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ÒDo you know what a foundation is,Ó I asked the young Hawaiian man from WaiÔalua, Òand why 
a foundation would send a representative to Hoea Ea?Ó 
 
ÒNot really,Ó Alfred said, his body language communicating a will to listen to the response he knew 
would be forthcoming. I was glad to encounter his openness. WeÕd just enjoyed a delightful lunch at 
the PanaÔewa farm campus of the University of HawaiÔi at Hilo, a sponsor of Hoea Ea and host site 
for the 24 workshops and plenary sessions of that day. From across the open-air hale that held about 
300+ people, IÕd observed that Alfred and his peers had just ended their conversation and a moment 
had emerged. The time had come for me to initiate a new angle in the conversation that Alfred and I 
had been having since we had first arrived for Hoea Ea two days earlier. 
----- 
ÒHow will we eat if the barge no come?Ó a young woman named Courtney from MolokaÔi asked 
in the breakout session that Alfred and I had both coincidentally ended up being a part of at the 
UH Hilo Campus Center Plaza the previous afternoon. 
 
Courtney had at first seemed a little shy in our group of 15 or so youth and adults at this, the 
second food sovereignty conference in HawaiÔi Nei. Courtney was nevertheless willing to 
disclose an anxiety that she grew up with, hearing stories told by her kupuna, or elders. 
 
ÒI heard this happened before,Ó Courtney ventured. Once we all realized how many people in the 
room shared CourtneyÕs fearful question Ð no matter where they lived Ð it became the chosen 
catchphrase for our small group. Emboldened by this, Courtney agreed a few minutes later to 
speak for us, to share this question and report on the goal statement from our session to the larger 
gathering of conference participants once the 14 or so breakout sessions had ended. When she 
stood up before the 200+ people and delivered her report, we were proud of her, and of our 
collaborative work. 
----- 
90% of the food consumed in HawaiÔi is imported from elsewhere. This dependency costs the 
people of HawaiÔi $4 billion annually, or $11,000,000 every single day.  And if these continuous 
imports are interrupted, HawaiÔiÕs grocery store shelves could be empty in just one week! 
 
Tangling things even more is how inextricably intertwined are the dual costs of energy and food 
in HawaiÔi Ð and worldwide.  This is the food we need to survive, to be productive, to raise 
healthy children and families, and itÕs costing more and more at the store. More to get to market. 
More to process, to be harvested, to be grown. 
 
What are we to do, you ask? And what are we to do here in HawaiÔi Nei, the most isolated 
archipelago on the planet, when current politics point to the possibility that HawaiÔi could be cut 
off from food imports? 
 



At Hoea Ea, people young and old came together around these very issues.  What is food 
sovereignty, anyway, we asked? How was it that 1,000,000 pre-contact Hawaiians could 
successfully rely upon the land and ocean for their food? Food sovereignty. What happened to 
the ‘aina and the kai that HawaiÔi has became so dependent on outside resources? The loss of 
that food sovereignty. And perhaps most importantly, how can people without access to land for 
growing food and ponds for raising fish produce enough to feed themselves? 
 
At Hoea Ea, people came together from across the islands Ð and some even from the U.S. 
mainland Ð to address the root causes of these challenges. 
----- 
The tune of the nose flute Ð 'ohe hano ihu - drifted repeatedly through the pre-dawn air, calling 
females and males in their respective hale at the Lihikai Hawaiian Cultural Learning Center to 
awaken from sleep. It was time for the ceremony that we had been instructed about the previous 
night, before we chanted the oli which prepared us for sleep and the morning work to come. In 
silence we walked to Onekahakaha pond, a body of water separated from the open ocean by a 
lava rock breakwater. In the darkness people moved, preparing for hi‘uwai, a purifying dip that 
would formally open the conference for 160 youth and a similar number of adults. We drank 
from the cup of limu kala. We stepped down into the pond Ð each finding their own place, at first 
calmly sitting and meditating amid the small waves, then submerging our bodies completely 
under water, over and over again. The ones remaining on shore later told us it was like there 
were hundreds of pohaku spread out before them in the large pond, each with its own rhythm, 
silently dropping below the surface of the water, then rising up, dropping, and rising again. We 
bathed our bodies in the ocean water, as we had earlier bathed our internal organs by drinking 
from the coconut shell cup. We bathed our spirits in the pre-dawn air, preparing ourselves for the 
work that lay before us, on that day and through the weekend. Then, in the pre-dawn silence we 
came one by one out of the ocean, forming a line along the shore. An alaka‘i chanted the 
opening lines to an oli, and the group responded as one. The clouded sky was showing light to 
the east. E Ala E Ð the sunrise oli - our voices greeted the dawn light, and the appearance of the 
sun. I Ku Mau Mau Ð the call to stand up, be strong, carry forward. With hands grasped, our long 
line of individuals stood together, calling forth na kupuna above and below Ð asking them to be 
present for the duration of the gathering, and proclaiming our strength as one people come 
together to investigate, explore, teach, work alongside one another, all here for food sovereignty. 
 
LihikaiÕs Polynesian landscape, cultivated for native plant diversity and usefulness, benefited 
from the malama of nearly 200 people this one rainy day during June. And we were grateful for 
the rain. For a drought had broken, and the rains returned to Hilo at the same time that young and 
old were arriving to Moku O Keawe, or HawaiÔi Island, for Hoea Ea. Following the dawn ritual, 
youth pulled on tabis and gloves paid for with a HawaiÔi People's Fund grant, and with buckets 
and trash bags, they wandered onto the ground to clear rubbish and glass. Within minutes, bags 
of trash were piled high for disposal later on, and people young and old began to stack pohaku, 
stones of lava, which they pulled from the surface of Ð and deep within Ð a recently cleared 
landscape, and the mud that had formed there in just one day of heavy rain. Forming human 
chains, we moved pohaku bigger than babies and stones smaller than your fist. The natural 
contours of the land were our guides as we labored in the intermittently drenching showers to 
enclose a natural spring-fed depression with a thick pohaku wall as high as an adultÕs waist and Ð 
curiously Ð as large as a typical classroom. Many varieties of kalo were planted in the two new 



spring-fed gardens we created that morning, where before had been rubbish. And while most of 
the crew toiled in the mud for what seemed like hours, other youth were engaged with the 
overgrown hau tree in the fishpond, cutting it back with chainsaws and machete. Yet others cut 
grass overgrowing the fishpond and beat back smaller bushes, or worked in the open-air kitchen 
to prepare lunch for 100+ teenagers and their chaperones.  
 
The ‘aina was being restored this, the first day of Hoea Ea Ð which means ÒA Return to Food 
Sovereignty.Ó And at the same time, scholarship recipients supported by another HawaiÔi 
People's Fund grant were experiencing a restoration of spirits that had been downtrodden by 
decades, generations even, of disconnect from the natural world of their na kupuna. 
----- 
In reviewing the interests and essays submitted in scholarship applications by youth from all over 
HawaiÔi Nei who wanted to be on Moku O Keawe from June 13-17, 2007, conference organizers 
saw certain trends emerge, and that these trends could be formed into four fairly distinct groups: 
• LIVING OFF THE LAND:  Farmers, Fisherman, Hunters, Raising Animals; Traditional vs 

Modern ways; Eating Local; Businesses around agriculture; Outreach and Education 
• HEALTH AND WELL-BEING:  Social Norms Ð fast food, ads, pop culture; Kalo vs French 

Fries; Diabetes and Obesity; Outreach and Education; ÔOhana Ð ÒMa, stop eating dat!Ó; 
Access Ð whereÕs da poi?; GMOs/hormones/pesticides 

• ÔAINA AND BIODIVERSITY:  Save our Ôaina, water, oceans, plants, animals; Access Ð tourism, 
military, malls, homes; Colonization and power; GMO kalo and fish 

• CULTURE AND VALUES:  Colonization; Leadership and Kuleana in modern HawaiÔi; ÔOhana 
and piko; Past, present and future generations; Traditional diet Ð cook and eat kalo, Ôuala, et 
al; Worldview Ð stories, beliefs, connection to Ôaina; Our Global Family Ð worker and animal 
rights, etc. 

 
Just hours after we had awakened within a contemplative ritual, put land into producing kalo and 
worked to revive the fishpond during our morning at Lihikai, new levels of reflection upon 
values and belief systems began to emerge at the UH Hilo Campus Center Plaza that afternoon. 
 
An opening talk reviewed each element of the four trend-groups, bringing the growing 
conference Ð now over 200 people strong Ð from a Ôhands turned to the soilÕ focus to one of 
cognition. ÒYouÕre all here because your chaperone or your self felt you have a significant role in 
the food sovereignty movement,Ó one of the conveners of the gathering announced. She went on 
ÒItÕs really important that you take your kuleana seriously.Ó  
 
Minds opened and other forms of strength developed as these groups were depicted as four 
quadrants of one circle. Hoea Ea youth and other conference participants took part in an amazing 
icebreaker exercise revealing both how many of us were pregnant with fears and worries, and 
also the means with which we could break free from these binds. We were invited to select 
break-out sessions based on the quadrant of their choice. Alfred, Courtney and I had come 
together in a session on Culture and Values, along with about 12 other people whose ages ranged 
from 10 to 50+. We knew that if the 10-15 other groups were anything like ours, then all our 
collective work in these different sessions would be very productive and inspirational. A young 
man from Kalihi described to us how Hoea Ea had begun to enable his group of peers to focus 
their energy and build internal motivation to keep going.  



 
The small group activity built on the strength we had cultivated that morning by effectively 
infusing clarity, camaraderie and commitment in our minds. The sessions ended with numerous 
brief presentations, just like the one from Courtney. 
----- 
On Saturday, the last full day of the conference, participants spread out all across HawaiÔi Island. 
Field trips to the farms of people working on sustainable food production, from Waimea to 
Kalapana, Hilo to Kealakekua, and PualaÔa to WaipiÔo drew us back to the soil, after a day and a 
half of learning by thinking and talking and practicing. We were like clusters of extended family 
working alongside one another in our neighboring districts. Collaborating on twelve different 
projects, hundreds of people celebrated growing skills and insights as we enjoyed new friendships.  
 
When the entire Hoea Ea family reunited at a pa‘ina the following morning for the closing of 
this life-changing experience, we were all brown. Not from mud. Wearing brown. Our Hoea Ea 
T-shirts Ð identical brown Ð bore the word K U L E A N A emblazoned in huge block letters 
across our breast. And more importantly, while most of the letters in the word kuleana were a 
solid color, the letters ÔEA in the middle were simply in outline, so they stood out from the 
others. My Hawaiian dictionary defines ‘Ea as a noun meaning ÔindependenceÕ or Ôsovereignty,Õ 
and Ôlife,Õ Ôbreath,Õ or ÔspiritÕ. ItÕs also a verb meaning Ôto riseÕ or Ôto go upÕ and Ôto become 
erectÕ. Hoea Ea was a call to rise up, to be erect in the face of challenge, to breathe independence 
and life into our respective roles in life, our kuleana, our responsibility, authority, interest and 
concerns for food sovereignty in HawaiÔi Nei. Hundreds of people wore their kuleana shirts with 
pride that day, as we celebrated and extended a fond mahalo to one another. 
----- 
Prior to that Friday afternoon conversation after lunch at the PanaÔewa farm of UH, Hilo, Alfred 
and I had spoken at least twice. I think I had begun to earn his trust. One of the first times had 
come after the hi‘uwai ceremony earlier that morning, during which his stirring voice had rung 
out as the sun rose, chanting I ku mau mau! with the rest of us following his alakaÔi leadership 
with the other lines of the oli. When the ritual was completed, we made our way from the 
oceanÕs edge back to Lihikai, and a breakfast of fruit, kalo, pua‘a, ulu and uala (taro, kalua pig, 
breadfruit and sweet potato, respectively), all of which we had pulled out of the imu a day earlier. 
We gathered again under one of the hale, following the meal and gathering our ukana, or 
belongings, for the move from this oceanside learning center to downtown Hilo where we would 
move into the UH dorms. Our leaders spoke first, then bid us break into twos and threes to 
engage in mo‘olelo, telling stories of our experiences in the morning protocols: our hi‘uwai 
ritual, the chant to greet the sun, the meditation, and the joining together we experienced. A 
young farmer from one organization that sponsored Hoea Ea named Mary joined Alfred and I. 
As we shared our mana‘o with each other, it became clear that the protocols of the morning 
would be a harbinger of the powerful experiences to come that weekend. 
 
And so, the next day, in the hale at the Pana‘ewa campus, Alfred and I spoke that third time. 
Genuinely interested, he radiated appreciation as I talked about HawaiÔi PeopleÕs Fund and how 
a recent grant enabled ‘opio maoli Ð Hawaiian youth Ð to be at Hoea Ea. Without saying so out 
loud, I wondered if a scholarship had enabled this young man from WaiÔalua to come to Moku O 
Keawe Ð HawaiÔi Island Ð and be a part of Hoea Ea. As we talked, Alfred told me more about 
himself, and I learned that Ð in a way Ð he was an ÔelderÕ to many of the ‘opio maoli who were at 



Hoea Ea that were younger than he was. And when Alfred told me about another scholarship, 
this time it was my turn to radiate appreciation and commendations to him. When this young 
man completes his senior year at WaiÔalua High School in a few short months, his life will 
change dramatically. Alfred will study business administration at an Arizona college on an 
athletic scholarship. I like to think that Alfred will come back to the islands after his graduation 
from college, prepared to use his business degree as one more tool in helping fulfill the 
commitment to kul-EA-na that we all made at Hoea Ea 2007. 
 
 
 
 
 

Addendum: 
 
Not having been formally trained in protocol while growing up, the article below was helpful to me while 
thinking about my Hoea Ea essay. I’m glad to have come across it unexpectedly while looking for info 
about the Prince Lot Hula Festival that happened in Honolulu last weekend. While I don’t think it can 
easily be blended into the body of the above essay, it is nevertheless interesting.  --Richard Rodrigues 
 

What is Hana Kupono (Hawaiian Protocol)? 
by Samuel M. Ohukaniohia Gon III, Ph.D. Senior Scientist and Cultural Advisor, The Nature Conservancy 
of Hawaii and consultant to MGF 
 
It is the right behavior, conducted at the appropriate time, by the proper people, presented to the correct 
recipients, toward a positive and significant end.   
 
Protocol almost always involves words, presented usually in the form of oli, or chant. Chant takes the 
power of words, themselves recognized as highly significant in Hawaiian and in many other cultures, and 
extends that power of words to a higher level that fulfills several functions: 
• It focuses the attention of all participants to the task at hand. 
• It evokes respect in the form of silence and attention on the part of the recipients. 
• It prepares the participants to engage seriously in what will follow. 
• It initiates a set of responses from those who know the protocol, and therefore sets into action a social 

process that unifies not only those who conduct the protocol but also all who are involved. 
• It transforms the mood from the mundane and ordinary into something deeper and more important. 
• It links all participants together and consolidates them into a unit. 
• It links the participants to their surroundings via an enhanced sense of place. 
• It expresses and confirms a living and vital Hawaiian culture, making each person a bit more 

appreciative of and more connected to these islands that we call home. 
 
Protocol suggests that training and practice is involved, and indeed this is so. The practice is a traditional 
and oral one, with teachers passing the proper and expected behaviors to their students. Students and 
teachers in turn practice protocol with each other and develop comfort at conducting themselves in very 
specific ways that often demand exactly the right words and actions in a prescribed sequence. Proper 
behavior and words are highly dependent on the situation. For example, the protocol for greeting a 
person of significance is different from the protocol of entry to a significant site, and different from the 
protocol for presentation of an offering or gift. 
 
Whatever the situation, protocol is based on a foundation of values that are important to everyone, 
regardless of their ancestry or upbringing. These are fundamentals such as respect for others and for the 
land, an attitude of sharing and responsibility for maintaining a balance between self and society and 
between human beings and the rest of the universe.” 
- excerpt of the Moanalua Garden Foundation website, mgf-hawaii.org/HTML/Hula/hula_hawaiian_protocol.htm 


