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Restoring 
Wahi Kūpuna

Restoration of ancestral places has been recognized as inte-
gral to the cultural survival of indigenous peoples today (United 
Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, 2007). 
Hawaiian restoration of wahi kūpuna should be discussed in the 
context of both preservation and restoration, a dynamic interplay 
balancing two interrelated Hawaiian concepts. The old proverb 
stated above- “e ‘ai kekahi, e kāpī kekahi,” illustrates the impor-
tance of having both a conservation ethic in mind in regards to 
salting food for preservation, while also dusting some of it off and 
making sure it has value in helping sustain us today. 

Western historic preservation law and practice has often framed 
preservation and restoration as two conflicting paradigms, favor-
ing the practice of preserving historic sites and ancestral places as 
static snapshots of the past. Wahi kūpuna, however, are not static; 
they are dynamic, living parts of our community. Throughout his-
tory, and in traditional practices of stewarding wahi kūpuna, it is 
clear that many of these sites have been actively used, built, and/
or rebuilt over time, or have even fallen out of use for extended 
periods. Both preservation and restoration of wahi kūpuna are im-
portant to the health of Hawai‘i’s mauli ola (life force), and essen-
tial components of cultural survival. 

It has become increasingly evident that much restorative work 
is needed to repair numerous cultural sites and places that over 
time have been damaged, ruined, or have simply deteriorated be-
cause of misuse or lack of use. This restoration process is complex 
for a number of reasons. First, the function of wahi kūpuna is dy-
namic, it can change over time, and vary from community to com-
munity. Furthermore, the restoration process is far greater than 
simply repairing the physical aspects of the sites; it also includes 
the process of re-connecting people to these important places and 
restoring the functionality of these sites. Simply stated, it involves 
respecting, acknowledging, and accepting the role and importance 
of history, culture, and traditions in our lives. 

The challenges faced in the restoration of wahi kūpuna are nu-
merous and complex. For the purposes of this report, we have out-
lined three main focus areas that the Kali‘uokapa‘akai Collective 
would like to draw attention to at this time.

E ‘ai kekahi, e kāpī kekahi
Eat some, salt some 
Said to young people- eat some now 
and save some for another time.

“Wahi kūpuna and what we do with them and 
how we learn from them and how we grow with 
them is such an important part of who we are as 
kanaka. It is the interface between two things we 
hold more dear than anything. Our relationship 
with kūpuna and our relationship to ‘āina, and in 
wahi kūpuna we have both. We are one.” 

-KĒHAU ABAD (KC THINK TANK 
PRESENTATION 2019)

Photo:Huliauapa‘a

Kehau Abad at 2019 KC Think Tank - Photo: OHA
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“Umuhau is what we called Hawaiian dry stack masonry. You begin with the founda-
tion of your pohaku kihi, the laying of your cornerstones, choosing of the site. What is 
the function of the ahu, what is the function of the kuahu, what is the function of the 
heiau? All of this has to be taken into consideration. With that you lay niho stones you 
have hakahaka, they help to set your foundation, and are reflective of what you believe. 
We believe in ‘ōlelo, we believe in mo‘omeheu, we believe in iwi kūpuna, we believe in 
ho‘omana, and all of these spiritual connections. And we build that into maintaining our 
spiritual bonds and relationships with akua and ancestors that help to define a sense of 
identity of who we are. The actual belief is a cyclical cycle that helps to guide us into the 
realm of the living.” 

-KAMANA‘OPONO CRABBE (KC THINK TANK PRESENTATION 2019)

SHPDs Regulatory Processes for Restoration
Although the historic preservation process is 

meant to help protect wahi kūpuna, the arduous 
process itself can be an obstacle for restoration. 
The power to decide when and why restoration is 
undertaken, and by whom, lies with state and fed-
eral officials. There is no clear legal or procedural 
pathway to restoration for communities or cultural 
and lineal descendants. Also lacking is awareness, 
understanding, and legal and systemic support for 
a variety of essential cultural practices. Overall, 
the historic preservation process is inconsistent 
and challenging to navigate, not only for special-
ists, but also practitioners and community mem-
bers participating in, and most times spearhead-
ing, the restoration process. 

Even when the process is understood and the 
proper steps are taken, the review process can be 
quite lengthy. This is primarily due to the fact that 
the SHPD’s review process is mainly driven by de-
velopment and regulation. Thus, it can take a long 
time for projects to be reviewed because they are 
not being prioritized.

“Unclear and misaligned processes 
with various state agencies have 
contributed to the arduous nature of 
the regulatory processes for protection 
of cultural resources.” 

-OFFICE OF HAWAIIAN AFFAIRS

Photo: Scott Kanda, courtesy of Kua'āina Ulu ‘Auamo

PRIORITY THEME

Kamana‘opono Crabbe at the 2012 ‘Aha 
Kāne Conference - Photo: ‘Ōiwi TV
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Total SHPD Triggers from 2014-2019Total SHPD Triggers from 2014-2019
SHPD TriggersSHPD Triggers

Data collected over a 5 year span represent undertakings
triggering SHPD review broken down into the laws below:

Ch. 6E-42

Section 106

Ch. 6E-8

Ch. 6E-43

Ch. 343

Ch. 6E-10

Ch. 6E-7

Section 10

BLANK

Section 404

Section 4f

Ch. 6E-3

Section 8

Section 110

Ch. 6E-9

HAR 13-300-35

Ch. 6E

Ch. 6E-13-282

HAR Title 11 Ch. 200 Consultation

Section 101

Section 201H-38

As outlined previously, community members and practi-
tioners as well as CRM professionals need to be better equipped 
to understand and navigate the historic preservation process. 
Such community capacity can be built by creating guide books 
and or best practices guidelines for wahi kūpuna restoration. 
Attention and priority should be given to fostering a deeper 
cultural understanding of wahi kūpuna and their function in 
our communities today.

Another solution that might address both the navigation 
process and the amount of time it takes for review is a stream-
lined process for wahi kūpuna restoration. Such processes are 
not novel concepts as streamlined processes already exist for 
the restoration of loko i‘a (see Ho‘āla Loko I‘a Permit Appli-
cation Guidebook), which created a tiered permit system that 
compiles 17 Federal and State regulations and replaces 5 per-
mits with a single permit application - http://dlnr.hawaii.gov/
occl/hoala-loko-ia/.

Additionally, to help alleviate some of the review workload 
that SHPD carries, the state could potentially move to reform 
the Native Hawaiian Historic Preservation Council (NHHPC) 
within the Office of Hawaiian Affairs. The NHHPC could be 
given the responsibilities to oversee and regulate wahi kūpuna 
restoration projects similar to tribal historic preservation offic-
es that exist in the continental United States. Or as mentioned 
in the Building Community Capacity section, the KC could 
work on creating an entirely new advisory entity to take on this 
type of kuleana.

“[Administrative Rules] currently allow 
for things like stewardship or community 
cultural use, but it’s not the primary 
recommendation in the preservation plans 
that are being created. We would like to 
see that as a better avenue so that these 
are not just museums on the landscape. 
These are living resources and we need to 
find a way to better handle that.” 

- SUSAN LEBO, ARCHAEOLOGY BRANCH
CHIEF, STATE OF HAWAI‘I STATE HISTORIC 

PRESERVATION DIVISION

Streamlining the Process 
for Wahi Kūpuna 
Restoration Projects

WAY FORWARD
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Kupōpolo Heiau, cleared and stewarded by KS, Kawailoa, O‘ahu - Photo: Kamehameha Schools
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Kamehameha Schools 
Restoration Process

As the largest private landowner in Hawai‘i, Kame-
hameha Schools cares for more than 363,000 acres 
across the state, comprising numerous wahi kūpuna 
and significant cultural landscapes. Detailed within its 
2015-2020 strategic plan, Kamehameha Schools recog-
nizes that wahi kūpuna - heiau, burials, trails, tradition-
al agricultural sites, fishponds and other habitation or 
ceremonial sites have the ability to shape identity and 
influence the values, traditions, and practices carried by 
Native Hawaiians. 

To nurture this kuleana, the KS Wahi Kūpuna Pro-
gram works to mālama these ancestral sites by focusing 
it’s wahi kūpuna stewardship activities on the protection 
and enhancement of each wahi. Through knowledge col-
lection, interpretation, restoration toward meaningful 
community stewardship and ‘āina-based learning, this 
program plays a key role in fostering the relationship 
between Native Hawaiians and the wealth of ancestral 
knowledge embedded within these wahi kūpuna. In 2011 
KS’ Cultural Resources Management Plan received the 
American Planning Association – Hawai‘i Chapter 2013 
Environment and Preservation Award with its focus on 
community capacity building toward cultural resource 
management and restoration.

Kamehameha Schools Wahi Kūpuna Kamehameha Schools Wahi Kūpuna 
Accomplishments Since 2000Accomplishments Since 2000

4,684 
Cultural sites

inventoried

448 
Boxes of koehana 

(artifacts) were inventoried 
Boxes consisted of 

8,185 koehana 

Approx. 

70,000
Koehana
 (artifacts) under 

stewardship

158
Interns 

trained through field schools 
and internships in Hawaiian 

studies, Archaeology and other 
fields

39, 266
Acres 

of increased knowledge
of wahi kūpuna

82 
Studies 
completed

1,132  
Wahi Kūpuna sites 
documented through knowledge 
collection, threat mitigation 

activities and restoration 
planning. 

40+  
Active cultural 

restoration
projects
sites/landscapes 

BRIGHT SPOT
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Access to and 
Stewardship of 
Wahi Kūpuna

A major part of restoration which is often over-
looked is the restoration of people to place. Access 
for indigenous people to their traditional places is 
vital for cultural survival. This has been recognized 
in the 2007 United Nations Declaration on the Rights 
of Indigenous Peoples Articles 12 and 25. Access to-
day continues to be an issue for many community 
members. Many wahi kūpuna are owned/managed 
by state and federal entities as well as large private 
landowners. It can be very difficult for community 
members to gain general access to these areas for 
cultural practice let alone access for communi-
ty-based stewardship. Therefore, a legal right and 
pathway to facilitate community-based stewardship 
must be recognized and forged.

Large Landowners Large Landowners 
in Hawai‘i (in acres)in Hawai‘i (in acres)

PRIORITY THEME

Utilizing Conservation Easements
Conservation easements are an avenue for protecting wahi 

kūpuna, as they prevent developments from inhibiting com-
munities, families, or individuals from accessing and engaging 
with place. As previously stated, the ability for Hawaiians to 
develop pilina with place is crucial to the practice of culture 
and the restoration of wahi kūpuna. 

Conservation easements can provide diverse communities 
access to protected landscapes (Garovoy 2005). A conserva-
tion easement is a tool that can be utilized by a landowner(s) 
in cooperation with non-profit organizations and local gov-
ernment, and is often implemented through land trusts. They 
serve to benefit the public in a variety of ways by providing 
protections for: working landscape preservation, open spaces- 
natural, scenic, forested, environmental education, historic 
preservation- archaeological sites, historic structures, family 
cemeteries, habitat conservation, agricultural land use.

For wahi kūpuna, the most beneficial use of conservation 
easements is in their potential to maintain the character of 
traditional landscapes. In a development-driven economy, as 
here in Hawai‘i, the preservation power of a conservation ease-
ment can be critical to maintaining and providing opportuni-
ties for Hawaiians of the future to access traditional places.

When a conservation easement is placed over a specific par-
cel(s) of land, it is in perpetuity, and becomes part of the real 
property interest but held in a land trust. Hawai‘i examples 

include conservation easements held by Hawai‘i Island Land 
Trust (HILT) or easements held by DLNRs Division of Forestry 
and Wildlife (DOFA), or the Trust for Public Lands (TPL).

As a charitable organization, a land trust has certain pub-
lic obligations as a non-profit; they take on the responsibility 
for the implementation of mitigations and enforcement of an 
easement as well as the ways in which information is shared 
(Rissman et al. 2019).

Conservation easements also involve a management plan. 
Such plans detail the stewardship responsibilities of the land-
owner and/or partnering community group, and Management 
Plans and/or other related agreements may entail establish-
ment of community workdays and restoring traditional Hawai-
ian practices to a site.

‘Ohana landowners and the community also benefit from 
conservation easements. Removing value from the property 
could result in tax benefits, such as lower land tax, and estate 
planning advantages. Overall, Conservation easements are 
a powerful tool that can help to protect Hawai‘i’s agricultur-
al lands and keep landscapes in traditional uses. They can 
protect cultural landscapes and wahi pana as well as ensure 
community access to places and spaces. By protecting areas of 
cultural significance, conservation easements offer communi-
ties a powerful tool that can protect lands today and ensure the 
same for generations to come.

WAY FORWARD

State |

Federal |

Kamehameha Schools |

Paker Ranch |

Robinson Family |

Pūlama Lāna‘i |

Alexander & Baldwin. Inc. |

Moloka‘i Ranch |

City & Counties Combined |

Grove Farm |

1,574,530

531,444

363,244

105,995

101,287

89,075

86,514

53,797

38,127

30,837

Source: The State of Hawai‘i Databook, 2019
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Protecting Wahi Kūpuna 
through Conservation 
Easements: Ala Kahakai 
Trail Association and 
the Trust for Public 
Lands

The Ala Kahakai Trail Association (ATA) helps en-
sure that the Ala Kahakai Trail is connected to the 
community and that Hawaiian values and principles 
are in place and practiced. For ATA board member Ke-
oni Fox and his ‘ohana, the journey to protect Ka‘ū’s 
coastline began in 1996 with the closure of the sugar 
plantation. Throughout this process of trying to find 
ways to protect his ‘āina ‘ohana, Keoni realized that 
this journey was much more than just the protection 
of his family’s burial sites; it was a calling to protect the 
entire cultural and natural landscape. He saw the larg-
er need to protect the open space, scenic view planes, 
and cultural access rights which are cherished by the 
Ka’ū community. 

In 2012, Keoni connected with the Trust for Public 
Land (TPL) to learn more about the concept of volun-
tary land conservation and acquisition through public 
funding. With the support of the community and the 
willingness of ATA to accept the responsibilities of land 
ownership, Keoni and TPL applied for funding through 
the Legacy Land Conservation Program and the Coun-
ty of Hawai‘i Public Access, Open Space and Natural 
Resources Commission (PONC). 

Lea Hong, state director of the TPL, explained that 
with a conservation easement, restrictions placed on 
the land are recorded in the Bureau of Conveyances, 
and if the land is sold or inherited, the restrictions go 
with it. Hong believes such easements are “win-win 
tools for conservation that are voluntary instead of 
folks fighting or picketing. It’s really a wonderful way 
for landowners and the community to achieve both 
conservation and landowners’ goals.”

The State Legislature established the Land Conser-
vation Fund in 2005 to provide permanent adequate 
funding for land conservation by dedicating proceeds 
from the real estate conveyance tax to the Fund. As of 
2020, the program has provided over $24.3 million for 
completed projects and has set aside over $10.5 million 
for projects that are pending. Through these state and 
county land conservation programs, the Ka’ū commu-
nity has been successful in preserving and protecting 
around 6,672 acres of its rich coastline that connects 
more than 10 miles of the Ala Kahakai trail.
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Protecting Ka’u’s Coast

BRIGHT SPOT

Ka‘ū Coastline - Photo: Keoni Fox

Protected lands in Ka‘ū, Hawai‘i - Photo: TPL
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Over the past few years there has been growing attention and emphasis put on en-
vironmental concerns in Hawai‘i, which have raised awareness and support for natural 
resources conservation. The value of natural resources can be seen in the existence of 
Natural Area Reserves (NARs), conservation zones, and conservation easements.  

Such programs have provided benefit by means of protection to cultural resources that 
lie within them. However, similar programs and pathways are limited and almost non-
existent for landowners with wahi kūpuna on their property. The closest incentives to 
landowners for the care of cultural resources are the tax credits available for the rehabili-
tation of historic properties. No such programs exist for the preservation or management 
of wahi kūpuna. There is little to no incentive for landowners to protect or restore wahi 
kūpuna, let alone provide community members access to carry out such kuleana.

Lack of Land Use Options/Incentives 
to Protect Cultural Landscapes

PRIORITY THEME

To emphasize the value of wahi kūpuna within our 
community more land use options should be created for 
landowners. Similar to natural resources, programs and 
pathways could establish Cultural Area Reserves. Cultural 
Area Reserves would be similar to already established to 
NARs, however, while NARs focus on natural diversity and 
the protection of endangered species, with regulations that 
usually imply limiting human interaction, Cultural Area 
Reserves would focus on protecting bio-cultural resources 
in order to enhance the pilina of kānaka with wahi kūpuna. 

Potential Cultural Area Reserves could be identified by 
mapping out cultural use layers (areas with documented 
and known utilization for traditional cultural practice) 
throughout the islands. These cultural use layers can also 
be classified in terms of sensitivity. As noted in Knowledge 
Cultivation and Stewardship, similar work is currently be-
ing done on Maui.

Additionally, there should also be incentives for land-
owners to preserve and restore cultural sites. Such in-
centives might include tax credits and exemptions for the 
stewardship/restoration and care of cultural sites. 

A best management practices guide for landowners/de-
velopers should also be created to outline the community’s 
expectations of landowners/developers for managing and 
interacting with cultural sites. Guidelines should include 
meeting with kama‘āina early on in the development pro-
cess. Meaningful development should enhance existing 
connections/uses of kama‘āina with wahi kūpuna, not di-
minish it. On the legislative side, there should be stricter 
compliance requirements for protective measures for wahi 
kūpuna. 

Creating Cultural Area Reserves
WAY FORWARD

“Restoring has the idea of bringing it back 
to what it was, but culture has not stopped 
evolving. Culture has continued to thrive. 
Our culture is still alive and living.” 

-KĒHAULANI KUPIHEA, KC THINK TANK 2019

The cultural landscape of Mokauea, Kahaka‘aulana, and Mokuo‘eo 
islands, Ke‘ehi, O‘ahu - Photo: Kēhaulani Kupihea
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The cessation of military exercises on the island of Ka-
ho‘olawe and the establishment of the Kaho‘olawe Island 
Reserve Commission was one of the most significant vic-
tories in wahi kūpuna stewardship of our era. The use of 
Kaho‘olawe as a bombing range by the United States Navy 
first began in 1941, following the attack on Pearl Harbor. 
Military use of the island continued until 1993, when the 
United States Congress voted to end military exercises on 
Kaho‘olawe (Title X), and the Kaho‘olawe Island Reserve 
was established the following year. 

The road to establishing the Kaho‘olawe Island Reserve 
was long and difficult, and included hardships, litigation, 
and great personal sacrifice by members of the Protect 
Kaho‘olawe ‘Ohana. Part of the process included intense 
documentation of the significance of Kaho‘olawe as a wahi 
kūpuna, which resulted in 21 studies of the island. Following 
these studies, Kaho‘olawe was nominated to the National 
Register of Historic Places in 1981, and was designated as the 
Kaho‘olawe Archaeological District. The persistent actions 
and litigation carried out by the Protect Kaho‘olawe ‘Ohana 
eventually led to the end of military use of Kaho‘olawe and 
the designation of Kaho‘olawe as a cultural and natural re-
serve (HRS 6K, HAR Title 13). 

The cultural and natural reserve designation for Ka-
ho‘olawe allows for stewardship of the island, while estab-
lishing more protections than its status as a historic place 
on the national register (NHPA, Section 106). Hawai‘i Re-
vised Statute 6K (HRS 6K) provides use of Kaho‘olawe for:

1. Preservation and practice of all rights customarily 
and traditionally exercised by Native Hawaiians 
for cultural, spiritual, and subsistence purposes; 

2. Preservation and protection of its archaeological, 
historical, and environmental resources;

3. Rehabilitation, revegetation, habitat restoration, 
and preservation; and

4. Education

The designation also protects the area by prohibiting 
such activities as commercial activity, removal, damage, 
or disturbance of natural and cultural resources, entrance 
without permission, and breaking established kapu. 

“There are other areas, such as Wao Akua, 
that could potentially be considered as Cul-
tural Resource Areas. To create a process for 
designating Cultural Resource Areas, we need 
to set up a set of qualifications and specific 
steps to the process. The Kaho‘olawe Area Re-
serve can serve as a model for that process.” 

- DAVIANNA MCGREGOR

Kaho‘olawe Island Reserve Commision

Volunteers stacking pohaku along the ala loa on Kanaloa-Kaho‘olawe  - Photo: Huliauapa‘a

BRIGHT SPOT
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