

Contingency Harbor


VIII.  CONTINGENCY HARBOR FACILITIES

MAUI’S RELIANCE ON MARITIME SERVICES

The Hawaiian Islands are arguably the world’s most isolated modern society, being located thousands of miles from its nearest supply center.  A consequence of this geographic isolation is that transportation alternatives are limited to air and ocean transit systems.  Due to the higher costs of airfreight services, however, ocean transportation is the predominant mode for the transport of Hawaii’s essential commodities (food, clothing, building materials, cars, fuel, etc.) and the goods required to sustain its fragile economy.  

Maui, like the other Hawaiian Islands, relies almost completely on ocean transportation for its survival.  Unlike the other major islands of Hawaii, Oahu and Kauai, unfortunately, Maui has only one commercial harbor to serve its resident and visitor populations.  Kahului Harbor, located between the population centers of Kahului and Wailuku, is the island’s sole deep-draft commercial harbor servicing its lifeline ocean cargo carriers.  If Kahului Harbor were rendered inaccessible due to natural or technological disasters, Maui’s essential commodities and business supplies would have to be brought in by air at tremendous expense to the consumers.  Bulk commodities, such as fuel oil and gasoline, would be practically impossible to fly in to Maui in sufficient quantities to sustain the island’s power and transportation needs.  Sugar and molasses would simply sit on the docks until Kahului Harbor is re-opened to maritime commerce.

INVESTIGATIONS

To assess the potential for the development of contingency commercial harbor facilities in the event of the closure of Kahului Harbor, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers conducted reconnaissance level investigations.  The most recent study, “Maui Second Commercial Harbor Navigation Study,” April 1995, identified and evaluated the problems, needs and opportunities associated with developing a second commercial harbor on Maui.  This study also assessed the impacts on the overall environmental, economic, social, cultural and recreational resources of the possible sites.

AREAS NOT CONSIDERED 

An evaluation of prior second harbor planning studies, aerial photographs, coastal geography, wave climate, site investigations and meetings with Harbors Division and Maui County planning personnel resulted in the elimination of certain portions of Maui from further consideration.

Mala Wharf, Lahaina, Kalepolepo, and Kealia Pond were studied in conjunction with a May 1967 study for the Ma’alaea Bay area deep-draft harbor.  A commercial harbor facility at Mala Wharf was dismissed since the costs to develop a project in that location would be higher than at Kealia Pond.  Development in the Mala Wharf area would also impact the cultural attributes of the wharf as well as the cemetery landward of the wharf.

A commercial harbor in Lahaina was found to be incompatible with the existing historical district.  The requisite cargo yard acreage would be very costly to construct. Expensive offshore breakwaters in water depths over 25 feet also require construction.  Excavation into the existing shoreline is not feasible due to the existing development in the area.

Kalepolepo was dismissed as a potential site in the 1967 study due to high construction costs.  The long entrance channel and extensive dredging that are required for a harbor at this site was found to be cost prohibitive.  In addition, sea and navigation conditions at this site are generally less favorable than those at other areas of the bay.

Kealia Pond in the Ma’alaea area was considered the most desirable and practicable site for a second deep-draft harbor on Maui during the 1967 study.  The studies were suspended, however, due to environmental concerns and the lack of support by local interests.  Kealia Pond has since been dedicated as part of a 700-acre national wildlife refuge and was thus eliminated from further consideration in the 1995 study.

During a 1970 study for a second commercial harbor for the south shore of Maui, county officials expressed a desire that the harbor not be placed toward Lahaina or Kihei.  As no other interest in a commercial harbor in these areas was indicated, Lahaina and Kihei were eliminated from further consideration in the 1995 study.  Areas west of Lahaina and east of Kihei were also eliminated from this study since they are too remote and inaccessible to allow efficient harbor operations.

SELECTED STUDY SITES

The screening of potential sites resulted in the preliminary selection of four sites for further reconnaissance level evaluation:  Hata Bay; Ma’alaea; Ukumehame; and Olowalu.  Hata Bay is situated on the windward side of central Maui.  Ma’alaea, Ukumehame and Olowalu are located on the leeward side of the island at the base of the West Maui Mountains and are collectively referred to as the “West Maui” sites.

The alternative sites and design layouts were developed, and the costs and benefits associated with implementing these measures were evaluated.  The accompanying studies that were conducted included site investigations, archaeological studies, geologic investigations, engineering designs, economic evaluations and environmental evaluations.  Alternative plans were then developed as conceptual contingency harbor facilities.

A standard harbor development plan consists of either an inland excavated harbor or an offshore harbor with protective structures such as breakwaters.  Of the four possible sites, only Hata Bay and Olowalu Point seemed amenable to a standard protected harbor approach.  An alternative vessel docking structure was proposed for the remaining West Maui sites.  This approach, consisting of an unprotected pier across the beach and reef to a calculated water depth, was suggested to minimize environmental impacts and construction costs.

STUDY FINDINGS

The results of the Corps’ 1995 study were presented at a public meeting in Kahului, Maui on August 3, 1995.  The Corps of Engineers and the Harbors Division described the facets of the study and stated that due to the insufficient economic benefits of the alternative harbor alternatives, the Corps of Engineers would not participate in the project and the undertaking would not be pursued.  The public’s voiced concerns were overwhelmingly opposed to the development of a second commercial harbor in Maui.

CONTINGENCY PLANS

The concept of another commercial harbor facility surfaced and was discussed during approximately half of the Kahului Commercial Harbor 2025 Master Plan’s plenary sessions.  While there were no adamant demands for this second harbor and it appears that the 2025 Master Plan accommodates Maui’s future maritime needs, it was agreed that contingency harbor facilities could be reconsidered in the event of the closure of Kahului Harbor or when Kahului Harbor is no longer able to provide the requisite facilities for Maui’s maritime industry.
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