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2017: A Year of Growth
I ola ‘oe, I ola makou nei

My life is dependent on yours; 
your life is dependent on mine

2017 has been a time of growth for Akaka Foundation for Tropical Forests. We strengthened and 
expanded our partnerships, supported biocultural programs, and worked to address the threat of Rapid 
‘Ohi‘a Death. We focused on program development, expanding our Ulu Lehulehu—Million ‘Ōhi‘a 
Initiative, an innovative model for partnership-driven and place-based biocultural stewardship, 
outreach, and restoration. We launched an ‘ōhi‘a seed-bank, began fundraising and preliminary 
planning for a community-managed forest project in Pu‘u Wa‘awa‘a, supported the Stewardship 
Mapping and Assessment Project in North Kona and South Kohala, and hosted biocultural internships. 

  
Generous contributions from Patagonia, Laura Jane Musser Fund, Neilan Foundation, and the Dorrance 
Family Foundation, the USDA Forest Service, and anonymous contributors have allowed us to expand 
our programmatic reach and scope.
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Ulu Lehulehu 
 

‘Ōhi‘a lehua  (Metrosideros polymorpha)  is critical to the diversity, structure, and function 
of Hawaiʻi’s native forests. This ecological foundation supports our watersheds, prevents 
erosion and sediment runoff into our streams and near shore areas, and provides food and 
shelter to numerous native plant and animal species, all of which helps to support healthy, 
diverse, and balanced ecosystems from which we benefit as people living in the Hawaiian 
Islands.  The ‘ōhi‘a is also the cultural keystone for native Hawaiian people, supporting 
beliefs and traditional lifeways and practices.
 
Ulu Lehulehu honors the biocultural importance of ʻōhiʻa in Hawaiʻi by connecting people 
to and creating landscapes abundant in ʻōhiʻa. Ulu Lehulehu supports stewardship of this 
ecological and cultural treasure by raising awareness of the value of ʻōhiʻa through 
education and outreach, researching best practices for managing the threat of Rapid ʻŌhiʻa 
Death (ROD), starting an ‘ōhi‘a seed bank, and fostering and facilitating partnerships in 
research, education, and forest restoration.
 
In 2017, Ulu Lehulehu reached over 1600 Hawai‘i Island students through classroom visits 
and conservation career day and reached thousands of citizens through presentations and 
social media. We have established an ʻōhiʻa forest of 800 trees in the Kupua‘e ‘Ōhi‘a 
Common Garden, an effort to restore pasture lands at the Hawai‘i Experimental Tropical 
Forest (HETF) in Laupāhoehoe.

 

Pōki'i ka ua, ua i ka 
lehua...the rain, like a 
younger brother, remains with 
the lehua
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Kupu EIP Yearlong Internship

Kāpili ‘Oihana Internship

Ardena Saarinan served as the Ulu Lehulehu Coordinator from 
2015-2017. Ardena maintained an ‘ōhi‘a lehua greenhouse and 
the Kupu‘ae Common ‘Ōhi‘a Garden and worked closely with 
our partners  at the US Forest Service, helping to organize 
biocultural education and outreach activities, present ‘ōhi‘a 
related outreach at conferences and workshops, and develop 
curriculum for classroom programs and huaka‘i. Ardena was 
recently awarded the prestigious Hau‘oli Mau Loa Graduate 
Assistantship at University of Hawai‘i in Mānoa. Ardena is now 
working on her MS of Natural Resources and Environmental 
Management at UH Mānoa. Her capstone project will focus on 
building a Community and Urban Forestry Plan for Ulu Lehulehu 
by integrating Hawaiian Traditional Ecological Knowledge 
Systems (TEK) as the foundation, and forming partnerships 
across the state to help realize the initiatives goal of one million 
ʿōhiʿa planted.  She is also part of the Kaulunani Urban & 
Community Forestry’s ‘Citizen Forester’ Program in Honolulu.

Ulu Lehulehu Team 
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In fall 2017 we welcomed Deedee Barido and ‘Ale‘a Evangelista as year-long 
Kupu Conservation Leadership and Development (CLDP) Interns. Deedee has a 
Bachelors degree in Horticultural Sciences from the University of Florida and is 
passionate about design and science.  ‘Ale’a graduated with a B.S. Specialty in 
Agriculture focusing on Coastal Resources and Watershed Management and a 
Forest Resource Management and Conservation Certificate from the University 
of Hawaii at Hilo. Deedee and ‘Ale‘a develop curriculum materials, maintain the 
‘ōhi‘a greenhouse and seedbank, collaborate with the ROD working group, and 
lead Ulu Lehulehuʻs biocultural outreach programs.

Kāpili ‘Oihana is a Kamehameha Schools summerlong internship program 
designed to provide college students with work experience and mentorship in 
their field. ‘Ama Joyce Lilly joined us in 2017 as a Kāpili ‘Oihana intern. 
During her time with us ‘Ama cared for the greenhouse and Kupu‘ae Common 
‘Ōhi‘a Garden and   created outreach and education materials for Ulu Lehulehu, 
including a newsletter and a prototype for an‘ōhi‘a inspired ‘ohe kāpala lesson 
plan.

The USDA Forest Service has been helping to lead Ulu Lehulehu since it began 
in 2012. Over the last five years the Forest Service has supported the Kupu EIP 
interns with classroom presentations, activities, community outreach events, 
greenhouse management, propagation of ʻōhiʻa, outdoor field trips, and service 
learning trips. They coordinated the planting of the Kupuaʻe ʻŌhiʻa Common 
Garden in Laupāhoehoe with Kupu intern groups and visiting school groups. 
They also gave the name to the garden and continue to work with interns to 
maintain and care for Kupuaʻe.

USDA Forest Service Partnership



‘Ōhi‘a Love Seed Banking Project
One way that we can ensure the continued legacy of ʻōhiʻa forests in Hawai‘i in 
the face of ROD and other threats is to collect and store millions of seeds. Seeds 
collected from wild populations by multiple partner agencies can be used for 
reforestation efforts and research for genetic resistance to diseases such as ROD. 
Ulu Lehulehu, in partnership with University of Hawaiʻi Mānoa Lyon Arboretum, 
and the USDA Forest Service’s Institute of Pacific Islands Forestry (IPIF), has 
created a seed bank with support staff from Ulu Lehulehu for East Hawai‘i Island. 
Housed at IPIF in Hilo, this seed bank will supplement the efforts of ʻŌhiʻa Love 
Seed Banking Project, and ensure that the ʻōhiʻa will remain in our environment 
for future generations. 

Ulu Lehulehu 2017

Rapid ʻŌhiʻa Death (ROD)  has killed millions of ʻōhiʻa across 50,000 acres of Hawai‘i Island 
in Puna, South Hilo, Ka‘ū, and South Kona. A vascular wilt fungus, Ceratocystis, infects the 
trees by impairing their vascular functioning  and causing treetops (crowns) to appear as though 
they are experiencing drought. As the tops of the trees experience an obstructed water supply, 
they begin to wilt, and the tree crown turns yellow or brown.The Ulu Lehulehu team became an 
active member of the Rapid ʻŌhiʻa Death (ROD) working group at end of 2015, participating in 
monthly meetings, and worked closely with a dedicated team to reduce the spread and impacts 
of ROD through education and outreach. After this first visible indication of ROD infection, 
trees die within days or up to a few weeks. Akaka Foundation for Tropical Forests supports a 
biocultural approach to reduce the threat of ROD. This involves collaboratively conceived and 
implemented outreach program which is community and culturally driven and agency assisted. 
Ulu Lehulehu was featured in a Hawaiian Airlines video about ‘ōhi‘a and ROD, which can be 
viewed here: https://youtu.be/3G6OHwaJh7Q. 

Rapid ‘Ōhi‘a Death (ROD) Working Group
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Laupāhoehoe Community Public Charter School 
Biocultural Education Program

In spring of 2017 Ulu Lehulehu launched a biocultural education program with 
Laupāhoehoe Community Public Charter School (LCPCS) to address the enormous need 
to more effectively engage youth in the ecology and culture of Hawai’i.  The program 
focuses on all 9th grade students of the LCPCS, sequencing in-class presentations and 
discussion with field trips to the Kupu’ae. One highlight is an overnight bioculturally 
grounded huaka’i, or service learning trip on the windward side of the Hawai’i Island 
with the 10,000 acre Laupāhoehoe unit of the HETF as a focal location. This overnight 
huaka‘i was then repeated later in program with a trip to the 40,000 acre Puu Wa’awa’a 
ridge to reef unit of the HETF. 

  
By the end of the school year all LCPCS 9th graders had gained an appreciation for: the 
remarkable biological diversity of their island home, cultural geography of North Hilo, 
Hamakua, North Kona and South Kohala districts, native Hawaiian protocol for entering 
into natural areas. Through hands on restoration projects across widely ranging forest 
types, the 9th graders learned not only  the impacts of species invasions and climate 
change but also the value of active stewardship for the health of our forests, watersheds 
and near shore areas. We expanded the program for the 2017-2018 school-year to span 
two semesters, allowing for more in-class presentations, and time to integrate lessons.

Our program includes two overnight 
huaka‘i, where we explore the ahupua‘a of 
Laupāhoehoe and Pu‘u 
Wa‘awa‘a  from Mauka to makai 
(mountain to sea). 

  
We began our tour with kilo (observation) 
activities at Laupāhoehoe point, and 
headed up Mauna Road to Keanakolu 
Cabins where we stayed overnight. We 
visited the Laupāhoehoe Forest Reserve, 
learned new hei (Hawaiian string figures) 
and oli (Hawaiian chant), practiced plant 
identification, and made lei. 

  
Our Pu‘u Wa‘awa‘a huaka‘i began on the 
coast, where Hui Aloha Kīholo and The 
Nature Conservancy (TNC) allowed us to 
camp overnight at Kīholo Bay. TNC 
facilitated place-based biocultural 
education that included a hike, mo‘olelo, 
invasive species removal, and citizen 
science projects for control of an invasive 
tree and cleanup of beach debris. At Pu‘u 
Wa‘awa‘a, DLNR Division of Forestry and 
Wildlife (DOFAW) hosted us overnight at 
the "Lake House" and provided service 
learning opportunities where students 
planted native trees, learned about 
Hawai‘i's natural history, and hiked 
through a restored koa forest.
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STEW-MAP Hawai‘i
 Stewardship Mapping & 

Assessment Project

In 2017, the Foundation with the US Forest Service and community partners launched the Stewardship 
Mapping and Assessment Project (STEW-MAP) to understand and map stewardship connections across North 
Kona and South Kohala districts, including Pu‘u Wa‘awa’a. This research will provide a way to understand, 
highlight and then strengthen support for community-based leadership in natural resources stewardship.
 
The goal of the Stewardship Mapping and Assessment Project (STEW-MAP) is to strengthen our 
understanding of community-based stewardship and to create a resource that can strengthen community 
capacity to mālama ʻāina or steward the environment. STEW-MAP is a program of the US Forest Service, 
which has been supported in Hawai‘i through a broad coalition of partners. 
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What is STEW-MAP?

What is the Benefit? 

1. In July 2017, the stewardship survey sent out to groups who requested it and/or groups that are known or 
suggested as stewardship organizations working in North Kona and South Kohala. Next, the survey was sent 
to groups, organizations, and agencies named as collaborators by those who initially took the survey. The 
survey was available online, on paper, or in person.
 
2. Following completion of the survey, the project team integrates the information to create a public database 
of projects. The majority of this integration will occur in 2018.
 
3. With the full consent of participating groups, the information will be used to create a publicly accessible 
online map and database of groups involved in stewardship. Our team will work with local 
stewardship leaders and partners to identify useful applications of the STEW-MAP data.  

  
 

How does it work? 

STEW-MAP provides a publicly available, online stewardship database and map of community organizations 
and other groups that work to conserve, manage, monitor, transform, advocate for, and/or educate the public 
about their local environments.
 
This database will show the many ways that people care for North Kona and South Kohala. It also becomes 
resource for community groups and partner agencies to effectively communicate and collaborate with each 
other, to identify opportunities to support community based efforts, and to enhance the capacity of the 
stewards of our communities.
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Pu‘u Wa‘awa‘a Community Managed Forest 
Project

In 2017 we began meeting regularly with lineal descendants of Pu‘u Wa‘awa‘a, Division of Forestry and 
Wildlife (DOFAW), Tropical Hardwood Tree Improvement and Regeneration Center (TropHTIRC),  
and USDA Forest Service Institute of Pacific Islands Forestry to plan the establishment of a community 
managed forest in Pu‘u Wa‘awa‘a. Our vision is to support community-led native plant restoration and 
biocultural approaches to climate change education through a community-based forest covering 84 acres on 
the cinder cone of the ahupua‘u of Pu‘u Wa‘awa‘a. Meaning "Many-Furrowed Hill", Pu‘u Wa‘awa‘a holds 
some of the state's last remnants of Hawai‘i's dryland forests and is home to hundreds of species of native 
plants and animals, with a watershed that extends from 6,400 feet above sea level to sea level. Located in 
North Kona on Hawai‘i Island, this unique geography is on the northern portion of Hualalai Volcano, and is 
a rich cultural and historical landscape that is home to passionate and engaged communities. 
 
We envision a restored native forest that is community-managed and is an abundant source of culturally 
valued plants for local people. We believe that this project can provide a model for Hawai‘i that integrates 
local knowledge and leadership, Hawaiian principles of stewardship, and emerging restoration science 
while improving abundance of and access to culturally treasured plant and tree species. In 2017 we received 
funding from the Laura Jane Muser Foundation that will support community facilitated planning meetings.  
Funding from the Dorrance Family Foundation and Division of Forestry and Wildlife will support the fence 
building on the pu‘u in 2018. 

(Left) The ahupua‘a of  Pu‘u Wa‘awa‘a
 
(Above)  Pu‘u Wa‘awa‘a Cinder Cone: The Pu‘u Wa‘awa‘a Community 
Forest Project will transform this currently degraded pastureland to a 
native forest managed through a collaboration of local community 
members, government agencies, and nonprofit organizations
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Contributions

$65,013

$48,000

$12,800
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Expenses

Payroll (50.73%) Programs (32.72%)

Operating (16.54%)

Through board of directors donations and counsel, in-kind 
donations such as office use, greenhouse space, land, and 
promotional materials, volunteer efforts, the work of year-long 
Kupu interns, and partnerships with state and federal agencies, 
we have made a significant contribution to biocultural 
stewardship efforts and have a articulated a clear path to 
promoting Hawaiian culture and stewardship principles 
protecting Hawai‘i’s treasured ecosystems. Thanks to our 
partners, supporters and volunteers, we are advancing 
biocultural stewardship and education. We strive to keep our 
operating costs low, focusing our funding on programs and the 
people who run them. 

75%
Foundation and grant funding has 
increased by roughly 75% from 2016.

$46 k
Governmental funding increased from 
$2,000 in 2016 to $48,000 in 2017.

3 3 %

Over 1/3 of our funding directly supports program 
costs. 50%  supports our small staff who run our 
programs and office administration, and the remainder 
supports operating costs for things like nonprofit 
subscriptions, accounting, phone service, and website 
development.

2017 Financial Overview
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Dorrance Family Foundation
Laura Jane Musser Foundation

Patagonia
USDA Forest Service

and others who wish to remain anonymous

Mahalo to our Partners

of our efforts to realize our vision of
Vibrant forest communities alive with the voices of Hawai‘i from one 

generation to the next.

Mahalo nui for your support

We appreciate you!


