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Statement of Outstanding 
Universal Value
Covering a vast area in one of the world’s most 
isolated archipelagos, Papahänaumokuäkea 
Marine National Monument encompasses 
a significant expanse of low-lying islands 
and atolls, predator dominated coral reef 
ecosystems, and marine and terrestrial 
flora and fauna that show significant 
patterns of enhanced speciation with 
numerous endemic and endangered 
species. It is a unique seascape, rich 
in ecological, geological and  
cultural heritage.

The islands and atolls of 
Papahänaumokuäkea comprise an 

important prototype and outstanding 
example of ongoing geologic processes 
and the clearest illustration of ‘hotspot’ 
island progression in the world. The sheer 
isolation of these islands and waters causes 
Papahänaumokuäkea to function as an 
intact miniature evolutionary universe. It 
contains innumerable excellent examples 

Figure 1.2  Proposed Nominated Area: Papahänaumokuäkea Marine National Monument overview

Location of proposed nominated property in 
the Pacific Ocean 



of ecological and biological evolutionary 
processes (such as dramatic examples 
of adaptive radiation) that continue 
undisturbed, resulting in very high rates of 
endemism. The region provides a crucially 
important habitat for the conservation of 
many endangered or threatened species of 
global concern. Papahänaumokuäkea is 
also a sacred cultural landscape, a region 
of deep cosmological and traditional 
significance to the living Native Hawaiian 
culture that contains a host of intact and 
significant archaeological sites. The entire 
region provides a largely undisturbed 
ancestral environment, whose preservation 
both illuminates and embodies the 
Hawaiian concept of the literal and spiritual 
kinship of all things in the natural world, 
including man, and represents the site where 
life originates and the place where spirits 
return after death.

  Criteria Under Which Property  
  is Nominated

Papahänaumokuäkea is nominated for 
inscription to the World Heritage List as a 
mixed site for its natural and cultural values 
and as an associative cultural landscape 
under the following criteria:

Criterion iii: “to bear a unique or 
at least exceptional testimony to a 
cultural tradition or to a 
civilization, which is living 
or which has disappeared”

Papahänaumokuäkea’s remarkable 
archaeology and significant ritual sites 
(heiau) bear exceptional testimony to the 
shared historical origins of all Polynesian 
societies, and to the growth and expression 
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Executive Summary

Native Hawaiian people consider Papahänaumokuäkea 
as one of Hawaiÿi’s last-remaining places of abundance, 
or ‘äina momona  (Photo: James Watt)

The Hawaiian Monk Seal is one of 22 IUCN-listed endangered 
species dependent on Papahänaumokuäkea for survival (Photo: James Watt) 
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of a culture that evolved from the last 
and most difficult wave of cross-Pacific 
Polynesian migration. As the only Mystery 
Islands  (once-inhabited but now abandoned 
outposts at the farthest reaches of Polynesian 
migration) that continue a cultural 
association with their indigenous people, 
the islands of Nihoa and Mokumanamana 
can reveal much about cultural resilience in 
a changing environment. 

Criterion vi: “to be directly or tangibly 
associated with events or living 
traditions, with ideas, or with beliefs, 
with artistic and literary works of 
outstanding universal significance” 

Papahänaumokuäkea, as an associative 
cultural landscape, represents core 
elements of Native Hawaiian cosmology 
and tradition. The islands northwest of 
the Tropic of Cancer are believed to lie 
within the region of primordial darkness 
from which life originates and to which 
it returns. For a culture that considers 
nature and civilization to be part of a 
genealogical whole, Papahänaumokuäkea 

offers a “place of abundance” to 
reconnect with an ancestral environment, 
and its seas are also a traditional and 
contemporary testing ground for the 
revitalized art of Polynesian wayfinding.

Criterion viii: “be outstanding 
examples representing major stages of 
earth’s history, including the record 
of life, significant on-going geological 
processes in the development of 
landforms, or significant geomorphic 
or physiographic features”

The string of islands in Papahänaumokuäkea, 
1,931 kilometers long, comprise a classic, 
important and unparalleled example of later 
stages of island and atoll evolution. The 
archipelago has provided some of the most 
compelling confirmation of current theories 
of global plate tectonic movements.

Over 90% of the threatened Green Turtle nestings in Hawai‘i occur within Papahänaumokuäkea (Photo: James Watt)
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Criterion ix: “be outstanding examples 
representing significant on-going 
ecological and biological processes 
in the evolution and development of 
terrestrial, fresh water, coastal and 
marine ecosystems and communities of 
plants and animals”

Papahänaumokuäkea is a spectacular 
example of evolution in isolation, which 
results in enhanced speciation and a 
phenomenally high degree of endemism 
in both the marine and terrestrial flora 
and fauna. The coral reef ecosystems 
of Papahänaumokuäkea also represent 
one of the world’s last apex predator 
dominated ecosystems, a community 
structure characteristic of coral reefs prior 
to significant human exploitation.

Criterion x: “contain the most 
important and significant natural 
habitats for in-situ conservation of 
biological diversity, including those 
containing threatened species of 
outstanding universal value from 
the point of view of science or 
conservation”

The region is home to, and a crucial 
refuge for, many endangered, threatened, 
and endemic species, including critically 
endangered marine mammal, bird, 
and plant species for whom it is the 
last or only refuge anywhere on earth. 
Papahänaumokuäkea is also the largest 
tropical seabird rookery in the world.

  Integrity

Papahänaumokuäkea is a pristine marine 
ecosystem, which allows biological and 
ecological processes and systems to con-
tinue undisturbed, to a degree seen in few 
other places on earth. It includes all key 
areas and ecosystems that are needed to 
maintain ecological integrity and the long-
term conservation of its unique diversity.  
Papahänaumokuäkea is also a complete 
and intact cultural and maritime landscape 
that is in continuous use by its cultural 

Laysan Albatross (below) and Masked Boobies 
(above), members of the largest tropical seabird 
rookery in the world

(Photo: James Watt)

(Photo: Rob Shallenberger)
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descendants, Native Hawaiians. Its densely 
scattered, well-preserved and varied ar-
chaeological sites have been subject to 
very few human disturbances.

   Authenticity

The authenticity of Papahänaumokuäkea 
lies in the continuing strong association 
of the landscape with the cosmology and 
oral traditions of Native Hawaiians, the 
embodiment of an ancestrally pristine and 
spiritually meaningful marine environment, 
and the perpetuation of customary practices 
such as wayfinding.

  Requirements for Protection 
   and Management

Papahänaumokuäkea is protected by a 
significant federal and state legal regime, 
including an extensive management plan; 
enforcement, surveillance, and monitoring 
activities; and severe restrictions on access. 
Tourism is restricted to limited numbers 
at only one site, on Midway Atoll.  The 
area is managed to provide opportunity 
for significant input and advice from key 
stakeholders and has a long history of 
public engagement. 

Name and Contact Information 
of Official Local Institute/Agency
Papahänaumokuäkea Marine 
National Monument
6600 Kalaniana‘ole Highway
Suite 300
Honolulu, HI 96825
USA

Telephone: (001) 808-397-2660
Fax: (001) 808-397-2662
E-mail: hawaiireef@noaa.gov
Web address: www.papahanaumokuakea.gov

Chief, Office of International Affairs
National Park Service
U.S. Department of the Interior
1201 Eye Street NW (0050)
Washington, D.C. 20005
USA

Telephone: (001) 202-354-1800

Schooling lauwiliwili, the endemic Milletseed 
Butterflyfish (Chaetodon miliaris)  (Photo: James Watt)


