
 

 

“We Will Persist in Our Sacred Commitment to Protect Mauna A Wākea” 
Statement of faculty and staff from UH-system O‘ahu campuses  

 
This past week, we just celebrated Lā Kūʻokoʻa, November 28, in honor of the recognition of the 
Hawaiian Kingdom and Constitutional Monarchy as an independent nation-state by Great Britain 
and France, which opened the way for treaties of friendship and commerce between the 
Hawaiian government and other nations. Our call to terminate the construction of the TMT is 
made in acknowledgment of the sovereignty of the Hawaiian nation and its unbroken claim to 
Mauna A Wākea as part of the Hawaiian national lands and to respect and honor Native 
Hawaiian spiritual and cultural beliefs, customs and practices.  
 
The proposed TMT would be 18 stories tall, 2 stories deep underground and spread out over 5 
acres in the Mauna Kea Science Reserve. The construction footprint will extend out to 8 acres, 
pave 3,400 feet of new road and excavate 20 feet into the mountain to remove 64,000 cubic 
yards of earth. A commercial dump truck can hold 10-14 cubic yards of dirt. It will take over 
4,700 dump truck loads to transport that amount of soil. 
 
This will have a severe impact on the pristine and fragile ecosystem of the summit, obstruct the 
view plane of the most sacred and revered mountain in Hawaiʻi, degrade sacred cultural 
resources, and irreversibly impact irreplaceable natural resources that are integral to sustaining 
the primary source of freshwater on Hawaiʻi island. 
 
Despite what a majority of the Hawaiʻi State Supreme Court may have decided, construction of a 
TMT on Mauna a Wākea is an intolerable breach of the trust to manage the summit as a 
conservation district, protecting its rare and precious cultural and natural resources. 
 
As faculty and staff of the University of Hawaiʻi campuses on Oʻahu, we gather today to affirm 
our commitment to steadfastly hold the University of Hawaiʻi Administration (UH) accountable 
for its responsibility to manage and protect the sacred, cultural, natural and scientific resources 
and landscape of Mauna A Wākea. In the interest of protecting the most sacred and revered 
mountain summit in Hawaiʻi, we oppose and will continue to fight the construction of the Thirty 
Meter Telescope.  
 
We call upon the UH president and Board of Regents to: 
 

● Terminate any and all agreements for the construction of the Thirty Meter Telescope 
(TMT) on the summit of Mauna A Wākea.  

● Reject the current draft of  Chapter 20-26, Hawai‘i Administrative Rules, 
entitled "Public and Commercial Activities on Mauna Kea Lands," which targets and 



 

 

would, in effect, criminalize those seeking to protect and sustain the mauna and 
restrict Native Hawaiian spiritual and customary practices. 

 
We call upon TMT International Observatory LLC (TIO) and its Members--Caltech, the 
University of California, the National Institutes of Natural Sciences of Japan, the National 
Astronomical Observatories of the Chinese Academy of Sciences, the Department of Science 
and Technology of India, and the National Research Council of Canada--as well as funders, the 
Gordon & Betty Moore Foundation, to: 
 

●  Immediately cease pursuing construction of the TMT on our sacred mountain 
summit. 

 
We call upon our UH community of students, faculty, staff and administrators to: 

 
● Uphold our responsibility as scholars, researchers and academics to adhere to the 

highest ethical standards for research in relation to the people with whom and the 
places where we work. 

● Oppose research that severely compromises the work that we have done to build an 
ethical relationship between the academy and our community in Hawaiʻi and that 
undermines the UH goal to become a model indigenous serving institution. 

 
We make these calls to cease construction based on four primary principles: 
 

1. WE UPHOLD ETHICAL RESEARCH. The arrests of dozens of people, particularly the 
Native people of this land, for research infrastructure is an unacceptable cost for any kind 
of research and is a glaring contradiction to what many of us teach our students in a wide 
variety of disciplines about ethical relationships between research, researchers, place and 
community. Pursuit of the TMT is a breach of ethical research standards of respect for 
places and communities affected by research.  
 

2. WE SUPPORT THE DISSENTING OPINION OF JUSTICE WILSON. We agree that 
prior degradation of the summit by a proliferation of telescopes under decades of 
mismanagement by the UH does not reduce the impact to the summit nor justify the 
further degradation of the summit with the construction of the TMT. This regressive logic 
compromises decades of work by community members, researchers and policy makers 
who have contributed to environmental protections that are in place in Hawaiʻi. 
 

3. WE OPPOSE RESEARCH UPHELD BY UNETHICAL ADMINISTRATIVE RULES. 
The current draft of UH administrative rules for "Public and Commercial Activities on 



 

 

Mauna Kea Lands" places a heavy burden upon and, in effect, criminalizes those 
exercising cultural practices and protecting the mauna.  
 

4. WE OPPOSE THE DIVERSION OF RESEARCH AND TRAINING (RTRF) MONEY 
TO PAY MAUNA KEA LEGAL FEES. TMT purports to bring in monies for the UH 
and the State; however, since August 2015, five percent of the indirect costs for research 
brought in by UH faculty throughout the system has been used to pay for permits, 
consultants, and legal fees for the Thirty Meter Telescope, Office of Mauna Kea 
Management, the Daniel K. Inouye Solar Telescope on Haleakalā  and other astronomy 
related programs.  

 
In conclusion, the University of Hawaiʻi has prioritized astronomy development at the expense 
of properly caring for Mauna Kea’s natural and cultural resources. Its continued support for the 
TMT prioritizes construction of research infrastructure over the well-being of students, staff and 
faculty who have committed to the protection of Mauna a Wākea. The policy and practice of UH 
must begin to prioritize the protection of the Mauna Kea and its natural and cultural resources, 
respect the protectors and Native Hawaiian cultural practitioners of Mauna Kea and begin to heal 
the degradation that has already occurred. 
 
  
***END OF SHORT VERSION OF STATEMENT*** 
First made on Wednesday, December 5, 2018 at noon in front of Hawaiʻi Hall 
 
 
------------------------- 
FURTHER EXPLANATION OF STATEMENT’S MAIN POINTS  
 
1.  WE UPHOLD ETHICAL RESEARCH. The arrests of dozens of people, particularly the 
Native people of this land, for research infrastructure is an unacceptable cost for any kind of 
research. The pursuit of TMT construction is a breach of ethical research standards of respect for 
places and communities affected by research. 
 
The pursuit of TMT construction is a breach of widely-accepted standards of ethical research. In 
no framework of ethical research is it acceptable to arrest dozens of people to set up research 
infrastructure and conduct research. We can look to two broad areas of research ethics to 
consider the planned construction of the TMT for research: human subjects research protocols 
and Indigenous research methodologies.   
  
Research that involves human subjects is governed by protocols that protect participants, 
particularly vulnerable populations. Following various ethical failures in medical research, such 
as the Tuskegee Syphilis Study, the US Government issued the 1979 Belmont Report that 



 

 

proposed three principles that should ground the ethical conduct of research involving humans: 
respect for persons, beneficence and justice. In layman’s terms, these principles mean that: 1) 
individuals should be given a choice about whether and how to participate in research, and 
individuals with diminished autonomy should be entitled to additional protections; 2) research 
should benefit the people involved in and impacted by the research; and 3) the distribution of the 
burdens and benefits of research should be evenly distributed. In other words, it should not be the 
case that one group in society bears more of the costs of research while another group reaps more 
of its benefits. These principles are considered to be universal, and they provide a foundation for 
the laws and policies that govern all research in US universities. While astronomy claims to be a 
research endeavor in which humans are not the focus, nevertheless,  it is clear that the 
construction of the TMT has huge impacts on humans, particularly on Native Hawaiians and 
Hawaiian cultural practitioners. These impacts must be considered. Would an application to do 
human subjects research that could result in the arrest and incarceration of scores of individuals, 
including members of a vulnerable population, pass an Institutional Review Board? Absolutely 
not. So, why should it be allowed for the TMT?    
  
Across various disciplines, countries and institutions, the field of Indigenous research 
methodologies has been elaborated by a growing number of scholars. A paramount ethic within 
Indigenous research ethics is respect for and deep collaboration with the places and communities 
affected by research. Indigenous research methodologists start from the understanding that 
university research has historically aided in projects of colonial extermination, forced 
assimilation, land alienation, and cultural and physical exploitation of Indigenous peoples. In 
contrast, Indigenous scholars have articulated ethics that seek healing and that demand that, at 
the very least, research do no further harm to Indigenous people and the places that sustain us. 
Indigenous research ethics ask that researchers consider a range of questions to guide their work: 
Did the community initiate the research? How will Indigenous people benefit from it? Who 
determines the ways Indigenous people are represented? How is knowledge legitimized? How 
are researchers held accountable to the communities with whom they work? Not only does the 
construction of the TMT fail to consider these questions, the UH’s support for the TMT 
diminishes the diligent efforts that countless UH faculty have made to conduct community-based 
research that strengthens relationships between the academy and the Hawaiian communities 
beyond our campuses. Native Hawaiian faculty in particular have been at the leading edge of 
making UH a Hawaiian Place of Learning that takes the health of our ʻāina, our neighborhoods, 
and our diverse communities seriously. To support the TMT is to diminish this work that is 
critical to UH’s mission. 
 
We want to remind the UH administration and the TMT corporation that University of Hawai‘i 
students, faculty and staff are among the protectors of Mauna A Wākea, among those who have 
been previously arrested on both Mauna A Wākea and Haleakalā. We have stood alongside 
preschool teachers, hula masters, musicians, farmers, healers, retirees and kūpuna and the many 



 

 

individuals and ʻohana who comprise the movement to protect Mauna a Wākea. The arrest of 
dozens of people, particularly the Native people of this land, for research infrastructure is an 
unacceptable cost for any kind of research. We are not against science (indeed, Native Hawaiian 
scientists are among the protectors, too), we are against unethical research. The University, the 
TMT corporation partners, and the broader community must understand that research is not 
innocent of power.  It is our ethical duty to assure that this power is not wielded as a weapon. 
  
In contrast, we uphold the highest standards of ethical research. As university researchers our 
first responsibility is to the people and places we study. Researchers must do everything in their 
power to protect the well-being and to honor the dignity of those studied and those who are 
impacted by where and how we conduct our studies. As university teachers and support staff, our 
students are our priority. We have seen firsthand the ways that the struggle to protect Mauna a 
Wākea has drained them physically, spiritually and financially. We have seen Native Hawaiian 
students whose studies have been adversely affected because of the emotional toll of this 
struggle. When students have brought their deep concerns to the university administration, they 
have often been met with callousness and disregard. The university must do everything in its 
power to nurture and protect the well-being of our students. 
 
 
2. WE SUPPORT THE DISSENTING OPINION OF JUSTICE WILSON.  As articulated in 
Judge Michael Wilson’s dissenting opinion, we agree that prior degradation of the summit by a 
proliferation of telescopes, under decades of mismanagement by the UH, does not reduce the 
impact to the summit nor justify the further degradation of the summit with the construction of 
the TMT.  
 
● The degradation principle, enunciated in the dissenting opinion from the State Supreme 

Court, upends the absurd argument presented by the BLNR that because the area affected 
by the TMT project was previously subjected to substantial adverse impacts, the TMT 
could not be the cause of further adverse impacts.  

● Significantly, the dissenting opinion observes that “It is the state that authorized previous 
construction within the Astronomy Precinct of the MKSR that created the substantial 
adverse impacts. Thus, the party that caused the impacts is empowered by the 
degradation principle to increase the damage” (Dissent at p. 5).   

● The obvious purpose of the conservation district is to conserve, protect and preserve 
natural and cultural resources in the conservation district, Judge Wilson correctly argues 
that it is not to establish a process permitting degradation due to past adverse impacts.  

● Moreover, the dissent acknowledges that “because ‘natural resources’ includes cultural 
resources, land use cannot occur in the conservation district if it causes a substantial 
adverse impact to existing cultural resources” (Dissent at p. 6).  Again, the use of the 
“degradation principle” as a measure of analysis and decision making renders 



 

 

inconsequential the failure of the state’s obligation, and potentially any future 
obligations, to meet its constitutional duty to protect natural and cultural resources for 
future generations.   

● The legislative history of HRS 183c-1 and HAR 13-5-30(C)(4) contains no discussion 
relating to the degradation principle. To the contrary, writes Justice Wilson, it’s 
importance is to provide more protection for Hawaii’s natural resources by preventing 
further damage to conservation land already subjected to substantial adverse impacts 
(Dissent at p. 10).   

● We are reminded that in the past four decades, since the beginning of the Kahoʻolawe 
Aloha ʻĀina movement in 1976, there has been a resurgence of sacred commitment to the 
places and processes that rely on remembering and manifesting genealogical relationships 
to places.  The degradation of the island of Kahoʻolawe by the U.S. Navy did not at all 
justify continued military training. That would have been absurd. Instead it led 
contemporary generations of Native Hawaiians rallying around the kuleana or 
responsibility to end all military use of the island, remove the ordnance and heal and 
restore the island, under the principle of aloha ʻāina, to love, care for and respect our 
lands, oceans and resources.  

● The “degradation principle” as a measure of land use through permitting processes is 
contradictory to our contemporary knowledge that links the sacred to the stewardship of 
place, the role of ‘ohana and kupa ‘āina to generations of sustainable land use practices 
and activities. 
 

3. WE OPPOSE RESEARCH UPHELD BY UNETHICAL ADMINISTRATIVE RULES. 
The current draft of UH administrative rules for "Public and Commercial Activities on Mauna 
Kea Lands," places a heavy burden upon and, in effect, criminalizes those exercising cultural 
practices and protecting the mauna.  
 

● Thus far there have been 57 arrests on Mauna A Wākea alone related to the construction 
of the TMT. The University has depended on state law enforcement to arrest community 
members, students, and faculty in order to push through the construction of a thirty-meter 
telescope for the research interest of one UH department, the IFA. This dependency on 
the arrests of Hawai’i’s people for the research interest of any university department is 
unethical.  

● The current proposed administrative rules are apparently designed to target those who 
seek to protect Mauna A Wākea by imposing penalties on protectors in addition to 
penalties imposed by state law enforcement. Many of these rules are obviously a direct 
response to the 6 month peaceful occupation by kiaʻi in 2015 who were forced to stay on 
the mauna as the university attempted construction prior to the conclusion of the 
contested case process.  



 

 

● The very act of assembling 10 or more people on Mauna a Wākea, under the current draft 
rules, would require a permit from the University and yet “demonstration” is listed as an 
activity justifying cancellation of permits to assemble. On June 24th, 2015, at least 750 
people assembled on the Mauna to protect it from TMT construction-related vehicles. We 
know that if construction is attempted again, there will be another massive assemblage of 
protectors on the mauna void of any permits. The very act of assembling without a permit 
makes all who assemble susceptible to the proposed rules fines, expulsion and exclusion.  

● Once on the mauna, the following actions would impose fines, immediate expulsion and 
exclusion from the mauna under the current proposed rules:  
○ Using artificial lighting (such as flashlights) 
○ Using cell phones 
○ Using wireless technology 
○ Parking vehicles in non-designated sites 
○ Creating vocal noise (chanting) 
○ Use of a PA system 
○ Use of musical instruments 

● Fines for violation of any rules are as follows: 
○ First infraction - up to $2,500.00 
○ Second infraction - up to $5,000.00 
○ Third infranction  - up to $10,000.00 
○ A kiaʻi could be faced with $17,500.00 in fines in a single day by the university 

alone. This is more than the annual undergraduate or graduate tuition for local UH 
students and equates to about a year’s salary for UH graduate workers.  

● The proposed rules establish enforcement as conducted by “authorized agents or law 
enforcement officers”. An “authorized agent” is an entity authorized by the university 
president, opening the door for private security to enforce university administrative rules 
on protectors. We firmly oppose the use of private security agents on the mauna.  

 
 
4.  WE OPPOSE THE DIVERSION OF RESEARCH AND TRAINING FUNDS (RTRF) TO 
PAY MAUNA KEA LEGAL FEES 
Indirect funds from research grants of faculty and staff throughout the UH system are deposited 
in the Research and Training Revolving Fund (RTRF). The UH Systemwide Policies and 
Procedures Information System Executive Policy 12.216 states: 
  
“6. It is in the best interests of the University to invest RTRF funds in a fashion which recognizes 
this partnership, and which includes consultation in a collaborative manner with faculty 
researchers at all levels of decision-making that affect the allocation of RTRF. Such decision 
making processes should result in an appropriate sharing of the RTRF resource such that 
excellent support is provided for the performance of current research commitments, and that 



 

 

incentives are provided for continued excellence in research and for an evolution of the research 
enterprise that reflects developments in science and technology.” 
  
Available information from the Office of the Vice President for Research and Innovation 
(OVPRI) show Investments for the UH Mānoa Legal Unit spanning 2011 – 2015: 
https://www.hawaii.edu/research/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/RTRF-Report-FY18.pdf 
  
                        TOTAL                       Mauna Kea                  %age of total 
FY2011           $   400,000.00$          400,000.00                  100% 
FY2012           $   905,000.00$          850,000.00                  93.9% 
FY2013           $   502,285.75$          219,543.28                  43.7% 
FY2014           $1,725,000.00$          725,000.00                  42.0% 
FY2015           $   500,000.00             500,000.00                  100% 
  
TOTAL:          3,582,285.75               2,694,543.28 
  
What is especially troubling is that these investments were made with no input from any of the 
faculty at Mānoa, despite the directive to include “consultation in a collaborative manner with 
faculty researchers at all levels of decision-making that affect the allocation of RTRF.” Nor does 
the diversion of RTRF monies fulfill the principle of “appropriate sharing of the RTRF resource 
such that excellent support is provided for the performance of current research commitments.”  
  
Moreover, since 2015, per a memo from the Vice President for Research and Innovation 
(OVPRI), Vassilis Syrmos to Chancellor Bley-Vroman (8/18/2015), OVPRI has taken 5% from 
across the UH  System to fund permits, consultants and legal fees for the TMT, Office of 
Mauna Kea Management and the Daniel K. Inouye Solar Telescope. This memo enabled an 
expansion of the taking of RTRF in support of Astronomy programs, again with no consultation 
from the faculty from any of the campuses and resulting in the disproportionate allocation of 
funds to the Institute for Astronomy (IFA). 
 
Requiring a legal team to ensure that research can proceed is an indication that the intentional 
desecration of Mauna Kea and Haleakalā is not only controversial, but wrong and a diversion 
from ethical research standards.  
  
This increased funding for legal fees to establish IFA research sites begs the question: If Mauna 
Kea-associated telescopes are so financially beneficial for the UH system, why are we funding 
their legal fees and management? They should be self-sustaining. Management is the 
responsibility of the users, and should not be borne on the back of the rest of the UH system, 
whose faculty would otherwise utilize these funds to pursue new lines of research, fund graduate 
students, etc. This money could be better invested across the UH system to benefit a larger 



 

 

number of individuals. Why are we spending it here? Why have the faculty been stripped of 
having a voice in how the money we raise is spent? 
   
The University of Hawai‘i continues to maintain vibrant and active research programs. The focus 
of the Office of the Vice President for Research and Innovation (OVPRI) should use the 
Research and Training Revolving Fund (RTRF) to increase the quality and quantity of the 
research/scholarship across the institution.  
  
------------------------------------------------------- 
 
 
ADDITIONAL LINKS & MATERIALS 
 
 
RTRF Report 2015 
https://manoa.hawaii.edu/wp/wp-content/uploads/2017/09/RTRF-FY-15.pdf 
 
Summary of Rules 
https://org.salsalabs.com/o/2699/images/UH%20Proposed%20Rules%20re%20Mauna
%20Kea%20Lands%20FINAL.pdf 
 
Current proposed rules 
https://www.hawaii.edu/offices/bor/adminrules/chapter26-proposed.pdf 
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