Kawaihae surf park works
to educate, preserve area
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Waterman Tiger Espere knew a special
place when he saw one.

Off the coral flats, surfers rode the Kawaihae
breakwater, evoking reflections of Queen
Kaahumanu, an accomplished surfer who rode the
waves there. Families and friends threw tailgate
parties, sought shade under beach umbrellas or
played in the ocean.

Recognizing the importance of the land,
Espere submitted a resolution to the state asking
for 1.4 acres to create a world-class cultural and
educational surf park for the public. The resolution
passed and a five-year cooperative agreement with
the state Department of Transportation, who owns
the land, was signed in 1998.

Today, Pua Kailima O Kawaihae Cultural Surf
Park is a popular weekend getaway and surfing
mecca, thanks to a well-developed bench reef
that extends hundreds of yards out to sea. Still,
there is much to do before Espere’s dream is a
reality, according to the board of directors of the
Pua Kailima Cultural Surf Park Inc., the nonprofit
corporation that protects, manages and develops
the area. Its name is derived from a small island
that was once located at Kawaihae.

The park currently consists of a public
shower, an ocean-access stairway, portable toilets,
water lines, an automatic drip irrigation system,
some landscaping and a 40-foot steel container for
storage of the corporation’s equipment.

The board of directors wants to incorporate a
pavilion, which would act as a gathering place for
the community. They envision master craftsmen
showcasing their surfing canoes and hula halau
performing, as well as experts teaching about the
land and sea there.

They also would like to include: More
landscaping, such as trees for shade; a Kawaihae
Surf Life Saving Club for teaching first aid and
lifeguarding skills; and a storage area for paddle
boards, surfboards, kayaks and other water
equipment.

Generous donations from the public paid for
the park’s current amenities, but more money is
needed to complete the remaining projects. The
board estimated the pavilion alone would cost
$100,000. Despite common belief, the park is not
funded by taxpayer’s money.

Pua Kailima Cultural Surf Park has three
directors serving on its board: Dave Barclay, Bob
Simms and Roger Harris.

However, nine people will be added to the
board over the next several weeks to head various
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long-term projects as well as work days in March and this summer.

The nonprofit is also in the process of renewing its
cooperative agreement with the state DOT.

The surf park is a precious asset to the community and the
boards want to ensure its perpetuity, Barclay said.

“Without Tiger’s effort and leadership, we would have lost
this part of the coast,” he said. “Shoreline access is our No. 1
priority. We’re adamant about protecting the park and keeping this
land open to the public.”

Pua Kailima hopes the surf park will eventually be a part
of the state Department of Land and Natural Resources or the
Puukohola Heiau National Historic Site, which belongs to the
National Park Service.

Since the Sept. 11, 2001 terrorist attacks, the U.S. Coast
Guard has taken over security at Kawaihae Harbor and public
access is hampered.

Nevertheless, people can gain entry to the surf park for a
day by showing a valid driver’s license and vehicle registration.
Those planning to visit the surf park on a regular basis are advised
to attend an hour-long Maritime Administration security course,
which takes place Tuesdays and Thursdays at Kawaihae Harbor.
For more information, call the Harbor Master at 882-6211.

Kawaihae Harbor is experiencing and expecting tremendous
growth. The Stryker Brigade plans to ship vehicles to and from the
harbor, wood chips from Hamakua will be hauled there and the
Superferry is expected to dock at this port. This upcoming activity
may result in user conflicts. Yet, the board does not anticipate any
involvement or challenges for the surf park.

Barclay acknowledged the fact that the park is on a “prime”
piece of land, but insisted it’s “tacked way out” and unsuitable for
storing cargo.

Simms described the park as a great recreational area for
surfing, kayaking, fishing, swimming and diving. During the
winter months, it is ideal for surfing at all levels, from beginners
to experts. Every year, the nonprofit holds the Pua Kailima
Longboard Classic, commonly referred to as the Tiger Contest.

“There’s good surfing and energy,” Simms said. “There’s no
animosity.”

Barclay depicted the waves as long, slower peeling and ideal
for longboards. “Waves surfed at Kawaihae are generated from
immense, low-pressure systems in the northwest Pacific, usually
during the winter and spring months,” he said.



