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Herbal medicine on the rise:

the case of ‘awast

HARRIET Makia Awana O’SuLLivan”
KEHAULANI Lum®

Abstract

There has been increasing interest in ‘awa on several
levels (e.g., cultural, medicinal, economic). The present
article explores theissues surrounding ‘awa use, highlights
existing literature, places the discussion in its proper
indigenous context, and sheds light on the tensions fueled
by culturally inappropriate practice. In concluding the
article, recommendations within a native context are put
forthinfourdomains: (a)education, (b) research, (¢) analysis
and implementation of legal protections, and (d) economic
development.

Introduction

As a child growing up in the Hawaiian village of Hana,
Maui, | was introduced to the practice of native traditional
medicine by my tutu (grandmother), Hattie Kamanaolu.
While my mother, a public health nurse, traveled the hills of
the remote coast ministering to the villagers, tutu would
attend to my ailments with an assortment of natural rem-
edies: ‘uhaloaand kukui, herbal antidotes for a sore throat;
laukahi, for skin infections; and for sprains, an application
of the leaf of the nonior laua‘e plant, depending onwhat was
available near our bayside home. Later, as a mother of five
active children, living miles from the closest rural clinic, |
addressed my children’s ilinesses and injuries in much the
same way.

“Contact: Hardy Spoehr, Executive Director, Papa Ola Lokahi,
894 Queen Street, Honolulu, Hawai‘i 96813. Tel: (808) 597-
6550. Email: hspoehr@papaolalokahi.com

§ ‘awais known by assorted Polynesian terms such as kava.
This paper uses the Hawaiian spelling.

Handy, Pukui, and Livermore stressed:

“... it must never be forgotten that the Hawaiians
themselves are dwelling in the milieu of their tradi-
tional pharmacopoeia, and that almost without ex-
ception they are familiarized at home with habitual
health practices that have been intimately a part of
family life since time immemorial'.”

The traditional Hawaiian healing belief system, lg‘au
lapa‘au, is rooted firmly in nature and history. Spirituality,
personal relationships, and environment are integral to
health and healing among Native Hawaiians2. By its very
essence, native practice stands in stark contrast to Western
medical practice that tends to compartmentalize sickness
rather than to embrace a holistic approach.

“According to the Hawaiian theory of nature,” observed
Dr. Nanette Judd,

“... all phenomena have physical and psychological
aspects. Hawaiian healers do not separate one from
the other, and their diagnosis encompasses body,
mind and spirit. In ancient Hawaiian healing, when
a person was seriously sick, it was necessary to
discern whether the iliness was caused by influences
from the outside (ma waho) or from within (ma loko).
Prayer played an important role in counteracting evil
forces and special measures may have been required
to counteract an evil spell. Prayers to the family
guardians, or 'aumakua, was an important aspect of
the healing process. Today, prayer continues to be
of major importance to healers, and all healing
begins with spiritual cleansing or prayer... After 150
years of Western contact, Hawaiians have not be-
come complete medical converts. Sickness, child-
birth, and death are viewed as intimate, personal
experiences, embracing the total person  body, mind
and spirit®."

An appreciation for the native belief system and
ethnomedical practices of the healers, and concern for their
exploitation by conflicting values, have motivated me to
conduct this introductory study on the improper use of
certain remedies central and sacred to the indigenous
people of Hawai‘i. This study began as a question: “What
is the best way for people to deal with (or understand) the
use of ‘awa and/or other herbal products?” This is not
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intended to be a definitive work on the subject. Rather, it
is meant to provoke discussion, reflection, and perhaps
action, in an area currently lacking meaningful native per-
spective.

Popularity of herbal medicine

In November, 1998, Time magazine ran a compelling
cover story titled, “The Herbal Medicine Boom, It's great
business, but is it good for what ails us?*” Calling attention
to the blossoming market for “all things herbal,” the article
revealed that in 1997 consumers spent more than $12
billion on natural supplements—nearly double the amount
spent four years earlier. Among the article’s startling
findings: “Americans today make more visits to nontraditional
physicians, including naturopaths who claim expertise in
herbs and other natural therapies, than to their family
doctors. And they spend almost as much out of pocket (not
reimbursed by heaith insurance) on alternative medicine
($27 billion) as on all unreimbursed physician services.

According to Dr. Phil Lee, former Assistant Secretary for
Health and Human Services, medical schools across the
country are now developing centers for integrated medicine
to embrace complementary treatment’.

At the center of the non-prescription herbal remedy boom
rests several herbs vital to Native Hawaiian practice, such as
‘awa, the highly-touted Polynesian “miracle herb” said by
promoters to be superior to existing pharmaceuticals in
reducing stress, anxiety, pain,
and assorted ailments affect-
ing millions of Americans ayear.

At the center of the non-prescription

‘Awa in traditional Hawaiian practice

Among the myriad natural herbs traditionally used by the
indigenous people of Hawai'i, ‘awa, known botanically as
Piper methysticum, was of singularimportance and stature.
A giant pepper plant that boasts as many as 18 documented
varieties, the plant with heart-shaped leaves is known
throughout Polynesiaas kavakava, kawa, kava, ‘ava, sakau,
and yagona. In native tradition, ‘awa served as a sacred
drink of importance in many aspects of Hawaiian life®.

According to Kamakau, “‘awa is indigenous to Hawai'i,
and from Hawai‘i it spread to all the lands in the ocean ...
‘Awa was a refuge and an absolution. Over the ‘awa cup
were handed down the taboos and laws of the chiefs, the
taboos of the gods, and the laws of the gods governing
solemn vows, and here the wrongdoer received absolution
of his wrongdoing. That was the way, and the priestly
practice, of ka po‘e kahiko’.”

Handy et al. noted:

“The fact that ‘awawas the cherished narcotic of the
culture,” said Handy, “explains the nature of its
ceremonial uses. Between menitserved as aceremo-
nial gift; it was offered to the ancestral spirits on the
domestic altar; itwas ‘fed’ (hanai mano)to the shark
patron by fishermen; it was offered to the spirits by
mediums (haka). The cup of ‘awawas gazed into and
drunk by seers to induce the desired passivity or
trance ... Medicinally, the
root was used by Hawai-
ians for many purposes8.”

herbal remedy boom rests several

But are these claims true?
Are they supported by legiti-
mate traditional or scientific

herbs vital to Native Hawaiian
practice, such as 'awa, the highly-
touted Polynesian “"miracle herb”

‘Awa as sacred

Inancientlegend and chant,

evidence? Moreover, insofar
as they lack the healer’s art and context, do they truthfully
represent the medicinal and spiritual practice of native
tradition, or are they simply modern-day snake-oil elixirs?
And finally, if in fact the remedy stems from centuries of
native medicinal and religious practice, is its adoption into
the market of herbal remedies a form of exploitation?

Purpose

What follows is an exploration of these and other ques-
tions surrounding the complexities of the current commer-
cial use of ‘awa. This article highlights existing literature,
places the discussion in its proper indigenous context, and
sheds light on the tensions fueled by culturally inappropri-
ate practice. Finally, the study recommends possible av-
enues for native intervention.

the ‘awa plant is extensively
recorded and is esteemed for its origin and connection to
two of Hawaiians’ four principal gods—Kane and Kanaloa.
Pele, one of the most powerful female goddesses, is also
observed in a chant that reveals her unquestionable right to
consume ‘awa. “It was a fit and necessary offering to the
gods,” notes Titcomb, “and the gods shared with man the
desire for its potent effect®.”

Although the foods of the gods in Hawaiian custom were
varied, the pre-eminence of ‘awa as an offering has been
well documented. Forexample, in Kamakau, “Over the ‘awa
cups were laid the kapus of the chiefs, the kapus of the gods,
the oaths sworn ... to gods and men, and the ... offerings for
sins ...”” Puku‘i corroborated this by saying that ‘awawas so
important that if only one thing were offered, it must be the

I

awa®.

The place of ‘awa in religious ceremony was above all
other plants and plant products that received regular use.
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“A portion of dried root or cup of the drink was
frequently included in offerings to the gods, and
priests often drank ‘awa at the end of a ceremony. It
was offered to the gods at the onset of war, in
consecrating a male child, in the ceremonial initia-
tion of girls trained in hula and chanting ... and in
séances in which a god or goddess spoke through a
medium. An offering of ‘awa was a requirement at
certain occasions such as felling a koa tree to make
a canoe®.”

From cultivation to consumption, ‘awa was handled with
great care. Certain roots were grown specifically for the
gods. Special servants were designated as “keeper of the
‘awa kapu.” And, household shrines, ipu-o-Lono heiau bore
witness to the status of ‘awa:

“The ipu-o-Lono temple that is always maintained by
the people in the mua house, the first of the group
of several of this and that householder, and in that
first house of every man is a calabash ... inside of
which is placed food and meat, and on the outside is
attached ... a piece of ‘awa. That gourd is termed the
gourd of Kua‘aha, or the gourd of Lono, and some-
times the gourd of guard-
ian spirits (‘aumakua).
Every morning and evening
the people paid devotional
exercises to the god and
offered prayer thereto; then
the man would take the
gourd ... and bringing it to
the threshold would take

In the metaphysical realm, Titcomb
stated, “the evidence seems to point
... to [‘'awa’s] unique power to
transport man out of his physical
world—to some bridge-like span—
where, temporarily at least, he
approaches the locale of the gods.

where, temporarily at least, he approaches the locale of the
gods®.

‘Awa as medicine

In treating the sick, kahuna ld‘au lapa‘au (Hawaiian
medical healers) made extensive use of ‘awa for such
illnesses as insomnia; general disability (especially in chil-
dren); weary muscles; chills and hard colds; difficulty in
passing urine; sharp, blinding headaches; disorderly stom-
ach and thick, white coating on the tongue (for children);
lung and kindred troubles; weaknesses arising from certain
conditions during virginity; displacement of the womb:;
boils; and “fretfulness” in children (‘awa used as a soothing
syrup)®. In addition, Kamakau cited ‘awa as a method to
reduce weight’.

Mostcommonly, the appropriate plant part was chewed or
pounded and either drunk or applied as a poultice, alone or
with an additional herb. Chun offers insightinto the various
and specific preparations for treatment of illnesses. In the
case of a cure for the illnesses of “Luhi (tiredness), Ma‘uha
(weariness), Mo ‘opa‘opa and such illnesses that overcome
the body of both men and women when they have been
strenuously working day and night,” the treatment involved
more than ingesting the prod-
uct alone: ... First take a bath
in a stream deep enough to
dive head in or into a spring.
Upon returning from the bath,
the ‘awa rootlets are first
mashed and then strained with
three-fourths a cup of fresh
niu liquid. It is strained and

the piece of ‘awa attached

thereto and pray ... Then he would suck the piece of
‘awa, open the gourd and eat a portion of the food
therein. That calabash ... is holy and sacred to the
god'o,”

In describing the sacred rite of “awa-i-ku,”in which ‘awa
was prepared for the purpose of worship or as an offering
tothe gods, Andrews and Parkerwrote (as cited in Titcomb®):

“This began with the digging of the ‘awa root. He
who did this had first to purify himself by abath in the
ocean (kai kapu), followed by an ablution in fresh
water. The purification was completed by a priest
sprinkling the suppliant with water containing ‘lena,
or turmeric. Then having arrayed himself in a clean
malo, he knelt with both knees on the ground and
tore the root from its bed. Rising to his feet, he lifted
the ‘awa root to the heaven.”

In the metaphysical realm, Titcomb stated, “the evidence
seems to point ... to [‘awa’s]unique power to transport man
out of his physical world—to some bridge-like span —

cleaned with ‘ahu‘awa sedge
and then drunk while perhaps with some Mai‘a iholena
(some tasty fish) and poi that has been prepared by mem-
bers of the household — and can be eaten and drunk with
a mouthful of water, followed by smoking a pipe."

‘Awa as social drink

As a social drink, ‘awa is thought to have been the
beverage of choice of the ali‘i. Kepakailiula describes an
‘awa-drinking scene:

“The chief, Kukuipahu, had an ‘awa drinking party
that evening. The kukui candles were lighted in the
long shed of the chief. The burnt nuts were knocked
off by four hunchbacked men. Hunch-backs were
favorites of the chief. Afterthe chiefs had drunk their
‘awa, Kukuipahu sat against the wall, but he was not
intoxicated with ‘awa. The house inside was encir-
cled by chiefs, not only men but women too'2.”

From her childhood in Ka‘aG and Puna, Kawena Pukui
remembers (as cited in Titcomb?®):
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“... the old people would sometimes have an ‘awa
drinking party (‘aha inu ‘awa). ‘When someone dug
up ‘awa, news of it would spread, and many people
[would] gather together.” She and other children
were not invited, nor did they see any fun in such a
quiet time, when no one could talk or laugh or make
any disturbance.”

The decline of open practice

It is clear in the literature that ‘awa was widely used for
specific purposes and in precise ways by ali‘i, by medical
kahuna, and by the common people well into the last
century. Within a properly controlled context, highly struc-
tured according to rank, the use of ‘awa in the 1800s was
central to indigenous practice. However, with the lifting of
the kapu, an edict against the cultivation and use of ‘awa,
and the coming of a new order, a centuries-old practice was
threatened into near-extinction. Its open abuse as a nar-
cotic substance was prevalent, only to be replaced later by
dependency on alcohol.

Cass and McNally explained:

“The decline of ceremonial kava drinking parallels
the era of colonialism and cultural domination ... To
convert the natives toward their religion and away
from indigenous tradition, Christian missionaries,
who accompanied the warships and plantation own-
ers, made eradication of [kava]drinking a major part
of their program. They also objected to it because
the traditional way of chewing the root before con-
sumption was too gross for their fine sensibilities'3.”

“The evil effect of excessive indulgence in ‘awa was
probably as harmful in the missionaries’ opinion as
that of liquors,” added Titcomb®. By 1842, the
temperance pledge that children were urged to take
was, ‘Do you swear that you are determined to
forswear always the intoxicants, such as rum, wine,
‘awa, tobacco, and every other kind of intoxicant?¢”

Whether or not outright bans on ‘awa were actually
enforced is unclear. What is obvious, however, is that was
an attempt on the part of the ruling body to regulate its
accessibility and practice (by way of ausurious license fee on
the cultivation and use of ‘awa, allegedly to protect the
government’s monopoly) and, more important, through
efforts to outlaw the practice of Id‘au lapa‘au and ld‘au
kahea (spiritual healing). “The coming of foreigners to
Hawai‘i,” commented Titcomb, “tore into the fabric of cus-
toms, and the ‘awa custom had been a strong and colorful
thread in that fabrict.”

Contemporary practice and use of
‘awa

In Hawai‘i

On the whole, observers from outside the Hawaiian
community contend that the traditional practice of using
‘awa had virtually ceased by the middle of the 20th century.
In one of the few studies dedicated specifically to ‘awa in
Hawai'i, it was noted,

“...in 1903, no Hawaiian went home from the Satur-
day market without an ‘awa root tied to his saddle.
In 1930 ‘awa was still to be purchased in the market;
today it is not. Today the plant is scarce on O‘ahu
exceptin afew areas deep in the forest. On the other
islands there are more numerous wild patches, but
outside of botanists, only older Hawaiians know or
carewhat itis, and only a few still have a taste for the
old Polynesian drink once so important and so
popular. When these pass away there will be no more
of their kind to take their place and probably all use
of ‘awa in Hawai‘i will end®.”

In their 1997 work on the ethnobotany, history, and
chemistry of ‘awa, Lebot, Merlin, and Lindstrom contended,
“... ‘awais a relic of traditional Hawaiian culture—an uncom-
mon but attractive plant that can be found for sale as an
ornamental in a few commercial nurseries'.”

However, Kupuna Papa A Henry Auwae, master practi-
tioner and chairperson of the statewide Kdpuna La‘au
Lapa‘au o Hawai'i, offered contrary anecdotal evidence. In
Papa Auwae’s judgment, the use of ‘awa, at least for
medicinal purposes, did not stop with the imposition of anti-
ldau measures. It simply went “underground.” Auwae (93
years old at the time of this interviewin 1999'%), who learned
the practice of /g'au from his great-great-grandmother,
acknowledged that while the number of kghuna trained in
the appropriate use of ‘awa has dwindled, a few still survive.
Moreover, he utilized ‘awa in his practice and trained
hundreds of students in the proper ways of identifying,
cultivating, and using the herbal remedy. In addition, inline
with the holistic belief of traditional Hawaiian practice,
Auwae maintained that ‘awa use was “80% spiritual and 20%
medicinal.” He argued that a person who uses ‘awa to
achieve wellness must “... commit himself to the process,
the kahuna art of healing that treats the source of the
problem, not simply the symptom.”

Furthermore, according to Lebot and colleagues, ‘awa
use in Hawai‘i has refused to end:

“Some Hawaiians are raising more serious and more
meaningful drafts of kava. Hawaiian nationalists and
activists today incorporate kava drinking into their
public rituals of political defiance. Activists several
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times have occupied the U.S. Navy-held island of
Kaho‘olawe to demand its return to Native Hawai-
ians. Part of their ritual occupation, during state
approved monthly access visits, has included brew-
ing up batches of kava ... This sort of sharing builds
on traditional understandings of the drug to symbol-
ize, in a contemporary political context, indigenous
identity and rights'%.”

Papa Auwae cautioned, however, that in contemporary
Hawai'i, ‘awa is being overused by people who lacked
proper medicinal and spiritual training. Although quick to
clarify that the practice of /&‘au differs fromoneislandtothe
next, he believed that the ceremonial drinking of ‘awais so
sacred that in modern times, there is scant justification or
authority for its practice'>.

The Association of Hawaiian ‘Awa, a local nonprofit
formed for “... research, education and preservation of the
cultural and medicinal values associated with the ‘awa
plant,” pointed out that in recent years, “ .. there has been
aresurgence of ‘awa cultivation in Hawai'i gardens; farmers
have begun to view ‘awa as a promising new crop, and
entrepreneurs have come forward to develop an ‘awa
industry in Hawai‘i's.”

Among the entrants in 1998 was C. Brewer & Co., Ltd.,
which established a new company called the Hawaiian
Pacific Kava Company, specifically for the development of
‘awa as a large-scale commercial crop. Said J. W. A. Buyers
in an article by J. Cross:

“The market demand for one nutraceutical, unique to
the Pacific, is so strong that it must receive first
attention before any other crop. This crop is ‘awa
and we are immediately committing significant re-
sources toward the development of at least 2,400
acres of ‘awa cultivation on the Big Island ... To
summarize where we are headinginthe nutraceutical
field: itis to get ‘awa moved to the commercial level
at the soonest possible moment'”.”

The commodification of ‘awa

The use of ‘awa as an herbal remedy has attracted the
European market, particularly Germany, for decades. How-
ever, on the U.S. front, it has only recently gained consider-
able attention as a “superstar” supplement for reducing
anxiety and stress. Sold in liquid form or in capsules, ‘awa
is becoming increasingly popular as a non-prescription
alternative to anxiety drugs such as Xanax® and valium®.

Unlike prescription drugs, however, herbal supplements
are currently exempt from rigorous Food and Drug Admin-
istration (FDA) regulation, and thus, from the vantage point
of manufacturers, extremely enticing. “The potential mar-
ket is huge,” according to the executive director of the

Pacific HealtH Diatog Vou 8. No. 2. 2001

American Botanical Council—an association that promotes
herbal supplements (cited in a Wall Street Journal article by
A. Petersen'8). Petersen noted:

“Sales of all herbal supplements hit nearly $2 billion
last year, almost double the level of just four years
ago ... Fueled primarily by aging baby boomers
looking for natural alternatives to drugs, the herbal
market has grown to include almost 30 percent of
the U.S. adult population, accordingtoa 1997 Gallup
survey's.”

“The world buys $14 billion worth of herbal remedies,”
reported Cass and McNally.

“Europe accounts for half of that total: with Germany
at 50% and France at 25% ... In Germany, St. John's
Wort outsells Prozac at least five to one ... To put
things in perspective and to visualize the enormous
room for growth, sales of botanical or herbal prod-
ucts in the United States now exceed $3 billion, while
sales of all pharmaceuticals amount to between $50
and $60 billion™.”

in 1998, media interest in ‘awa and its related products
was “unprecedented.”

“Barbara Walters’ daytime talk show The View, the
Wall Street Journal, NBC’s Dateline, and ABC’s 20/20
have all recently covered ‘awa. Jean Carper’s 1997
bestseller, Miracle Cures, devotes achapter to it,and
Harold H. Bloomfield’s Healing Anxiety with Herbs
also recommends ‘awa. Itis being touted as the anti-
stress product for the 21st century's.”

Further, as indicated in the Association of Hawaiian ‘Awa
Newsletter, the South Pacific Commission’s acting chief
economist predicted that Hawai‘i “could very well become
the sole supplier to the American market. And over time

they could largely supply the European markets ...'%."

“As demand for kava in ‘advanced’ countries grows,”
observed Cass and McNally,

“ the native islanders who are responsible for its
discovery, propagation, and survival face complex
threats of economic exploitation and cultural disio-
cation. Kava growers face a situation similar to that
of the indigenous peoples of the rain forests, whose
medicinal plants are being harvested by pharmaceu-
tical companies for product development ... Many
South Pacific Islanders see kava as their cultural,
traditional and community property which Western-
ers, including Hawaiians, intend to take away from
them and commercialize. They see themselves as
the ones who kept kava alive through the years of
suppression by missionaries. Even now, some are
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torn between the ritual and community use of kava
and the economic opportunities it offers’3,

“The issue of the keepers of knowledge applies to
kava as well. After all, our access to gifts of kava
came only through the diligence of the islanders who
cultivated it over the centuries. Will the commercial
use of kava simply make rich nations (or companies)
richer, or will there be a payback to its native
keeper?'?”

The issue of safety in non-traditional use
of ‘awa products

In 1996, more than 20 herbal companies, eager to avoid
any regulatory scrutiny or consumer skepticism over ‘awa,
formed the Kava General Committee to push the herb into
the mainstream. The first order of business was to fund a
review that would give “a lot of manufacturers the comfort
that they were going to be producing an herb that had a
good reputation'8.”

The Committee’s Herb Safety Review on Kava concluded,

“The pharmacological effect of kava is dose depend-
ent. The Australian experience indicates that very
heavy use may possibly lead
to adverse health effects

legs®.” Furthermore, alitany of controversial studies regard-
ing ‘awa’s harmful potential—from addiction to dermopa-
thy to death—have been published, though Lebot and
colleagues dispute many of their conclusions'.

Papa Auwae spoke of his concerns regarding the use of
‘awa products. Papa Auwae felt that healers must take into
account the individual’s unique attributes—who they are
and their age. To him, every person is different. “If the
person has heart problems, you have to be very careful
using ‘awa.” According to one of Papa Auwae’s students,
“Even the amounts he [Papa Auwae] gave to the patient is
very different and the types he gives to them is based on
their circulation and their condition. The very critical point
is the heart; if the heart is not good, then he does not give
them ‘awa.” Papa Auwae indicated that the types of ‘awa
being sold today are “rubbish,” and not the types that should
be used for healing purposes. in the absence of the kahuna
art, Papa Auwae believed that more legitimate scientific
research needed to be conducted before ‘awa products
were mass-marketed globally's.

Need for a native response

The commodified, non-traditional practice of ‘awa in
Hawai‘i and across the U.S. poses a clear conflict for
indigenous functions. The

strain of surviving in a market

from chronic high dose in-
gestion ... The available
pharmacological informa-
tion on kava and its history
of traditional use (the ma-

The available pharmacological
information on kava and its history of
traditional use (the majority of human
experience with kava) indicate that it

can be used in a safe and effective
manner.

economy, a lack of education
about appropriate practice,
and the lure of a potentially
lucrative new cash crop to a
state mired in an economic

jority of human experience

slump combine tothreatenthe

with kava) indicate that it
can be usedin asafe and effective manner. However,
this safe use has been associated with strict cultural
control and ritualization by native peoples ... Dose
recommendations and warnings for kava are appro-
priate, and probably necessary, when it is used
outside of traditional settings ... The safe use of kava
as a dietary supplement in cultures that do not have
historical experience with its use depends on re-
sponsible manufacturing, marketing, individual con-
sumption patterns, and education’.”

Medical research in Australian aboriginal communities in
the late 1980s regarding the increased ‘awa use suggested
that ‘awa use is unhealthful and socially disruptive, espe-
cially among aboriginal people™.

Additional concerns have also been raised by others,
especiallywhen ‘awais used in an uncontrolled manner. “In
moderation, it relaxes the nerves and induces the refresh-
ing rest; taken often in large quantities, it makes the skin
scaly (mahuna), ulcerous, the eyes bloodshot, and suppu-
rated, and reduces the control of the nerves of the arms and

vitality of this sacred custom
and the right of indigenous Hawaiians to freely practice
their culture.

Already the growing demand for ‘awa has negatively
affected our natural resources. As noted by the Association
for Hawaiian ‘Awa:

“The heightened interest in ‘awa has led to the clear
cutting of some of the ancient forest stands of ‘awa

. Unfortunately, since our last newsletter, at least
one ancient planting has been destroyed ... These
old plantings are Hawaiian artifacts. The varieties
themselves were developed by Hawaiians to suit
their preferences and medicinal needs, and they
were deliberately planted by Hawaiians on the forest
sites ... Each precious Hawaiian ‘awavariety is, thus,
an important achievement of Native Hawaiian horti-
culture?.”

Even as our natural environment is threatened, so too is
the future of our healing culture. “If an opportunistic
company comes along, and markets a product with kava
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and makes wild claims that turn out to be false, it is possible
for kava to be treated and regulated as a drug'®.” Such
regulation would likely make ‘awa illegal for traditional
practitioners to grow and distribute the herb.

On the issues of commercialization and safety of ‘awa,
Papa Auwae had definite opinions:

“What they are looking for is money. Finances ... |
don’t agree what they doing. They are gonna use
‘awa to destroy humanity ... You’re going to have a
lot of people with insanity problems because they’re
pupule(crazy) ... It's very dangerous because every-
bodywill be using the ‘awaand doesn’t know how far
they can use the ‘awa. They have to be educated ...
what to do [with] it and what type of ‘awa to use for
herbal medicine. | only use two types of ‘awa [for
medicinal practice]. ... The pharmaceutical people,
they come to me and they want to know all the
medicines that | do. They want to take care of my
medicines so they can make medicines, so they can
make money to sell. | refuse to give them any
medicines?s.”

To be fair, it is not simply the pharmaceutical companies
who advocate the sale of ‘awa. Indeed, while conducting
this study, we met persons of native descent—one a farmer
and the other a /3'au practitioner—who advocated the sale
and promotion of ‘awa. Even the Association of Hawaiian
‘Awa seems to have Native Hawaiians in leadership roles.

Therein lies the challenge of the native response. In the
face of the herbal explosion, questions of cultural exploita-
tion, religious freedom, intel-
lectual property, and economic
development demand urgent
attention. We believe that it is
critical for Native Hawaiians to
enter the national debate on
this herbal product. Issues

In the face of the herbal explosion,
questions of cultural exploitation,
religious freedom, intellectual
property, and economic development
demand urgent attention.

Education

As Papa Auwae noted, education is the means by which
Native people, and all who are interested, can be made
aware of the proper use and practice of ‘awa. Papa Auwae
recommended more education regarding the use of ‘awa,
with knowledgeable people to teach and conduct work-
shops. A workshop regarding the culturally appropriate
useof ‘awashould be convened. Such a session may involve
the Kdpunala‘au Lapa‘au o Hawai‘i Council, members of the
community, and even representatives of pharmaceutical
companies. Furthermore, information expressing the com-
munity’s viewpoint and experience might be disseminated
to the general public via media programs, publications, and
internet.

Research

Even after 2,000 years of practice, more reliable scientific
research on the effects of ‘awa consumption, particularly
outside of its traditional context, is clearly needed. Perhaps
a study of the safe use of ‘awa may be authorized and
conducted under the Native Hawaiian Health Care Improve-
ment Act.

Analysis and implementation of legal
protections

The federal government, in its effort to control the use of
narcotics and psychotropic drugs, listed peyote, the primary
medicinal and sacramental herb of the Native American
Church, as a controlled substance. Its legal use, however,
was restricted to indigenous members of the church. This
likely resuited from extensive
lobbying by the native com-
munity.

As for herbal medicines,
without Native Hawaiian rep-
resentation in the national dia-

such as the tensions between

traditional and market practice, the unsafe or inappropriate
use of ‘awa (and other traditional herbs currently being
marketed), and the protection of indigenous practice from
restrictive oversightarevital. Clearly, aprotocol needstobe
established, or an agency needs to be charged with correct
oversight responsibility for indigenous products. But who
... and how?

Recommendations for action

Following are recommendations for addressing the ‘awa
issue:
1. Education,
2. Research,
3. Analysis and implementation of legal protections; and
4. Economic development.

logue, we may find ourselves
restricted from using ‘awa and other vital herbs if the Food
and Drug Administration (FDA) one day deems regulation
necessary. As we have found ways to protect our traditional
right to gather and practice, we must find ways to vigilantly
protect our /d‘au.

Legal mechanisms may already exist to prevent the
exploitation and abuse of ‘awa. Consider, for example, how
the Kona coffee industry has protected its name, and how
kosher products are regulated. Aforum and/or research on
this issue are warranted, with or by Native Hawaiian attor-
neys, healers, and producers. Findings, if appropriate, may
lead to regulation of herbal products, so long as it does not
in any way compromise the authority of our practitioners.
Cass et al. speak of a covenant calied “Traditional Resource
Rights” as a way to protect indigenous traditional knowl-
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edge'3. More research should be conducted in the preser-
vation and protection of traditional resources and the rights
of our traditional practitioners. Such acomponent may also
be a part of the Native Hawaiian Health Care Act.

Economic development

Can traditional and Western practice co-exist? Does ‘awa
offer a revenue stream for our community that can be used
to foster Native traditional practices? s there a mechanism
that might authenticate, certify, regulate, and/or oversee
acceptable processes? And if so, who will decide?

Questions such as these deserve serious attention, if only
as a means to clarify the native position. Clearly, it is a
matter for the kdgpuna (elders) to decide and our leadership
to embrace. A forum involving the Klipuna La‘au Lapa‘au o
Hawai‘i Council and members of the community should be
convened to discuss the topic of economic development.

As the indigenous community engages in the debate over
sovereignty and self-determination, the preservation of
traditional practices must take its rightful place alongside
matters of governance, economic development, and proc-
ess. As Nani‘ole and Meyer indicated,

“It is time for Native Hawaiians to re-claim the traits,
beliefs, and practices specific to our own knowledge
maintenance and production ... If we did not know
what was good practice or proper ways to behave,
then we are left to re-invent culture every generation.
This is not the case. There are practices that get
expanded, and there are things that get changed,
but culture begets culture. And for Hawaiians, it
stands on what has worked before us. Kawa mamua
(the time we face) is our history—it is what we know,
it is what we value. Itis history that links us to our
future?'.”
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