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REMARKS BY THE HONORABLE DANIEL K. AKAKA 
The Pacific Rim Foundation/Hawaii DOE 

High School Teleconference
Kuykendall Hall, University of Hawaii 

December 2, 1992

Thank you for your gracious introduction, Stan (Manuia).

Aloha! A very good morning to all of you, both here at the 
University of Hawaii and out there in Television Land.

I would like to heartily commend The Pacific Rim Foundation 
and its Executive Director, Diane Peters-Nguyen, for all the 
effort put into bringing this teleconference to fruition. My 
warmest mahalo also to the Pacific & Asian Affairs Council; the 
State Department of Education, particularly Jim Bannan of the 
Office of Long-Distance Technology; the University of Hawaii for 
the use of this wonderful facility; and the Conservation Council 
of Hawaii, under the peerless leadership of my dear friend, Steve 
Montgomery.

Finally, of course, a big hand to the faculty and students 
of all the participating high schools for your interest in and 
commitment to the utilization of all available learning 
technologies and the cause of environmental protection and 
enhancement.

You know, Hawaii is famed for its extraordinary and singular 
natural heritage. No other place on Earth has a higher 
percentage of unique plant and animal species. Almost 100 
percent of the State's invertebrate species, and nearly 90 
percent of its birds and flowering plants, are indigenous to 
these is1ands, making Hawaii home to over 10,000 life forms found 
nowhere else on the globe.

Hawaii's rich but vulnerable ecosystems succeeded in 
maintaining a delicate balance until about 1,600 years ago. 
Then, man arrived with his accompanying baggage. Don't get me 
wrong. The Hawaiians themselves were exceptional stewards of the 
land and the sea. Still, as we all know, any human intrusion has 
its impact. Moreover, as conscientious as the Hawaiian people 
were in their environmental guardianship, once contact was made 
by other populations, a steady and ongoing erosion of the 
environment began. The ensuing destruction of native habitat, 
along with the influx of alien species, has resulted in a 
continuing decline in native species in Hawaii.

Compared to what Hawaii was like before human occupation, 
90 percent of the dryland forests, 60 percent of the mesic, or 
moist, forests and 42 percent of the wet forests have been wiped 
out. Half of our original bird species and untold numbers of 
other wildlife and plant species have been lost forever.



However, we must be keenly aware that not all environmental 
degradation is caused by direct human destruction — I mean, by 
the hunting of animals, irresponsible development, intentional 
eradication or even negligent use of hazardous chemicals. A very 
critical factor in the manipulation of the environment is also 
the introduction of alien species.

Today, an average of 19 new species are introduced into 
Hawaii's annually. A lot of people would say that doesn't sound 
like much at all. I'm sure many of you have wondered: Why do 
they make such a fuss about finding a snake here or an exotic 
fish there? Why do they make the people fill out those silly 
agriculture forms on the airplane coming back from the Mainland?

Why get excited about a measly 19 new species coming into 
Hawaii each year? Let me put it to you this way: Before the 
arrival of man in Hawaii, ONE SINGLE new species established 
itself here every 50,000 TO 100,000 YEARS. That manini-sounding 
19 is an alien species increase that is ONE TO TWO MILLION TIMES 
the natural rate!

As a result of habitat loss and massive immigration, Hawaii 
has suffered a tremendous loss of wildlife. Of all the species 
that have become extinct in the United States, two-thirds 
disappeared from Hawaii. Worst of all, many of them vanished 
before their potential practical value was ever examined or their 
existence ever known.

The continued immigration of alien species not only 
threatens to exterminate Hawaii's surviving native animal and 
plant world. It also has the potential to cause irreparable 
damage to agriculture, tourism and human health. And as the pace 
of human commerce, travel and communication quickens, more and 
more stowaways are expected to arrive each day.

We must stop the extinction wave and impose stricter 
controls on the movement of species into Hawaii.

First of all, last year, we moved legislatively on one 
of the most urgent and potentially devastating alien species 
concerns facing Hawaii — guarding against the introduction of 
brown tree snakes from Guam. Like Hawaii, Guam once had no 
snakes at all. Well, because there were no protective measures, 
the brown tree snake found its way there. And do you know what? 
Now Guam has an abundance of snakes.... and it also has no birds 
left. As far as Hawaii is concerned, keeping out the brown tree 
snake is a battle we cannot afford to lose.

And if you think the extermination of all bird life on Guam 
has been an incredible tragedy, consider what happened once the 
brown tree snake succeeded in eliminating its own major food 
source:

o One Guamanian hospital reported treating 50 bite victims 
in a twelve-month period, many of them small children. o



The snake began to eat small mammals — such as puppies, kittens 
and rabbits.

o Many Guamanians simply gave up raising chickens and 
pigeons, because they could not keep them safe and alive.

o And to top it all off, because the snakes have a habit of 
climbing transmission wires and crawling into transformers, there 
have been as many as 100 snake-related power outages on Guam in 
one year.

Oh, one last thing — the brown tree snake has no known 
natural predators.

Under the Brown Tree Snake Control Act of 1991, we 
established a coordinated program involving prevention, 
suppression, research, control and eradication. We charged the 
Department of Defense, the Department of Agriculture, the U.S. 
Fish and Wildlife Service and the U.S. Customs Service with using 
whatever action necessary to protect Hawaii against the 
accidental or intentional transport of this ravaging creature. 
This a threat against which we can never, ever lower our 
guard.

Then, this year, I introduced the Alien Species Prevention 
and Enforcement Act of 1992, which has since been signed into 
law. It gives specific authority to the Postmaster General and 
the Secretary of Agriculture to screen all mail that is destined 
for, or received in, Hawaii to identify mail that is likely to 
contain any plant pest or injurious animal. In 1990, a program 
was instituted in Hawaii to prevent the dissemination of pests 
through the mails. However, until the enactment of this new law, 
it only provided one-way inspection. Mail leaving Hawaii was 
examined, but mail coming here was not.

The main reason is that Federal authorities were only 
interested in protecting the Mainland from fruit fly infestation 
from Hawaii. They had no equal concern for plant and insect 
pests that might come in and damage our agriculture and 
environment. However, let me tell you the most ironic thing of 
all. There are four species of fruit flies that the government 
has been working so aggressively to stop from getting to the 
Mainland from here, NOT ONE is native to Hawaii!

A 1989 analysis by the State of Hawaii determined that 23 
percent of the pests that enter Hawaii come through the mail. In 
addition, during a test program at a Neighbor Island post office, 
State plant quarantine inspectors identified 1,944 Mainland 
packages containing pests and plant material. And, that 
particular post office handles less than 10 percent of the mail 
coming into Hawaii, which means that they were just looking at 
the tip of the iceberg. There is a gaping hole through which 
alien species enter Hawaii. My Alien Species Prevention and 
Enforcement Act will close it.

Just as vital to preventing the extinction of species is the 
protection of the ecosystems upon which they depend. One of my



highest legislative priorities this year, in that area of 
environment, was the Hawaii Tropical Forest Recovery Act. This 
Act is the product of months and months of planning and thought, 
with valuable input from the State of Hawaii's Division of 
Forestry and Wildlife, various Federal agencies, Hawaii 
environmental and conservation groups, biologists and researchers 
at the University of Hawaii, and the Hawaii Forest Industry 
Association.

In large part, the Hawaii Tropical Forest Recovery Act was a 
response to the November, 1991, report, "Hawaii's Extinction 
Crisis: A Call to Action," co-authored by the U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service, the State of Hawaii's Department of Land and 
Natural Resources, and the Nature Conservancy of Hawaii. I'm not 
sure how many of you have read it. For those who are deeply 
concerned about the condition of Hawaii's environment and what 
needs to be done to protect and revive it, I would suggest you 
take a look at this document. Basically, this Federal-State­
private sector report outlines a thoughtful and realistic ten- 
point plan of action to halt the accelerating slide of extinction 
and pull our plant and animal species back from the edge of 
ecological catastrophe.

The Hawaii Tropical Forest Recovery Act was signed into law 
just over a month ago. Its goal is to rejuvenate Hawaii's ailing 
native forests. It will tremendously expand our information 
base, research efforts, educational opportunities, meaningful 
preservation activities, utilization capabilities and management 
expertise with respect to Hawaii's tropical forests. In turn, we 
can then apply the invaluable knowledge gained to other tropical 
forests in the United States and around the world.

There are many who ask, "What is the big deal about tropical 
forests? What makes them so important? Is it just because, as 
the earth's highest life form, we have the obligation to serve as 
the caretakers of this planet?" Well, to the most cynical 
people, I would say that, even if you don't consider it our moral 
or religious responsibility, you must realize is that our own 
physical welfare, economic survival and quality of life on earth 
are at stake.

Every year our planet loses approximately 27 million acres 
of tropical forests. That is equal to nearly seven times the 
entire land area of the State of Hawaii! It's not just simply 
beautiful trees and plants that we lose. Gone too is an 
incredible array of life forms — most of which have not even 
been discovered and classified yet.

Perhaps the most tragic of all, there are the medicinal uses 
and scientific knowledge that disappear with each passing 
species. Do you know that natural organisms, plants and animals, 
provide approximately 75 percent of all the modern medicines and 
pharmacfs)eutical products? And tropical forests contain at 
least 50 percent of the world's plant and animal species.



In effect, tropical forests are vast storehouses of 
pharmaceutical potential — medicines and remedies just waiting 
to be discovered. Whenever these forests disappear, so do untold 
numbers of potential cures for the illnesses and diseases that 
plague us all. Looking at what that means with respect to Hawaii 
forests alone, more than 90 percent of the plants in the State 
have never been surveyed for possible medicinal values.

Let me provide you with one very significant example. In 
the Pacific Northwest growing among the towering pines and grand 
fir trees is the Pacific yew. The yew has been decimated by 
logging activity. Although it can be found nowhere else in the 
world, 90 percent of its primary habitat, old growth forests, has 
been destroyed. That was allowed to happen because the Pacific 
Yew had always been considered nothing but a rubbish tree, a 
nuisance because it grew among the other valuable timber. It 
served no purpose other than getting in the way. However, after 
centuries of carelessly depleting the yew, we have now discovered 
that it contains a chemical compound called Taxol, that can be 
used to treat ovarian cancer, which kills over 12,000 women a 
year. It may also prove helpful in treating breast and lung 
cancer, as well. This previously worthless nuisance is now a 
potential source of salvation for thousands of cancer patients.

This year, we passed legislation to promote long-term 
conservation of this now-valuable tree, thereby maintaining a 
sustainable supply for medicinal purposes.

We must keep moving. We must keep working. Time is clearly 
not on our side. At least 25 percent of the endangered birds and 
plants in the United States are native to Hawaii, and that number 
is growing. Twelve endangered Hawaiian forest bird species sit 
on the verge of extinction, reduced to such low numbers that 
biologists doubt they may ever be saved. And for at least 93 
Hawaiian plant species, fewer than 100 individuals survive.

One hundred years ago, the Kauai o'o was an ordinary, 
everyday black bird, singing its carefree song. Then, along with 
some new settlers to Hawaii, came mosquitoes. The guess is that, 
along with these mosquitoes, came a new disease. The o'o began 
to die. By 1960, there were — probably — 12 of them left. By 
1981, there were two. Finally, only one remained. Each year, 
out in the Alakai wilderness, it built a nest — and it sang — 
calling for a mate that was never to come. In 1989, the song of 
the o'o ended.

One hundred and THIRTY TWO years ago, in 1860, a biologist 
wrote about the last-ever observation of the nest of an 
'akohekohe, the crested honeycreeper. In March of this year, it 
became THE SECOND-TO-THE-LAST! That's right. After more than 13 
decades, three nests were found in The Nature Conservancy's 
Waikamoi Preserve on Maui.

When you remember the o'o, I want you to also remember the



'akohekohe nest. When you think of the brown tree snake, I want 
you to also think of the Pacific yew.

BALANCE. UNDERSTANDING. CONCERN. DETERMINATION. That is 
what I ask of you all. That is what we need to make this truly 
special place, Hawaii, flourish as it did before!

The Hawaii Tropical Forest Recovery Act, the Brown Tree 
Snake Control Act, the Alien Species Prevention and Enforcement 
Act, the Endangered Species Act...no list of Acts, however long 
and however helpful will ever, by themselves, guarantee that 
every species will be saved, that our air will blow crisp and 
clean, that our water will flow clear and pure, or that our 
oceans will teem with life. No great volumes of Congressional 
Acts will guarantee that whatever has gone wrong with our 
environment will be made right again overnight.

The key lies in The Caring, Informed and Dedicated People 
Act. It lies with ALL OF US. It lies with YOU. And it lies 
with just how much you are willing to commit your hearts, minds 
and hands to the survival of this most precious and wonderful of 
worlds that is our home.

I know you can do it. The earth depends upon it.

Mahalo and God bless you all!


