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1 SUMMARY 
At the request of Senator Daniel K. Inouye, in 2006 the National Park Service agreed to 
conduct a reconnaissance survey of Māhā‘ulepū and nearby areas on the island of Kaua‘i, 
the oldest major inhabited island in the state of Hawai‘i. 
 
Māhā‘ulepū is an ahupua‘a (historic Hawaiian land division) and watershed running from 
the Hā‘upu mountain range to the shoreline on Kaua‘i’s southeast coast. It sits at the heart 
of a larger undeveloped 9-mile coastal span that separates the county seat of Līhu‘e from 
the resort town of Po‘ipū. Natural and cultural resources in this area provide respite and 
recreation for residents and visitors, and are the focus of this study. 
 
Resources of particular interest in this locale include the undeveloped shoreline corridor 
from Makawehi northeastward through Māhā‘ulepū and Kīpū Kai to Nāwiliwili Bay; the 
Hulē‘ia National Wildlife Refuge and historic Alekoko Fishpond along Hulē‘ia Stream; 
and parts of the Hā‘upu mountain range overlooking these areas. These natural and cultural 
assets are mostly privately owned, and are mostly designated as conservation district by the 
state of Hawai‘i. They exist within a broader landscape of vast, private agricultural lands 
currently used for farming and ranching.  
 
In accord with established NPS planning criteria, this report examines these natural and 
cultural resources to provide a preliminary evaluation of their significance, and a preliminary 
evaluation of the suitability and feasibility of helping to protect them within the framework of 
the national park system. These evaluations are based on limited site visits, research and 
consultations conducted by staff of the NPS Pacific West Region Honolulu Office in 2007, 
and are neither final nor definitive. They serve as background material for Senator Inouye as 
he considers whether to seek Congressional authorization for a full-fledged study of 
resource protection alternatives for Māhā‘ulepū and surrounding areas. 
 
This reconnaissance survey report provides the following preliminary evaluations of the 
study area: 

• The study area shoreline corridor, Hā‘upu mountain range and Hulē‘ia Stream are deemed 
nationally significant on the basis of natural and cultural resources including geologic 
landforms, rare species and habitats, and features central to stories of native Hawaiian and 
United States history. Collectively these areas comprise a relatively unspoiled and 
increasingly threatened coastal landscape that provides unique opportunities for public 
enjoyment, interpretation and scientific study.  

• Resources in these areas represent themes and types suitable for protection within the 
framework of the national park system, and not otherwise adequately protected in the 
state or nation. Volcanic features of the study area represent a stage and range of 
geologic development of the Hawaiian high islands that is not featured at other Hawai‘i 
parks. Landforms and fossils of the Māhā‘ulepū coast illustrate the reality of global 
climate and sea level change, as well as the impacts of human settlement on native 
ecosystems. An extensive and undeveloped Hawai‘i shoreline within easy reach of 
population centers, such as that found in the study area, is a rare and rapidly vanishing 



 

type of recreational resource prized by U.S. citizens and international visitors as well as 
Hawai‘i residents. Protection and management of this resource type is currently 
inadequate at federal, state and local levels.  

• The study area’s significant natural and cultural resources are of a collective size and 
configuration to be feasibly managed for resource protection and public enjoyment at 
reasonable cost, provided that NPS, affected landowners, and interested state and local 
entities work in ongoing partnership to identify and reduce resource threats, manage 
access, and ensure long-term protection of the area’s overall scenic quality. 

 
Based on these preliminary evaluations, the National Park Service Pacific West Region 
recommends that a Special Resource Study be authorized under the stipulations of Public 
Law 105-391, so long as it focuses on non-traditional management alternatives that a) 
involve local partners and b) include options for continued farm and ranch operations on 
private agricultural lands.  
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2 BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY 
In 2006, Senator Daniel K. Inouye asked the National Park Service (NPS) to conduct a 
reconnaissance survey on the Hawaiian island of Kaua‘i, in order to provide a preliminary 
evaluation of the resources of Māhā‘ulepū and surrounding areas for potential inclusion in 
the national park system. NPS agreed to conduct the study in the next fiscal year, and 
began its work in February 2007. 
 
A team of NPS staff conducted a field visit to the study area March 19-21, 2007. The team 
included Frank Hayes, Pacific Area Director; Keith Dunbar, Chief of Planning for the 
Pacific West Region; Dr. Larry Basch, Marine Biologist/Science Advisor; Darcy Hu, 
Ecologist; and Helen Felsing, Planner.  
 
The visit included guided tours of the Makawehi-Pā‘ā dunes trail, Māhā‘ulepū shoreline, 
Māhā‘ulepū Valley, Makauwahi Cave Reserve, and Kīpū Kai, plus a brief stop at Alekoko 
Fishpond and Hulē‘ia National Wildlife Refuge. NPS held off-site meetings with the state’s 
Kaua‘i District archeologist and wildlife manager, the board of directors of nonprofit 
Mālama Māhā‘ulepū, and the managers of Makauwahi Cave Reserve. Field notes and 
photographs from the visit were combined with follow-up research and consultations to 
prepare this report. 
 
For sharing their knowledge of the study area and facilitating access to it, we thank 
representatives of Grove Farm, National Tropical Botanical Garden, Grand Hyatt Kaua‘i, 
Mālama Māhā‘ulepū, TEOK Investigations, Hulē‘ia National Wildlife Refuge, and Kīpū  
Ranch (Waterhouse Trust and caretakers). Mahalo also to Thomas Kaiakapu and Nancy 
McMahon of the Kaua‘i District office of the Hawai‘i Department of Land and Natural 
Resources for sharing their valuable time and information. 

2.1 Purpose and Scope of an NPS Reconnaissance Survey 

Special Resource Studies for potential new units of the national park system may be 
conducted by the NPS only with specific authorization of Congress. However, Congress does 
permit the NPS to conduct preliminary resource assessments and gather data on potential 
study areas or sites. The term “reconnaissance survey” has been used to describe this type of 
assessment.  
 
A reconnaissance survey examines the natural and cultural resources in a study area to 
provide a preliminary evaluation of their significance, and a preliminary evaluation of the 
suitability and feasibility of helping to protect them within the framework of the national park 
system. Unlike a Special Resource Study, the reconnaissance survey does not explore 
management alternatives. Its findings and recommendations are centered on whether or not a 
full Special Resource Study is warranted. 
 
If according to the reconnaissance survey a study area appears potentially eligible for 
inclusion in the NPS system, then NPS may recommend that a full-scale Special Resource 
Study be authorized by Congress. The Special Resource Study process is an extensive one, 
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designed to involve the public and affected parties; further examine significance, suitability, 
and feasibility; and identify and evaluate potential resource protection strategies, boundaries, 
and management alternatives.  

2.2 NPS Evaluation Criteria 

To be eligible for favorable consideration as a unit of the national park system, a study area 
must possess nationally significant natural or cultural resources. It must be a suitable and 
feasible addition to the system, and should be shown to require direct NPS management 
instead of protection by some other governmental agency or the private sector. These 
criteria are further described below. 

2.2.1 Criterion 1: National Significance 

Significance evaluation is based on the qualities of the natural and cultural resources 
present in the study area. Recreational resources, while an important component of most 
NPS units, are not evaluated independently for their significance. NPS considers a natural 
or cultural resource nationally significant if it meets four standards: 1) It is an outstanding 
example of a particular type of resource; 2) it possesses exceptional value or quality 
illustrating or interpreting the natural or cultural themes of our nation’s heritage, 3) it offers 
superlative opportunities public enjoyment or scientific study; and 4) it retains a high 
degree of integrity as a true, accurate, and relatively unspoiled example of the resource.  
Appendix 6.1 provides examples of types of natural and cultural resources NPS may 
consider significant.  

2.2.2 Criterion 2: Suitability 

To be considered suitable, an area must represent a type of recreational resource or natural 
or cultural theme that is not already adequately represented in the National Park System, 
and not comparably represented and protected for public enjoyment by another land-
managing entity. Adequacy of representation is determined on a case-by-case basis by 
comparing the proposed area to other units in the National Park System for differences or 
similarities in the opportunities for public enjoyment, and in the type, quality, quantity, or 
combination of resources present.  

2.2.3 Criterion 3: Feasibility 

To be considered feasible, an area's natural systems and/or historic settings must be of 
sufficient size and appropriate configuration to ensure long-term protection of the resources 
and to accommodate public use. The area must have potential for efficient administration at 
a reasonable cost. Other important feasibility factors include landownership, acquisition 
costs, access, threats to the resource, and staff or development requirements. 

2.2.4 Criterion 4: Management Options 

Even if a study area’s resources are deemed significant, feasible and suitable for addition to 
the National Park System, management by the NPS will not usually be recommended if 
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other entities—such as state or local government or the private sector—can provide 
adequate protection and management. As a preliminary document, a reconnaissance survey 
does not address potential management options, however; these are explored only if and 
when a Special Resource Study is conducted.  
 
3 OVERVIEW OF THE STUDY AREA 

3.1 Regional Context 

Hawai‘i is unique in our nation—it is the only state that is not part of the North American 
continent, and the only one made up of volcanic islands. Situated midway between the 
American and Asian continents, it spans 1500 miles of sea and encompasses nearly as 
much ocean as land within its boundaries. The isolated Hawaiian archipelago was one of 
the last places on earth to be occupied by people.  

Entirely volcanic in origin, the state’s 132 isles range from the tiny reefs and shoals of the 
Northwestern Hawaiian Islands to the 4,038-square-mile “Big Island” of Hawai‘i at the 
southeastern end of the chain. Their varying sizes reflect different stages in a shared and 
ongoing volcanic process. 

For each island that process begins by eruption over the Hawaiian magmatic hot spot 
(located today beneath the ocean just east of Hawai‘i). Through buildup from successive 
eruptions, an island emerges from the sea. At the same time it drifts slowly westward—
away from the hot spot—along with the underlying Pacific Tectonic Plate. As an island’s 
distance from the hot spot increases, eruptions cease, and it slowly subsides into the sea.  

Drifting west at about 3.5 inches per year, all the islands of Hawai‘i will eventually—in 
millions of years—be drawn back into the earth at the subduction zone where the Pacific 
plate collides with the plate of the Asian continent. 

HAWAIIAN ARCHIPELAGO  
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Endangered birds rely on a mix of natural and manmade resources in the study area that are 
readily subject to change. At Kīpū Kai—the release site for a small population of nēnē that 
grew and catalyzed resurgence of nēne on Kaua‘i—the mowed and grazed grassy areas 
favored by nēne have been substantially reduced since the cessation of cattle operations in 
the valley. On Hā‘upu ridge, pig predation and fire risk are ongoing threats to the Newell’s 
shearwater nesting habitat. Potential development in the shearwater’s land-sea flight path 
also poses a threat if it results in increased lighting, which disorients and downs birds in 
transit. 
 
Recreational use of the study area shoreline is growing in tandem with Kaua‘i’s resident 
and visitor populations. Along the accessible Māhā‘ulepū coast, user conflicts are common; 
and at relatively inaccessible Kīpū Kai, trustees express concerns about the increasing 
arrivals by boat. Neither site is currently managed to assess and monitor coastal-marine 
resources or actively manage use. Without active management, shoreline cultural and 
natural assets run the risk of damage from overuse before they have even been well studied. 
If activities get out of hand at Māhā‘ulepū, Grove Farm could choose to block access 
through its property, effectively limiting public use of an important recreational resource. 
 
A potential threat to resources is future development on the private lands that are now 
designated for agriculture, and that are intertwined with important natural and cultural 
elements in the study area. Past proposals by Grove Farm, for example, included luxury 
resorts, large home sites, businesses, and a marina along the Māhā‘ulepū coast. Kīpū Ranch 
lands hold obvious value for potential development. A 2004 sales brochure for the 
Campion property at Niumalu suggests the buyer could apply to “change zoning for a 
commercial type development” and notes that “when this application was approved 
obviously the value would multiply.”  
 
Despite current owner intentions to keep lands in agriculture, without permanent legal 
protection, their redesignation and development remain possible. Such development would 
destroy the scenic integrity of the study area, exacerbate competition for shoreline use, and 
potentially cause unacceptable impacts on adjacent natural areas. 
 
Invasive Alien Plant Species 
 
Non-native species dominate parts of the study area, and threaten or encroach on 
significant resources on the shoreline, at Hulē‘ia, and on Hā‘upu ridge. Once established, 
some of these aliens are difficult to remove. 
 
At Alekoko Fishpond, red mangrove completely covers the pond’s rock walls. Study area 
coastal lands are invaded by ironwood, Christmas berry, koa haole, kiawe, false kamani 
and prickly pear. At Kīpū Kai, NPS staff noted one small patch of a Canavalia, or beach 
pea; fruit or flowers are needed to confirm the identification. This species was not recorded 
from Kaua’i in the Manual of the Flowering Plants of Hawai’i (Wagner et al. 1990), and 
thus has likely been introduced in the past decade (L. Pratt, pers. comm.).  
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