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In an economy in which more commodities 
equal more money, the practices that Native 
Hawaiian fisherman Mac Poepoe strives to 

perpetuate within the Moloka‘i community, are the 
exception.
   Born and raised on Moloka‘i, Poepoe’s childhood 
was a hard one in which he learned how to fish and 
hunt from his father, mother, uncles and everyone 
around him. His childhood wasn’t like those of 
his friends, but lessons learned have shaped his 
belief and practices that he applies everyday. Now 
66, Poepoe made sure he instilled those lessons 
in his children when they were young, and would 
like to share them with the generations of people 
within the community. Last year, he was featured 
in PBS Hawaii’s “Pacific Heartbeat, Nā Loea: The 
Masters II,” featuring individuals who are masters 
of various aspects of Hawaiian culture.
   As Poepoe puts it, “I went fishing with everybody, 
anybody. We like to think it’s in our DNA, 
that learning (how to fish) is something we’re 
born with.” But most of the learning is done by 
watching, then doing. No explanation.
   On behalf of the community management 
organization Hui Mālama O Mo‘omomi, Poepoe 
has dedicated his life to caring for Mo‘omomi and 
Kawa‘aloa bays. His concern lies in preserving the 
area and protecting its resources for current and 
future residents.
   “We do a lot of stuff,” says Poepoe, “but mainly 
it’s about protecting our resources here. This is 
what we’ve been doing all of our lives...We’re not 

going to depend on anybody to do work that 
should be done by us. We take responsibility for 
this because we rely on our resources. It’s part of 
our economy.”
   The organization began in 1994 as part of 
then Governor John Waihe‘e’s task force that 
coordinated plans to create sustainability on the 
island. They looked at ways to accommodate the 
residents since jobs were scarce. “And they found 
that our resources were very important to us, it’s 
part of our economy,” says Poepoe. “They never 
realized that. So even though we have no jobs, we 
can still survive because we have food from the 
land, the ocean. We mālama (take care of) all that 
and continue to thrive.”
   Beneath partially cloudy skies, we arrive at 
Kawa‘aloa Bay, a small stretch of sandy beach 
enclosed by rocky coastline on both sides.
   “This is part of my office,” Poepoe says with a 
genuine smile. “Nature rules...whatever nature 
presents to us, we have to be happy because we get 
to come here.” Gusty winds bully us as we make 
our way to an overlook above the beach. Patches of 
native hinahina cover the slopes. “This is the air-
conditioned office,” he says. “We can’t adjust it; you 
have to come on different days to adjust it.” One 
can’t help but be just slightly envious of his “office.”
   It seems the way Poepoe learned how to fish and 
hunt as a youth is the way he continues to learn 
about the area and its inhabitants—by observing.
   “I come and stand on that point over there, and 
look into the water and see...it gives me a good 
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idea of what’s happening during that time, during 
that phase of the moon. A lot of things I track are 
according to the moon. All of these things have 
a bigger story behind them that you won’t really 
understand unless you take the time to watch.”
   Hawaiian monk seals also visit Kawa‘aloa Bay at 
times. “Actually, they love to stay up at Kalaupapa, 
that’s their main home,” he explains. “They live in 
Kalaupapa, transit through this area, head to the 
west end, then go outside the banks and eat out 
there. That’s their feeding grounds. Sometimes they 
get lazy and go in people’s nets and eat the fish.”
   What types of fish are in this area?
   “The fish people target the most..uhu, moi, kole, 
kūmū...well, the kūmū is depleted already. The 
species I’m working on right now, the moi, is very 
popular here, and a lot of people know when it 
comes in. So my job is to make sure that the places 
where they aggregate, are functioning. By that I 
mean the place is still providing food, shelter for 
them. They come in mainly to spawn during this 
time, so I make sure that it happens. And the way 
I do that is I have to be here. People see me, they 
know I’m watching, yeah,” Poepoe says with a slight 
chuckle.
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   “People used to complain about outside people coming 
in (and overfishing),” says Poepoe. So when attending 
conferences on O‘ahu, he would share the feelings 
of the Moloka‘i community with other fishermen. “I 
wasn’t saying, ‘Don’t come,’ but be respectful and ask 
permission. Go with someone from the island. And for 
a long time, we don’t see outside people coming here 
to fish. But still, the resources were declining. So what’s 
the answer to that? People need to look in the mirror 
every morning when they wake up, and say, ‘It’s my fault,’ 
because they can’t blame anyone else.”
   Poepoe points out two tracks in the sand below made 
by a turtle floating just offshore.
   “The turtle came in and went back out,” he says. Did it 
lay eggs? “No, but this is their normal time to come in 
and lay eggs. I’m monitoring them because last year the 
turtles didn’t come. That tells me to pay attention this 
year. All this climate change affects them.” 
   He explains further, “When the turtles come in, they 
can feel the temperature of the sand. If it’s not right, they 
won’t dig a hole to lay eggs. And even if they do dig a 
hole, the temperature inside the hole and the amount 
of moisture in the sand has to be right. They’re very 
sensitive. I’ve been seeing the tracks when they come in, 
but it’s already unusual because during this time of year, 
can usually see lots of holes all the way up to the banks.” 
As far as my untrained eye can see, there are none.
   Back in the truck on our way to Mo‘omomi Bay, we 
talk about some of the changes taking place in the 
environment. Poepoe says, “There are only two things 
in the whole wide world (that can cause permanent 
change). One is human impact. The other is natural 
events, catastrophic events. Those are the only two things 
that really change everything around. But, mostly it’s 
human.
   “What I see, and this might be temporary or it might 
be permanent,” he says, “so I need more time to see. 
But what I see right now is that some of the species are 
already adapting to this climate change.”
   The changes Poepoe have been seeing in his 
world are what’s taking place worldwide. Dwindling 
species, uncharacteristic behavior of marine life that 
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have followed the same pattern for decades, 
physiological changes in marine life, manmade 
debris littering the oceans...the list is endless. But 
regardless of outside influences, there are actions 
that the community can take to lessen the impact, 
and that is what Poepoe is advocating.
   This one-man band has practiced what he has 
been preaching throughout his life, and in order to 
save local resources, every individual has to take 
responsibility for his/her actions. 
   Throughout the challenges Poepoe faces, he says, 
“The thing that makes me most happy is seeing the 
young people who I trained, grow up, and maintain 
that behavior. That makes me really happy. It’s not 

easy to go to the beach, see lots of fish, and take 
only what you need. But for the boys I’ve taught, 
they continue to follow what I taught them.”
   I ask Poepoe if there’s one message you could 
share, what would it be? He is quiet for a while. 
Then in his thoughtful, measured manner, “We 
need to be aware that when we take or remove 
anything from the ocean, we rely on a recovery 
process that hopefully can replace what was 
removed. Depletion will happen only if we take 
more than is reproduced. It’s like balancing your 
checkbook, you can only withdraw as much as you 
have in your account. So take only what you need.”


