
Healthy Watersheds
Did you know?

Ola I ka wai a ka ʻōpua.
There is life in the water from the clouds.

1. Look around. Do you realize that no matter where you are, you’re 
within a watershed? Although it may not be the first thing on your 
mind, wai is regularly working its way from plant to plant, from plant 
to soil, from soil back to plant, from soil to stream, from stream to 
sea, and it all benefits you and me. Take a look. Do you recognize 
valleys and valley walls? These typically define watersheds. 
Sometimes many small watersheds may be parts of much larger 
ones. Many ahupuaʻa that were established centuries ago are what 
today we call watersheds. Hawaiians have always recognized the 
value of water. In fact, the Hawaiian word for wealthy is “waiwai,” 
meaning “much water.” 

Oni kalalea ke ku a ka lāʻau loa.
A tall tree stands above the rest.

2.  Think of a watershed’s living trees and other plant life as 
individuals in a large ʻohana. The tallest of the trees stretch high 
into the sky and are the first to have contact with ua, falling rain. 
They allow wai to gently trickle down their trunks, limbs and leaves 
to nourish all within their care. In this way, massive giants such as 
native koa and ʻōhiʻa get what they need while ensuring that smaller 
family members such as trees, shrubs, ferns, and even mosses are 
properly fed. The gentle transfer of water protects their forest home 
by halting erosion while keeping the soil moist and healthy.

He wai makamaka ‘ole.
Water that recognizes no friend.

3. Sometimes even a watershed may say, “Enough is 
enough!” When storms produce huge amounts of rain, 
there may be too much for a mountain to capture. At 
times like these, the mountains have no choice but to 
release the excess in powerful, raging walls of water. 
Flash floods are dangerous for people, plants, and 
animals. And they may happen without any warning 
except for deep, rumbling sounds made when they 
deliver gigantic boulders downslope as if they were 
nothing more than tiny pebbles. The results can be 
deadly. Check the local weather reports before hiking, 
and be very careful when hiking during or immediately 
following very wet periods.



4. It’s well understood that a bare mountain will not absorb water 
the way a forested one will. And the wrong kind of trees can 
selfishly take too much water for themselves. That’s why we need 
to protect our natural, native watersheds. On some days, rainfall 
may collect on leaves. On others, fog might condense there. 
As the watershed uses this moisture to maintain its health, we 
benefit as well. In this win-win situation, we should all be parts of 
successful teams! Mālama our watersheds. Show them our aloha!   

5. Did you know that wailele (waterfall) translates 
literally as leaping water? Some people may live in 
the islands all their lives and rarely, if ever, experience 
wailele. Auē! 

As we travel to and from school or work, the mountains 
around us often give no hint of the clouds they attract 
or the water they hold. At other times, it’s impossible 
to ignore. After a particularly heavy storm, when 
skies clear, sometimes the mountains put on a show! 
One place that captures people’s attention is on the 
windward side of the Koʻolau Mountain range on Oʻahu, 
right where the H-3 freeway courses through Haʻikū 
Valley. 

On only a few days a year, water gushes from the 
Haʻikū ridges, dropping for a thousand feet and more! 
The site is so awesome that drivers by the dozens 
illegally pull to the side of the road to treat themselves 
to this beautiful sight. Waterfalls big and small decorate 
the valley walls as nature puts on a wondrous display. 
I’m sure you can think of other places where similar 
things occur. Share your experiences with friends. And 
realize that gifts of nature come in many varieties and 
remind us of just how lucky we are to live Hawaiʻi. 
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