Papahanaumokuakea Marine National Monument Named World Heritage Site   

The World Heritage Committee added Papahanaumokuakea Marine National Monument in the Northwestern Hawaiian Islands – and managed by the National Wildlife Refuge System -- to the prestigious UNESCO World Heritage List.  Spanning nearly 140,000 square miles and protecting more than 7,000 marine and terrestrial species, Papahanaumokuakea is the first site in the United States to be designated for its outstanding value as both a natural and cultural heritage site.

World Heritage listing acknowledges the historical, cultural or natural value of a site, as well as the commitment of the sovereign nation and the site’s owners to its long-term protection and management.

“I am pleased that the World Heritage Committee recognized the unique cultural and natural heritage of Papahanaumokuakea Marine National Monument and the commitment of the United States and the state of Hawai’i to conserve it,” said Interior Secretary Ken Salazar.  “The monument will now be part of an exclusive list that includes sites such as the Egyptian pyramids, the Taj Mahal, and the Great Barrier Reef.”

The islands and seascape are spectacular examples of evolution in isolation, resulting in a great number of marine and terrestrial flora and fauna unique to Papahanaumokuakea. The tiny islands and atolls provide nesting and foraging grounds for 14 million seabirds, making it the world’s largest tropical seabird rookery. Sharks and other large apex predators are abundant in the waters of Papahanaumokuakea. Additionally, the region provides the only remaining habitat for several endangered species, such as the Laysan duck and Nihoa millerbird and provides critical habitat for the Hawaiian monk seal.

Geologically, the monument is an unparalleled example of volcanic island and atoll formation, stretching over 1,200 miles from end to end.

Papahanaumokuakea is the name given to this area of the Northwestern Hawaiian Islands by the Monument’s Native Hawaiian advisory group, honoring its deep cultural significance to the indigenous people. Two of the islands in Papahanaumokuakea feature the highest concentrations of ritual sites in Hawai‘i and bear remarkable testimony to the shared historical origins of Polynesian societies. In predominant Native Hawaiian tradition, Papahanaumokuakea is believed to lie within the place where life originates and to which it returns.

Papahanaumokuakea Marine National Monument is administered jointly by the Department of the Interior as a component of the National Wildlife Refuge System, the Department of Commerce, and the State of Hawai‘i, with assistance from the Office of Hawaiian Affairs.  The remote chain of atolls and surrounding waters is the first U.S. site to be added to the World Heritage List in 15 years.  


