
 

 

 

Overview 
 

The Ala Wai watershed encompasses Mānoa, Palolo, and Makiki drainages, 

including Waikïkï and surrounding areas. About half of the watershed is urban lands 

that include some of the most densely populated neighborhoods of Honolulu. The 2-

mile long man-made Ala Wai Canal was constructed in the 1920's to drain extensive 

wetlands to allow development of the Waikïkï area. Nutrients, sediments, bacteria, 

viruses, and chemical pollutants drain into the canal, which discharges to coastal 

waters [1]. A Department of Health fish consumption advisory warns people to limit 

the quantity of fish they eat from the canal. Fish may contain unsafe concentrations 

of organochlorine pesticides, PCBs, and lead. [1].  

 

Efforts to improve water quality in the streams and the Ala Wai Canal have been 

ongoing for decades. The Hawai‘i State Department of Health established Total 

Maximum Daily Loads (TMDLs) for nutrients in the canal in 1996 and revised them 

in 2002 [2,3]. The University of Hawai`i monitors water quality [4]; the State of 

Hawai’i Division of Land and Natural Resources (DLNR) focuses on watershed 

condition and water quality management [5]. Storm water management and trash 

reduction are handled by Honolulu City and County [6,7]. Despite these efforts, 

portions of the Ala Wai watershed are still considered impaired for nutrients, 

turbidity, and pathogens (Kahanamoku Lagoon, Kühiö Beach, Mämala Bay, Gray’s 

Beach, and others) [1]. 

 

A network of government, business, and community partners formed the Ala Wai 

Watershed Collaboration (AWWC) to further existing watershed management and 

develop a collaborative vision for resilience and quality of life in the watershed [8]. 

The AWWC proposes to advance watershed-wide ecosystem restoration efforts 

focused on improving water quality in feeder streams and the Ala Wai Canal itself. 

AWWC initiatives include development of green infrastructure, as described in 

the SMART Ala Wai water quality monitoring project [9], Na Wai Ekolu stream 

biodiversity project [10], and Iolani School’s Ala Wai Watershed Project [11].  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Nutrients, sediments, 

pathogens, and chemical 

pollutants in the highly 

urbanized Ala Wai 

Watershed flow through 

the Ala Wai Canal to 

coastal receiving waters.  

 

State agencies and 

community groups are 

working to improve water 

quality and reduce 

flooding in feeder 

streams and the canal to 

reduce risk to people and 

coastal habitats.   
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Ecological Risk Assessment 
 

Sediment, water, and chemicals are discharged from the Ali Wai 

Canal into Kahanamoku Lagoon and Mämala Bay. Chemical 

contaminants in the Ala Wai Canal include organochlorine 

pesticides, polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs), lead, and other 

metals [1,12].  Samples of tilapia (Oreochromis mossambicus) 

caught in the canal contained PCBs at concentrations posing risk 

to consumers [12]. Although tilapia is not a favorite food fish for 

local communities, it is eaten by wildlife and used as bait for 

larger marine fish. Along with sediment, nutrients, and 

pathogens, contaminants from Ala Wai Canal are mobilized to 

areas outside the canal.  

 

In addition to concerns about water quality impairments, the Ala 

Wai watershed and canal are vulnerable to flooding during 

storms. DLNR plans to drain and dredge the canal in 2019 to 

reduce risks associated with flooding, based on flood mitigation 

plans developed by the US Army Corps of Engineers [13]. 

Additional data on chemical contaminants in Ala Wai sediment 

will become available when dredged materials are tested for 

ocean disposal.  
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