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Kauai’s 2006 Ka Loko Dam 
failure and its lasting 

impact on Hawaii
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John Wehrheim, Founder, Pacific Hydro
Kevin L. Gooding, C.P.G., Senior Hydrogeologist, INTERA
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– Built in 1890
– 27 to 40 feet high
– 1400 acre-feet max storage
– 915 feet long
– Owned by Mary Lucas Trust  

and Pflueger Properties



The image part with relationship ID rId2 was not found in the file.

Historic Uses  

Sugar
Hydro power
Prawns
Papayas
Fishing
Diversified ag
Recreation

Ka Loko
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“40 Days of Rain”
The two weeks prior to  
failure Kauai received 
66.36 inches at Waialeale. 



The image part with relationship ID rId2 was not found in the file.

Dam failed just before dawn 
March 14, 2006 
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7 Dead
300 to 400 million gallons discharged
Peak flow 27,200 CFS 
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Independent report
concludes that the most 
likely cause of failure was 
overtopping from the 
removal or filling of the 
spillway. 
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Spillway
1982

1987 Pflueger acquires reservoir
1998 Spillway filled–Pflueger warned
2001 Continued Illegal grading 
2005 -2006 grading penalties 
March 14, 2006 – 7 dead
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Spillway filled
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For years the community and 
local government knew of 
Pflueger’s illegal grading near 
the ocean as well as in the 
mountains.
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Uncle Jimmy!
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“The court ruled I killed 7 people.  

What else is there to say?  I’m a 

happy man.  I can see with my eyes, 
I can eat with my own teeth.  I’m a 
very happy man.”, he added,  “The 
deal was good for me.  It’s a 
beautiful day.”



The image part with relationship ID rId2 was not found in the file.

: 
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Short and Long Term Impacts
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LOSSES:

- Lives
- Homes
- Farms
- Orchards
- Landscaping
- Irrigations Systems
- Roads
- Bridges
- Utilities

- FAITH AND TRUST IN GOVERMENT
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2 homes swept away
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40  properties damaged



            

Morita, an irrigation reservoir
downstream of Ka Loko,
heavily damaged and not 
feasible to repair.
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Environmental 
Impacts
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Mud, gravel and 
waste covered 
the estuary and 
reef for miles.
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Kilauea Stream filled with debris
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Wailapa Stream Scoured Clean
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Increased Regulatory Oversight

• New Dam Safety Statute in 2007
• New Administrative Rules in 2010
• Rigorous inspection and permitting 

More safety
Formal regulatory procedures
Legal protections
Higher Costs for O&M and Reconstruction



            

Higher Cost of Dam Ownership

• Construction and Repairs
• Permitting
• Liability & Insurance
• Difficulty of obtaining capital
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“Time is running out on many of Hawaii’s 
dams and reservoirs”

Collaborative Leaders Network 

• Regulation 
• Lack of Funding 
• Lack of leadership to preserve 

water storage facilities

Threatened by:
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• Fair and sufficiently funded government oversight 
is critical.

• However, the power of political and social 
influence cannot be overcome with ever-increasing 
regulation.

• Education and training is essential.

• Owners must be held responsible for their land.

• Complicit government officials must be 
prosecuted.
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Dams and reservoirs 
are  essential for our 
economy



 g  p   p        

Hawaii has over 300 dams and reservoirs

Agriculture
Recreation

Flood Control 
Water Supply

Aquifer recharge 
Sediment retention

Ecosystem – aquatic life
Hydropower generation and storage
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Many thanks to
Casey Riemer of
Jack Harter Helicopters
for the aerial photography  
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