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The Ala Wai Canal, Hono
lulu’s two-mile-long inland
waterway, was dug more than
a half-century ago to eliminate
potential diseases health om
cials believed could breed in
the marshes and ponds that
made up much of Waikiki.

Yet 57 years after its comple-
tion the statecontrolled drain-
age ditch has become one of
Oahu's most !)olluled bodies of
'walter, averaging four times the
maximum coliform bacteria
level allowed by the federal
government for areas where
swimming occurs.

Coliform bacteria are poten-
tially disease-causing micro-
organisms from decaying plants
and waste products from ani-
mals and humans. The Ala
Wai's coliform count averages
about 800. The U.S. Environ-
mental Protection Agency re-
quires that water samples
taken from a bathing beach
not have a fecal coliform level
that exceeds an average of 200.

Complicating the matter is
that the coliform test is not
always a “reliable indicator” of
fecal bacteria since it also
measures decaying plant
material, said Eugene Akazawa,
supervisor of the Health De-
partment’s Pollution Investiga-
tion Division.

“The numbers may tell you
it's dirty, filthy even, but not
that it's a pat%ogenil: (disease-
causing) bacteria,” he said.

BEFORE the canal's comple-
tion in 1927 sketches showed
sunbathers along its banks, and
swimmers, outrigger canoes
and fishermen. But dreams of
the Ala Wai becoming "“a
water-sports haven” died as its
pollution %rew.

Today, health officials warn
the public against using the
canal for any water sports —
especially swimming — al-
though there is no record of
anyone contracting a disease
from contact with the Ala
Wai's water, Akazawa said.

“No sensible person would be
in there because it's a drainage
canal,” said Don Horio, Health
Department spokesman. “All
sorts of things wash into it.
That water isn't safe under any
circumstances.”

Despite the canal's high
bacteria counts, state heaith
officials are hesitant to put up
warning signs because they're
“always torn down,” Akazawa
said.

The signs are posted only in
the most severe cases — like
after a sewage spill when
bacteria counts run in the mil-
lions, he said.

Water samples taken from
the Ala Wai over a l6-month
period — January 1983 to Au-
gust 1984 — show that coliform
counts were over the federal
limits 75 percent of the time,
ranging from 230 to 2,300,
Thirty-seven percent of the
time the limit was exceeded
4opd to 1,100 percent, Akazawa
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Records show that after
heavy rains the canal's coli-
form count has been 11 times
higher than the maximum al-

lowed for ocean swimming
beaches under federal regula-
tions.

HIGH BACTERIAL readings
after henvy rains are “not
ususual” due to the *

Ala Wai receives runoff from
Makiki, Mo!lﬂll Punchbowl,
Kapahulu and 0a and Palo-

lo valleys.

And since the Ala Wai is a
drainage ditch and not a swim-
ming beach — although people
do swim in it — the state uses
the EPA standards as a guide-
line rather than a rule unless
bacteria levels are astronumi-
cally high,” said Akazaw:

Pollution Wln accumular.ing
in the Ala Wai soon after its
completion.

June 1928 news article call-
ed the canal “dirty,” and “stag-
nant.” In 1929 the Star-Bulletin,
on the advice of the Territorial
Board of Governors, called off
a canal swim it was sponsorin,
because of the overflow o
cesspools and dead animals
found floating in the Ala Wai.

Then in 1855 the city's
Health Department publicly
stated what many own
for decades: the Ala Wai was
polluted, “four times dirtier”
than any swimming beach on
the Island.

Not much has changed.

Residents along the canal
still complain of occasional
smells from the canal and de-
bris stuck in its muck that's
included stoves, washing ma-
chines, bicycles, trash cans and
auto parts.

The immense, unfiltered

drainage from Manoa and Palo-
lo valleys filling the Ala Wai,
coupled with its poor circula-

tion, causes the high bacteria
count, stagnation xnd silting,
officials agree.

ORIGINAL construction plans
called for extending the canal
to the ocean at its Diamond
Head end, near Kuhio Beach.
The extension would have al-
lowed sea water to flush the
canal with each tide to prevent
stagnation. The fresh supply of
salt water also would kill most
of the canal’s bacteria.

The idea was dropped when
the state ran out of construc-
tion money. The plan was re-
i)eecled again several years later

cause of fears that the exten-
sion could cause silt and other
debris to litter Waikiki
beaches.

Other methods that could
clean the Ala Wai include di-
verting the runoff elsewhere,
screening the canal's tribu-
taries, building a filtering sys-
tem and pumping fresh sea
water into the canal at the
l?npahuln end. All are expen-
sive.

“We wish we could stop the
pollution,” Akazawa said. “But
;el;embe;‘ th‘al ilshe Ala W;l is

oing what it is sul to
do: c%llect drainage.” g,

The canal's r circulation
is caused, at least partly, be-
cause the width of tbe Ala Wai
is more than twice that of the
Manoa-Palolo Drainage Ditch —
the canal's largest tributary.
This causes a sudden decrease

Ala Wai Canal Is Heavily
It Serves Its Purpose piu ' '
as a Drainage Ditch
for Much of the City

Polluted
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in water velocity as the stream
enters the canal so the silt can-
not remain suspended but
sinks.

This silt has created a shal
low, subsurface ridge that traps
water in the canal from about
Lewers Street to the Kapahulu
Avenue end. The ridge pre-
vents circulation and creates
stagnant, low-oxygen water
where very little lives, studies
show. In contrast, on the ewa
side of the ridge fish and
invertebrates are plentiful.

POLLUTION control in the
canal has been limited to
dredging: twice since 1927.

Dredging keeps the canal
deep enough for recreational
navigation, removes large, un-
sightly debris and ensures that
the Ala Wai doesn’t overflow
its banks. But it also temporari-
ly disrupts the food chain for
the canal's abundant marine
life because dredging disturbs
bottom sediment where chemi-
cals, automobile-related heavy
metals — cadmium, zinc, lead
and copper — and pesticides
have settled.

A 1,500-foot section of the
canal was dredged for the first
time in 1964. In 1978 the entire
length was dredged at a cost of
$1,812,580.

The Ala Wai's main source of
pollution is runoff from Manoa
and Palolo valleys, studies have
shown.

Its chemical contamination
largely is from fertilizers used
on the adjacent Ala Wai Golf
Course — which runs one-third
of its length — pesticides used
by Manoa and Palolo valley
residents to eliminate mosqui-
toes and other insects and
street surfaces where oil and
gasoline accumulate.

Health officials monthly
monitor the canal for bacteria
levels. Annually, fish samples
are tested and have proven
safe to eat, Akazawa said.

DIRTY WATER—Abandoned shopping carts and other debris are not uncommen junk in the
Ala Wai Canal. —Star-Bulletin Photos by Dean Sensui.

And the Ala Wai is “teem-
ing” with fish, said Jackie Mill
er, director of the environmen-
tal center at the University of
Hawalii

A 1975 UH study ronc]uded
that the Ala Wai is “"a highly
productive body of water,” in
part, because of its high nutri
ents. In another study the same
year, Miller determined that 21
species of fish inhabit the
canal, including 11 of recrea
tional fishing importance

“It's a nursery for fish and
invertebrates,” she said. “There
are millions of fish in the
canal.”

But fish aren’t susceptible to
the same bacterial diseases as
humans.

Some canoists who practice
on the Ala Wai said they have
gotten ill after being splashed
with the water

One woman, who asked not
to be identified, said her eyes
swelled soon after water splash
ed in her face during paddling
practice

Franchy Luttgaw, a paddler
in the Ala Wai for 15 years,
said the most common ailment
from the canal are staph infec
tions. Akazawa said people can
get that kind of infection any-

where and is not “exclusive to
the canal
“There is no danger to

rowers who get splashed unless
raw sewage has leaked or been
|1umped into the canal,” he
said

Miller who has conducted
several studies on and “in" the
Ala Wai said there were times
when "1 was wet constantly
and I never had a problem.”

‘l wouldn't swim there, but I
see no problem with paddling
there,” she said

Added Akazawa

“It might be hard to believe
but for what the Ala Wai re
ceives, it's pretty clean.”




