
  

 

MESSAGE FROM THE CHAIR  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Season’s Greetings!  

 

While attending events may have looked differently this year, 

with more screen time than ever, we are grateful for the many 

ways you have continued to engage and connect with AAPI. As 

we reflect on the year and look forward to what’s to come, 

some highlights include:  

 

 More collaboration with other MIGs, such as our joint MIG 

reception with COGA and RMIG for our pre-FNCE® 

Networking event entitled “Urgency of Awareness” 

 The December 2nd “Culturally Tailored Nutrition 

Counseling for Asian Populations” webinar that was co-

hosted by the Weight Management DPG, you can watch the 

recording on our site and obtain CPE certificate  

 Virtual networking events. Our most recent one was on 

December 15th. If you missed it, be sure to watch your email 

or our social media channels for announcements.  
 

Have some exciting news to share with members? Feel free to 

post on our AAPI site’s Live Discussion board or share with us 

on social media @aapi_mig. We look forward to connecting 

with you. Happy holidays! 

 

Nikki Nies, MS, RD 

Hawai’i special 
—— 

Legislative Updates (p. 3) 

—— 

Our 2020 FNCE® RD Winner: 

Jay Hwang (p. 5) 

—— 

STUDENT SPOTLIGHT: 

Keala Swafford (p. 6) 

—— 

CAREER SPOTLIGHT: 

Sharon Kaiulani Odom, RD, 

MPH, LMT (pg. 9) 

—— 

AREA SPOTLIGHT: 

Hawai’i (pg. 12) 
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https://www.aapimig.org/professional-resources/webinars
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MESSAGE FROM THE EDITOR 

 

 

 

 

 

Hawai’i holds a special place in my heart. It was the very first US state I visited when I was still living in the 

Philippines. I remember looking out the plane window and seeing a lush green landscape against the blue 

Pacific waters. As soon as I stepped off the plane, the aloha spirit was instantly palpable. It felt like a warm 

hug that stayed with me during my entire time in the islands.  

Hawai’i left an indelible impression on me that has 

sparked my interest in the wonderful cultures of 

Polynesia and the rest of the Pacific Islands. Since 

my first trip to Hawai’i, I’ve taken Polynesian dance 

classes, dined with Polynesian friends, recreated 

some Polynesian recipes with varying degrees of 

success, and learned a little bit about Polynesian 

history and languages. I found it easy to love their 

cultures because I feel a certain level of kinship with 

them. Pacific Islanders truly are some of the 

happiest and most welcoming people I have ever 

had the pleasure of meeting in my life. 

This special issue about Hawai’i is certainly one that I was very excited about. Thankfully, I was able to reach 

out to some dietitians and students from Hawai’i to write some content for us, so a big mahalo (thank you) 

to our contributors this month! Many of us might know Hawai’i through Hollywood lenses that have 

distorted the true essence of this wonderful island nation. My hope is that this issue will give you, our 

readers, a glimpse of the real Hawai’i through those who are in the field of nutrition and dietetics. 

Lastly, congratulate yourself for making it through this crazy year! With promising COVID-19 vaccines 

reported to be available soon, we will once again be gatheRD together to share even more aloha with our 

family and friends. Happy holidays! 

Levin Dotimas 
AAPI Communications Chair & Newsletter Editor 2020-2021 

My sister Margret and I on our first time visiting Hawai’i and the US 
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LET YOUR VOICE BE HEARD! 

Advocate for strong nutrition and health policy standards 

through the Academy's new and improved Action Center. 

Enter your contact information once and it will be saved 

for future action alerts, including your U.S. Representative 

and Senators. Each alert has a pre-filled message that can 

be tailored to your unique experience in the field of 

dietetics.  

As of December 2020, the following action alerts are 

listed on the Academy website, among others: 

 

HELP STOP MEDICARE PAYMENT CUTS 

Registered dietitian nutritionists are facing a 5 percent cut in their Medicare Part B Payments. Set to take 

effect on January 1, the cut is because Evaluation and Management (E/M) services will be getting 

a rate increase in 2021 and payment cuts need to be made elsewhere due to a requirement that Medicare 

maintain budget neutrality. The Academy has joined a coalition of provider groups to push back against 

these cuts. 

The bipartisan Holding Providers Harmless from Medicare Cuts During COVID-19 Act (H.R. 8702) would 

stave off these devastating cuts and “hold harmless” registered dietitian nutritionists and other health care 

providers by providing an additional payment to bring reimbursement rates in line with 2020 levels for any 

service that is facing a rate cut. This solution allows the payment increase for E/M services to go into effect 

without harming other providers and services. Take action today and urge your Representative to 

support health care providers by sponsoring H.R. 8702.  

 

SUPPORT ACCESS TO HEALTHY FOOD AND NUTRITION SERVICES 

Americans need immediate relief from the rising rates of food insecurity and continued economic stress 

exacerbated by the COVID-19 national emergency. COVID-19 has disproportionately impacted 

communities of color—already at greatest risk for food insecurity and diet related health disparities. No 

major stimulus legislation aimed at addressing food insecurity and nutrition services has passed since the 

CARES Act was signed into law in March.  

Last week, the U.S. House of Representatives passed an updated HEROES Act COVID-19 relief package 

which maintains key nutrition priorities introduced in the original bill in May. The Academy urges the 

Senate to pass a stimulus relief bill that includes these critical provisions.  

https://www.eatrightpro.org/advocacy/take-action/action-center
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NATIONAL NUTRITION MONTH® 2021 

In October, thousands of Academy members provided input on 

potential National Nutrition Month® 2021 themes and graphics. The 

clear preference was “Personalize Your Plate”. The theme embraces 

individuality and inclusivity and showcases the expertise of registered 

dietitian nutritionists. As it says on the National Nutrition Month 

website: There is no one-size-fits-all approach to nutrition and health. 

We are all unique with different bodies, goals, backgrounds and tastes! 

And a registered dietitian nutritionist can tailor a healthful eating plan 

that is as special as you are. 

 

OPPORTUNITIES TO SERVE SURVEY AVAILABLE 

If you are interested in volunteering for an Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics committee, complete the 

Opportunities to Serve Survey. The survey is now available and will be available through January 21, 

2021. This is a great way to get involved and have your voice heard throughout the Academy. 

 

 

NATIONAL ELECTION:  FEBRUARY 1-15, 2021 

The slate of candidates for the 2021 national ballot, chosen from 

many excellent nominees, is found here. Candidates' biographical 

information will be posted on the election website in late 

December. Thanks to all who participated in the nominations 

process. 

 

 

DIVERSITY AND INCLUSION COMMITTEE UPDATE: CONSULTATION AND COLLABORATION 

The Diversity and Inclusion Committee has been in consultation and collaboration with numerous Academy 

groups and organizational units to embed diversity and inclusion throughout the Academy — encouraging 

them to view projects such as webinars, videos, pamphlets and educational sessions through a diversity and 

inclusion lens. The holistic implementation of diversity and inclusion efforts throughout the organization will 

be codified by the creation of a D&I Action Plan containing wide-ranging goals, anticipated outcomes and 

time estimates. Read more here. 

 

EAL SEEKING RESEARCH EXPERTS 

The Evidence Analysis Library (EAL) is seeking RDNs with research experience to serve as lead analyst for 

EAL systematic reviews and guidelines. The lead analyst works closely with the project manager and expert 

panel to evaluate the available research. To learn about the qualifications and requirements and to apply, 

visit the EAL. 

 

https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/XXNTNSP
https://www.eatrightpro.org/leadership/nominations-and-elections/national-election
https://www.eatrightpro.org/news-center/member-updates/from-our-leaders/diversity-inclusion-committee-update-consultation-collaboration
https://www.andeal.org/get-involved
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This is the 30th FNCE® in my RD career and the most special 

one. It’s amazing how modern technology can make it 

convenient and easy to join from different places.  Even 

with my conflicting schedule, I can catch up on some 

lectures I like at a later time to earn CE credits.  The only 

negative thing was that I missed a lot of my good friends 

that meet once a year at FNCE®. Also, I have never been to 

Indianapolis. 

 

This year, I really appreciate that there were many mental health sessions. We really need it during this 

tough time.  I am the General Manager of Sodexo at Elmhurst Hospital, the epicenter of pandemic in NYC.  

You can imagine it’s not easy to survive and go through this tough time, especially with the amount of lives 

lost. Those mental health practices become helpful and handy.   

 

Being a male and Asian RD for 30 years, I am a minority of minority. I am happy that the Academy did not 

change all the men’s room into lady’s room during FNCE®. Many years ago, I couldn’t even find one and 

literally ran across the street to use the restroom at a restaurant.  Being very active at beginning of Chinese 

American Dietetic Association, I was glad I had many senior dietitians I bumped into during FNCE®. They 

guided and led me to the success of diversity at the Academy. I was at the task force for Diversity, which also 

gave the birth of MIGs almost 20 years ago.   

 

I have been a preceptor for over 300 students.  I always encourage them to attend the FNCE®, where you can 

see how important dietitians are and how powerful we can be.  We should be the leaders in food and 

nutrition business. FNCE® is a place where we can see our future, upcoming trends, opportunities for 

networking and engagement, and overflowing enthusiasm of our profession.   

 

Every year, I get to taste the difference of the hosting city, from the foods to the people.  It also makes me 

feel how beautiful America is. That’s why I encourage every dietitian or student to attend and believe it.  

Every FNCE® you attend, you may run into a different experience and create different sparkles in your life.  

That makes your career and life more interesting and colorful.  Go RDs!  Go FNCE®! 

Jay Hwang, MA, RDN, CDN 
General Manager, Sodexo @ NYC H+H/Elmhurst 
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Name: Keala Swafford 

Hometown: Kahuku, O’ahu, HI 

Current school/program: University of Hawaii 

(DPD), Oregon Health & Science University, 

Portland, OR (MS/DI) 

  

Tell us a little bit about yourself! 

Aloha! My name is Keala Swafford. I am from 

Kahuku on the North Shore of O’ahu. My grandpa, 

Angel Ramos, is a sakada who immigrated to 

Hawaii to work at the Kahuku Sugar Mill (sugarcane 

plantation). And our family has lived there ever 

since.  

 

I am part Native Hawaiian and Filipino. I learn much 

of my Hawaiian culture through cultural 

volunteering opportunities (Paepae o Hee‘ia, 

Papahana Kuaola, and Ka Papa Lo‘i o Kanewai) and 

also attending/graduating from the Kamehameha 

Schools. I also learned about my Filipino culture 

through my family and community in Kahuku. I am 

the youngest of 3 and a first-generation college 

student. I am currently a master of science in human 

nutrition student at Oregon Health and Science 

University in Portland, Oregon. 

 

My professional goals are to obtain my registered 

dietitian credential, begin a career in clinical 

nutrition, and work towards becoming a Certified 

Diabetes Care and Education Specialist. My 

personal goal is to be able to share my ike 

(knowledge) and laulima (work together) with my 

interprofessional team and patients to improve 

health and wellness.  

 

What food-related customs do you have? 

I love being able to ku‘i kalo (pound taro) to make 

and eat poi. Growing up, I enjoyed volunteering at 

the lo‘i (taro patch) to plant and harvest kalo. It was 

always a fun experience getting dirty from the mud 

then getting to rinse off in the river. I also find it 

exciting to have that “farm to table” experience.  

 

What led you to study dietetics? 

Initially, I started my collegiate journey thinking I 

was going to become a nurse. However, I enrolled in 

an introductory nutrition class and was hooked. I 

realized the material being taught in this class 

aligned with what I wanted to do to help my 

community: to educate people on the benefits of 

nutritious foods and its role in preventative 

medicine. I chose to pursue nutrition and dietetics 
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as a career because of the influence food has with 

one’s health and well-being. For me, dietetics was a 

great way to incorporate my love for nutritional 

science, cooking, and doing interprofessional 

collaborations.  

 

What do you like most about studying 

dietetics?  

I like being able to get a mixture of sciences 

(physiology, chemistry, biology) along with learning 

the science of cooking and being able to make new 

dishes in the kitchen, and being able to work 

alongside other medical professionals to help curate 

the best care plan for an individual.  

 

What challenges do you have while 

studying dietetics and how did you 

overcome them? 

The challenge I faced during my undergraduate 

degree was being able to fit various opportunities to 

work in the nutrition field into my schedule. I was a 

part of the Food Science and Human Nutrition Club 

and there were plenty of great opportunities to do 

nutrition volunteer work in the community. I 

remember being told to have some research, 

clinical, community, and food service experience on 

your resume before applying for internships. But, 

being able to know your limits and to be able to say 

“no” when needed is very important for your health 

and to prevent burn out. I overcame this by 

prioritizing opportunities that aligned with what I 

wanted to do and at that time it was pediatric 

nutrition, specifically opportunities in research and 

community. 

  

How did you prepare for your internship?  

I did a lot of volunteering and doing community 

nutrition education and research. Having the 

opportunity to work in research with the Native 

Hawaiian Services at the University of Hawaii 

helped me to expand and get more exposure to how 

research is done. I took part in a pilot study and 

learned about how nutrition and eating food, 

although everyone does it, can vary depending on 

things like our views, upbringing, and culture. 

 

I also talked with and asked my professors about 

volunteer opportunities they knew about. And that 

helped me to get in contact with different 

opportunities. I got to work at the Makeke Market 

in Waianae and help with the UH outreach 

programs to help educate others on safe produce 

handling and fruit and vegetable nutrition.  

 

Tell us about your favorite parts of your 

internship!  

I loved working in the clinical outpatient setting and 

doing my food service with Portland Public Schools 

(PPS). While in outpatient, I learned that I really 

enjoy being able to have one-on-one conversations 

with patients and use motivational interviewing 

(although it was my least favorite class in 

undergrad). My food service at PPS was the most 

surprising rotation I had! I learned so much about 

the school food system and the importance of 

advocating for local foods. I got to learn about how 

large companies (such as Safeway) can work with 

When asked about what advice 

to give to her fellow students, 

Keala counseled: 

Do not suffer alone.  

Seek help if you need it.  
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the school system to create products that meet the 

nutritional guidelines. I also got to work in the 

kitchen, got exposed to the importance of 

maintaining inventory, and test new food products.  

 

What are your personal and professional 

goals? 

My long-term goal is to incorporate cultural foods 

into disease prevention and nutrition interventions 

in my dietetic practice. I believe the first step in 

achieving this is to work alongside the community 

to identify the supports and barriers of consuming 

health promoting foods. I hope to also be able to 

address the obstacles faced by indigenous people in 

gaining access to culturally relevant and healthy 

food. I aim to create modified and therapeutic diets 

that incorporate traditional foods with cultural 

significance as an application of nutrition for disease 

prevention and management. 

 

What advice would you give to fellow 

students? 

I would advise dietetic students to attend tutoring 

sessions. Do not suffer alone. Seek help if you need 

it. Being able to schedule weekly tutoring sessions 

not only helps you stay motivated to keep up with 

the materials, but also provides you an opportunity 

to learn from your peers and get study tips. 

 

The topics of diversity, equity, and 

inclusion have been very important 

recently. How do you think AAPI dietitians 

and nutrition students can contribute to 

this conversation?     

AAPI dietitian and nutrition students can contribute 

SO MUCH! Our population is so diverse and the 

nutrition profession community should reflect that. 

Representation in the medical field matters. We 

have niche expertise and could relate, advocate, 

and address the unique social, cultural, and 

linguistic needs for our patients through our diverse 

training.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPLY TO BECOME AN ACADEMY NATIONAL MEDIA SPOKESPERSON!  
 

Are you frequently quoted in the media for your expertise in food and nutrition? If so, consider 

applying to the Academy’s landmark volunteer media Spokesperson Program. Three-year 

Spokesperson terms begin June 1, 2021. Openings are available in a number of geographical and 

practice specialty areas. The application deadline is February 5. Learn more here. 

https://www.eatrightpro.org/media/meet-our-spokespeople/spokespeople/become-an-academy-media-spokesperson?_zs=7MxEa&_zl=gCKL2
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Name: Sharon Kaiulani Odom, RD, MPH, LMT  

Hometown: Kailua, O’ahu, HI 

Current Position & Employer: Roots Project 

Director, Kokua Kalihi Valley 

Education: University of Hawaii 

 

Tell us a little bit about yourself! 

My father is Hawaiian, Chinese from Kapaʻa on the 

island of Kauaʻi.  My mother is German, Danish and 

Portuguese from Hawaii island.  I have lived on the 

island of Oahu since I was a child.   

 

Culture has been a big part of my life since I was 

young.  I started dancing hula in second grade and 

continued for over 50 years, graduating as a kumu 

or teacher.  Dancing in a hula halau is different from 

just belonging to a hula studio.  It is so much more 

than just showing up for lessons a few times a week. 

I credit my halau and my kumu for being 

instrumental in instilling a cultural foundation and 

lens in which I interact with the world.  I learned to 

observe and respect our earth and its natural 

processes.  My strength in my work is having both a 

scientific and a cultural knowledge base. 

 

What food-related customs do you have? 

People have always loved Hawaii and believed what 

is often portrayed by television, movies and social 

media. Fact is, putting pineapple on a pizza does 

not make it Hawaiian and my ancestors never heard 

of Spam. Our connection to food is much deeper 

and spiritual.  Kalo, or taro, is seen as our older 

brother and teaches us that we must always take 

care of the `āina or land, and in turn, it will always 

feed us. Kalo is what poi is made from, and when 

the poi bowl is on the table, you never talk about or 

say negative or offensive things.  

 

Our welcoming spirit can be seen in the offering and 

feeding of all guests that come into our homes. We 

celebrate a babyʻs’ first birthday, graduations, and 

weddings with a lu`au, or feast where our traditional 

foods are served, where there is musical 

entertainment and families and friends gather and 

celebrate.  Our food holds our stories, our history, 

and all that is important to us. 

 

What led you to study dietetics? 

During my senior year in high school, I was accepted 

into Puget Sound. Before graduating, I decided I 

was going to delay college and travel the world as a 
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professional hula dancer.  I danced through San 

Francisco, Japan, and Korea before deciding to 

return to school.  

 

I entered the University of Hawaii with the intention 

of majoring in the Hawaiian language, but took a 

Human Nutrition course and was hooked. I looked 

into the dietetic requirements and saw all the 

science requirements and hesitated. Deciding to 

forge ahead, I was actually amazed that I found the 

science courses fascinating. Thank goodness! I 

switched majors, but continued my cultural 

teachings and practices throughout my schooling. 

Even after graduating with a Master’s degree in 

Public Health, I continued to study under cultural 

practioners in the arts of lomilomi (cultural 

massage), laʻau lapaʻau (plant medicine), and `aipono 

(foods). 

  

How did you obtain your current position? 

Hui Mauli Ola was a group that I was a part of 

dedicated to making sure that our cultural healing 

practices continued to grow and thrive. The women 

in our group were researching traditional 

knowledge and practices used in childbirth. Much 

had been lost in the colonization of our islands and 

we were determined to make sure that parents had 

the opportunity to empower themselves to use 

ancestral skills and  wisdom so that we would bring 

our children into this world connected to who they 

are.   

 

We would often meet in the back of Kalihi Valley at 

Ho`oulu `Āina, a nature park which was part of 

Kokua Kalihi Valley (KKV), a federally qualified 

health center. One of our group members, a good 

friend of mine, told me about a grant they wrote to 

use connections to food as the means in which to 

heal a community.   

Take us through a typical day for your job!  

My typical day is not typical. Every day brings 

something new. During the 10 years at my job we 

created a cultural food hub working with 14 local 

organic farmers where we sell affordable produce to 

our community, run a cafe out of the Wellness 

Center twice a week, run two community gardens, 

teach culturally based birthing programs, run a year 

long family health program for Native Hawaiian 

families, do community education, presentations 

and workshops, and before COVID held dinners and 

events highlighting foods, farmers, and often 

controverisal subjects facing our food system. 

 

We are completely grant-funded, so while I am 

responsible for oversight and implementation of 

these different facets, there is also the 

administrative and grant making duties that must 

be attended to. 

 

What do you enjoy about this job?   

I work with people that are passionate about the 

community we work for. We truly care about each 

other as a family. Our health center was established 

about 45 years ago with a doctor, a dentist, and 

health care workers that walked out into 

surrounding areas every day to see what the needs 

were. There are now over 250 employees that speak 

23 languages.   

 

We have a medical clinic, a health center, a bike 

Our food holds our stories, 

our history, and all that is 

important to us. 
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program for youth, 2 elder centers, and a nature 

park that grows food and traditional medicines and 

is a place for healing and transformation. KKV offers 

standard medical care along with traditional healing 

practices.  Our main facility sits between the first 

and third largest public housing complexes, and our 

community is often characterized by statistics of 

unemployment, immigrant population, and high 

chronic diseases. We see our community as strong 

and resilient, and we are all connected. 

 

What challenges have you faced in this job 

and how have you overcome them? 

I have been fortunate in my education and career. I 

have had wonderful mentors, teachers and 

opportunities to gorw and learn both from a cultural 

and Western perspective. I will say that all of the 

cultural experiences were those that I sought out.  

They were not available or offered to me through 

my dietetic pathway. I remember times where I felt 

like I just didnʻt fit the mold. I still donʻt, but now I 

embrace it. Times are changing and there are 

efforts being made in our organization to be more 

diverse and aware, but there is still much work to be 

done.   

 

What advice or tips would you give to 

aspiring dietitians? 

1) Find passion in your work.   

2) Think for yourselves. 

3) Be inclusive.   

4) Trust your intuition. 

5) Make time to care for yourself. 

6) Remember that being compassionate is more 

important than being right. 

 

 

Do you know a student or RD/DTR that we 
could feature in our newsletter? 
Let us know by messaging us in our Instagram or 

Facebook accounts or by emailing us at 

AAPI@eatright.org! 

 

CALL FOR APPLICATIONS:  

ACADEMY FOUNDATION RESEARCH GRANTS 
The Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics Foundation is accepting 2021 Research 

Grant applications.  Five grants are available to fund research pertaining to 

breastfeeding and infant feeding practices, nutrition and oral health, nutritional 

epidemiology, and more.  

 

All applications can be accessed within the Foundation’s application portal and have a 

deadline of February 1, 2021 at 11:59 pm (Central Time). Emailed and hard-copy 

applications will not be accepted or considered for funding.   

 

Any questions should be directed to Elisha Reichling, MS, RDN, LDN, Foundation 

Program Coordinator, at ereichling@eatright.org.  Click here to apply now. 

 

https://urldefense.com/v3/__http:/AND.informz.net/z/cjUucD9taT0zMTcxNTgzJnA9MSZ1PTM4NzcxODc4OCZsaT0yNzA0Mzg1NQ/index.html__;!!EYi1kNqg_mM!UzUI4Amgj0iAR5a5p-dbC6RQxFlk-xZwcXsTLgZ1ZowJ7PE4fdlC7S-7OXywZePE2Q$
https://urldefense.com/v3/__http:/AND.informz.net/z/cjUucD9taT0zMTcxNTgzJnA9MSZ1PTM4NzcxODc4OCZsaT0yNzA0Mzg1Ng/index.html__;!!EYi1kNqg_mM!UzUI4Amgj0iAR5a5p-dbC6RQxFlk-xZwcXsTLgZ1ZowJ7PE4fdlC7S-7OXxpl8_H8w$
https://eatrightfoundation.org/scholarships-funding/grants/
https://urldefense.com/v3/__http:/AND.informz.net/z/cjUucD9taT0zMTcxNTgzJnA9MSZ1PTM4NzcxODc4OCZsaT0yNzA0Mzg1Nw/index.html__;!!EYi1kNqg_mM!UzUI4Amgj0iAR5a5p-dbC6RQxFlk-xZwcXsTLgZ1ZowJ7PE4fdlC7S-7OXxeoNm1ow$
mailto:ereichling@eatright.org
https://eatrightfoundation.secure-platform.com/a/
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Written by Jessie Kai, MS, Marie Kainoa Fialkowski 

Revilla, PhD, MS, RDN, LD, IBC, and Monica 

Esquivel, PhD, RDN, CSSD  

 

The genesis of the Hawaiian people begins with 

Hāloa. In the kumulipo, the Hawaiian creation oli 

(chant), Wākea, Father Sky, god of the heavenly 

expanses, and Papa, Mother Earth, goddess of the 

fertile land, were joined and had a child.1 The child, 

a girl, was named Hoʻohōkūkalani, her name 

meaning to adore the heavens with stars. 

 

Wākea and Hoʻohōkūkalani themselves became 

joined and had a child. Sadly, their child, a son, was 

stillborn. The parents named their son Hāloa, his 

name meaning long, eternal breath. Wākea and 

Hoʻohōkūkalani wrapped their first child in kapa 

(Hawaiian bark cloth) and buried him in the ʻāina 

(land) on the eastern side of their hale (house) 

where the morning sun first touched. The tears of 

Hoʻohōkūkalani watered the ground where her first 

born lay.2  

 

Soon, a plant with a long stalk and a large, heart-

shaped leaf at the top grew from where their child 

was buried. Wākea and Hoʻohōkūkalani never saw 

such a plant and name it Hāloanakalaukapalili. As 

the plant matured, they noticed that a corm 

developed at the base and smaller buds of the plant 

sprung from it. The corm was found to be edible 

and the parents named it kalo. When the smaller 

buds were plucked from the kalo and planted 

elsewhere they grew into another plant. Wākea and 

Hoʻohōkūkalani called these shoots ʻohā.3     

 

Wākea and Hoʻohōkūkalani became pregnant again 

and had a healthy baby boy. The parents named 

their second son Hāloa in honor of his older brother.  

Hāloa was the first Hawaiian person and the 

foundation of the Hawaiian race.2 

 

As can be seen from this creation moʻolelo (story), 

Hawaiians trace their lineage to their natural world. 

The first born Hāloa became the kalo plant, the 

traditional staple food of the Hawaiian people. The 

second born Hāloa was the first Hawaiian man. The 

kalo plant is revered by many Hawaiians as their 

eldest brother. 

 

So significant is the kalo plant, that the Hawaiian 

word for family, ʻohana, stems from ʻohā.3 As Wākea 

and Hoʻohōkūkalani discovered, the ʻohā shoots 

sprouting from the kalo can be removed and 

replanted to begin the life cycle of the plant again.  

   

The story of Hāloa begins with family (`ohana) and 

KALO: THE HAWAIIAN SUPERFOOD 

Mai ho‘omāuna i ka ‘ai o huli mai auane‘i ‘o Hāloa e nānā.  

“Do not be wasteful of food lest Hāloa turn around and stare [at you].” 

Do not be wasteful, especially of poi, because it would anger Hāloa. 

Mary Kawena Pukuʻi (ʻŌlelo Noʻeau 2052) 
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food (mea‘ai). These are pillars in the Hawaiian 

culture. The bond between kalo and early 

Hawaiians’ survival is illuminated in the Hawaiian 

word for land, ʻāina, which means “that which 

feeds.”3 Hāloa and his descendants are responsible 

for respecting and caring for his elder brother, who 

in turn will give them nourishment and life.    

 

Outside of Hawaiʻi, kalo is commonly called taro, 

with the scientific name Colocasia esculenta.4  Kalo 

is a root vegetable with the plant’s leaves also being 

edible. As a plant, it’s a member of the Araceae 

family which has over 1500 different species. 

Scientists believe the kalo plant is one the oldest 

cultivated crops, citing archaeological records of its 

existence over 50,000 years ago in the Indo-

Malaysian Peninsula.5 The plant was introduced into 

Polynesia as humans developed and built long-

distance voyaging vessels to migrate to these 

oceanic lands.   

 
Kalo is also classified as a canoe plant, having been 

brought to Hawaiʻi by the first settlers. These 

Polynesians knew the nutritional value of kalo and 

the essentiality of this food source for their survival 

on the ocean. Today, kalo is recognized as a source 

of complex carbohydrates.  

 

Early Hawaiians grew hundreds of different cultivars 

of kalo; sadly only a fraction of these cultivars are 

grown today. As Hawaiʻi experienced colonization 

and rapid development of the islands, the landscape 

of ancestral farmlands was replaced with an urban 

setting. Displacement of loʻi, irrigated terraces for 

kalo cultivation, and the unintentional introduction of 

diseases and pests which the indigenous plant has 

no natural defenses against, has decimated the 

survival and cultivation of kalo.6 Despite these 

hardships, the kalo plant is resilient and continues 

to exist providing hope for the Hawaiian people who 

similarly struggle with adverse health outcomes and 

economic disparities in their own homeland.       

 

To consume kalo and its lau (leaves), they need to 

be cooked; no edible parts of the plant can be eaten 

raw. The plant contains calcium oxalate crystals 

which are irritants to the mouth and throat. These 

crystals will break down during the cooking 

process.3 Generally, the corm and lau are ready to 

eat when they are soft and can be easily cut with a 

knife. 

 

Kalo is traditionally boiled and made into a paste with 

a pōhaku kuʻi ʻai (stone pounder). When the paste is 

thick, not yet diluted with water, it's called paʻi ʻai. 

The most commonly available and consumed form 

of mashed kalo is poi. Poi is paʻi ʻai mixed with water 

to be thinner in consistency.  The thin consistency 

and its hypoallergenic nature make poi an ideal 

complementary food for infants.  A recent study 

exploring the complementary feeding practices of 

Native Hawaiian, Pacific Islander and Filipino infants 

on the island of Oʻahu found poi, alone or in 

combination with another food item (e.g., human 

milk, infant cereal), was the most commonly 

introduced complementary food, with almost 35% 

(Kalo photo credit: UH Mānoa CTAHR)  
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of the participants consuming it.7 Here you can see 

these pēpē (baby) enjoying and exploring their poi.  

   

 
 

Health benefits of poi include being anti-

carcinogenic with prebiotic and probiotic potentials. 

Poi and its components were observed in vitro to 

induce apoptosis within colon cancer cells and non-

specifically activate lymphocytes capable of lysing 

cancerous cells.8  Poi’s prebiotic makeup positively 

modulates the gut microbiota when consumed in 

the diet.9  When probiotic Lactobacillus species 

were paired with kalo, they grew better in a 

simulated intestinal tract compared to their growth 

with inulin or glucose. 

 

USDA’s FoodData Central database analyzed, 

compiled and presented the nutrient profile for poi: 

Although the kalo corm can be eaten whole 

similarly like a boiled potato, kalo in its poi form can 

be eaten in different ways. Poi can be eaten with 

savory foods such as poke, seasoned raw ahi, or 

mixed with coconut milk and cane sugar to make 

kūlolo, a Hawaiian dessert.  

 

The versatility of poi makes it an ideal gluten-free 

and dairy-free alternative to yogurt in your favorite 

parfait recipe. If you are interested in purchasing poi 

and you’re not in Hawai’i, you can buy dehydrated 

poi in a powder form. Just add water to the powder 

to make the consistency you desire and heat. 

Simple and delicious! 

 

From our hale (home) to yours, we hope you and 

your ‘ohana will try and enjoy a favorite ‘ai pono 

recipe in the next page. 
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