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Native Hawaiian Plant Guide
“Top” plants used in Coral Reef Alliance (CORAL’s) restoration efforts 
on Maui

Photo courtesy of Michael Webster / CORAL
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An introduction to native plant restoration

Native Hawaiian dryland species are 
disappearing from their natural habitats due to 
unrestored farmland and the invasion of non-
native plants and animals. The loss of native 
plant species is especially concerning, because 
it reduces the genetic diversity and contributes 
to habitat loss. These components are necessary 
for maintaining a balanced ecosystem from the 
forests, to the streams and coral reefs. As the 
survival of one of these ecosystems is intrinsically 
linked to the survival of the others. Additionally, 
native Hawaiian plants are pillars in the 
Hawaiian culture. 

Hawaiian forest scenery, 1884

The Hawaiian people studied the native 
species of the Hawaiian Islands extensively, 
and wove many of these species, especially 
the plants, into their spiritual, moral, and 
resource management practices.

The Hawaiian Islands are a place with high endemism (found now where else in the world) and 
unique biodiversity. Hawai‘i is called the “endangered species capital of the world” and has 44% of 
the U.S.’s endangered species.

Photo courtesy of the Hawaiian Historical 
Society / Wikimedia Commons
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How Coral Reef Alliance is using native plants for 
restoration efforts in Maui

The following pages contain 
information on the top ten native 
plants that Coral Reef Alliance 
employs in their site 
implementation. You can help 
reestablish native plant 
communities by choosing to 
incorporate the native plants 
depicted in this guide into your 
yard and your community.  If you 
live in an area with heavier 
rainfall there are other native 
Hawaiian plant species that you 
may utilize, this guide focuses on 
mid-elevation dryland forest 
species. 

Before

Coral Reef Alliance, a nonprofit established to help conserve the worlds coral reefs, has been 
spearheading restoration work in the degraded mid-slope region of the Wahikuli watershed on the 
island of Maui with a native dryland forest plant species revegetation project. 
Native Native plant vegetation 
along stream gulches is crucial to 
prevent sediment from fallow 
agricultural fields and dirt roads 
from washing down in stormwater 
and buildup on Hawaii’s coral 
reefs. This sediment can cause 
coral bleaching and eventually 
coral death. Coral Reef Alliance 
has been working hard to bring 
back the native forest structure by 
propagating native plants, grasses, 
shrubs, and trees to restore the 
ecosystems function within this 
watershed. We strive to combine 
the resource management 
practices reflected in Hawaiian 
culture as well as conservation 
science.

After
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Planting Preparation
If your organization is participating in a restoration project or you simply want to beautify 
your yard and community, the first step is to determine a location for planting. Ensure you 
have permission to access the land if it is not property and establish a Right of Entry with 
the property owner/manager. The planting site should have adequate soil (you may want 
to test the soil to determine if it need to be conditioned with any nutrients or if it needs to 
have the pH adjusted), and that weeds can be managed or removed from the site so 
native plants aren’t easily overgrown.  If there are excessive weeds  to be removed, 
covering with tarps to cause dieback or poisoning grasses may need to be conducted.

The next step is locating local nurseries with seeds for sale or seedlings which have 
already been propagated. If you wish to propagate your own plants and have collected 
seeds CORAL has created a planting video for some of the common species we utilize in 
our restoration that can be found at https://vimeo.com/430897676. The size of the seed 
often determines the method of propagation for that seed. Smaller seeds thrive better if 
planted in shallow soil, while bigger seeds need to be planted at deeper depths. 

One of the most important skills in starting your own restoration project is transplanting. To 
transplant, you should use a pot slightly bigger than the one the plant is already residing 
in. Additionally, when transplanting to the new pot, it is necessary to keep the stem at the 
same depth that it was in the first pot. For more information on individual native Hawaiian 
plant propagation, descriptions, transplant instructions, and landscape uses, check out 
University of Hawaii at Manoa’s guide “Native Hawaiian Plants for Landscaping, 
Cooperation, and Reforestation.”

https://vimeo.com/430897676


55

Moon Calendar
If you’ve ever noticed the difference phases of the moon, you may 
have wondered what each one represents and how everything 
relates to it. We can visually see the ebb and flow of tides due to the 
gravitational pull of the moon. Our kūpuna (or elders) were wise 
observers, having a deep understanding of the ocean and current, 
along with the stars and moon. The helu pō (moon phases) affected 
how they lived out all aspects of life, including fishing, farming, 
building and gathering.

Hawaiians used a calendar which was based upon the moon. The 
year had 12 months of 29.5 phases and between every 3 to 6 years 
a 13th lunar month was added. This was done to ensure that the 
lunar months continuously flowed in the proper stellar seasons. 

We encourage you to use this traditional knowledge for your 
planting, harvesting and gathering of plants.

Matching the solar calendar with the Hawaiian lunar calendar can 
sometimes be challenging, but encourage yourself to test it for 
yourself and make your own observations. Hawaiian calendar courtesy of Kamehameha Publishing  
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Plant functional groups (PFGs)
• In restoring a degraded site it is 

important to plant the various 
functional groups that make up the 
forest structure
• PFGs are groups of species that 

share similar morphological and 
physiological attributes, use similar 
resources, and play similar roles in a 
particular ecosystem 
• The functional groups we installed 

include: grasses, ground covers, 
shrubs, and trees.

Grasses

Shrubs

Trees
Icons made by Freepik and monkik from www.flaticon.com

Ground covers

http://www.flaticon.com/
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Grasses
• Grasses are often the foundation for many dry-land forest 

ecosystems 

• Grasses provide many important 
ecosystem services, including:
• water supply and flow regulation
• carbon storage
• erosion control 
• cultural values 
• Pollination
• biological controls of agricultural pests
• fodder and food supply for livestock

Below are grasses that have proved important to catching 
sediment from rainwater run-off.

Icon made by Freepik from www.flaticon.com

Photo courtesy of Aecos, Inc.

http://www.flaticon.com/
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1. Kāwelu
(Eragrostis variablis)

Habitat:
Perennial grass 
that grows in 
coastal dunes and 
grasslands, open 
sites in dryland 
forest, and on 
exposed cliffs 
throughout the 
Hawaiian islands.

Description: 
• Endemic to Hawai‘i
• Lovegrass family
• Grows from sea level 

up to 3,700 feet
• Size: 1-3 feet tall
• Very tolerant of wind, 

drought and salt 
spray

• Produces both seeds 
and runners

Traditional Uses: Hawaiians would use it for 
thatching. Kāwelu moving in the breeze is said 
to have inspired a swaying hula step.

Adult Flowers

KeikiSeeds

Icon made by Freepik from www.flaticon.com

http://www.flaticon.com/
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2. Pili grass
(Heteropogon contortus)

Seeds

Keiki

Habitat:
Pili is a perennial 
grass found in 
open, dry, and 
sometimes rocky 
cliffs or ledges 
throughout all 
main Hawaiian 
islands. 

Description:
• Native to Hawai‘i
• Pleasant smelling 

bunchgrass
• Up to 2 feet tall and 

2-5 foot spread
• Flowers are narrow, 

crowded spikes
• Fertile flowers will bend 

when wet in order to 
burrow into the soil 

Traditional Uses: Hawaiians used pili grass as a 
preferred thatching material for house walls 
and roofs in drier parts of the islands. It was also 
used to sleep on. The Hawaiian name pili
means to cling or stick. 

FlowersAdult

Icon made by Freepik from www.flaticon.com

http://www.flaticon.com/
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3. ‘Uki‘uki
(Dianella sandwicensis)

Habitat:
It is found from 
somewhat open to 
shaded sites 
usually in mesic 
forests, but also in 
dry grassland on 
lava and in wet 
forests in many 
elevations.

Description: 
• Native to Hawai‘i
• Great understory with 

trees, shrubs, and 
groundcovers

• 2-3 feet tall
• Can withstand a wide 

range of water 
requirements, growing 
in dry, moist, or wet 
conditions

Traditional Uses: Hawaiians used the berries 
from the ‘Uki‘uki as dye. The tough, flexible 
leaves were braided into rope and were also 
used as thatching. The seeds were used in leis.

Icon made by Freepik from www.flaticon.com

Adult

Keiki

Flowers

Photo courtesy of UH Botany

Seeds

http://www.flaticon.com/
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Ground Cover

• Groundcover plants are plants that grow over any 
area of ground
• Groundcover provides topsoil protection from 

erosion and drought
• Ground cover plants provide many ecosystem 

services
• Contributes up to 90% of the ecosystem’s plant 

diversity
• Provides up to 4% of the overall net primary 

productivity of an ecosystem

Icon made by Freepik from www.flaticon.com

Photo courtesy of Hawaiian Horticulture

http://www.flaticon.com/
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4. ‘Ilima Papa
(Sida fallax)

Description: 
• Native to Hawai`i
• Often referred to as 

“crawling ‘ilima”
• Prostrate form of the 

‘ilima plant
• 6-12 inches tall
• Pale green leaves, 

woody stems, bright 
yellow flowers

Habitat:
It occurs on all the 
main Hawaiian 
islands and occurs 
on arid exposed 
coastal locations. 
This is often called 
the strand 
vegetation zone. 

Traditional Uses: Hawaiians used the flowers in 
leis, about 1,000 blossoms per lei. The flowers 
were also used as a laxative for babies and the 
vines as floor covering and rough basketry. 

Icon made by Freepik from www.flaticon.com

Seeds

Adult Flowers

Seeds Keiki

http://www.flaticon.com/
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5. Pā‘ū o Hi‘iaka
(Jacquemontia sandwicensis)

Description: 
• Native to Hawai‘i
• Morning glory family
• Grows 3-8 inches high
• Elliptical shaped 

leaves
• Many tiny flowers that 

are either white or light 
blue

Habitat:
It is found on rocky 
coastal sites, often 
growing alongside 
‘ilima papa and 
other native strand 
flora. 

Traditional Uses: Pā‘ū o Hi‘iaka translates to 
mean “the skirt of Hi‘iaka.” Hi‘iaka is the 
younger sister of Pele, the fire goddess. Legend 
says that when Hi‘iaka was a baby, the plant 
grew over her to protect her from the sun. 

Adult Flowers

Icon made by Freepik from www.flaticon.com

Seeds

Photo courtesy of West Hawaii Today

Photo courtesy of Native Plants HawaiiPhoto courtesy of Native Plants Hawaii

Keiki

Photo courtesy of Hui kū Maoli

http://www.flaticon.com/
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6. Uala
(Ipomea batatas)

Description: 
• Non-native to Hawai‘i
• Often referred to as the 

“Hawaiian sweet potato”
• The flowers are pinkish purple 

and creep along the ground 
like a vine

• Reproduces by either seeds, 
storage roots or front plant vines

• Considered a canoe plant

Habitat:
Originally from 
South America, it 
is found from sea 
level to 5,000 feet 
in elevation. It is a 
drought resistant 
plant and does 
best in rich soil. 

Traditional Uses: The young stems, leaves, and tubers 
were used for food. It was often used in Hawaii in 
place of taro or breadfruit (ulu). It can be mashed to 
make poi, and was traditionally cooked along with 
pig in a luau feast. It was represented by the god 
Kamapuaa. It was also used as a tonic during 
pregnancy and to induce lactation. 

Adult Flowers

Icon made by Freepik from www.flaticon.com

Photo courtesy of Canoe Plants Photo courtesy of West Hawaii Today

KeikiSeeds

Photo courtesy of Amazon

http://www.flaticon.com/
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Shrubs
• Shrubs are multi-stemmed, short, 

woody plants that are widespread in 
many ecosystems. 
• They are key to the restoration of the 

Hawaiian dry-land forests. 
• Shrubs play an important ecological 

role in:
• Climate control
• Maintaining soil quality and 

abundance
• Ecosystem water balance
• Carbon cycling

Icon made by Freepik from www.flaticon.com

Photo courtesy of DLNR

http://www.flaticon.com/
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7. A‘ali‘i
(Dodonaea viscosa)

Habitat:
It is found in 
many 
environments, 
from coastal 
areas through 
dry, mesic and 
wet forests. It 
occurs on all of 
the main 
Hawaiian islands.

Description: 
• Native to Hawai‘i
• Soapberry family
• Pioneer species colonizing 

lava and helps condition 
soil with its leaf litter

• Hosts one of the only two 
native butterflies in 
Hawai‘i

• Flowers are either male or 
female and is best grown 
from seeds

Traditional Uses: Hawaiians used the wood in the 
framework of hale (houses) and for spears and 
other weapons. They boiled the seed capsules to 
produce a red dye for decorating kapa, or bark 
cloth. Today, the leaves and fruits are used for 
leis.

Icon made by Freepik from www.flaticon.com

Adult

Seeds

Flowers

Keiki

http://www.flaticon.com/
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8. ‘Āweoweo
(Chenopodium oahuense)

Habitat: It grows 
on French Frigate 
Shoals, Necker, 
Nihoa, and all the 
main Hawaiian 
Islands. It is found 
primarily in coastal 
and lowland 
shrubland forest.

Description:
• Native to Hawai‘i
• A woody shrub, 

sometimes a small tree
• Grows from sea level 

up to 2,500 feet
• Can get up to 12-15 

feet tall
• Highly drought tolerant 
• Propagates easily from 

seeds and cuttings 

Traditional Uses: Hawaiians cooked and ate the 
young leaves. The wood was used for 
composite fish hooks. When the leaves are 
crushed, it is said that it smells like the 
‘āweoweo fish. 

Icon made by Freepik from www.flaticon.com

Photo courtesy of Native Plants

Flowers

Keiki

Adult

Seeds

http://www.flaticon.com/
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9. ‘Ilima 
(Sida fallax walp.)

Habitat:
Found 
thoughout all 
Hawaiian 
islands.
Generally grows 
solitary or in 
twos or threes in 
close proximity 
to one other.

Description:
• Native to Hawai‘i
• Mallow or hibiscus family
• Grows near sea level to 

more than 6,000 feet
• Small shrub or bush that 

can be over 6 feet tall
• Fruit is wide, 7-12 

wheellike capsule that 
holds 1 seed per section

• Easily grown from seeds 

Traditional Uses:
Its flowers are sometimes used in leis, taking 
thousands per lei. The bark mixed with flowers 
was used to treat asthma. It was also used as a 
mild laxative for babies. 

Icon made by Freepik from www.flaticon.com

Adult

Seeds Keiki

Flowers

Photo courtesy of Native Hawaiian Garden

http://www.flaticon.com/
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10. Ma‘o
(Gossypium tomentosum)

Keiki

Habitat: It is 
found in dry, 
rocky coastal 
sites up to 
about 300 
feet in 
elevation. It is 
considered 
an 
increasingly 
rare plant 
now. 

Description:
• Endemic to Hawai‘i 
• 3-4 feet tall with pale green 

leaves
• Bright yellow flowers
• Seeds are covered in brown hairs 

which is why this plant is referred 
to as the Hawaiian cotton

• Used by plant breeders to 
improve the pest resistance of 
commercial cotton on the 
mainland

Traditional Uses: Ma‘o was used primarily by 
Hawaiians to make green dye for kapa (bark cloth). 
The flowers were used medicinally to help with 
stomach aces and the fibers were used much like 
the cotton swab currently is.

Icon made by Freepik from www.flaticon.com

FlowersAdult

Seeds

Flowers

http://www.flaticon.com/
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11. ʻŪlei
(Osteomeles anthylidifolia)

Description: 
• Native to Hawai‘i
• Sprawling shrub with 

flexible branches
• Can develop into a 

shrub up to 10 feet 
tall

• It has white, fragrant 
flowers

• Propagates easily 
from seeds or cuttings

Traditional Uses: Hawaiians used the wood to 
make fishing spears and the musical instrument 
‘ukeke. The branches were fashioned into 
fishnet hoops and arrow shafts. The leaves, 
flowers, and fruit were used in leis. Occasionally, 
the fruit was eaten.

Habitat:
It is found on coastal 
cliffs, lava fields, dry 
shrub land, and dry 
to moist forests. It 
can grow from 10 
feet to 7500 feet in 
elevation. It is also 
found throughout 
the main Hawaiian 
islands

Icon made by Freepik from www.flaticon.com

Seeds

Keiki

Photo courtesy of 
www.hawaiiannativeplants.com

FlowersAdult

http://www.flaticon.com/
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Trees
• Trees are well known for their ecological 

services, and do so much for us, including: 
• Producing oxygen / absorbing CO2
• Providing us with food and fruits
• Providing us with wood, paper, and other 

materials for our community
• Improving air quality
• Conserving water
• Preserving soil
• Supporting wildlife
• Climate control, by lessening the effects of the 

sun, rain, and wind

Icon made by Freepik from www.flaticon.com

Photo courtesy of DLNR

http://www.flaticon.com/
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12. Kamani
(Calophyllum inophyllum)

Habitat: Found 
along sandy 
shores and in 
lowland forests in 
all the main 
Hawaiian islands.
Provides shade, 
shelter and soil 
stabilization.

Description:
• Brought over by the 

Polynesians, considered 
a ”canoe plant”

• Up to 60 feet tall
• Grows at sea level up to 

2,000 feet
• Has a large round nut 

that holds the seed

Traditional Uses: Flowers that smell like orange 
blossoms were used to give fragrance to kapa 
cloth and in lei making. Wood used for boats 
and carvings. 

Icon made by Freepik from www.flaticon.com

Adult

Photo courtesy of Kawika huli wood

Flowers

Photo courtesy of Maui Nui 
Botanical Gardens

Seeds Keiki

http://www.flaticon.com/
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13. Koai‘i
(Acacia koaia)

Habitat: It grows 
in dry, leeward 
areas 
throughout the 
main Hawaiian 
Islands, 
tolerating both 
dry and moist 
water 
conditions.

Description: 
• Endemic to Hawai‘i
• Small tree, up to 16 feet 

in height with a canopy 
spread of about 20 feet

• Related to the Hawaiian 
Koa but is smaller

• Has small, yellow, puffy 
flowers and brown seed 
pods

• Best grown from seed

Traditional Uses: Hawaiians used this plant for 
medicinal purposes to treat illness on the skin. It 
was also used for spears and decorative 
paddles, house timbers, carved fish hooks, tools 
and for musical instruments.

Icon made by Freepik from www.flaticon.com

Adult

Seeds

Keiki

Flowers

Photo courtesy of `Ka Hā `Ō Koai`a Ka `Āina

Photo courtesy of Hawaii.edu

http://www.flaticon.com/
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14. Milo
(Thespesia populnea)

Habitat: Grows in 
protected coastal 
sites near streams 
exposed to tidal 
influence and 
inland.
This is an excellent 
tree for coastal 
properties that 
constantly battle 
with wind and salt 
spray.

Description: 
• Brought over by the 

Polynesians, 
considered a ”canoe 
plant”

• Found at sea level and 
up to 900 feet

• Propagation by seeds. 
Capsules generally 
open at maturity, 
releasing ~8 seeds 
each. 

Traditional Uses: Hawaiians used the wood for 
bowls and platters. The bark was used for 
cordage (rope) and it also produced medicine, 
oil and gum from plant parts. 

Icon made by Freepik from www.flaticon.com

Seeds
Keiki

Photo courtesy of Hawaiian 
Legacy Reforestation Initiative

FlowersAdult

http://www.flaticon.com/
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15. ‘Ōhi’a
(Metrosideros polymorpha)

Habitat: It can be 
found from near 
sea level to over 
7,200 feet in 
elevation on 
most of the main 
Hawaiian Islands. 
They are a major 
component of 
native forests. 

Description: 
• Native to Hawai‘i
• Can range from tall trees to 

low shrubs
• Flowers appear as red tufts 

at the end of branches
• Can be grown from seed 

or cuttings
• Seeds are tiny and within 

capsules

Traditional Uses: Hawaiians fashioned the hard wood 
into kapa beaters, poi boards, musical instruments, 
spears, daggers; in house construction gunwales, 
and interior framework for canoes. The new leaves 
were also used to stimulate appetite and digestion 
for children and help women with childbearing pain. 

Icon made by Freepik from www.flaticon.com

Flowers
Adult

Photo courtesy of University of Hawaii Photo courtesy of Lonely Planet

Seeds Keiki

Photo courtesy of Big Island Video 
News

http://www.flaticon.com/
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16. Wiliwili
(Erythrina sandwicensis)

Habitat: These 
trees are 
extremely hardy 
and can grow in 
the harshest of 
environments and 
are found in dry 
coastal and 
foothill regions of 
all the main 
Hawaiian islands

Description: 
• Native to Hawai‘i
• Can grow up to 70 ft
• Sheds its leaves in the fall 

and winter as flowers 
appear

• Wind and drought resistant
• Flowers look like large pea 

blossoms in a variety of 
colors

• Can be grown easily from 
seed

Traditional Uses: Hawaiians used the soft, light 
wood for fishnet floats, surfboards, and canoe 
outriggers. The seeds and the flowers are still used 
in leis. Hawaiian legend says that when wiliwili
were flowering along the coast, sharks were most 
likely to bite.

Icon made by Freepik from www.flaticon.com

Photo courtesy of University of Hawaii

Photo courtesy of Maui Magazine

Photo courtesy of Molokai Seed Company

Flowers

Adult

KeikiSeeds

http://www.flaticon.com/
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Restoration benefits
• Restore stream gulches 

and prevent pollutants 
from entering the ocean
• Restore ecosystem 

services
• Improve habitat for native 

species
• Create recreational 

opportunities for 
communities
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Resources
• Plants in Hawaiian Culture; Beatrice H. Krauss 
• A Native Hawaiian Garden; John L. Culliney

and Bruce P. Koebele
• The Bishop Museum Plant Guide, Oahu
• Native Plants Hawai`i website 
• Hawaiian Native Plants, UH Biology website
• Molokai Seed Company, website
• Consortium of Pacific Herbaria, website
• Native Hawaiian Garden, website
• Granite Seed, website
• Wildflower Nursery, website

Photo courtesy of amazon.com
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Collaborators
This guide would not have come together without the generous 
Kuikahi of our partners.

Partnership in action! 

Photo courtesy of Michael Webster / CORAL
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Insert ImageMahalo nui!

Photo courtesy of Michael Webster / CORAL


