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The Maui News

Wailuku, Hawaii

Dear Sir, 


The seaweed that is currently infesting our shores need not necessarily always be the unhealthy unaesthetic nuisance that your article of 8/20/95 suggests. As a natural result of the artificial process of prolonged use of nitrate-based fertilizers by our sugar and pineapple monoculture, the seaweed is itself a very rich source of nutrients and could be viewed as potential fertilizer in its own right.


Since the nitrate breakdown products from the fertilizers will take years to leach through the soil and into the surrounding near shore waters of Maui, even if we stopped applying artificial fertilizers today, we can anticipate many more years of seaweed growth. Therefore, it would seem prudent for the county and the agricultural interests to invest in finding an efficient way of harvesting the seaweed, washing the salt out of it, and reapplying it to the fields. This would serve the twofold purpose of stopping the cause of the seaweed bloom in the first place, and disposing of the nuisance in the second.


The savings on synthetic fertilizers and the improvement of the aesthetic environment for residents and visitors alike might offset the cost of processing the seaweed. In addition, the use of organic fertilizer might rejuvenate the spent soils in ways that artificial fertilizers might not, thereby allowing the growth, eventually, of other crops. As an island culture, we must look at creative ways of becoming more self-sufficient. This could be a healthy area of enquiry for our agricultural community, with the hope of turning this ecological accident into an opportunity to improve the environment and the economy.








Steven Moser M.D.

Letter to the Editor




August 23, 1996

Haleakala Times

Makawao, Hawaii

Dear Sir,


A recent bike ride up Baldwin Avenue spurred me to write these thoughts on Maui's tourist industry and environment. Sailing down the other lane in force, of course, were the scores of downhillers, fat and sedate on their wide, comfortable bicycle seats. The "sad wagon" (for those who dropped off the trail or suffered equipment failure) followed up the rears of the gravity-driven caravans. Hulking bigfoot pickups awaited their chance to pick off the unwary straggler.


For my part, after I made it past Paia Mill with what little panache I had, gravity began playing havoc with my lungs and legs. As a result, I got a bird's eye view of the roadside in the slow motion of oxygen deprivation.  Several species of alien plants were proliferating, but what most caught my attention most was the speed with which the nightblooming cereus had spread since the last time I had noticed it a year ago. 


While this cactus-like plant can have a beautiful bloom when kept in tidy manicured hedges, the rampant growth of these thorny creepers, when unchecked in a wet climate, could result in vast barriers of impassable thickets. In many areas along the road, the plant has made it across the road, where it is establishing itself in menacing clumps, intertwining with other plants and fences.


Many alien plants, such as christmasberry, ironwood, rose apple, gorse, kiawe, banana poko, guava, and of course, eucalyptus have insinuated themselves into the environment over the years, but centipede grass, nightblooming cereus and other more offensive varieties are on the way. This is especially bothersome as we see more agricultural acreage going fallow, allowing for the unchecked invasion by these species. 


When I finally limped into Makawao, there, at the Rodeo General Store, were several copies of the Maui News, whose Friday and Sunday issues respectively featured lead articles about the invasion of pests from abroad in Friday's paper, and the invasion of seaweed from our shores in Sunday's. I read the articles while catching my breath, and realized that they were excellent reportage, very complete except for one thing: there was no hint of a solution to either set of problems.


To be fair, the county is doing its best, given inadequate resources and manpower, to chop, hack and poison the roadside into submission. Motorized sheers and gallons of Roundup have ravaged our thoroughfares for years, but it is a holding pattern at best. At worst, it is an eyesore and a potential health hazard (Monsanto's licensing research for glyphosate is still "confidential business information" sequestered in the depths of the EPA). For its part, the state has done very little to control the spread of any plant pests in the natural environment. The ironwoods in Iao Valley, the eucalyptus in Kahakaloa, and countless other losing battles are witness to this lack of funding, manpower, and foresight. 


The seaweed problem is just another aspect of nature gone awry as a result of myopic human intervention. All of the scenic cane and pineapple fields I had been passing along the bends of Baldwin Avenue have been heavily fertilized with synthetic nitrogen-based pesticides for decades in order to grow just one crop year after year. Monoculture de[ends on this kind of intervention. 


After years of use, the nitrate breakdown product of the fertilizer accumulates in the soil, and eventually, like a slowly spreading stain, leaches down the hillsides. In saturating rains, the nitrate-rich soil washes down the valleys, into the streams, and into the ocean, where it feeds the growing seaweed blooms. These, in turn, kill off the coral, which starves the fish, and we end up with sterile shorelines which reek of rotten eggs. Tourists go home and we hold our noses while trying to wring our hands. Again, no solutions are offered by our government, and agriculture denies culpability ("show us the proof").


On my way down to Paia, I passed by the old work dormitory just above Rainbow Park. Maui Pine uses the large quadrangular wooden barracks to house the young men who rotate through from Utah to toil in the pinefields for a few tough months at a time. As I leaned hard right into Downhiller's Demise curve, I was suddenly struck by a possible solution as to how one might simultaneously solve the problem of tourism that panders to the flabby and lazy (i.e. rentajeep cowboys and downhill junior birdmen). and the lack of money and manpower to deal with our growing environmental problems.


As in Wyoming and Montana where a new breed of tourists are volunteering to work on real ranches herding sheep, fixing fences, and other useful endeavors, why not encourage our own particular brand of ecotourism that allows environmentally-minded visitors to save Maui's unique environment? Charter them an inexpensive flight, put them up in the barracks or in a tent at Rainbow Park for a week, and assign them to one of many tasks (clearing pastures of gorse, fencing pigs, chopping out nightblooming cereus, raking seaweed from the beaches, washing it, and retilling it into the fields, or helping the county put in bikelanes...). Then let them spend the rest of their two week vacation by the pool at the Grand Wailea, all for a reasonable price. Or something like that: the spirit of aloha tempered by the sweat of malama. 


We could call this joint venture between agribusiness, Department of Agriculture, and the hotel industry Save Hawaii's Ecosystem--Leisure Limited (SHELL Tours, for short). If we can't get our welfare recipients and convicts to do this kind of vital work, then maybe there is a kind of tourist who will pay good money for this character- and health-building experience? Just some thoughts.


Anyway, I encourage everyone to make this little trip against the wind up Baldwin Avenue on bike or on foot. There is a lot to see, and a lot to think about. Just watch out for the small shoulders and the bigfeet. 









Steve Moser

