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While zoos and aquariums worldwide welcome hundreds of millions of guests every year, not nearly 
enough of those guests realize that zoos and aquariums are so much more than destinations. Rather, they are 
cultural institutions that exist at a vibrant nexus of entertainment, education, science, and conservation. To visit 
an aquarium and meet an endangered species for the first (and perhaps only) time is a priceless opportunity to 
spark passion, and it may be among the only ways we will make that collective decision to go forward with a 
restorative mindset and protect the gift of biodiversity in perpetuity. Waikiki Aquarium can do this for the Pacific 
Ocean and all its human and animal inhabitants.

To build a career in academia and the public aquarium world, I have combined a love of biological 
diversity with a passion for communicating that love to others. Zoos, aquariums, and botanical gardens are 
special among cultural institutions in having living collections to share with the public, allowing guests to share in
the thrill of discovering something new and unexpected, to indulge curiosity, and to celebrate the amazing life 
forms with which we share the planet. Several themes characterize my career. The power of curiosity and 
discovery to ignite passion. The power of the scientific method to reveal truth.  A passion for the intrinsic and 
transformative value of natural diversity. The importance of effective science communication. The power of 
partnerships to create more than the sum of the parts. And the power of natural history collections, living or not,
to transform hearts and minds and thus change the world. I strive to use these themes to add dimensions of 
meaning to our collections and protect the extraordinary value of natural diversity.  

In truth, much of the biodiversity of this planet is at risk of being lost, largely due to human activities. 
Nowhere is this more clearly expressed than in the Pacific: home of El Nino, coral bleaching, the “great Pacific 
Garbage Patch”, and the majority of marine biodiversity, including the Coral Triangle. Waikiki Aquarium is 
uniquely positioned to explore these weighty issues, while inspiring guests with the wonders of Pacific marine 
life.

There’s a biodiversity crisis in nature and the answers to it lie in Science and Conservation.  There’s a 
nature deficit crisis in society; the solution lies in effective Environmental Education. And there’s a collection 
sustainability crisis in zoos and aquariums; the solutions will come through partnership and bold collective 
action. The grand challenge for leaders in this field is to conceive and implement solutions that address each of 
these issues, and the very best solutions will do so for all of them simultaneously. We should deploy all our 
creative energies and work together to showcase biodiversity, celebrate it, evangelize for it, and protect it. 

How then should we maximize the ability of Waikiki Aquarium to do these things? I envision a strategy of
five pillars to do so: resources, collections, experiences, partnerships, and programs. First and foremost, the 
aquarium must ensure sufficient and sustainable resources to make the mission work possible. This begins with a
review of the business model underlying the aquarium. Where is the funding coming from? Is it enough? Will it 
last? How do we balance gate contributions, memberships, and events with state, local, federal, corporate and 
philanthropic sources, all for maximum benefit to the mission? What revenue growth opportunities are there? 
What are the operational needs compared to the capital needs, and how shall we handle deferred maintenance 
and other issues that can and do constitute existential threats to mission success? This work, more than the 
other pillars, will require intensive collaboration between aquarium leadership, the University, Friends of Waikiki 
Aquarium, and legislative and community partners. Beyond the financial resources, the staff also form a critical 
part of the Aquarium’s assets. What is the current talent pool at the Aquarium, and where are the gaps? How 
will the aquarium recruit and retain the staff it needs for mission success, especially with the challenges of 
Hawai’i’s unique insular location? 

Second, an impressive and meaningful collection lies at the heart of any zoological institution, and the 
Aquarium’s Institutional Collection Plan (ICP) should clearly lay out the aspirations of which species and 
ecosystems should be represented in the Aquarium and why. It is also beneficial to evaluate any regional 
collection plans within Association of Zoos and Aquariums. With increasing reliance on captive reared 



specimens, Waikiki Aquarium should participate actively in multi-institutional consortiums like AZA SAFE Corals, 
the AZA Larval Fish program and the StAR Project/ReShark. Collection planning should also consider drawing 
power and which species are most likely to attract guests and create the “wow” moments that are central to a 
vibrant visitor experience.

Third, to be effective, the experiences guests have at the aquarium must be enjoyable, good value, 
inspiring, impactful, must reflect indigenous culture, and must embody our current understanding of animal 
wellbeing.  Animal exhibitry has evolved significantly during the life of Waikiki Aquarium, just as our 
understanding of animal biology has, and it is highly likely that some exhibits need refreshment or replacement. 
Tactically updating specific exhibits for maximum impact should be a high priority of the next phase of Waikiki 
Aquarium’s story, in as much as it is made possible by the outcomes of the resource pillar. Upgrades to the 
facility should honor the historic legacy of Waikiki Aquarium as one of the oldest continuously operating 
aquariums in the country. The current and future capacity of the Aquarium to host revenue generating events 
should also be reviewed.

Fourth, I firmly believe that all zoological missions are greatly improved through carefully cultivated 
strategic partnerships that create synergies to advance the organization’s goals. These also serve to better 
integrate the Aquarium within both the public and professional communities. A unique feature of Waikiki 
Aquarium in this regard is its relationship with the University of Hawai’I; the only other similar arrangement 
being Birch Aquarium at Scripps. This pipeline can provide a steady stream of relevant, cutting edge research 
content that can and should be featured at the Aquarium, as well as showcasing faculty and students through 
public programming. Moreover, the Aquarium can provide opportunities for research husbandry, and internships
of a wide range of types. This key strategic relationship should be fostered and invested in for the mutual benefit 
of the University and the Aquarium. Another key partnership for Waikiki Aquarium is AZA, which is a tremendous
resource for zoological professionals and is the primary body offering professional accreditation that affirms to 
the public the quality of care at the facility. Waikiki Aquarium should make it a priority to re-obtain and sustain 
AZA accreditation by completing the Pathway to Accreditation program.

Fifth and finally, aquariums have often fallen historically into the “four walls” trap, wherein programming
is considered only within the facility. Yes, aquariums are “place based” institutions, but they are so much more: 
they are a voice in the community that says curiosity is welcome, learning is fun, and inspiration is par for the 
course. Waikiki Aquarium should analyze its position within the community to identify, prioritize and execute 
strategic programming that meets the needs of its various stakeholder audiences. This starts with listening: 
aquarium leadership should devote significant effort to stakeholder mapping and conducting listening sessions 
to understand how best to serve the community because sometimes it can be in unexpected ways. For example, 
in my time at Georgia Aquarium, one community group told us they didn’t need more classroom outreach, 
rather they wanted us to demonstrate how urban aquaculture could be used to address urban food deserts. At 
Waikiki Aquarium, this stakeholder engagement should pay particular attention to the indigenous perspectives 
that form the cultural heart of the islands.

Waikiki Aquarium faces a unique opportunity to build on its extraordinary legacy of fun, engaging and 
informative exhibits to paint a new picture for the public about the wonders of the Pacific, the marine and 
human communities that make it home, and the human-made threats these systems face. In doing so through 
aquarium exhibitry and programs, we can inspire new generations of environmental stewards of all ages to 
appreciate, understand, and protect the greatest ocean on the planet. Hawai’I stands at the very center of that 
ocean, so what better place is there to tell those stories than in the heart of Honolulu?  


