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Just when it seemed the emerald-
hued countryside of Häna couldn’t 
get much greener, Häna High 

School students in the Ma Ka Hana 
Ka ‘Ike hands-on learning program are 
using cutting-edge “green” technolo-
gies to build structures that aren’t only 
sustainable; they are also monuments to 
community pride.

Last year, for example, the teen work-
ers of Ma Ka Hana Ka ‘Ike, or “In 
Working, One Learns,” put the final 
touches on an alternative energy lab 
with an off-the-grid system that provides all the 
power for Häna High School’s industrial arts wing. 
Häna residents accepted an invitation to inspect the 
results and were so enthusiastic about what they saw 
that the program added a component for teaching 
students to install photovoltaic, or solar, systems in 
low-income housing. 

Typical of Ma Ka Hana Ka ‘Ike’s efforts, this proj-
ect has resulted in delivering free and much-needed 
construction services to an isolated and largely 
Native Hawaiian population, burdened with rising 
fuel costs, which have hiked home utility bills and 
the price of transportation for building materials.

Other benefits of Ma Ka Hana Ka ‘Ike are hard to 
put a price tag on, such as improvement in student 
self-esteem derived from the program’s collabora-
tion with the Häna Senior Center, which coordinates 
students’ construction of cottages for the elderly 
whose residences have become weather-worn in 
Häna’s notoriously wet climate.

“It’s amazing how much the kids want to be 
involved in helping their küpuna. This gives them 
a chance to be valued in a positive way, while 
the küpuna get the satisfaction of seeing the kids, 
strong and productive, like they were at that age,” 
said the program’s executive director, Rick Rutiz, 
noting that many of his students are mo‘opuna of 
the küpuna clients—no surprise in tight-knit Häna, 
where many Hawaiians families have roots that 
extend back over several centuries. 

The program also paves a career path for students 
at Häna High School, which, like many small rural 
schools in the state, has sparse resources and must 
prioritize meeting the requirements of the federally 
mandated No Child Left Behind Program. 

Ma Ka Hana Ka ‘Ike’s mounting success goes 
beyond the hopes that Rutiz had in mind when 
created the nonprofit program nine years ago by 
tapping grants, including OHA funding and eventu-
ally formed board of directors and built an annual 
operating budget of $200,000.

Rutiz, a kama‘äina contractor whose children 
attended Häna schools, believed that many at-
risk youths felt left behind by a one-size-fits-all 
approach to education out of sync with Häna’s rural 
and family-centered lifestyle. His original plan was 
to supplement vocational “shop” classes with more 
culturally appropriate collaborative learning experi-
ences while paying students for their labor done 
during afterschool hours. 

Rutiz said one of the program’s greatest accom-
plishments is that teachers have reported par-
ticipants’ math grades have improved as a result 
of learning “applied math” with tape measures and 
other tools of construction trades. But Rutiz gives 
credit for the program’s success to the community: 
“The uncles will be in a nearby garage fixing fishing 
net. Then they’ll get to talking story with neighbors 
about how good (the project) looks. Then a truck 
pulls up and offers food for everyone. This is how 
Häna works,” he said, “through the community.” 

Häna building program constructs 
a better future for community

iny Häna, the epicenter of a diabetes crisis, will soon 
be hailed for its model treatment of the disease when 
the isolated East Maui region becomes the site of 
the nation’s first-ever communal home for dialysis. 
Some logistical hurdles need to be cleared by Maui 
County before the home begins operations, which 
will likely be in early spring, according to a spokes-
person for the Maui mayor’s office.

Once the maile lei blessing takes place in front of 
the doors of the new home, Häna dialysis patients 

will no longer be making the grueling three hour, 54-mile trek 
down the Häna Highway to Liberty Dialysis’ Maui Lani Clinic in 
Wailuku, the nearest facility providing lifesaving dialysis for seri-
ous kidney failure commonly caused by adult-onset diabetes.

The Centers for Medicare and Medicaid in October gave 
approval for the Häna communal home. Officials marked the mile-
stone announcement with a ceremony in Häna, where they gave 
praise to a group of concerned Häna residents who have worked 
hard to resolve the longstanding dialysis dilemma, which mirrors 
similar healthcare access problems faced by other rural and minor-
ity populations nationwide.

One of those residents getting the nod from officials is Lehua 
Cosma—a Häna High School custodian, who never expected to 
become a foot soldier in the battle to end her community’s dialysis 
ordeal. “Oh, if I only knew then what I know now,” said Cosma, 
referring back to the day four years ago when her Mother Cecilia 
Park was diagnosed with type 2 diabetes, the most common form 
of the disease. “My mom had mild symptoms at first, so we went 
to special diabetes workshops on how to control the condition with 
diet and exercise,” Cosma adds.

But after a heart attack in 2003, Cosma’s mother needed dialysis 
three times a week in order to survive. “We were so unprepared 
for the huge change we suddenly faced,” she said. Cosma’s dad 
took early retirement so he could drive her mom down the winding 
Häna road to Wailuku. They rise at 2 a.m. and leave in the pre-
dawn hours in order to make the appointments on time.

Kidney failure can be caused by diabetes, hypertension, and 
other renal diseases. Dialysis replicates the function of the kidneys 
by removing blood from the body, filtering out the toxins and 
returning the blood to the body. The process can extend a patient’s 
life by years, in some patients decades, but it leaves young and old 
alike feeling weak, often exacerbating other conditions like ane-
mia, a common side effect of diabetes. Cosma’s mom recuperates 
from dialysis by over-nighting in Wailuku at the home of relatives 
before returning to Häna and then gearing up for the next day’s 
arduous trip back to dialysis.

Cosma said the monthly cost of gas to and from Wailuku can 
easily top $1,000 a month. But she said the worst part of the long 
road-trip is that it cuts into the enjoyment of customary ‘ohana 
gatherings. Her mom has 7 children and 18 grandchildren. Cosma 
believes their time spent together is important to the healing pro-
cess. “But now we break up early and go our separate ways so that 
Mom will have time to rest up.”

Cosma discovered early on that her Native Hawaiian family was 
hardly alone in coping with the impacts of the disease requiring 
dialysis. Type 2 diabetes hits Hawaiians harder than any other eth-
nic group in the state. A 2004 Hawai‘i Department of Health study 
shows that the condition progresses faster in Native Hawaiians, who 
are also more likely than any other group to die of potentially fatal 
diabetes-related complications, including stroke and heart attack. 

The new Hāna Arts Facility—
biggest project to date for the 
students of the Ma Ka Hana 
Ka ‘Ike program, features na-
tive ‘ohi‘a posts from Hawai‘i 
Island and radiata pine 
recovered from the Polipoli for-
est fire on Maui. Students also 
gathered local lava rock and 
learned how to apply it for the 
building’s exterior facing and 
worked with recycled plastic 
lumber for decking.Photo: 
Courtesy of Rick Rutiz
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There was no doubt in Cosma’s 
mind that in Häna, which is 67% 
Native Hawaiian, the difficulties of 
diabetes are compounded by the 
geographic barrier to treatment. Her 
mother’s spirits have remained high, 
but she knows of some who felt alone 
and ashamed of their ailing health. 
Not wanting to burden others, they 
simply gave up. “Everyone is Häna 
has been affected by the death of a 
neighbor or friend or family member 
who went through the suffering of 
diabetes. In a community this close, 
we all suffer from this disease.” 

Health care providers customar-
ily give rural residents the option of 
home dialysis machines designed to 
use without medical assistance in the 
privacy of a bedroom. “But in our 
multi-generational homes we don’t 
have that kind of privacy nor the stor-
age room to handle these machines,” 
said Cosma. Also, many older homes 
in Häna’s rainy climate with weath-
er-worn infrastructure can’t safely 
handle the machines’ electrical, 
water, and drainage needs. Some res-
idents have proposed that Häna have 
its own out-patient clinic like the 
one in Wailuku with hemo-dialysis 
machines- requiring full-time medi-
cal staff, but cost is a barrier. Dialysis 
providers, which depend largely on 
Medicare and Medicaid reimburse-
ment, would not be able to line up 
enough patients to support such a 
clinic in this rural enclave of no more 
than 1,800 full-time residents. 

This seemed to leave the difficult 
road trip as the only path to dialysis 
treatment for Häna residents.

“But as individuals, we decided 
to take the problem head-on, even 
though plenty agencies told us so 
many times, ‘No way’,” said Guy 
Lay, a Häna farmer, who helped 
Cosma in founding the dialysis 
patient support group and non-prof-
it–Hui Laulima O Hana. “Call us 
hard-head, but we wouldn’t give up. 
We realized that it was not for us but 
for others — we were doing this. It’s 
especially for the küpuna and all the 

things they deserve in the twilight of 
their lives,” said Lay.

Lay took the Hui’s concerns two 
years ago to health officials from 
OHA and the Native Hawaiian 
Health Care Systems and found them 
eager to help. The federal govern-
ment has tracked a marked increase 
in diabetes 2 and the need for dialysis 
in all indigenous groups in the U.S., 
including Native Americans, Native 
Alaskans, Sämoans and the Chamarro 
peoples of Guam. The picture that is 
beginning to emerge from research 
is that genetic factors or family his-
tory may play a role in putting these 
populations at risk; but there are also 
issues of lifestyle—obesity, poor diet 
and lack of exercise, that play into 
the grim statistics for native rates 
of diabetes. According to research 
by Mele Look of the John A. Burns 
School of Medicine, low income 
status—a common denominator in 
Häna’s Native Hawaiian population, 
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To be screened for diabetes or 
for further information on dialysis 
treatment, Native Hawaiians may 
contact one of the following Native 
Hawaiian Healthcare Systems:

Ho‘ola Lähui Hawai‘i
(Kaua‘i and Ni‘ihau) 246-3511
www.hoolalahui.org

Ke Ola Mamo
(O‘ahu) 845-3388
www.keolamamo.org

Na Pu‘uwai
(Moloka‘i and Läna‘i) 560-3388
www.napuuwai.com

Hui No Ke Ola Pono
(Maui) 244-4647
www.huinomaui.org

Hui Mälama Ola Nä ‘Öiwi
(Hawai‘i) 969-9220
www.huimala
maolanaoiwi.org 

Papa Ola Lökahi
www.papaolalokahi.org
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Hāna follows 
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in solving a

Below: Hāna resident Uncle Francis Blue 
Lono (background) was receiving dialysis 
in Wailuku, when he convinced a visiting 

Medicare official to take the Hāna 
Highway—a move that helped raise 

understanding of Hāna’s dialysis plight.

Three Hāna community members 
who will benefit from communal 

home setting for dialysis are (l. to r.): 
Rebakka Setereo, Francis Blue Lono, 

Cecilia Park. Hāna’s non-Hui Laulima O 
Hana welcomes donations in support 

of the new home. For info: www.
dialysisforhana.com

Pictured here are Hāna residents, young and old, who succumbed 
to fatal complications of diabetes requiring dialysis. Their photos 
are from a website tribute to the late Dr. Steven Moser, a 
beloved renal specialist, who supported the Hāna grassroots ef-
fort to bring dialysis to the rural community. L to r: Harry Mitchell 
Jr., Henry Rost Jr., Aunty Lei Mamo Lee, Evangeline “Honey Girl” 
Kaina, Louis Pua, Bruce Villiarimo. - Photos: Courtesy of Jonathan 
and Dr. Robert Moser, webmasters for www.dialysisforhana.com
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