet eligibility criteria with priority given to students pursuing degrees in fields designated by the Congress as important for Palau’s development – currently, law, medicine, engineering, education, and special education. The Scholarship Board also administers non-government student financial aid for higher education offered by private entities and development partners.

168. 	Besides administering post-secondary assistance, PNSB helps students with post-secondary application process through outreach to high schools, assistance with school search, and assistance during the application process. To encourage students to return to Palau on graduation, PNSB offers a paid summer internship open for rising junior and senior college students. The intent of this program is to familiarize students with career opportunities at home and help students forge links with prospective employers.

169. 	In concluding remarks on Palau’s 2018 report, the Committee expressed concern about gender gaps in private school education (paragraph 50). The Government finds no evidence of gender gaps in primary or secondary education. For the school year 2020-2021, the gross enrollment rate at elementary levels was 109% (113% for boys and 109% for girls). At secondary levels, the gross enrollment rate was 104% for both girls and boys (Palau Statistical Yearbook 2022, Tables 11.4 and 11.5 and Census 2020 Table 9). This small differential is not statistically significant and reflects underlying demographics skewed by out-migration of Palauans and in-migration by non-Palauans. It is also unclear why the Committee focused on private schools since (i) there are slightly more girls than boys enrolled in private schools (386 girls and 374 boys, SY 2022-2023) and (ii) there is no evidence that public and private schools differ in the quality of education. Private schools follow the core curriculum set by the Ministry of Education while providing supplemental instruction of their choosing. Palau High School and ten public elementary schools (Koror Elementary, G. B. Harris, Meyuns, Airai, Melekeok, Ngarchelong, Peleliu, Ngaraard, Aimeliik, and Ngeremlengui) are accredited by the U.S. Western Association of Schools and Colleges (WASC). Accreditation is in progress for the remaining public elementary schools. Private schools are similarly accredited. Catholic Mission Schools (one elementary and one secondary school), Emmaus-Bethania High School, and Belau Modekngei School are accredited by WASC. Seventh Day Adventist Schools (one elementary and one secondary school) are accredited by the Accrediting Association of the Seventh-Day Adventist Schools, Colleges, and Universities. 
170. 	The Committee also expressed concern about inclusion of children with disabilities in school. The law and education policy mandate equitable education for all children including those with disabilities. As previously noted, however, children with disabilities face challenges at education transition points. These challenges are being actively addressed. A further recommendation by Omekesang (the Palau Disabled Persons Organization) and Palau Parents Empowered (an association for parents of children with disabilities) is to extend special education support beyond high school to assist children with transition to post-secondary education at Palau Community College or elsewhere via distance learning.

171. 	The Committee expressed concern about the lack of qualified teachers. Government shares this concern. Improving teacher qualifications is key to the strategic priority of improving the quality of education, the centerpiece of the Palau Education Master Plan 2017-2027 as reflected in the education chapter of the National Strategic Plan for 2024-2027. The goal is for all teachers to hold at least a bachelor’s degree by 2028 (compared to 25% in 2022). To achieve this, the Ministry of Education makes extensive use of distance learning and works in partnership with Palau Community College and through the college with the University of Guam and San Diego State University. As previously noted, 21 teachers, including 11 special education teachers will complete their bachelor’s degrees in 2024.

172. 	The Committee further recommended that Government strengthen the promotion of the right to play and to leisure, including through the provision of safe playgrounds and physical education and sports programs in schools. Physical education is a mandatory graded subject across all grades (1-12). Government has invested in teacher training and through public-private partnership with the Rotary Club and other partners, all elementary schools are equipped with obstacle course playgrounds that promote physical activity during the school day and are accessible to children during non-school hours. The government is investing in all-weather school gymnasiums also open to the community outside of school hours. The Ministry of Education has forged a close partnership with the Palau National Olympic Committee and its 14 member sports federations. The federations support Ministry initiatives in sport through both in-school and after-school programs. PNOC and its members are committed to an inclusive sports policy serving girls and boys as well as persons with and without disabilities equitably.

B. Rest, Leisure, Recreation, Culture and Arts (Art. 31)

173.	Palauan language, history, and government are mandatory subjects in Palau schools. Foreign languages, music, art, and sports are optional parts of the curriculum. While there are multiple forums for students to showcase their creative talents, Culture Awareness Week (formerly Education Awareness Week) is an important one observed each year in public schools. Similar celebrations are held by private schools according to their respective calendars.

174.	Outside of the school setting, community programs promote culture and the arts for children. Service providers include the Palau Community College, Belau National Museum, Palau Conservation Society, Ebiil Society, Palau International Coral Reef Research Center, Coral Reef Research Foundation, Mechesil Belau, the Micronesian Voyaging Society, and “cheldebechel” (community-based organizations). 

175.	In addition to investing in school facilities, government is also investing in community sports and recreational facilities including the national gym in Koror, the Meyuns softball field, the national track and field, the national swimming pool, public tennis courts, wrestling and weightlifting facilities at Palau Community College, and the Echang multi-purpose gymnasium. These facilities serve both children and adults and will be used to help Palauans prepare for competition in the 2025 Pacific Mini-Games to be hosted by Palau (State of the Republic Address, 2023).

176.  	To help ensure equal opportunities for persons with disabilities, the Palau National Olympic Committee (PNOC) participates in the Special Olympics Program (serving athletes with intellectual disabilities) at regional and international levels. In a recent decision, PNOC will join the Oceania Paralympic Committee (serving athletes with physical disabilities) and is actively building capacity within its member federations to strengthen inclusive sports programs.


IX.	Special Protection Measures (Arts. 22, 30, 32, 33, 35, 35-40).
This section responds to recommendations made by the Committee in its concluding remarks on the 2018 report found in paragraphs 53 (economic exploitation), trafficking in children (paragraph 55), and juvenile justice (paragraph 57).

A. Special Protections – Refugees (Art. 22)

177.	Palau does not have legislation specific to refugees or asylum seekers and is not party to the international Status of Refugees or Status of Stateless Persons Conventions. In three cases involving adult refugees and one involving a family with children, Palau declined to receive refugees from Afghanistan, allowed temporary stays for refugees from Myanmar and Syria, and accepted Uyghur prisoners from Guantanamo who were later resettled elsewhere. Since 2017, there have been no further requests for asylum. 

178.	Non-Palauan children are allowed to establish Palau residency only as accompanying dependents of their parents. For parents with work permits, they must earn a combined salary of at least $15,000 per year and have the permission of their employers to qualify for dependent visas. With only limited exceptions, labor regulations do not allow anyone under the age of 21 to qualify for a work permit. 

B. Special Protections – Minorities (Art. 30)

179.	As noted throughout this report, in accordance with the CRC, Palau extends the same rights to basic services for survival, development, and protection to all children – Palauan and non-Palauan children, disabled and not disabled, as well as other minority groups including children who identify as LGBT.

C. Special Protections – Economic Exploitation and Hazardous Work (Arts. 32, 33)

180. 	Palau has ratified the ILO Convention on the Worst Forms of Child Labour (Convention No. 182). These worst forms of child labour are already addressed under the law.

(i) Slavery, trafficking, and forced labour are addressed under Human Trafficking legislation with penalties that include a fine of $375,000 and imprisonment of 5-50 years for trafficking a child under the age of 18 (PNC 17.2106-2109). 

(ii) Prostitution is addressed in the human trafficking law and in the Anti-Prostitution Law. The law prohibits prostitution, soliciting for prostitution, or assisting in or benefitting from prostitution. If the act involves a child under the age of 18 penalties include a fine of $5,000-$50,000 and/or imprisonment for up to one year. Penalties increase for repeat violations (PNC 17.2107-2109 and 17.3601-3603).

(iii) All forms of child pornography are illegal (PNC 17.1808). 

(iv) Significant penalties are in effect for drug trafficking. There is no specific provision in the law for drug trafficking that involves a child whether as a perpetrator or a victim (PNC 34.3301-3312). To date there have been no cases of children involved in drug trafficking. As with all children in conflict with the law, the justice system would consider the age of the child and the circumstances of his/her involvement prior to prosecution with the intent of serving the “best interests” of the child.

[bookmark: hit3]181.	Only two domestic labor laws specifically reference children. Children under the age of 16 are prohibited from maritime work on foreign trading vessels unless training ships (PNC 07.505“Admiralty and Maritime” under the Minimum Age for Employment). Persons under the age of 21 are prohibited from employment in any portion of a premise used for alcohol consumption (PNC 11.1064). The law requires the government to protect children from all forms of exploitation. The Office of Labor Compliance within the MHRCTD is responsible for enforcing child labor laws and regulations. There have been no reports of children under the age of 16 employed in the formal economy but many assist their families with fishing, agriculture, and family enterprises in accordance with custom and tradition.

182.	Palau has ratified the WHO Framework Convention on Tobacco Control (FCTC) and through its Comprehensive Tobacco Control Act prohibits the sale of tobacco and betel nut quid to persons under the age of 21 or the handling of tobacco products by a person under the age of 21 at any point of sale. 

183.	In its concluding remarks, the Committee recommended developing a law and policy on child labor, specifically hazardous child labor. As noted, the worst forms of child labor are already covered under Palau statutes. Although there is no specific legislation that regulates the employment of children in non-hazardous work, child labor is not a problem in Palau.

184.	The Committee also recommended protecting children from exploitation by the tobacco industry. As noted, Palau has adopted increasingly stringent tobacco control laws (PNC Title 11, Chapter 17) aligned with the WHO FCTC. Its most recent legislative initiative was the all-encompassing ban on electronic cigarettes in the Republic of Palau (RPPL 11-27, May 2023) 

D. Special Protections – Children in Armed Conflict (Arts. 38 and 39)

185.	Palau is not involved in armed conflict and has no armed forces. Under the Compact of Free Association, the United States is responsible for Palau’s defence. Palauans are eligible to serve voluntarily in the US Armed Forces and many do so. The minimum requirement for enlistment is 18 years of age and high school graduation. Recognizing that some former service people have mental health issues arising from their service, the Behavioural Health Division of MHHS in partnership with the NGO, U.S. Armed Forces Veteran’s Association, offers a post-service mental health program tailored to meet these needs.




E. Special Protections –Children in Conflict with the Law (Art. 37)

186. 	Special provisions are mandated under the law for children in conflict with the law. The Delinquent Children Act (PNC 34.6101) provides that a child can be considered a delinquent for (i) violating any law except for traffic laws, (ii) failing to submit to the reasonable control of parents, teachers, guardians, or custodians, (iii) being habitually truant, or (iv) behaving in a manner that injures or endangers the morals or health of self or others. Thereafter, protections arise under the status of delinquent, but still require first that the child be found to be a delinquent. Moreover, the Delinquent Children Act provides that juvenile delinquency adjudication shall not be considered a criminal conviction. Once a child has been determined to be a delinquent, the Act is engaged to protect the delinquent. The Act further requires that the Court adopt flexible procedures in dealing with a delinquent based on the accepted practices of juvenile courts of the United States. For serious crimes, the decision to prosecute a child offender as a delinquent or as an adult is made by the Attorney General considering the seriousness of the offense, the child’s age and maturity, and the child’s ability to understand the gravity of their actions (Office of the Attorney General, 2023).

187. 	When children are in conflict with the law, the Palau Criminal Code (PNC Title 17) and the Delinquent Child Act (PNC 34.6101) authorize the use of special “flexible procedures” modeled after practices of juvenile courts in the United States that consider the “best interests of the child”. The law further requires:

(i) A report to be filed by a welfare or probation officer in advance of trial,

(ii) If detention is necessary, juveniles to be separated from adult offenders,

(iii) Hearings to be held informally in closed sessions,

(iv) Offenders to be released into the custody of parents or guardians whenever appropriate,

(v) As for all persons accused of a crime, children are entitled to legal representation by the Public Defender, Micronesian Legal Services, or by a court-appointed private attorney if they or their families are unable to afford a private attorney.

188.	Misdemeanors are heard in the Court of Common Pleas while criminal complaints are heard in the Trial Division. In 2022, 81 matters were filed against juveniles of which 3 were felonies and 78 were misdemeanors. Sixty-five cases were filed against boys while 16 cases were filed against girls. Of these cases 4 (4.9%) were dismissed, 6 (7.4%) were referred for special juvenile diversion, 12 (14.8%) were incarcerated, and 59 (72.8%) received non-custodial sentences (Clerk of Courts, 2023). Other court statistics are presented in Annex B.

189.	Since Palau’s 2018 report, separate juvenile facilities have been established and a new prison is under construction. Once the new facility opens in 2024, the old facility will be renovated for the incarceration of juveniles entirely separate from adult offenders.

190.	The Bureau of Public Safety has adopted Standard Operating Procedures that implement special procedures for child offenders. Additionally, the Bureau of Public Safety has a Division of Juvenile Justice that provides case management for children in conflict with the law and their families although participation in the program is voluntary. The mission of the Division is “…to provide an integrated sense of justice, healing, and empowerment for the juvenile offenders and victims, as well as accountability for the offenders, by utilizing evidence-based interventions and other forms of treatment for the offenders, rather than or as an alternative to being processed through the judicial system. The division endeavors to engage youth, families, and communities in strategies that inspire and teach at-risk youth and youth offenders the skills needed to enable self-development and positive change in their lives….” (Division of Juvenile Justice Standard Operating Procedures).

191.	In concluding remarks on Palau’s 2018 report, with respect to child offenders, the Committee recommended (paragraph 57) that Palau (i) amend the Juveniles Act to strengthen legislative provisions for child-friendly investigations and court procedures for child offenders, (ii) adopt a juvenile diversion and expungement act and create a juvenile conference committee, (iii) raise the minimum age for criminal responsibility, (iv) adopt standard operating procedures for prosecution of children in conflict with the law, (v) ensure the provision of qualified and independent legal aid to children in conflict with the law at an early stage during and throughout the judicial process. As noted in the preceding paragraphs, actions have been taken to address these recommendations except for legislation to raise the minimum age for criminal responsibility. The law in fact provides for no minimum age for criminal responsibility leaving this to the discretion of the Attorney General. This matter was noted by the Palau Government in its responses to the Committee (2018) and to the UPR (2021).

F. Rehabilitation and Reintegration of Child Victims or Offenders (Article 39)

192.	Palau has counseling services available through the MHHS Division of Behavioral Health including a “Living Without Violence” program that offers specialized group counseling using a “12-step” approach for perpetuators of family violence. For cases of family violence that come before the courts, it is standard procedure to mandate that perpetrators complete this program. In addition, the MHHS Community Guidance Center provides counseling for both victims and perpetrators especially when alcohol or drugs are underlying causes of violence. The non-government, Semesemel a Klengelakel, offers specialized counseling support for adult victims of family violence. In time, it is envisaged that these services will expand to include child victims as well.


PART 3:	CONCLUDING REMARKS

193.  	Despite constraints imposed by lack of human and financial resources, Palau takes its responsibilities under the CRC seriously and has progressively acted to implement recommendations made by the Committee in response to the Second Report. 

194. 	During the final high-level meeting to review and approve this report, it was determined that the Ministry of Health and Human Services and Ministry of Human Resources, Culture, Tourism, and Development should co-lead implementation of the CRC in partnership with the Task Force. The mandate for the Task Force should be expanded to include implementation of the CRC and recognized by a Presidential Executive Order. 
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