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Launched in 2006, the Micronesia Challenge aims  to ensure sustainable use of natural resources for 
present and future generations.  The Challenge consists of a commitment by Micronesian governments 
and communities to conserve at least 30% of near‐shore marine and 20% of terrestrial resources by 
2020.  The communities of Okow and Kaday, with the assistance of Yap Community Action Plan 
(YapCAP) quickly responded to this challenge and in 2008 established the Nimpal Channel Marine 
Conservation Area (MCA), a 77 hectare contiguous no‐take marine reserve on the western side of Yap, 
FSM.  The site is managed and monitored by Okow and Kaday community members, with support from 
YapCap. 

On 13 July 2012, the Oceanic Society research team met with Thomas and Berna at Nimpal to learn 
about the management and status of this model MCA. The following day, two members of the team 
(MJP & KC) were provided the opportunity to snorkel two sites within the MCA, one in the Nimpal 
channel and another on the forereef.  This report is intended to provide a snapshot of the reserve’s 
status, with the caveat that observations are based on a rapid qualitative snorkel assessment rather 
than a formal survey. The assessment was undertaken to see how an established MCA compares to 
other sites around Yap and Ulithi visited on this preliminary two‐week trip. 

Key aspects of coral reef ecosystem used to assess reef health are the condition and diversity of reef‐
building corals, and the abundance and biomass of herbivores and predatory fishes.  Compared to other 
sites visited on this trip, the shallow reef areas of Nimpal appear to be in excellent condition by each of 
these standards.  Mounding corals along the edges of the channel were the largest observed among all 
sites visited (Fig. 1), with contiguous colonies covering approximately 4‐7 m2.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Figure 1.  Large mounding coral colonies observed along Nimpal channel 

 

 

Coral diversity appeared high – branching and mounding corals were both well represented and spatially 
intermixed.  On the shallow reef flat area branching coral colonies occurred in patches of high density 
(but small colony sizes).  Plating Acropora were large (many ca. 1 m2) and abundant in the forereef area.   

The shallow reef flat area has indications of periodic high wave action as well as high grazing rates, with 
coral colonies being small but abundant, interspersed along the carbonate platform covered mainly 
crustose coralline algae.  In the inner reef flat area, some patches of turf macroalgae were observed, but 
appear to be contained within a relatively small portion of the reef and highly grazed areas within these 
patches were observed (Fig. 2) 

 



Figure 2.  Shallow reef flat area of Nimpal MCA with high cover of algal turfs.  Note abundant grazing 
scars. 

 

Grazers were extremely abundant – schools of Acanthurids (surgeonfishes) were large and consistently 
present in the shallow reef flats.  Scarids (parrotfishes) occurred in larger schools and were of larger size 
than were observed in other reef areas in Yap and Ulithi.   

Figure 3.  Large school of parrotfishes at Nimpal MCA channel area. 

 



Large napoleon wrasse,grouper and barracuda were observed along the channel, but were quite wary 
and quickly swam into deeper waters.  These rapid responses are often an indication of high predation 
threat, which could be a suggestion of the presence/recovery of larger predators such as sharks, or a 
thumbprint of either past or continued threat from spear‐fishing. 

There are indications that the area has lost live coral cover in the relatively recent past – skeletons of 
coral colonies are evident in the shallow reef flats and some coral colonies were partially bleached.  
However, high levels of CCA (crustose coralline algae) and grazing scars on mounding corals suggest that 
herbivory levels are sufficient to maintain appropriate reef substrate for coral recruitment.  Some small 
coral recruits were observed (Fig.4). 

Figure 4. Bleached and recently dead coral colonies with high levels of crustose coralline algae (CCA). 

 

Overall, the Nimpal MCA appears to be a vibrant reef ecosystem with high diversity of both reef‐building 
corals and fishes.  This system has key features that indicate that it has high resilience and the potential 
to even further recover diversity and larger sizes of corals, other reef invertebrates, and fishes.  The 
success of local management is clearly visible in the engagement of the community, who provide 
enforcement of the MCA, outreach to other communities and stakeholders, and educational 
opportunities for local children.  The Nimpal MCA is certainly a model for other areas and their success is 
likely to inspire other communities in the goal to enhance the sustainability of these important reef 
ecosystems. 



Figure 5.  Oceanic Society (OS) Ulithi Reef Research Team members visit Nimpal Marine Conservation 
Area, July 2012.  (from left to right: Peter Nelson (OS), Giacomo Bernardi (OS), Berna & Thomas 
(Nimpal MCA), Michelle Paddack (OS), Avigdor Abelson (OS), Nicole Crane (OS), Moses Fathal 
(YapCap); photo by Kate Crosman, another member of the OS team) 

 


