
By HUNTER BISHOP
Tribune-Herald staff writer

The first part of Peter Savio’s 
$25 million plan to redevelop 
Waiakea Villas is beginning to 
take shape. 

The Hawaii real estate devel-
oper finalized the purchase of 
the commercial side of Waiakea 
Villas and is expecting to begin 
renovating the property soon to 
attract new tenants.

The Honolulu-based develop-
er’s dream is to restore the down-
trodden residential and commer-
cial complex next to Waiakea 
Pond to its original glory. Savio, 
who was born in Hilo, said he 
remembers when C. Brewer first 
developed the property in the 
early 1970s and how much it 

enhanced the community. “I’d 
like to bring that back,” he said.

Last November, Savio 
announced plans to invest up 
to $25 million in acquiring and 
renovating the Waiakea Villas 
properties, and building a new 

hotel on the site. At the time, 
Savio said the proposed deals to 
purchase the 275-unit residential 
and commercial property from 
investors could take “a couple of 
months” to complete.

Negotiations on the 

commercial purchase closed 
about six weeks ago, but Savio 
said purchase of the 275-unit 
residential part of the complex is 
still is still not complete. Plans 
were to acquire the commercial 
side first, then the residential, 
before developing a new hotel on 
the site in the style of Honolulu’s 
Pagoda Hotel, which he acquired 
in 2010. “We’re now negotiating 
for the residential units,” he said.

The purchase price of the 
commercial side of Waiakea 
Villas was $2 million, and Savio 
expects the residential units 
to cost $6 million to $7 mil-
lion. He expects to invest about 
$500,000 into renovations of 
the commercial side, which has 
about 48,000 square feet of floor 
space. Existing units range from 
300 to 15,000 square feet.
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Cruise ship arrivals
Tuesday, July 9, Pride of Amer-
ica, 7:30 a.m.-6 p.m., 2,250 pas-
sengers, 900 crew.
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A student employee works in one of the tanks at the University of Hawaii at Hilo’s Pacific Aquaculture & Coastal Resources Center.

Fledgling oyster industry comes

By COLIN M. STEWART
Tribune-Herald staff writer

Hawaii Island is poised 
to become a major player 
in the U.S. oyster industry, 
as growers on the mainland 
wrestle with the effects of 
climate change.

Around 2007, oyster 
hatcheries along the West 
Coast were significantly 
affected by a disturbing 
trend.

“Oyster larvae hatcher-
ies were seeing large die-
offs during the spring and 
summer,” said Dave Nisbet, 
owner of Goose Point 
Oysters of Washington 
state’s Willapa Bay. 
“Oceanographers were see-
ing increased acidification 
of the West Coast’s ocean 
water during the spring and 

summer months, and the 
pH shift was just enough to 
cause larvae to die.”

The immature larvae 
require a very specific pH 
level to be able to pull 
calcium from the water to 
build their shells, he said, 
and increased levels of car-
bon dioxide in the world’s 
oceans has begun to affect 
that process.

“You’re not going to get 
a debate from me on climate 
change,” he said. “It’s here. 
It’s happening. I’m seeing 
it.”

The effect is happening 
all over the country and 
around the world, accord-
ing to Maria Haws, director 
of the University of Hawaii 
at Hilo Pacific Aquaculture

Graduate student Forest Petersen sets the flow on algae bags to keep the 
correct amount of water moving through the algae.

Waiakea Villas to get $25M makeover
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The commercial section of the Waiakea Villas property is seen 
here Saturday afternoon.

OUT OF ITS 
SHELL Oysters are seen at the University of Hawaii at 

Hilo’s Pacific Aquaculture & Coastal Resources Cen-
ter in Keaukaha on a recent morning.

See OYSTER Next Page

New owner envisions 
hotel, new restaurant

Pacific oysters thrive 
in Hawaii’s climate 

By COLIN M. STEWART
Tribune-Herald staff writer

Native to the Pacific coast 
of Asia, Pacific oysters, aka 
Crassostrea gigas, were intro-
duced to North America and are 
currently the most cultured vari-
ety of oyster in the world.

They also happen to grow in 
Hawaii like gangbusters, accord-
ing to researchers with the 
University of Hawaii at Hilo’s 
Pacific Aquaculture and Coastal 
Resources Center.

While Hawaiian waters cur-
rently can only be used to raise 
hatchling oysters to be sent to 
growers on the mainland, their 
potential is huge, said Maria 
Haws, the center’s new director.

“We’ve done some trials in 
Hawaiian fish ponds that can pro-
duce market size (between 3 and 
4 inches) Pacific oysters in five to 
six months,” she said.

That’s a pretty amazing feat, 
when you consider that the same 
species takes two to three years 
to mature in waters in the Pacific 
Northwest, she said.

The difference is mainly due 
to the year-round warmer weath-
er, which produces a constant 
supply of algae for the oysters 
to filter out of the water and 
eat. Meanwhile, Hawaiian waters 
have so far shown themselves to 
be less susceptible to the acidifi-
cation process that has plagued 
oyster hatcheries along the West 
Coast in the last decade.

The Pacific Oyster is a filter 
feeder, Haws explained, sucking 
in nutrients from the water to feed 
itself and expelling clean water. 
In fact, she said, if enough oysters 
were grown in Hilo Bay, they 
could clarify the water, which is 
darkened by algal blooms brought 
on by water tainted by nutrients in 
agricultural runoff.

Currently, students and faculty 
with the aquaculture center are 
looking at using ancient Hawaiian 
fishponds as cultivation areas, 
because their walls provide pro-
tection from predators and rough 
waters.

See WAIAKEA Next Page

See PACIFIC Next Page
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By TAD SOMMERS
Stephens Media Hawaii

The music business in Hawaii 
is improving, area retailers say.

Brian Kiernan, owner of 
Kiernan Music in Kainaliu, said 
that owning a music store, “being 
able to do what you love, is the 
most rewarding thing I’ve done.”

The local music community 
is loyal, providing his store with 
a steady amount of — in many 
instances — repeat business. He 
added, Hawaii Island depends on 
tourists, and in the past year he’s 
noticed “a nice upward trend.”

Kiernan’s shop represents local 
builders including Cody Seeler, 
Hokukano and Green Sand. It also 
carries ukulele and guitars built 
by Kiernan and his son, Derek.

“Prices range from $69 to 
‘Oh my God,’” Kiernan said. His 
K-Side ukes, made mostly from 
koa, start at $1,500.

Kiernan said that tourists who 
know what they want are happy 
to pay top dollar. Some return 
to his shop every time they visit 
Hawaii Island, either to upgrade 
to a newer instrument, shop from 
his vintage pieces — Kiernan cur-
rently has for sale a 1936 Gibson 
L7 guitar autographed by Shirley 
Temple, or to have their instru-
ments repaired.

Kiernan’s is the only ful-
ly staffed repair shop in West 
Hawaii. Kiernan and his son do 
everything from changing strings 
to complete restoration of stringed 
instruments.

The improving economy has 
had a cascading effect on the 
music industry here. Not only is 
he selling more inventory, but as 
more people seek out live enter-
tainment, musicians get more 
gigs. More work means more 
repairs and more instrument sales 
to the professionals, he said.

“We’re the only place where 
you can get a pro job done on 
your instrument,” he said.

Kiernan’s business is not 
wholly reliant upon an improving 
domestic economy. There is “huge 
interest in Japan for American 
instruments,” he said. When the 
Japanese economy is doing well, 
as it is now, the collector market 

benefits and interest, especially 
in the high-end product he sells, 
increases.

Several of his customers are 
serious collectors, with at least 50 
guitars and ukulele.

Kiernan does not currently 
offer lessons at his store, but is 
hoping to be able to host instruc-
tors in the near future.

After operating Hawaiian 
Ukulele & Guitar in the Alii 
Gardens Marketplace for two 
years, Robert Yates recently 
opened a second location in the 
Kings’ Shops at the Waikoloa 
Beach Resort.

“Opening any business to begin 
with is a challenge,” Yates said. 
The challenge is greater when 
opening a business, such as a 
music store, with existing “built-
in competition.” To get the word 
out about his stores, Yates most-
ly relies on word-of-mouth. He 
said the Alii Gardens location has 
established a positive “local rep,” 
but business there has plateaued, 
thus the need for expansion.

“Any business not moving for-
ward is falling behind,” he said.

He said he may be considered 
insane for starting a business dur-
ing a “slow economy,” but sales at 

the Waikoloa store — opened less 
than two months ago, during the 
tourism “off season” — have far 
exceeded his expectations. He’s 
even had to move inventory from 
the Kailua-Kona location to keep 
the Waikoloa store stocked.

Yates said his stores are dif-
ferent from the others because of 
the instruments he carries. He is 
the exclusive Big Island purveyor 
of Kamoa and Cordoba ukulele. 
Kauai-based Kamoa crafts instru-
ments from more traditional gui-
tar woods, including spruce and 
maple, for a distinctive sound. 
Cordoba builds ukulele with the 
Spanish-style neck and heel for 
more volume and resonance.

Yates and fellow luthier — a 
stringed instrument craftsman — 
Sam Li also build and sell uku-
lele under the Hawaiian Ukulele 
moniker.

Prices in his shop range from 
$120 for an entry-level concert 
uke with bag, tuner and music 
book to $1,100 for a higher-end 
piece.

Yates said he “sells instru-
ments” not just corner-store uku-
lele. “If you don’t want to spend 
the little bit extra for a playable 
instrument, go to the ABC Store 

and buy a wall hanging.”
In addition to musical instru-

ments and accessories, Yates 
stocks the Kings’ Shops location 
with paintings by Holualoa artist 
Carl Koomoa, as well as jewelry 
made by his wife, Pat Yates, who 
also holds lei-making workshops 
at 10 a.m. Saturdays at the store.

Group ukulele lessons are 
held at 10:30 a.m. and 7 p.m. 
Mondays at the stage outside of 
the shop. Hourlong sessions cost 
$10, which includes a small music 
book and $10 off an in-store pur-
chase. Yates said he has instru-
ments to loan if participants do 
not bring their own.

He also teaches private lessons 
at the shop at $15 per 30 minutes.

Anne Reece was operating an 
art store adjacent to Just Ukes, 
at its original location, behind 
Maui Divers on Alii Drive. When 
the music store owner moved off 
island, about eight years ago, the 
shops combined and Reece took 
over. It wasn’t long before she real-
ized that, though she knew nothing 
about ukulele at the time, instru-
ment sales were “paying the bills.”

Just Ukes continues to offer 
affordable instruments — no 
art — at its Kona Inn Shopping 

Village and Shops at Mauna Lani 
locations.

Reece said payroll is her big-
gest expense of doing business in 
Hawaii. Between the two stores, 
Just Ukes employs seven part-
time staff members. Finding 
workers, though, is no problem 
at all. Reece said that musicians 
dream of working in a music shop 
and selling their passion. She 
credits her “unbelievable team” 
with the company’s success.

In addition to good customer 
service, Reece said that people 
visit her stores partly because of 
the name. Tourists stop by to snap 
pictures of the sign — a maile lei 
logo she designed — or pick up a 
T-shirt, mug or can cooler.

The Shops at Mauna Lani pres-
ents free “Ukulele 101 with Aunty 
Tutu” group classes at 3 p.m. 
Wednesdays at the stage area near 
Just Ukes.

She said Just Ukes went through 
trying times about four years ago, 
but the local customers remained 
loyal and her suppliers were able to 
help by extending her payments due 
by up to 180 days.

She has seen increasing sales 
since the Christmas season, and, 
with the economic uptick even 
hopes of opening a store on 
Oahu’s North Shore someday.

“Not everybody plays ukulele, 
but everybody knows someone 
who does — or needs a T-shirt,” 
Reece said.

As do the other retailers inter-
viewed, Reece maintains an 
Internet presence. However, they 
don’t see online-only merchants 
as true competition. Buying an 
ukulele online is different from 
purchasing other goods. They all 
sound different, Reece said. Many 
of her customers walk into the 
store thinking they want some-
thing just to say “they bought it in 
Hawaii,” but leave with something 
nicer, after hearing the difference 
between the instruments.

The ukulele Reece stocks are 
imported, though plans are in the 
works to begin offering hand-
crafted ukes made in Kailua-Kona 
by August.

The average instrument purchase 
at Just Ukes is about $225, she said, 
but entry-level models start under 
$70, while the locally made ukes 
will sell for $1,400 or $1,500 when 
they become available.

Email Tad Sommers at 
tsommers@westhawaiitoday.com.
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Music retailers keep up tempo
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Robert Yates, owner of Hawaiian Ukulele and Guitar, plays alongside his wife, Pat, with instruments that 
he made.

and Coastal Resources Center 
in Keaukaha, which is working 
with growers to explore building 
a shellfish industry in Hawaiian 
waters, which appear to be expe-
riencing acidification to a much 
lesser degree.

“The impacts are much more 
noticable in the Pacific Northwest. 
… It’s affecting other species too, 
it’s just that they noticed it with 
oysters first,” she said. “They’re 
like the canary in the coalmine.”

It is believed that the West 
Coast feels the brunt of the acidi-
fication process because it expe-
riences an upwelling of deeper, 
more acidified water onto the con-
tinental shelf during the spring 
and summer months, she said.

Nisbet’s business, which sup-
plies buyers with billions of oys-
ters every year, was beginning 
to be impacted by independent 
hatcheries’ inability to produce 
enough oyster seeds, or imma-
ture oysters in their early growth 
stages. So, he turned to Hawaii’s 
warmer, cleaner waters and 
year-round breeding season for 
shellfish.

In 2009, Nisbet partnered with 
Haws and the Pacific Aquaculture 
and Coastal Resources Center in 
Keaukaha to look into growing 

oyster seed in Hawaii, and the 
results were so promising that 
in 2012 he launched Hawaiian 
Shellfish LLC in Hawaiian 
Paradise Park — producing 
enough seed to supply his entire 
business back in Washington, 
while also selling seed to other 
growers.

Employing six people — 
including three Hawaii residents 
with degrees from UH in aquacul-
ture — Hawaiian Shellfish pumps 
about 60,000 gallons of water 
from a deepwater salt-water well 
along the Keaau coast into 12 
large tanks that provide perfect 
growing conditions.

While the energy to pump the 
water 24 hours a day is a major 
expense, Hawaii’s warmer water 
means he doesn’t have to spend 
the money that hatcheries on the 
mainland do to heat the water, 
Nisbet said.

“The requirement for oyster 
larvae is water around 75 degrees, 
and in the West Coast hatcheries 
in the springtime, we would use 
oil-fired boilers to bring the water 
to that temperature because the 
water runs in the 50s,” he said. 
“We basically have that here all 
year, and that’s been a big plus 
for us.”

Shipping the larvae back to 
the mainland to complete their 
growth cycle is also a relatively 
cheap process, as the oyster seed 
is very small, and can be shipped 
easily.

“There are about 50 million 
larvae in a ball the size of a tennis 
ball,” he said. “Shipping isn’t an 
issue.”

Hawaiian Shellfish has been 
in operation for about a year and 
half now, Nisbet said, and it has 
been such a success that he’s 
already looking at the possibility 
of expanding and raising other 
varieties of oysters.

“We’ll probably expand a little 
bit. We’re taking care of all our 
needs right now, and that was the 
main purpose of this. We’re pretty 
happy with how the operations 
have been going,” he said.

Stories like Nisbet’s are music 
to Haws’ ears. As director of the 
Pacific Aquaculture and Coastal 
Resources Center, she is charged 
with overseeing research to help 
clear the way for farmers to build 
a shellfish industry in Hawaii.

Located in an old water 
sewage treatment plant along 
Kalanianaole Avenue, the cen-
ter provides large tanks that 
serve as perfect test grounds for 

experimental cultures. UH stu-
dents and faculty help to come up 
with processes for breeding, feed-
ing and maintaining thriving colo-
nies of various varieties of fish.

With help from the aquaculture 
center, the pioneers of Hawaii’s 
shellfish industry have been a 
total of four businesses, including 
Nisbet’s, which primarily produce 
oyster seed and then ship it back 
to the mainland. Two are located 
in Kona and work in concert with 
the Natural Energy Laboratory 
of Hawaii Authority, and a third 
operates on Molokai, Haws said.

The next step would be for 
businesses to raise oysters and 
other “bivalves,” such as clams, 
to full maturity in Hawaii’s open 
waters, Haws said. But before that 
can happen, the state Department 
of Health must complete an 
exhaustive study of water qual-
ity in various areas farmers have 
identified for oyster cultivation, 
to generate what is known as a 
“growing area classification,” to 
ensure that any oysters grown 
to maturity in Hawaii’s waters 
would be safe to eat.

Such a study has been under 
way for about a year, Haws said, 
and she expects results in about 
six months.

“The DOH has really been 
great. They took a big step in 
looking into our growing area 
classification,” Haws said.

If everything goes as expected, 
that could open the door to restau-
rants and sellers offering Hawaii-
grown oysters to in-state consum-
ers. Further permitting would 
allow exportation of Hawaii shell-
fish, which could one day lead to 
them being offered as premium 
specialties at seafood restaurants 
on the mainland.

But first, Hawaii has a long 
way to go just to sustain its own 
hunger for oysters.

“We’re not going to be able to 
supply our own need for awhile. 
We import close to 400,000 oys-
ters every month in Hawaii. That’s 
a heck of a lot of oysters,” Haws 
said.

One day soon, she added, 
“we’ll end up like the Northwest. 
Restaurants there, they have lists 
to pick like 6-12 different variet-
ies of oysters grown at different 
farms, each with their own unique 
flavor,” she said. “People here in 
Hawaii want to buy local prod-
ucts, so I see the growth being 
huge. … We’re right on the cusp.”

Email Colin M. Stewart at 
cstewart@hawaiitribune-herald.com.

Savio purchased the 
Pagoda Hotel in Honolulu 
in 2010, and would posi-
tion the proposed Hilo hotel 
as a similar style of local, 
family-based operation. “I 
would definitely like to have 
a nice local restaurant,” he 
said, “a place where local 
families can celebrate birth-
days, luaus, graduations and 
anniversaries.”

Savio remembers the origi-
nal hotel’s positive impact on 
the local community when it 
opened in the 1960s. “It then 

fell on bad times,” he said. “I’d 
like to get it back to the quality 
place it once was.

“We’ve started the clean-
up, termiting and landscap-
ing,” Savio said. Koi ponds 
located throughout the prop-
erty will be maintained and 
even expanded, he said. He 
hopes to have the work com-
pleted by the end of the year.

If the residential purchase 
falls through for some reason, 
he would still build the hotel 
on the commercial site, Savio 
said. Acquiring the residential 

site however would provide 
more siting options for the 
hotel.

Only three tenants, includ-
ing the Hale Inu Sports Bar, 
are currently occupying space 
in the commercial section of 
the property, Savio said. The 
renovation work will not force 
them to close or move out, 
however. “We hope they stay.”

Savio is president and 
CEO of the Savio group 
of companies that includes 
Hawaiian Island Homes 
Ltd. and Hawaiian Island 

Development Co. Inc.
Dana Kenny, principal bro-

ker at Hawaii Island Homes, 
said potential tenants for the 
commercial space will be able 
to have units built specifi-
cally for their needs. “Most of 
the spaces have been gutted 
already,” Kenny said.

Day-Lum Rentals and 
Management Inc. will be 
managing the leased units, 
said Kenny.

Email Hunter Bishop at 
hbishop@hawaiitribune-herald.
com.

“There are thou-
sands of acres of 
fishponds available, 
and you don’t have 
the same permitting 
issues you might have 
elsewhere,” Haws 
said.

So what do you get 
when you combine 
Hawaii’s warm waters 
with just the right pH 
balance and plenty of 
sunlight-fed algae?

Carbohydrate-rich 
specimens of Pacific 

Oysters, with firm, 
white flesh. They’re 
referred to as “fat oys-
ters” to those in the 
know, Haws said.

“They’re like wines. 
Every place you go 
will have a slightly 
different tasting oys-
ter,” she said. “The 
oysters we grow here 
are great quality. They 
have a very sweet start 
and a salty finish — 
what is considered a 
superior oyster.”
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Tourists spend 
big money on 
Hawaiian strings
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