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During my 32 years of living in Hawaiʻi, I have observed many citizen-led struggles challenging the 
political-economic efforts to develop large-scale resorts, subdivisions, shopping malls, golf courses, etc., 
throughout the Islands. Several elements distinguish the few successful challenges from those that failed. 
An example from Hāmākua demonstrates that winners tend to do the following: 
 
Organize around potent issues 
Health and cultural issues, and people displaced from homes, are more powerful than not-in-my-backyard 
concerns. It was Prudential Timber’s careless aerial spraying of pesticides, and smoky field burnings, that 
first prompted a public outcry among Hāmākua families. Public meetings to protest these assaults on their 
health quickly escalated to discussions about larger economic and political issues. Old grievances against 
the plantation system emerged, and, for once, “little people” found their voices heard. 
 
Sell a positive vision, not just a negative one 
Offering well-thought out, plausible alternatives to elite-instigated projects reframe the debate. The Friends 
of Hāmākua (FOH) and their allies presented counter-plans for alternative uses of the public lands that Oji 
Paper wanted to lock up at cheap rents for 55 years. Ordinary citizens were energized when imagining a 
better future for themselves and their children, if the land could instead be rented to local farmers and 
ranchers and used to establish a profitable, high-value, forestry industry. Many were further emboldened by 
the vision of a political process that finally listened to them and their interests. On Oÿahu, promoting the 
positive vision of an open regional park was a major tactic that the Ka Iwi Coalition used to successfully 
thwart a big land developer’s efforts to build housing and a golf course on and near the coast line. 
 
Create coalitions, the more widely based, the better 
Communities and neighborhoods often try to confront a powerful entity by themselves. They should 
immediately draw on resources of groups that share similar concerns. The FOH initially got important help 
from environmental groups on the Big Island and later received valuable assistance from organizations on 
other islands, the continental US and Japan, in their battle against Oji Paper. 
 
Raise additional issues to broaden and strengthen the coalition 
The battle over Hāmākua lands expanded so that groups and individuals concerned about health, political 
corruption and democratic government, small-scale economic development, forestry, organic and regular 
commercial farming, agriculture cooperatives, ecotourism, community-based planning, and Hawaiian 
issues, all came together to oppose the Oji Paper scheme. 
 
Enlist knowledgeable and skillful advisors 
This helps organize the community and carry out savvy legal and political strategies. FOH found assistance 
from experienced Island political activists who knew how to mobilize people, get information out to the 
media, run meetings, and put on demonstrations. US and international forestry and environmental groups 
provided information damaging to Oji Paper’s arguments. Legal advisors helped FOH and other affected 
parties build the case for a drawn-out “contested hearing” before the Land Use Commission. Professional 
business analysts critiqued the poor economics of the Oji Paper project and laid out a business plan for 
alternative uses of the public lands. An orchestrated media blitz – letters-to-editors, appearances on radio 
and TV shows, op-ed articles – carried the fight to Oʻahu, where the Governor and many influential 
legislators reside.  
 
Find support from friendly elected officials 
Sympathetic council members were able to delay quick backroom decisions by forcing public hearings to 
be held, and compelling information to be released. They provided legitimacy for opposing the project, and 



served as “role models” and protectors for groups that were previously politically acquiescent. They can 
use their office, status, and political networks to advocate for alternative plans. Establishing the Ka Iwi 
Park on Oʻahu involved a carefully orchestrated strategy combining public mobilization with legal and 
political maneuvers carried out by several key state and county officeholders. 
 


