WEST MAUI FIRE AND EROSION CONTROL

From left to right: Fire burns through 4,000 acres in Mā'alaea above the boat harbor and along the Honoapi'ilanin Highway. Sediment resulting
from post-fire land erosion smothers coral reefs in Mā'alaea Bay. Below: Pollutant laden sediment plume extends outwards at Mā'alaea

SUMMARY
In July 2016, 4,700 acres were burned by a fast-moving fire which closed sections of the Honoapi‘ilani
Highway, stranding hundreds of residents and tourists. This is a recurring event for the area of Mā'alaea,
which remains in a state of imminent threat from wildland fire due to extremely strong trade winds, dry
climate, and the dense non-native grass species covering much of the hillsides. These fires threaten life and
property, and the resulting erosion damages the environment upon which we are economically dependent.
There is a critical need for the development and implementation of a plan to prevent and suppress fire for
this area and to control the resulting loss of topsoil that damages marine ecosystems.

PROJECT DESCRIPTION
The Division of Forestry and Wildlife is the primary responder to wildfire fires in this critical transportation
and communications nexus. Mā'alaea receives less than an inch of rain per month on average from May
through September, and these are also the windiest months. With hillsides covered primarily with dry,
easily combustible, fires spread quickly over large areas. In turn,vegetative cover is lost on these steep
hillsides, and erosion occurs during subsequent heavy rain events. Sediment runoff flowing into the bay
adversely impacts the fragile coral reef ecosystems and unique environment that draws many visitors to the
area.
Virtually all traffic between West Maui and the rest of Maui, including to Maui Memorial Hospital and
Kahului Airport, must pass through Mā'alaea as there is no other viable emergency access route. Critical
telecommunications cables follow a shared pathway and during the 2016 fire, communication in and out of
West Maui was cut off for 15 hours due to fire damage. Mā'alaea is also a major visitor destination with the
harbor as a main hub for tour boat operations, Maui Ocean Center, the historic Lahaina Pali hiking trail and
numerous condominiums attracting visitors.
This project will plan and implement fire prevention, suppression, and erosion control efforts in
collaboration with community groups by planning and constructing fire breaks, water storage tanks, access
routes, and sediment control features and by removing high fuel invasive species to be replanted with
native or other species that reduce fire intensity.

EXPECTED BENEFITS
■ Reduced risk to the public including
personal safety
■ Reduced closures of Honoapi'ilani Hwy
■ Reduced damage to natural resources such
as coral reef ecosystems, threatened and
endangered species, and near shore ocean
water quality.
■ Reduced risk to important infrastructure
connecting West Maui to the rest of the
island
■ Protection of homes and businesses
■ Timely, effective response to wildland fires
reducing fire size and associated costs
■ Reduced negative economic impacts
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Residents and visitors travel on the Honoapi'ilani Highway, the only main access road connecting West Maui to the rest of the island and
emergency services, just below land recently charred from wildfire.

PARTNERS
It is critical to provide protection for these 5,000 acres
under this Plan as Mā'alaea and adjoining areas are
being considered for development, which will place
homes and businesses in even closer proximity to this
fire-prone area. This Plan would positively impact a
cross-section of stakeholders and public interests
including: a watershed partnership, small boat
harbor, energy power plant, wind farm, major
agriculture, private homes and developments, major
public infrastructure, US Coast Guard station, condo
association, county park, National Wildlife Refuge,
power line transmission, sole evacuation route,
emergency services access, cultural sites,
world-renowned surf breaks, native Hawaiian

species, and a major hub for the nautical-based
visitor industry.
Partners and supporters include:
• Maui Nui Marine Resource Council
• Mauna Kahalawai Watershed Partnership
• US Fish and Wildlife Service
• Maui Ocean Center
• Maui Invasive Species Committee
• Maui Fire Department
• Hawai'i Wildfire Management Organization
• West Maui Ridge to Reef Initiative
• Central Maui Soil & Water Conservation District
•County of Maui

House District: 10, Rep. Angus McKelvey
Senate District: 6, Sen. Rosalyn H. Baker

BUDGET

CONTACT PERSON

TOTAL BUDGET: $1,070,000
$120,000 for planning
$950,000 for implementation

Scott Fretz
Maui District Manager
Hawai'i DLNR - Division of Forestry and Wildlife
Scott.Fretz@hawaii.gov
(808) 984-8107
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