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Aloha Chair Chang and members of the Land Board, 
 

As some of you know, the Heʻeia National Estuarine Research Reserve (NERR) is 
a collaborative management agreement between the National Oceanic and 
Atmospheric Administration (NOAA), the State of Hawaiʻi (embodied by University 
of Hawaiʻi at Mānoa, Department of Land and Natural Resources, and Hawaiʻi 
Community Development Authority), and the Native Hawaiian community of Heʻeia 
as embodied by four Native Hawaiian Organizations (Koʻolaupoko Hawaiian Civic 
Club, Koʻolau Foundation, Kākoʻo ʻŌiwi, and Paepae o Heʻeia).  The Heʻeia NERR was 
formed by our Governance Charter, which was signed by Chair Suzanne Case, on 
behalf of DLNR, on January 10, 2017.   

 
Through this Governance Charter, DLNR signed a commitment to collaborate 

with the other NERR partners on three areas.  I am submitting testimony today with 
a concern relating to DLNR’s fulfillment of these commitments – in particular the 
second and third commitments, which read:  

 
“(2) Developing a place-based education and training program for the Heʻeia 
NERR that inspires and educates the community about estuaries, coastal 
ecosystems, and traditional Hawaiian practices, such as loʻi and loko iʻa, that 
mālama (nurture) these systems sustainably; and 
 
(3) Engaging various communities to create opportunities for collaboration to 
practice and promote stewardship that sustains cultural, biological, and natural 
resources.” 

 



In regard to these commitments, it is important to note that the Heʻeia State Park 
parcel is vitally important to the function of the NERR.  The Park is the only parcel 
within the NERR that is fully open to the general public; it is home to cultural sites 
(e.g., old house sites and iwi kūpuna) and nesting sites for critically endangered 
waterbirds (ʻAlae ʻula and Aeʻo), as well as important natural areas such as the 
stream mouth.  Beyond that, it is also a key access point to our programmatic 
functioning – included but not limited to interpretation, education, and research. 

By way of this testimony, I am formally communicating to the Land Board my 
concerns about Item E2 on the January 10, 2025 Agenda, relating to the operations 
of Heʻeia State Park.  These concerns are as follows: 

1. The previous lessee of the Park was a significant obstacle in the fulfillment of
our NERR programs, as formally articulated in our federally-approved
Management Plan.  The Land Board should be aware that regardless of what
that lessee agreed to on paper, for all intents and purposes, they managed this
public park as a private business.  They were unfriendly to the presence of
our local community in that space, and their staff even kicked me off the
property when I was there on official business.  Moving forward, we need
assurances from DLNR that this will never happen again.

2. We have had several meetings and correspondences with the Division of State
Parks (DSP) leadership and Chair Chang (including a formal letter to Chair
Chang on July 5, 2023) about our desire to engage with DLNR in meaningful
co-management of that property in accordance with the Governance Charter
that DLNR signed in 2017.  In spite of these clearly expressed desires, we
were completely blindsided by the appearance of this item in the agenda.
There was no communication with me regarding this agenda item.  As such,
we are concerned that DSP leadership has no intention of fulfilling DLNR’s
signed commitments regarding this parcel, and is instead planning to return
to an operational model that does not work for either the NERR programming
or the local community of Heʻeia.

3. We would like to see language, in any formal agreements between DLNR and
any entities managing the Park, which makes clear to those entities that the
Park is a part of the Heʻeia National Estuarine Research Reserve, and our
programmatic access (particularly education and research) will not be
denied.



4. Since the departure of the previous lessee, there has been increased homeless
activity, drug usage, and feral cat feeding in the Park.  This is a safety issue for
our staff and students, as well as a threat to the endangered waterbirds on the
property.  For the first time ever, some of our research equipment was
recently stolen from the property.  This lawlessness needs to be controlled in
order to create a safe space for our community, staff, and students.  There
should be some language in any management agreements to address these
issues moving forward.

Ultimately, however, my biggest concern is that DSP leadership apparently does not 
buy into working collaboratively with the partners of the Heʻeia NERR in fulϐilling 
the commitments articulated in its Governance Charter, which DLNR signed in 2017.  
Their lack of communication with me on this agenda item being the case in point.  
That said, I would much rather bring a solution than a problem.  Currently, the 
DLNR has one seat on our Reserve Advisory Board, which is the governing body of 
the NERR.  I have spoken to the Reserve Advisory Board about the DLNR seat, which 
is currently occupied by DAR Administrator, Brian Neilson.  I have gotten my 
Board’s approval to recommend to Chair Chang that we add a second seat for DLNR 
that would be dedicated to a representative from DSP.  We believe that this would 
open lines of communication that currently do not exist.  If Chair Chang is amenable 
to this solution, we would request that seat be filled by Alan Carpenter.  In my 
previous position as Director of Limahuli Garden and Preserve in Hāʻena (Kauaʻi), I 
worked closely with Alan on issues relating to Hāʻena State Park for more than a 
decade – including the development of the award winning Hāʻena State Park Master 
Plan.  I have a good working relationship with Alan, and believe that we could work 
together towards the dream of having a State Park in Heʻeia that the NERR staff and 
our community feel welcome in.   I will be happy to answer any questions you might 
have. 

Mahalo for your consideration, 

Kawika Winter, Ph.D. 

Attached: Signed Governance Charter of the Heʻeia National Estuarine  
       Research Reserve 






























