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 The economic disparities and environmental pollution happening in Hawai’i root from U.S. 

occupation and despite being a U.S. state, Hawai’i islands are defaced with decades of military pollution 

and destruction as well as being unable to keep up with the high demand of resources from tourists that 

have now led to water rationing from locals.  

The Red Hill fuel leak in O’ahu is a great demonstration of the variety of issues the United States 

has brought onto ‘aina, land, and kanaka maoli, native Hawaiians. In November of last year, 14,000 

gallons of fuel being stored on the Red Hill military base leaked into the water supply of military families 

and O’ahu residents. People reported being sick, but the U.S. Navy denied that there was a fuel leak 

initially.  

Early March of this year, the U.S. defense secretary announced the permanent closure of the 

Red Hill fuel storage facility and Pentagon Press secretary acknowledged the imminent threat it poses to 

the aquifer it sits above.  

Now, O’ahu faces critical water shortages following the water pollution from the Red Hill fuel 

leak. Three main water wells have been shut down and the state faces drought earlier this year. The 

Board of Water supply is asking residents to reduce their water use by 10% but users on Twitter are 

criticizing the proposal and putting a spotlight on tourism industries and luxury services to take part in 

water conservation.  

 



 

 

The Red Hill fuel leak is not the first time U.S. military occupation has caused environmental 

harm to Hawai’i land. The island Kaho’olawe was used for target practice starting in 1941. The United 

States military as well as other ally countries, bombed the island until the 90s, even still bombing the 



land after the declaration of 544 archeological sites and being listed on the National Register of Historic 

Places.  

Another example of military pollution is the Agent Orange testing that underwent at the 

University of Hawaii’s Kauai Agricultural Research Station in the late 1960s. Research was conducted per 

a U.S. army contract and several of those researchers died because of constant exposure to the 

chemical. For decades barrels of Agent Orange were buried in Kauai.  

Prior, the U.S. military dropped 16,000 bombs of the chemical agent mustard five miles south of 

Pearl Harbor at the end of World War II. The U.S. military had been dumping munitions from 1910 and 

until 1970.  

The podcast show, "In Your Shoes” hosted by me, invites people residing in the Inland Empire to 

talk about their cultural background and perspective – for listeners to have the privilege of taking steps 

in their shoes. The first episode recorded features Grace Jardine, titled “In Grace’s Shoes.” Jardine is a 

native Hawaiian currently attending the University of Redlands where she reinstated the club charter for 

Hua Hawai’i Club and has contributed greatly to making a space for other Hawaii students to have a 

sense of community. She has 10k followers on Instagram and uses her social media platform to educate 

others on the social and environmental injustices happening in Hawai’i. Jardine reflected on the decades 

of damage the U.S. military has done to the island Kaho’olawe 

“Physically it’s bad, but also culturally and spiritually it's really disappointing and really 

degrading because that’s a whole island that had so much history and sacred culture and now it's not 

able for use or even for farming. My ancestors lived there once upon a time...and I'll never get it know 

[their history] because it all got destroyed by the military.” 

 She and I also spoke on the lack of awareness tourists have of what the realities of living as 

native Hawaiians is like, kanaka maoli are not vacationing all their lives. Jardine says tourists are often 

surprised by the homeless population and are uneducated about the environmental protection laws in 

Hawai’i like the ban on zinc-based sun lotions and protections on wildlife like sea turtles tourists often 

pet when it is illegal to do so. 

 

 

Hawai’i was illegally annexed after United States forces removed Queen Lili’uokalani in 1893. 

Since the end of its sovereignty, Hawai’i has been highly marketed as a vacation destination, receiving 

9.4 million visitors in 2017. Though the economy highly depends on tourism, kanaka maoli, native 

Hawaiians, have a range of opinions on tourism, but majority of kanaka maoli feel like second class 

citizens in their own home because of how disregarded their quality of life is compared to that of 

tourists.  

In Chapter 9: Shades of Green in the Tourism Sector: Sustainability Practices and Awareness in 

the State of Hawai‘i of Thinking Like an Island by Linda Cox and John Cusick, the breakdown this diagram 

of the three levels of tourism in relation to sustainability: 



  

The outer most ring, “tourism” is tourism as it generally goes, traveling and experiencing as per 

usual without regard for their impact on the environment. The center ring, “sustainable tourism”, is the 

tourism corporations that have pledged to be cautious about their carbon footprint and have some sort 

of plan of action on being more environmentally friendly. The inner ring, “ecotourism”, is cutting out the 

corporate tourism aspects and going to local businesses and travel guides to learn about the land and 

culture, money then goes straight to the kanaka maoli and there is clearer communication about local 

regulations and laws.  

Also discussed in the podcast episode “In Grace’s Shoes”, American tourists generally behave 

more naïvely vacationing in Hawai’i than they might be in foreign countries because Hawai’i is a U.S. 

state. What is forgotten, Jardine pointed out, is that Hawai’i is a nation that has a completely separate 

culture and people than those on the mainland.  

The tourism industry has used natural resources in Hawai’i since its annexation, climate change 

is a factor in the changing ecosystems and disappearing species, but the combination of the two have 

put extreme stress on the ‘aina and on kanaka maoli. Jardine explains the cultural belief of Malama 

‘Aina: 

“‘Aina means land in Hawaiian, and aina is very sacred to us, it's not just something you live on, 

or provides for you, the land takes care of you as a whole and each generation gets to have that land 

and build on that land and farm that land. There's a lot of meaning, it represents everything to us 

because the land is what gave us life and we give it life as well. So, for one of our entire islands 

[Kaho’olawe] to be taken out like that by an outsider, by a colonizer, is really saddening because that 

history and purpose isn't really used anymore. It had a growing history and culture and it kind of just 

died because someone else came and saw it for something else. I know a lot of people here in America, 

[they use land] for growing and real estate, but to us land means way more than that and a lot of people 

don’t really understand that. That is a really big problem in Hawai’i, itself, too.” 

Capitalism intersects with colonization and intersects with the environment in Hawai’i. In 2020 

when the world shut down and recreational travel was temporarily paused, native Hawaiians saw the 

land begin to heal and species flourish again because of the hold on tourism in Hawai’i. Jardine explains 

that seeing that gave her people more courage to advocate for their land and for themselves, it had 

become clear that the tourism industry was a greater antagonist than they realized.  

“It does not help...when the government is advocating for tourism. It does make the locals and 

natives really feel like second class citizens in their own state. Not only are the tourism [industries] 



thinking their better than us, it’s also the government because you know those people are bringing 

money into our economy and I understand...it's really sad and it's really hard being a Hawaiian in 

Hawai’i.  

Jardine’s sentiments are expressive of how the effects of U.S. colonization has destroyed her 

culture and way of life because of the resulting abuse of her homeland. U.S. military occupation and 

corporate tourism are key players in the destruction of Hawaiian land.  
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