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Developers find ways to deal with the iwi dilemma
Oct 25,  2013 - Kevin Bumgarner - Editor-in-Chief- Pacific Business News

the discovery of ancient human remains, or iwi, during the land development process can wreck 
production schedules, ruin budgets and strike fear in the heart of developers.

such discoveries were one of the primary reasons for the recent year-long delay in Honolulu’s $5.16 
billion elevated-rail mass-transit project, and a similar discovery caused the delay and eventual with-
drawal of a planned Kawaiahao Church expansion a few years before that.

In 2008, General Growth Properties, the former owner of the ward Village shops, found iwi during 
construction on that project. the whole Foods Market, which was supposed to anchor the develop-
ment, eventually pulled out of the project before the building was completed.

Jan Yokota, who was at the time vice president of development for the Chicago-based mall devel-
oper, operator and owner, told PBN in an interview at the time that General Growth Properties was 
trying to be as proactive as possible.

“we are working with an architectural firm to look at areas where it’s more probable where we would 
find iwi,” Yokota said. “At the same time, we’ll continue to work very closely with the cultural descen-
dants for the area.”

Yokota, now a vice president for real estate services in the Pacific region for reit Management & 
research LLC, told PBN in an email that she can’t speak about the issue because she is no longer em-
ployed by GGP and can’t discuss the policies and practices during her time there.

And scott Creel, a spokesman for Ala Moana Center, which is also owned by General Growth Proper-
ties, told PBN in an email that it has no comment on the ward Village shops situation because it hap-
pened too long ago, and no one at GGP/Ala Moana Center today was involved with ward at the time 
when whole Foods was being built.
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Most recently, a planned target Corp. store in Kailua was delayed after iwi were found on the site 
nearly three years after the Minneapolis-based retailer bought the land from Kaneohe ranch.

three years ago, a state supreme Court ruling confirmed that these ancient burial sites, by tradi-
tion done in unmarked gravesites, must be afforded the same respect as remains buried in clearly 
marked cemeteries. As the economy recovers and the construction industry starts to rebound, the iwi 
dilemma is likely to become an even bigger issue. PBN looked at two of the largest land developers in 
Hawaii to see how they are dealing with the issue.

the Howard Hughes Corp., which acquired the ward Village property in 2010, said that, so far, it has 
not encountered any iwi kupuna.

But David striph, senior vice president of Hawaii for the texas-based retail developer, told PBN in an 
email that there is a plan in place that has been designed to work in close consultation with the cul-
tural descendants of the area, as well as with Native Hawaiian cultural advisers.

“should we encounter iwi kupuna, the process includes immediately notifying the recognized cul-
tural descendants as well as proper authorities, including the Oahu Island Burial Council, the state 
Historic Preservation Division and the Honolulu Police Department,” he said. “we would comply with 
all burial laws as we work to reach a solution for the appropriate treatment of iwi kupuna.”

striph also pointed out that in order to minimize issues and overcome challenges, transparency and 
frequent communication are musts to ensure that all parties involved are treating each other with 
respect.
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In terms of how costly the process may get, he noted that price really is not the issue for the Howard 
Hughes Corp.

“Our focus is on treating the burials and the recognized cultural descendants with the deepest re-
spect as we understand and appreciate the significance that these burials hold,” striph said. “As the 
land owners, we understand we have a responsibility to ensure that ward Village is designed and 
developed to exist in harmony with the cultural heritage and rich history of the site.”

He also said that ward Village has developed deep relationships with the recognized cultural descen-
dants and has met with them monthly since early last year and it has the utmost respect for their 
knowledge and opinions.

“we understand the cultural and personal significance that these burials hold and want to respect 
that,” striph said.

with huge development plans ahead in the ward Village master plan, which calls for more than 4,000 
residential units in Kakaako, the Howard Hughes Corp. said it already has been preparing for the 
discovery of iwi.

“since early 2012, we have met monthly with the cultural descendants and representatives of the 
Oahu Island Burial Council, [and] together they have been a tremendous resource for us, and have 
provided us with invaluable guidance as we plan each component of ward Village,” striph said. 

“Most importantly, they have helped us to understand the Native Hawaiian culture, and to see how 
we can thoughtfully integrate that culture throughout our master plan. we really look forward to 
these monthly meetings, and come away from them inspired and grateful for their time, energy and 
thoughts.”
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He also drove home the point that developers need to embrace their recognized cultural descen-
dants and the entire process.

“they bring so much knowledge, culture, friendship and value to the project that we can’t imagine 
working on this without them,” striph said. “I’d also say that there is no doubt in my mind that the 
plan for ward Village would not be as good or as rich without their involvement.”

Alexander & Baldwin Inc. recently dealt with Native Hawaiian burials at one of its Kakaako develop-
ments, the waihonua at Kewalo condominium project.

“At waihonua at Kewalo, A&B conducted an extensive outreach with all cultural stakeholders, with a 
primary emphasis on finding and consulting with ancestral family members so that the burials could 
be treated with proper dignity and respect,” A&B Properties Inc. senior Vice President of Acquisitions 
and Dispositions Lance Parker told PBN in an email. “we also worked closely with the regulatory 
agencies to ensure that we fully complied with the historic preservation review process, as set forth 
in the Hawaii burial laws and administrative rules.”

A&B Properties, a subsidiary of A&B, declined further comment.

A&B spent more than three years addressing the findings of iwi at its waihonua site across from Ala 
Moana Center.

stanley Kuriyama, chairman and CEO of A&B, previously told PBN that it worked with the Oahu Island 
Burial Council, the state Historic Preservation Division and others to get the situation worked out at 
the site of the sold-out 43-story, 340-unit development.
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Here’s what happens when iwi are discovered

the Hawaii Department of Land and Natural resources’ state Historic Preservation Division enforces 
the rules and procedures regarding the proper treatment of burial sites and human skeletal remains.
Burial councils also were formed to help determine preservation or relocation of previously identified 
Native Hawaiian burial sites.

A burial site may be identified by oral or written testimony to either a burial council or the Depart-
ment of Land and Natural resources, according to the rules, which also note that burial sites discov-
ered during archaeological inventory surveys that appear to be more than 50 years old should be 
classified as previously identified.

In those cases, a burial council will determine either to preserve the remains in place or relocate 
them.

If remains weren’t previously identified, there’s a much stricter time constraint.
In those cases, the Department of Land and Natural resources has jurisdiction over this discovery 
and it should be reported to the state Historic Preservation Division, among other agencies. Once the 
report has been made, DLNr is tasked with conducting a site inspection, gathering information and 
determining whether to preserve in place or relocate the remains, according to the rules.

Despite the number of developments in the works, the state Historic Preservation Division says it 
hasn’t been busier these days.

“Ever since our division has been in existence, this has always been an issue,” said Kawika Farm, burial 
site specialist for sHPD. “Any kind of permitted activity — county, state or federal — [they’re] sup-
posed to come to our office for comments. As long as permits are being applied for, there’s always a 
need for a division [like ours].”
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