Human Impact on Watersheds

Did you know?

Malo’o ka lani, wela ka honua.
When the sky is dry, the earth is parched.
1. Not all watersheds have an abundance of water. Even dry forests
and open savannas are included in watersheds. Centuries ago, mahiʻai
in dryland areas had the solution. Farmers kept an eye on the skies.
When rain came – day or night – they rushed to each individual plant
and carefully brushed aside leaves on the ground. Then rainfall could
be absorbed by the soil surrounding the plants. When the rain passed,
mahi ʻai replaced the loose leaves around each plant. This helped keep
the soil from being exposed to the drying effects of wind and sunshine.
Then the plants had more time to drink up moisture and gain the energy
they needed. Akamai, yeah?
Hahai no ka ua i ka ululāʻau.
Rain always follows the forest.
2. Did you know that when the endemic bird, palila, whistles
repeatedly, some say it’s a sign of coming rain? This is but
one example of the close relationship between nature and
Hawaiian culture. Native Hawaiians have long recognized
the connection of forests to the production of water and the
need to respect and care for these vital areas. In early days,
it was unheard of to take more than what was needed. We
should follow this guideline today. When humans behave
responsibly, natural areas maintain their health. Palila
survives. And the wealth of the forest, including its water, is
available for all.
3. Hawaiians are excellent pōhaku crafters. House foundations, temples, tools, weapons, fishponds,
and more were made with stone. Perhaps some of the most magnificent structures were ʻauwai
dug at just the right angle to divert fresh water from
streams. Too steep and the ʻauwai would erode. Not
steep enough and the wai wouldn’t reach its destination.
The wai was used to flood loʻi that produced crops of
kalo to feed populations of thousands. Other plants
benefitted as well. Some irrigation systems included
many miles of ʻauwai. Many were lined with pōhaku for
stability. Large systems included gates to direct the flow
that brought life to the ʻāina. A most important part of
Hawaiian engineering included returning the fresh water
back to the stream from which it came. An ingenious
way to manage a watershed, don’t you think?

Ke one lauʻena a Kāne.
The rich, fertile land of Kāne.
4. Countless moʻolelo tell of the exploits and responsibilities
of Kāne and Kanaloa. Often these gods took human
forms, engaging in activities that helped demonstrate
Hawaiian values to individuals, families and communities.
Many of their moʻolelo focus on water. Kāne and Kanaloa
had the ability to produce water even in areas where
previously there was none. A beautiful mele speaks of
the water of Kāne as being all around us, in dark clouds,
pale clouds, driving rain, deep in the ground, in gushing
springs, in rainbows, and elsewhere. Below is one of
several verses of this sacred hula song. Can you imagine
dancers using movements to interpret its meaning?
E ui aku ana au iā ʻoe:		
Aia i hea ka wai a Kāne?		
Aia i ke kuahiwi.			
I ke kualono.				
I ke awāwa.				
I ke kahawai;				
Aia i laila ka wai a Kāne.		

One question I put to you:
Where is the water of Kāne?
Yonder on the mountain peak.
On the ridges steep.
In the valleys deep.
Where the rivers sweep;
There is the water of Kāne.

5. Do you know what a flume is? Often made of wood, flumes are open-air, above-ground chutes
designed as water expressways. Do you like tunnels, some so long you can’t see from one end
to the other? Imagine dark tunnels aligned with flumes and ditches, stretching sometimes for
distances greater than a marathon race! If you know where to look, you can visit what remains of
structures like these. Some of them trace their origins to the days of the Hawaiian Monarchy, and
many are still in use today.
Back in the 1800s, private investors began
using these systems to transport fresh water
from one watershed to another – moving
thousands of tons of it from very wet areas
to very dry ones. Sometimes, selected
routes went right through mountains! These
waterways were constructed on Kauaʻi,
Oʻahu, Maui, Molokaʻi, and Hawaiʻi islands.
With a primary goal of providing irrigation for
sugar and pineapples, they brought change
to the islands. Once in a while though, one
step forward for some may result in two steps
backwards for others.
Consider the native occupants of streams that once flowed full and strong. Some populations of
freshwater fish, shrimp, and snails lost their homes when 800 million gallons of water a day were
diverted from their natural courses. Likewise, farmers – growing kalo as they had for centuries in
flooded terraces – met difficult challenges.
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