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The Puakea Foundation’s mission statement is “Perpetuating Pacific Islands canoe culture.
 
In perpetuating Hawaii’s canoe culture Uncle Bobby Puakea works repairing Koa canoes and 
keeping them in use. Not only does Bobby repair these canoes, he effectively teaches anyone 
interested what the process is.  By generously teaching  the process, he works to keep the 
knowledge of his art alive and sustaining. 
 
Also involved in the cultural perpetuation are the reforestation projects the foundation is 
performing. Planting koa in it’s natural habitat in formations that promote the straight and 
upright growth of the trees allows for the future generations to keep on with the tradition of Koa 
canoe building. 
 
In keeping with our mission statement, the Puakea foundation feels strongly that the Koa canoe 
is a canoe carved from a Koa log.  The tradition of the Hawaiian canoe is to carved it from a koa 
log. The resulting canoe is of such value that when it is damaged or broken in any way, it is 
repaired. This keeps the canoe alive and able to function as the canoe it was designed to be. The 
damage and its repair becomes a part of its genealogy. 

The process of building a canoe with strip planks is a novel and efficient way of making a canoe 
but in the Hawaiian tradition of canoe building, it  involved a single tree being transformed into a 
canoe thru knowledge of the Kalai Wa’a  (canoe carver) thru  the process of carving. The design 
was mandated by its’ effectiveness in the ocean. 
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The racing canoes were honed to provide speed and ease of handling  in the realm of the races. 
Surfing and wave catching became important and design addressed that. Better understanding of 
hydrodynamics thru technology led to further design changes but through out the process the koa 
canoe was always carved from a single log. 

The scarcity of Koa is not a traditional situation. The modern economy has pushed its value to 
unknown heights. There has not been the resource management of the culture of the past. This in 
turn has depleted the oldest  straight logs. Luckly the DLNR values these old trees living in the 
environments that they (the trees) have helped keep in balance. 

Thru education and reforestation the value of these new trees are matched by the value of the 
traditions and soon Koa logs tall enough of ample girth will be available to continue the tradition 
of carving Koa Canoe.

We feel if the tradition of carving a canoe from a log is a part of the Hawaiian culture. 
Introducing a new way that is “more efficient” and cheaper is another sad way of condoning 
change that man’s reckless resource management has created. The tradition of the Hawaiian 
culture can maintain and resume soon. Many of the reforestation projects using Koa have been 
started in the 60’s and 70’s. This means there are trees that will soon be ready to harvest and 
continue Hawaii’s canoe culture.  
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