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Forest aims to cultivate kids' interest in nature 

The first phase of the Children’s Discovery Forest, dedicated Feb. 7, showcases Polynesian-introduced greenery. 
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Standing beside a large bed of soil sparsely covered with sprouting Polynesian-introduced greenery including 

breadfruit and sweet potato, landscape architect Leland Miyano led a tour of the first completed section of the 

Children's Discovery Forest within the Honolulu Zoo on Feb. 7. 

"In my lifetime I've seen a lot of extinction, and this is what drives me to get involved in a project like this," 

Miyano said, calling attention to a shell lei draped around his neck that was created from Tahitian land snails. 

The now-extinct snails were common in the 1970s until an invasive land snail was introduced to the islands 

and ate the native snails, he said. 

"This is a reminder of how fragile our island systems are," Miyano said. 
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Modeled after the forest demonstration in Hilo's Pana’ewa Zoo, the Children's Discovery Forest is designed to 

replicate plants and trees that would be found in traditional Hawaiian coastal villages. The Hawaii Forest 

Institute and Hawaii Forest Industry Association hope students will use the Hawaiian forest ecosystem. 

"In our modern society, children are facing a pandemic called nature deficit disorder," Miyano said. 

He says this exhibit is a tool against that "disorder" and will encourage children to engage in hands-on 

learning in the outdoors. He hopes to see activities where children get their hands dirty planting Hawaiian 

cultivars and Polynesian-introduced species. 

Upon entering the zoo, the forest is to the left, past the section of birds and next to the hale lai and large ban-

yan tree. The discovery forest is adjacent to the future site of a Native Hawaiian village — another cultural 

project in the works. 

The first phase of the exhibit, which broke ground in April 2013, cost $262,897, said Hawaii Forest Institute 

President Travis Idol. Phases two and three will feature more native plants of the dryland mesic forest species 

and coastal strand vegetation. The entire project will cover just under an acre of land. 

Idol said that with most of the background work done — from securing various permits to working with the 

different stakeholders in the project and having the final design approved — construction for the second and 

third phases should remain on schedule with the third section completed in 2016. 

"It took longer than we thought … but another year or two, we're hoping to have the rest of it done," Idol said. 

The project would benefit the zoo's annual 750,000 visitors, teaching them about the importance of 

sustainability of native and Polynesian plants. The forest area will also provide a habitat for Hawaiian birds 

and invertebrates. Hawaiian ducks have already flown into the new exhibit. 

"There is a potential for finding Hawaiian birds flying in one day, maybe even Kamehameha butterflies," Mi-

yano said, pointing out a mamaki plant, which is the principal host plant to the declining endemic Kameha-

meha butterfly. 

Miyano explained some of the cultural lessons that are cultivated with the plants. 

He explained how the apuwai kalo's cup-shaped leaves catch the rain, which was seen as "a gift from the 

heavens." Historically, water held in the kalo leaves was reserved for alii. 

Idol says that there are so many more educational and cultural stories such as this that can be taught to 

children and adult visitors to the discovery forest. "Our next step is to start bringing in different groups in the 

coming months and begin telling those stories," Idol said. 
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