PALAU
A Listening Project Report

By Herb Walters

A Listening Project is a community survey designed to facilitate communication, understanding and
community organizing efforts. It differs from most surveys in that it is not after quick answers.
Trained listeners take time, asking open-ended questions in a non-judgmental but challenging way.
Listeners focus on critical problems while emphasizing common hopes and. beliefs rather than
differences, prejudices and disagreements. This encourages people to open their hearts and minds

and to share deeply about the issues.

PALAU IS A BEAUTIFUL
PACIFIC ISLAND Nation of
Micronesian people southeast of
the Philippines. It was made a
U.S. trust territory after World
War IL In the process of
becoming independent from the
United States, the Palauans wrote
their own constitution, including a
provision making it the first
nuclear-free zone in the Pacific.

Palauan culture is an
interesting blend of old tradition
and custom (siukang) and new
western ways. Palau currently has
both a legislature and a House of
Traditional Chiefs. The people
normally speak Palauan but most
also have a command of English,
since that is the language used in
the schools. Palau’s state borders
are based on traditional clan
divisions.

Today, Palau and the U.S. are
still  trying to define their
relationship. The United States is
continually pushing for a Compact of Free Association. In
a nutshell, the Compact would give Palau lots of money
(initially) and would provide economic benefits through ties
to the U.S. It would also give the U.S. control over
Palauan foreign policy and access to Palauan land for U.S.
military bases. The U.S. has succeeded in getting the
support of various politicians in Palau, including the past
two presidents; however, the Compact can’t pass unless the
Palauans vote by a two-thirds majority to change their
nuclear-free constitution.

For the past several years the U.S. has pushed Palau
to vote on the Compact seven times, and seven times it has
been defeated (sometimes very narrowly). In the process
something else was happening in Palau. According to Joel
Miles of the Catholic Commission of Justice and
Development (CCJD), the divisions among the Palauan
people have been underscored with incidents of violence.
One compact opponent’s home was burned down and
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another was shot to death. In writing to ask about the
possibility of a Listening Project, Joel said, "The Compact
is an extremely sensitive issue which people no longer feel
free to talk about. The nation is now so polarized that
people no longer listen to each other, nor do they believe
anything the ‘other side’ says. Contrary to what many hear
in the U.S., Palau is far from united in opposition to the
Compact."

As time went on, however, CCJD could not come to
agreement on directly asking about the Compact in a
Listening Project. Both pro and anti-compact people work
with CCJD. Some members felt that it was too explosive
an issue, and there was concern that CCJD was already
being attacked for being anti-Compact. As a result, the
Palau Listening Project developed a number of good, clear
goals with only indirect reference to the Compact situation.
Commission members felt this would give ample
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opportunity for the issue to be addressed on the people’s
own terms. The goals of the project were: 1) to discover
if Palauans view their society as divided and if so, how they
feel about the divisions; 2) to find out how CCID could
help heal the divisions; 3) to provide Palauan people
opportunity to say what it is they feel is important and how
they can contribute to solving problems; 4) to identify
needs for factual information that CCID could provide; 5)
to develop a more realistic understanding of the concerns
of the Palauan people; 6) to develop stronger relationships
with people in the community and more credibility as a
group; and 7) to raise awareness of justice and
development issues.

"WE MUST ALL BE AWARE THAT THIS QUESTION IS
DYNAMITE. IT COULD EXPLODE ON US!"

I felt uneasy with CCJD’s reluctance to address the

Compact directly. The projects planning committee readily
agreed that the Compact was one of the most critical
issues of their time, one that could affect all the other
issues addressed by the survey. Yet the group still felt it
would be counterproductive to directly address such a
divisive issue. I didn’t agree, but I didn’t push my view too
hard. It was their country and they would have to live with
the consequences of their actions. However, I wasn’t quite
ready to let the issue rest.

At my first meeting with the Project  Steering
Committee, Joel and I once again raised the issue of the
Compact, this time with a proposal for a specific survey
question. The question was: "A tal tekoi el ngar ngii a bo
lokera er ngii er a betok er a ikal udesuall el tekoi el
dulsaod a Kampakt..." Or translated roughly into English:
The Compact of Free Association is a matter that will
affect all the other issues we've just
discussed. CCJD has not taken a
position on the Compact, however we
would like to know if you would like to
have objective, unbiased information on
what is written in the Compact so that
you and others can really know what
you are voting on."

Even this question raised great
concern. As one person put it, "when
you advocate educating people about
the Compact, you are immediately
labeled as being anti-Compact.”

The question was discussed. One
of the priests stated loud and clear:
"We must all be aware that this
question is dynamite. It could explode
on us!" But finally, after much
discussion, it was included in the survey
as an optional question. This process

sensitive deliberation rather than relying on project
volunteers asking all the questions off the top of their
heads.

We finished the first phase of the Listening Project by
conducting 59 surveys. Each survey took about 45 minutes
with initial survey questions leading into deeper levels of
questioning and sharing. The Compact question was asked
49 times. Forty seven people responded positively and
even enthusiastically to the question. Many told us they
were tired of being told how to vote and tired of being
pushed around by people who would only tell their side of
the issue. Instead of anger, the Listening Project
volunteers and thier question about the Compact were met
with open arms. Two people didn’t want information, but
neither were they particularly upset by the question. In a
later goal-planning session, CCJD took on as one of its
primary goals to provide unbiased, objective information
to people on the Compact. There will be another vote this
winter.

RSVP provided several trainings to help CCID
develop goals and strategies for community organizing
efforts based on the Listening Project survey results. The
Listening Project gave CCJD the public support and
direction it needed to deal with Palau’s most explosive and
critical issue -- the Compact,

All the people interviewed wanted more information on
the justice issues that concerned them. Primary concerns
were youth problems, poor government services and loss of
trust and respect for the current political system and its
leaders. Other concerns included the economy,
environmental protection and alien workers displacing
Palauan workers.

An underlying theme behind what we heard was that
people were confused by the mixture of old customs and
new western ways. Many felt alientated from the present
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demonstrates the great need for survey
questions to come out of careful,
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