
By Nina Wu
Today • Last updated 11:51 p.m.
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Hurricane Lala toppled hundreds
of trees across the state
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A crew from Henkels and McCoy, contracted by HECO, worked on restoring a
utility pole after Tropical Storm Lala downed a tree and knocked it out of
commission on North Road in Ewa Beach on Wednesday. The city has received
around 500 calls since last Saturday for tree debris removal on Oahu alone.
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Trees, trees — downed trees everywhere.

Tropical Storm Lala toppled hundreds of trees while passing
south of the Hawaiian Islands, which caused destruction as they
fell on power lines, homes, vehicles, and roadways across the
state.

On Oahu alone, the City and County of Honolulu has since the
previous weekend received close to 500 calls for tree debris
removal around the island. In city parks, people reported more
than 120 fallen trees and branches, including two legacy
ironwoods near Kapi‘olani Regional Park that were considered
exceptional.
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That’s not counting trees that fell on Pali Highway and other
state roadways during the storm over the previous weekend.

As city and state crews continue to clear the trees, they warned
that more are expected to fall in coming days due to already-
saturated grounds and weakened root systems — compounded
by more rain from Tropical Storm Moke. Arborists see the storm
as a reminder of why they need to be maintained, with the right
species in the right spaces.
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Nathan Serota, spokesman for the Honolulu Department of
Parks and Recreation, said crews were working steadily to
remove the fallen trees.

“We want to ask for their continued patience,” said Serota. “We
will get to downed trees when we can, but we’re prioritizing trees
that are impacting infrastructure and people’s homes.”

Serota said skilled arborists will clear the trees and cut them into
more manageable piles to be placed at the side of the road until
crews can pick them up.

The losses and damages to Honolulu’s trees and other
structures were staggering.

Roxanne Adams, Honolulu Division of Urban Forestry
administrator, said numerous trees fell from the leeward side to
Mililani, Manoa and Tantalus.

Trees fell at Kapi‘olani Regional Park, on Kapiolani Boulevard
near Kalakaua Avenue and near the Barefoot Beach Cafe in
Waikiki. Another tree crashed down on several cars parked in a
lot off of Punahou Street.

At Punahou Square in Makiki, a large, century-old banyan also
fell, crashing into the fence of the off-leash dog park there.

Serota said the dog park will remain closed until the tree is
removed and the fence is repaired.

In Ewa Beach, residents waited for days for a large, downed tree
to be cleared from North Road.

The road has three different owners, according to state Rep.
Julie Reyes Oda, including the city, the federal government, and
a private owner, which proved challenging when it came to who
was responsible for the tree’s removal.



The tree, believed to be a kiawe, fell across the road and
partially onto private property owned by YC Ewa Inc., owner of
the 360 Ewa Beach Country Club golf course, where it got
entangled with active power lines.

Oda said she reached out to the golf course but was unable to
reach anyone. Three cones were placed in the roadway, along
with a makeshift sign that said the road was closed.

For residents, it meant days of being blocked off, and going the
long way around via Iroquois Drive to get to and from school and
work.

On Wednesday, crews finally cleared the trees from the
roadway, and repairs to the power lines got underway.

Adams said the powerful storm is a reminder of just how
important it is to maintain trees, and the role they play in the
urban landscape. She likes to think of them as infrastructure.

“We need to start to treat our trees the same way we treat our
street lights,” she said, “the same way we treat our plumbing,
our electrical lines, all of the city infrastructure that’s out there.”

The large, old banyan tree at Punahou Square was what she
calls a “guardian tree,” a tree that provided many benefits to the
community.

Large trees such as banyans and monkeypods across the island
provide shade, deter erosion with their root systems, and help
keep temperatures down. They provide shelter for indigenous
birds like the manu-o-ku, or fairy terns, and rows of trees can act
as windbreaks.

Trees that have large and sturdy root systems tend to hold up
well during storms, she said, as do palms which have flexible
trunks that can bend in the wind.



Albizias, on the other hand, are an invasive species that grow
quickly, but have shallow root systems that are prone to toppling
over during storms — and do so even when there are no storms.

They can grow about 15 feet per year, up to 150 feet, but their
brittle branches can snap and drop without warning.

“We’ve made really strong strides removing albizias out of the
urban core,” said Adams. “We do not have albizias on our
streets.”

High populations of albizia remain on the backside of Manoa
and elsewhere on Oahu, with numerous groups, such as the
Koolau Mountains Watershed Partnership, working to remove
them.

Additionally, royal poincianas fare poorly during storms and high
winds, with brittle wood and shallow root systems. Eucalyptus
trees also have brittle branches, like albizia, she said.

Any softwood trees with weak root systems are vulnerable.
Another issue, she said, are trees planted in 3-foot-wide spaces
that were too small, and which tend to lift out of those spaces.

“So we’re looking closely at some of those trees and starting to
remove them,” she said. “We’ve been noticing the yellow
poincianas, for sure, especially in small growing spaces.”

Regardless of species, if a tree is weak or compromised, she
said, a storm will fell it.

The trees are not to blame for destruction caused by Tropical
Storm Lala, say tree advocates such as Diane Harding,
president of the Lani-Kailua Branch of The Outdoor Circle.



survive, she said. But it’s a growing concern as these kinds of
catastrophic events increase.

After Hurricane Iniki in 1992, she remembers The Outdoor Circle
launched a project to replace thousands of trees on Kauai.

The Hoomaomao Restoration Project replanted native trees,
including ohia, lama, and koa on more than 3 acres on the
island, and restored landscaping at Poipu Beach.

If anything, Hawaii needs more trees as the planet heats up, to
slow rain from becoming runoff, provide oxygen, and remove
carbon dioxide from the air.

“Trees are the lungs of the planet,” said Harding. “We need
them.”
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