
Board of Regents <bor@hawaii.edu>

A way forward by reducing conflict over the TMT-Please copy to all Regents

William Steiner <steiner@hawaii.edu> Tue, Apr 14, 2015 at 7:49 PM
To: bor@hawaii.edu, david.lassner@hawaii.edu

Dear Board of Regents Members and President Lassner:

I write as a former administrative Dean at UHH and a native Hawaiian. My Hawaiian genealogy is through the
Punahele, Haleakala and Haili families on my mother's side. My professional career began with receipt of a Ph.D. in
Genetics at UHM (1974) followed by teaching and research positions at the University of Illinois (Champaign-Urbana,
1974-1985), USDA as a research scientist with a joint appointment at the University of Missouri (Columbia,
1985-1995); and a return to Hawaii to form and assume Directorship of the USGS Pacific Islands Ecosystem
Research Center (1995-2005) and after retirement there, Dean of the College of Agriculture, Forestry and Natural
Resource Management at UHH (2005-2012). I now am founder and CEO of my own company, the Pacific Agricultural
Land Management Services LLC on the Big Island) where I am promoting use of oil palm as a cooking oil, energy
source and animal feed for Hawaii helping form the Hawaii Oil Seed Producers as well, a nonprofit for local oil seed
farmers.

Recently, I was contacted by Dr. Steve Montgomery, a former classmate and colleague at UHM while a graduate
student, about my thoughts on the TMT. Given the recent rise in activism, and the attention and support gained on the
global stage,  the University and Hawaii research community now is faced with the potential of losing this magnificent
machine. It is an issue that will face the Board of Regents if it is not already. My comments evidently hit home because
I was asked to forward them to two Senators and the Governor's office as well. I also shared them with Dr. Richard
Griffith, a world class scientist and friend who does scientific work using the existing telescopes. He in turn suggested
I forward them to the BOR which I do here. I take the liberty to also forward them to President Lassiter who I know and
is probably already in the firing line on this issue.

A copy of the letter is enclosed. I offer it here as a potential way forward; my discussions with Hawaiian community
members suggest that the continued lack of attention and respect is behind much of the bad feelings here. Confusion
on who is "profiting" seems also to be of concern suggesting a lack of transparency. Communication is a major
problem.

I see the "way forward" as perhaps the beginning of discussions better placed to move everyone beyond stalemate
and toward recognition of common cultural antecedents that can lead to successful outcomes. Please feel free to
contact me via this venue if I may be of any help on this in the future.

Mahalo for your consideration

Bill

William Moekahi Steiner, Ph.D.
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11 April 2015 
 
Dear Steve: 
 
Like you I am puzzled by this response because while a Dean at UH Hilo we had 
organized support for the TMT including sign waving along the waterfront park 
highway and it seemed well excepted by everyone and certainly overrode the 
small group that was fighting for no more building at the site. That group seemed 
to back down when it was seen that the UHH based Hawaiian community was 
mostly (some weren't) in support. We understood at the time that the economic 
incentive and reward beyond the scientific, was that UHH would receive $1 
million/year for educating our youth (I have not heard much about this lately?). 
This was much more than the Hawaii University System ever saw in the past 
from previous telescope activities and certainly seemed a welcome, timely and 
financial boost from the TMT science based committee. 
 
But in all the recent rhetoric over the site, this seems to have been overlooked or 
conveniently forgotten. I do not know who is behind the anti-TMT activities here, 
but I do know as a native Hawaiian and Ph.D. holding scientist only good can 
come out of building and operating it. Certainly Hawaii and the UH system would 
benefit as hosts for this remarkable world class machine. The winning factor 
which I suggested when we were formulating plans to support the TMT at UHH, 
was that Hawaiians had a history of using the stars for navigational purposes and 
to a sense we would be promoting that historically and culturally rich legacy, and 
continuing it. We won support from UHH Hawaiians because they seemed to 
listen to this first.  The educational rewards for their keiki came in second (they 
saw the latter as providing benefits for visiting and mainland students who would 
come here to study astronomy recognizing that students of Hawaiian descent 
historically have suffered from lack of mathematical training).  
 
I can not say what is driving this new protest (perhaps knowing who the leaders 
were might give us some insight here), but certainly its sudden escalation this 
past week is of concern because it has attracted so much attention globally as to 
now, in my mind, to endanger the whole project. Dr. Manning's message points 
out the coherent arguments why the "sacredness" of the mountain is 
manufactured more than real, but it suffers from two misconceptions and fails to 
recognize a third factor, all of which will only solidify the TMT activist position.  
 
First, in the 1960's when the first telescopes were built, the Hawaiian world view 
and culture was extremely limited in scope and activity and yet to be reborn. 
Questioning of the dominant Caucasian culture was not done, new roots were yet 
to be established. Confidence that a Hawaiian world view was as good as any 
other culture's had yet to be established as it was in the decades to follow.  



 

 

 
Second, the questioning of the cultural importance of Mauna Kea, and its 
dependence on weak culturally based activities at best, begs the question of how 
important the Mountain was to early Hawaiian cosmology because their was no 
written history of the time and individuals in the culture had to carry that 
importance forward no matter how limited their own experience or ideas in this 
regard. It is one thing to "sense" an importance here, and another to "prove" it. 
Thus the argument that sacredness is weak at best will never win any argument 
to move the TMT forward and will only inflame Hawaiians.  
 
Finally, the impact of Western culture and dominance is seen by Hawaiian's as 
real and certainly can be proven in terms of land loss, educational loss (think of 
the time under the Royalty when our rates of literacy and graduation were higher 
than the USA, for example, in the 1800s) and opportunities lost. It is becoming 
more and more accepted, with evidence to bear on it, that Hawaii was illegally 
occupied and sequestered by the United States. If that had not happened there 
would have been no great influx of population here that has forced aside 
Hawaiian opportunity and economic gain. It might have been slow, but it would 
have been economically gainful for our people, and it would have enabled a 
more true Hawaiian state and culture. The residual anger and rage at the loss of 
Hawaiian identity continues to fester today especially when the people see 
advantages accruing to others that should have accrued to Hawaiians 
instead. Frankly, the TMT is seen in that light. 
 
This latter is very important and has been downplayed somewhat in part because 
of its racial undertones which really stem from the economic disadvantages 
forced on native Hawaiians by a dominating culture. But recognizing it can lead 
to a way forward. 
 
What is that way forward? It is to gain "buy-in" by the majority of Hawaiians, It is 
to recognize that wrong has been done, but that Hawaii and Hawaiians can gain 
in ways not seen previously. These include: 
 
(1) Asking for formation of a Hawaiian community committee to sit on the 
councils of the builders and the planners as a go between with Hawaiians, and 
whose input can be of value in protecting and promoting a sacredness of effort 
that TRANSCENDS all cultures and sees value in carrying Hawaiian traditions of 
exploration forward. There are learned Hawaiians in modern Hawaiian culture 
who are recognized as leaders and thinkers who can sit on this committee. But 
be careful in it's formation: there must be at large seats as well that the culture in 
general can ascribe and that they recognize that they influence selection thereof 
and the person occupying that seat is not seen as selected because s/he is 
influenced by TMT builders. 



 

 

 
(2) Begin an education program "with teeth in it" to demonstrate the value to 
Hawaiian Keiki and the culture in general. Hawaiians need to know just how they 
are going to benefit from the TMT and how it fits with the culture. 
 
(3) Give acknowledgement and credit where it is due to Hawaiians so they can 
see their contribution in moving forward is indeed because they are helping make 
decisions and proving the worth of Hawaiian cultural values, insights and 
knowledge.  
 
(4) Be transparent and provide weekly insights into development, building 
problems including the scientific, and asking for input from the public from time to 
time. Espouse its advantages and promises as well. 
 
I do not think it is too late to take these steps, but certainly the TMT mission has 
been damaged and will be lost without them. These steps should have been built 
in from the very first to still the qualms and doubts that so plague the future of the 
TMS now. If there is anything I do not understand here, it is why this was not 
done from the very beginning. The National Science Foundation, our prestigious 
US Science funding agency, has begun to include underpins of populist types of 
understanding and input in some of its grants which indicates they get this; why 
doesn't the TMT? 
 
Please share this as you see fit. I am available for further input if necessary. 
 
My Aloha 
 
Bill 
 
William Moekahi Steiner, Ph.D. 
CEO and founder, Hawaii Land Management Systems LLC 
 
 


