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Presentation Overview

• DOH’s role in water quality management

• Point vs. nonpoint source pollution

• Priorities for program improvement

• Need for coordination



Regulatory Role of DOH

• Serves as Hawaii’s Water 
Quality Standards (WQS) 
authority.

• Administers WQS and 
regulates water pollution 
through laws, rules, permitting 
compliance, enforcement, and 
oversight.

• Regulates responsible parties 
rather than performing 
pollution-mitigation activities 
directly. 



Source: EPA (2024)

https://www.epa.gov/nps/basic-information-about-nonpoint-source-nps-pollution


Water Quality Standards (HAR 11-54)

• Legal basis to control 
water pollution.

• Discharges to State 
surface waters must 
comply with WQS.

• Processing and 
issuance of NPDES 
permits and Water 
Quality Certifications 
implement WQS.
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Priority Initiatives

1. Establish the Surface Water Protection Branch to 
regulate and enforce nonpoint source pollution.

• Point source program well established > Working to improve 
how we address nonpoint source pollution.

2.  Improve how water quality is managed in Hawaii.
• Overall idea is to provide clear workflow that identifies actions 

DOH will take in response to point and nonpoint source 
pollution events.

• Includes addressing water quality problem in systematic and 
transparent process from beginning (problem identification) to 
end as defined by DOH.

• Includes process for other departments such as DLNR involved 
in improving water quality.



Priority Initiative 1:
Establishment of the Surface 
Water Protection Branch (SWPB)
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New Regulatory Construct over NPS 
Management
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Priority Initiative 2:
Water Quality Management (WQM) 
Improvement Project



WQM Improvement Project

• The Water Quality Management improvement work 
with statewide water quality monitoring program is 
being created to:

• Tie the water pollution control process together (point and 
nonpoint source);

• Direct DOH action so water quality complaints and problems 
can be addressed; 

• Provide the public a structured and transparent process to 
address water pollution; and 

• To use water quality monitoring data to drive management 
decisions.



WQ Sampling 
Before DOH Action

Statewide watershed 
monitoring baseline, 
heat map evaluation, 
and field assessment

DOH Regulatory 
Action

NPDES, WQC, 
nonpoint source 
registration, orders, 
enforcement

WQ Sampling After 
DOH Action

Statewide watershed 
monitoring

DLNR & Others

Coordination with 
DLNR & others on 
mitigation 
/restoration activities 
in watershed

WQ Sampling

Statewide watershed 
monitoring

Basic Process

DOH Coordination with Others

If WQ issue resolved, 
move to next priority.
If WQ issue not 
resolved, move to 
next step 
(coordination).

Create workflow? If WQ issue resolved, 
move to next priority. 
If WQ issue not 
resolved need to 
determine next steps.

Note: DOH will have a website summarizing this entire process and decision 
making to show how the water quality issue was resolved from beginning to 
end.
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7. If criteria are not met, coordinate with others to narrow down potential 
causes:

• Regulated sources that have been addressed by DOH action can be ruled out.

• Pollutant sources determined or presumed to originate from cesspools will be 
documented. Cesspools are scheduled to be banned in 2050, and those sources are 
expected to be mitigated by this action (although follow-up monitoring should be 
conducted and documented).

• Consult with other departments such as DLNR and counties to determine whether there 
are any planned or ongoing activities in the area and coordinate with them to reduce 
pollutant loads. 

• Explore 319 funding opportunities in area through interested community/watershed 
groups.

• Determine and verify whether pollutant source(s) may be due to natural background 
conditions, and if so, document specific pollutants, provide rationale, and move on.

• 319 funds may also be used to mitigate sources of pollution.



Water Quality Management Challenges

• Pollution comes from everything we do – from the way we use 
land, the policies we create, the products we consume, and the 
everyday choices we make. 

• Who should be held responsible for that pollution? Would 
regulation or enforcement be fair?



A Work In Progress

• DOH is committed to moving the WQM Improvement 
Project forward.

• Anticipate process will be more iterative than linear.

• “How” to coordinate is still unclear.

• Watershed-based plans and TMDL implementation plans can be 
valuable tools, but there are limitations.

• Existing rules and plans cannot address every situation and 
every source.



Value of Coordination

We each play an important role in improving water quality, but we need 
work towards the same goal.
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