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Windward lands of 
East Maui were 

settled by early 
Polynesian 
voyagers
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For hundreds of years, Hawaiian 
families Have lived, farmed and 
gathered in East Maui Valleys.
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In 1876 the Hawaiian Kingdom signed a reciprocity treaty for sugar 
sales with the United States. Two sugar plantations were granted 30 

year licenses for proposed irrigation ditches in the moku of 
Hamakualoa to carry the East Maui water to fields in central Maui
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Spreckels 
Ditch: 1880 

A&B Ditch: 1878

The two ditch systems were at very different elevations:  
Alexander &  Baldwin’s “Hamakua ditch” and Claus Spreckels lower ditch 

system (“ Ha’iku or HC&S Ditch”)
By 1925 five more ditches pass through Ha’iku to Nahiku. 

Most of the old ones are abandoned over time
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Spreckels’ ditch supplied water to grow sugar 
cane processed at his mill just outside Pa’ia. 
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Spreckels “Ha’iku Ditch”  (capacity 60 mgd) had over 40-
miles of ditches, crossing 30 gulches to Honomanu stream 
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A&B’s 1878 “Hamakua Ditch” (capacity 20 mgd) spanned 17-miles 
from Hamakuapoko Mill near Maliko Gulch, to just past Huelo.

Thursday, November 14, 24



Alexander and Baldwin irrigated fields in Hamakuapoko 
moku and processed the sugar at their 

Hamakuapoko Mill, west of Maliko Gulch
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1898: A&B assumed control of Spreckel’s HC&S lands, 
mill and ditch system. A&B also began building a series 
of new Diversions in East Maui at various elevations. 
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• 1898-1900: Lowrie Ditch built, with an additional capacity of 
60 mgd, at 800 ft elevation elevation.

• Early 1900’s: Lowrie ditch is extended east by Manuel Luis 
and center ditches  500 ft elevation

• 1904: Wailoa and New Hamakua Ditches built, with an 
additional capacity of 72 mgd, at 1000-1200 ft elevation, 
extending the system to Waikamoi stream

• 1908:  HC&S and Maui Agricultural Co. form East Maui 
Irrigation Co. to manage their ditch system and share the 
water between the plantations.

• 1914: New Ha’iku and Kauhikoa Ditches built, with an 
additional capacity of 100 mgd, at 400 ft elevation elevation.

• 1923: Ko’olau Ditch built. extending system to Makapipi 
stream, Nahiku, with an additional capacity of 160 mgd, at 
1.200 ft elevation elevation.

E.M.I. Ditch System
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license area.  Rate of the licenses fluctuated with the price of sugar, but the licenses included minimum 
and ma[imum sugar prices that could be used in the calculations, e.g. if the price of sugar e[ceeded the 
price ceiling in the license, the rental rate would be froWen for the remainder of the license period, using 
that ma[imum amount to calculate rent.  The terms of the long-term licenses were renegotiated at the 
e[piration of the license period, i.e. roughly every 40-3R years.  Ander the long-term lease, =bB was 
reSuired to pay for a minimal take of water even if it was not available due to low flow, or not necessary 
due to high rainfall on the plantations ?State of ;awaii, Land <ivision, 4009 and ;ull, 5784C.   
 
Water yield is no longer measured per license areaO flow for all four license areas is totaled at the 
;onopou Boundary.  Total water supply is classified either as water runoff from ZMX land or water runoff 
from State-owned land.  The water license areas are shown in Figure 53-4, along with other large 
landowners. 
 
Figure 13-4.  =ast >a&i Aater +i%ense !reas; 

 

 

Xn 57TR, ;RS 585-R9, as amended, reSuired water rights to be leased through public auction or permitted 
on a month-to-month basis up to one year.  The e[isting leases were grandfathered until their e[piration.  
=s mentioned above, the last water license agreement e[pired in 579T, after which all four license areas 
were disposed of as month-to-month revocable permits that were renewed annually, alternating in 
issuance to ZMX and =bB.  =bB proposed the consolidation of the four leases into a single lease, and in 
579R the Land Board approved a public auction sale for a 30-year water license incorporating the four 
licenses into a single license.  Xn 579T, Native ;awaiian Legal Iorporation ?N;LIC challenged the 

EMI ditch system leased 30,00 acres of public lands until 
2023. The lease is currently for water, not land
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EMI Aqueduct System
FIGURE 1-1
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The state estimated that 70% of water collected and 
transported by the ditch system was from public lands and 

30% from A&B/ EMI owned lands (dark green areas) 
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EAST MAUI WATER LEASE HISTORY
1876: Kingdom of Hawaii grants 30 year licenses to A&B and Claus spreckels to 

build original ditches

1908: EMI formed, consolidating all East maui systems, leases and extending 
agreements

1938: A&B/EMI and Territory of Hawaii signed license agreements to divert the East 
Maui waters from four “license areas” on public lands. 

Each party granted perpetual easements over the other’s lands. water Rights of 
kuleana and domestic users downstream also acknowledged and guaranteed

1950-1962: License agreements extended, as each expired

1965:  HRS 585-R9, as amended, required water rights to be leased through public 
auction or permitted on a month-to-month basis up to one year. 

1986: The last longterm license agreement from extension of 1938 License expires 
and leases become month-to-month. 

1985: A&B seeks a 30-year lease for one consolidated area. 

1986-87: East maui native Hawaiian farmers and stream users asked for an EIS. 
Supreme court sent matter BACK TO STATE TO WORK WITH ALL PARTIES. East Maui 

Watershed Management PARTNERSHIP WAS FORMED FROM ALL LANDOWNERS, 
EXCEPT NATIVE HAWAIIAN PLAINTIFFS. MONTH-TO-MONTH PERMITS CONTINUED

2017: A&B/EMI SUBMITTED AN EIS PREP NOTICE FOR A 30-YEAR LEASE IN THE FOUR 
EAST MAUI LICENSE AREAS. 2018: A&B sells 41k acres to Mahi Pono partnership

2021: Final EIS for 30 year lease accepted by state land board
2022: Maui County passes Charter Amendment authorizing E. Maui Water Authority

2024: Negotions among State Land board/MAhi Pono and Maui Water Authority 
begin.
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East maui Water License Fee Structure

• original lease rates very low, to offset ditch construction 
costs

• For many years, lease rates based upon sugar prices

• Lease terms renegotiated every 20-35 years.

• A&B/EMI required at one time to pay for fixed amount of 
water, regardless of use.

• From 1986 to 2018, the fixed fee A&B/EMI paid for the State 
water license for 30,000 acres of East Maui land has been 

around $160,000 /year for all the water diverted.

• By 2022, Lease rate had increased to $230,00/yr plus $179.2 k 
yearly Watershed management fee

• A&B/EMI bills Maui county for water delivered to County 
treatment plants

• If the County Water Authority assumes a management role of 
E. Maui stream diversions, it is expected that state fees will be 
waived, but Water Authority will invest in system improvement
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From Maliko gulch to Honomanu the EMI system has 
diversion ditches at multiple elevations intercepting 
each stream’s flow several times. From Honomanu to 

nahiku there is a single ditch intercepting each stream
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Lowrie Ditch, 
concrete on right wall (repaired)  
and earthen material on left wall  

Partially Lined Open Ditch 

Center Ditch, 
stacked rocks on right wall 
and bedrock on left wall 

EMI system includes 50 miles of tunnels and 25 miles of 
ditch, siphons, flumes. There were 6 reservoirs along the 

ditch diversion system (now only 2), over 30 more in 
central Maui ag fields and 62 miles of ditch access trails.  

Manuel Luis Ditch, 
typical tunnel  

Tunnel 

Lowrie Ditch, 
pipe section of the ditch  
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 A&B/EMI Reservoirs were designed to store high flows 
from various ditch systems allowing flexibility. 

Since HC&S sugar production ended in Dec. 2016 only 
the ditch intakes west of Ke’anae Pennisula, in Maui 

Hikina (“East Maui”) are in use. 
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1912:  HC&S installs its first hydroelectric plant in Pa’ia, providing 
800 kwt of electricity to power the plantation’s mills and 15 irrigation 
wells. 
• 3 hydro-plants on the EMI system-designed to be powered by flows 
from Wailoa ditch.
• Mahi Pono reports no hydro plants currently in use
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73% of the ditch system is tunnels and  27% is open 
ditches, some lined, some not. The youngest section of 

the ditch system is over 100 years old, but some 
sections and intakes have been upgraded over the 

years
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Since HC&S sugar growing ended in 2016 diversions on 
streams east of Ke’anae have been left open, and plans are 

underway to permanently restore flows to 10 East maui 
streams and tributaries, with partial flows to 5 more.

Implementation is slow
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Maui County Upcountry system receives a portion of its water 
from the EMI wailoa ditch and also has two pipelines of its own.

Kula Ag park receives water directly from the Kauhikoa ditch
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Figure 13-3.  East Maui Irrigation System. 

 
 
There are nine active ditches on the EMI System, some of which are essentially the same ditch with 
different names designated to different sections of the ditch.  Refer to Figure 13-3 for a general system 
map or Figure 13-21 for a simplified schematic of the EMI system.  The diversion system west of Maliko 
Gulch is not depicted in the schematic; however, that part of the system will be included in the following 
discussion.  Koolau Ditch begins at Makapipi Stream and becomes Wailoa Ditch at Alo Stream.  This 
ditch then ends at Kamole Weir, where the water may continue to flow to the Hamakua Ditch via the 
Hamakua Hydropower Plant, the Kauhikoa Ditch via the Paia Hydropower Plant, and the Lowrie Ditch 
via the Kaheka Hydropower Plant.  Koolau/Wailoa Ditch is situated at the highest elevation of all ditches 
in the EMI System, except the Spreckels Ditch which begins near the 1,700 feet altitude at Nuaailua 
Stream.  Flow in the Spreckels main ditch is conveyed to the Koolau/Wailoa Ditch via Puohokamoa 
Stream and Alo Stream.  The lower elevation Spreckels distribution ditch conveys water from Alo Stream 
to the Kolea Reservoir, and from Oopuola Stream to the Papaaea Reservoir, where water can also be 
dropped to the Lowrie Ditch via Nailiilihaele Stream.  New Hamakua Ditch begins at Alo Stream and the 
ditch water is eventually conveyed to Kauhikoa Ditch via Makaa, Halehaku, and Opana streams. Manuel 
Luis Ditch begins at Kolea Stream, transitions into Center Ditch at Waikamoi Stream, and then conveyed 
to Lowrie Ditch via Nailiilihaele Stream.  Haiku Ditch is situated at the lowest elevation of all ditches in 
the EMI System.  Its first intake is at Nailiilihaele Stream and the ditch continues through the HC&S 
plantation.   
 

Maui County’s Upcountry system has upper and lower pipe lines 
located several thousand feet higher than the EMI system
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• Maui County’s Upcountry system’s kula pipe lines lead to 2 county 
water treatment plants. 

• the upcountry system also has several wells. 
• serves over 10,000 service connections including Upcountry 

Hawaiian Homelands 
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• Maui County’s Upcountry system pipe lines only intercept a few 
streams, and are mostly located on A&B land. 

• provide up to 4 mgd of water to the county system. 
•A&B/Mahi Pono Wailoa Ditch provides up to 6.5 mgd of water to 

Maui County. A&B/County have a MOU to operate the system.
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Hawaii State Water Code provides for both instream 
and off-stream uses of public stream waters
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Instream Uses 

� Traditional Hawaiian rights 
� Conveyance of water supplies 
� Fish and wildlife habitat 
� Ecosystem maintenance 
� Recreation 
� Aesthetics 
� Water quality 
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Offstream Uses Include

• Public potable water supply
• Hawaiian Homelands water supply

• Hydroelectric generation
• Private potable water systems

• Public non-potable agricultural use
• Private non-potable agricultural use
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Native Amphibians 0
Introduced Amphibians 5

Native Reptiles 0
Introduced Reptiles (Turtles) 3
Native Fish Species 5
Introduced Fish Species 60
Native Crustaceans 2
Introduced Crustaceans 3
Native Aquatic Insects 200+
Introduced Aquatic Insects 73+
Native Mollusks 5-6
Introduced Mollusks 9+

Native Amphibians 0
Introduced Amphibians 5

Native Reptiles 0
Introduced Reptiles (Turtles) 3
Native Fish Species 5
Introduced Fish Species 60
Native Crustaceans 2
Introduced Crustaceans 3
Native Aquatic Insects 200+
Introduced Aquatic Insects 73+
Native Mollusks 5-6
Introduced Mollusks 9+

Hawaiian Freshwater BiotaHawaiian Freshwater Biota

Native Flora and Fauna Face Steep Competition
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In June 2018 UH Maui’s Sustainable Living Institute Maui (SLIM) & 
Malamalama Maui co-sponsored: “East Maui H20 Roundtable”

• Two-day event. Around 60 participants 
• Focus on East Maui water challenges,  opportunities and priority 

actions.
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• 2020- Highlites Summary of East Maui H2O Roundtable Event released
•  Six topic areas discussed by participants- including:

“Optimal Restructuring of East Maui Irrigation and Watershed Systems”

• Key findings of that discussion: ”Explore alternative operating entities for EMI system: > Public benefit 
corporation? Cooperative? Non-profit? County? State?”

• 2019 County Board of Water Supply volunteers set up “ Investigative Group” to consider  alternative 
ownership/management models for East Maui stream diversion system, and released a report.

  Page 1
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• Guided by BWS TIG report and Roundtable 
event input Maui County Council discussed 

charter Amendment for 2022 Ballot.

• November 2022 Maui County first in state to 
establish Community Water Authority via charter 

amendment

• Water Authority board in appointed in 2023- 
majority East Maui community members

• Water Authority Director confirmed October 
2024

• July 2024- Water Authority asks State to set up 
negotiations for County management of East 

Maui stream water systems

• Historic first step to transition Maui’s largest 
water resource from private to public 

management.
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Will Maui’s New Water Authority return Public Water 
Resources to Community Management? This History is 

Still Being Written

MAHALO to UH !
for all its work in our East Maui Communities 
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