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Shal] we save q;., 

these beaches? 
By Chip Fletcher 
and Dennis Hwang 
Special to The Advertiser 

T 
HE shoreline between Dia
mond Head and Black Point, 
known as Kaalawai Beach, 
has been the subject of 
much discussion in recent 

weeks. The issues are complex, but 
they center on a narrow strip of land 
immediately mauka of the beach. We 
do not wish to comment on who may 
own the land. How.9ver, there are 
environmental ~ to this 
discussion that should be eonsidered 
by ail parties involved. 

Last year we studied the beaches 
of Hawaii. We found disturbing 
tres,ds in beach loss and beach 
degradation throughout the state. 

WE DISCOVERED that 8 to 9 
miles of beach on Oahu have been 
lost or negatively affected by 
shoreline stabilization amt sea-level 
rise in this century.' 

On Maui, approximately 8 .miles of 
sandy coast is sea-walled and lacks a 
recreational beach, or -the beach 
disappears at high tide. Sixty-two 
precent of the sandy coast on Maui 
shows a history of long-term chronic 
erosion at an average rate of 1.25 
feet per year . 

On Kauai, more than a mile of 
beach loss has occurred for the same 
reasons: sea-level rise and shoreline 
hartlening. The rate of beach loss has 
accelerated in recent decades because 
of the tendency of beaches to 
naturally migrate under rising sea 
levi?l, and the increased pressure to 
stabilize the coast with sea walls and 
revetments. 

KAALAW Al BEACH is one such 
arep that is threatened. Lan dscaped 
and sea-walled yards line the beach. 
At ·high tide, major portions of the 
bea ph are submerged; in places only 
a narrow ribbon of sand is left 
~ In other places the water 
lllp., t>nto the sea · walls and the beach 
completely disappears at high tide. 

This beach is degrad ed. as 
evidenced by the narrow width and 
unnatural beach profile. Because sea 
level is inexorably rising around 
Oahu, ,tt won't be long before 
Kaalawai Beach disappears. 

A sobering example of what the 

Here today 
Below: Sea walls along 

Kaalawai Beach don't let the 
coastline recover naturally 

from erosion. Arrows Indicate 
the high-tide line. As the 

beach continues to narrow, 
stronger walls ,may be built, 

hastening total beach loss. 

Kaalawai Beach will look like in the 
near future can . be found around 
Black Point on the adjacent south 
Kahala coast. 

Even at low tide. more than 3,000 
feet of beach is gone forever because 
of uncontrolled encroachment. 
Swimming pools, lanais and grassy 
yards, all protected by sea walls, now: 
stand at the water's edge. 

The former beacli at Kahala 
disappeared slowly, over years, and 
no one noticed. When storms and 
surf would temporarily erode th e 
beach, sea walls were constructed. 
These sea walls prev ented the 
recovery of the beach after the 
erosion ceased. Today, the beach. 
which belonged to all of us, is 
destroyed. 

In the same way, the sea walls 
along Kaalawai Beach will eventuall 
destroy the beach if they are not 
removed. 

WE ENCOURAGE all parties in 
the Kaalawai Beach dispute to work 
together to explore alternatives to 
the dilemma. Sea walls are not the 
only way to protect coastal property. 
The situation offers an excellent 
opportwiity to reverse ill~ trend of 
beach loss before Kaalawai becomes 
another Kahala. 

The offshore reef provides some 
natural protection from erosive wave 
action. Removing the sea walls and 
re-grading the land to a natural 
coastal profile would give the beach 
the ability to recover from 
storm-based erosion events, and to 
survive additional years of sea·level 
rise. 

The area is a good candidate for a 
nourishment program. This would · 
offset the erosion trend. it would 
provide all the people with a wide, 
healthy, recreational beach and it 
would protect the private land along 
the coast from further erosion. 

Artificial reefs should also be 
considered. Coastal landowner 
resources and state and county 
resources could be coordinated to 
create a beach fund. 

Kaalawai Beach is an ideal location 
for creating a beach management 
district, a unique lan d management 
concept that would serve the 
landowner.a, preserve the 
environment and guarantee the 
rights of the people. 

THIS IS an opportunity for the 
state, landowners, ano environmental 
organizations to pioneer a cooperativ1 
approach to coastal management 
problems that could redefine the 
future of the Hawaiian coastline . 
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