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	Oahu Traffic Solutions
September 2006


“STUCK” was the headline (in bold type) in the Honolulu Star-Bulletin the morning after the biggest traffic jam in Hawaii history.  I could not have thought of a better word for what happened to thousands of Oahu residents after a crane on an Army flatbed truck ran into a pedestrian overpass on the H-1 freeway in Aiea.  The accident happened on Tuesday, September 5th at about 2P.M.  Initially, the Department of Transportation closed down four of the six westbound lanes and about 4P.M., they closed down the entire freeway saying they had to tear down the overpass.  This caused total gridlock on the island of Oahu.  
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It took motorists up to 14 hours to get home.  Cars were running out of gas, overheating and stalling.  Drivers who could, were either pulling off on the side of the road to sleep, turning around and heading back to the office or a bar.  Drivers and passengers were going to the bathroom in the middle of the road.  Some commuters abandoned their cars on the freeway and walked home or to a friend’s house.  All hotel rooms were full of people looking for a place to spend the night.  Some drivers attempted to go around the island to avoid the mess but found out that a few thousand other drivers had the same idea and the two-lane North Shore country road was stalled just like the rest of the island.  Buses could not get to the bus stops and people were sleeping on the sidewalks.  People could not get to the schools to pick up their kids.  The lucky people were the ones who decided to sleep at the office for the night.  My supervisor stayed at the office until 10P.M. and thought the roads must be clear by then and attempted to go home to Mililani.  She got home at 3A.M.  Everybody I talked to had a “horror” story about what happened to them or their family.  Me, I left work at 2:30P.M. and hit the stop and go traffic on the top of Red Hill.  It took me 2 hours to get home.  I was lucky.  The traffic jam continued until 4A.M. when they completed removing half of the overpass and opened up the freeway.
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Can I safely say that the island of Oahu has too many people, way too many cars and trucks, and not enough roads?  Yes, I can say that and state the obvious, “Oahu has many traffic problems.”  There are traffic jams every day.  It used to happen only in the morning and evening rush hour traffic but now it occurs all day long.  What can be done to resolve some of these traffic problems?

Before we try to come up with possible solutions to Oahu’s traffic problems, we need to identify the causes.  Okay, we know that a crane running into an overpass can cause big problems.  Let’s classify that under accidents.  Any small traffic accident can cause big traffic problems.  A traffic accident with a fatality can cause a massive jam because authorities will close the highway or road to investigate.  The biggest cause of traffic jams during rush hour traffic is bottlenecks.  Oahu has lots of bottlenecks.  Another cause of traffic problems is severe weather.  All we need is a little water on the roadways and bad things happen.  Being on an island in the middle of the ocean can bring us other weather problems like hurricanes, high winds, and ocean waves washing over the roads.  The smoke from numerous brushfires has affected traffic several times in recent years.  Oahu has too many areas that are accessible by only one road.  When something happens on that road, motorists and all of the people in the area are stranded.  Add in the obvious cause of too many cars on a small island and you have a lot of traffic problems.
The biggest morning bottleneck is caused by too many roads leading into Downtown Honolulu and Waikiki.  You have the Likelike Highway (2 lanes), Pali Highway (2 lanes), H-1 Freeway (4 lanes), Moanalua Freeway (3 lanes), Nimitz Highway (4 lanes) and Dillingham Highway (2 lanes) all feeding into Honolulu’s three lane road system.  Do the math – 17 lanes feeding into 3 lane roads equals massive gridlock.  This problem will not be easy to fix.  The Department of Transportation has fixed the biggest evening bottleneck when they added 2 additional lanes on the H-1 Freeway between the stadium and the Pearl City exit.    

A lot of people think the solution to Oahu’s traffic problem is the proposed 23-mile fixed rail mass transit system running from Kapolei to the University of Hawaii.  I think we need it but during the “long” construction of this system, traffic will be a mess and once it is completed, traffic will still be a mess unless many other solutions are implemented.  Our current mass transit system “The Bus” carries about 260,000 passengers daily or over 80 million yearly.  The Bus does a great job and needs to continue doing this service in the future.

Oahu needs some new roads.  The state needs to build a new 2-lane road around Kaena Point from the end of Farrington Highway just past Makaha to Farrington Highway by Dillingham Field on the North Shore.  This road would provide an alternate route out of the West Leeward coast.  This area should remain a protected scenic area with no houses or commercial buildings allowed.  The state and the military need to build a new road from Ewa Beach to Pearl Harbor to Ford Island.  This road will require two bridges tall enough to allow the ships to pass.  There is already a bridge from Fort Island to the Stadium area.  The military could use a little “good” press after recent events.  The state should build another road between Ewa and Kapolei to the H-1 Freeway.  Fort Weaver Road, the current road out of the Ewa area is way overloaded.  Kam highway through Aiea and Pearl City is also overloaded.  The H-1 Freeway through this area is also overloaded.  I recommend that the state improve and extend Moanalua Road all the way to Ka Uka Blvd. in Waipo.  This would provide a third road through Pearl City.  Right now, all surface roads filter down to Kam Highway causing gridlock when there is a problem on the H-1 Freeway.

We have an A.M. zipper lane on the H-1 to help get central and leeward motorists into Honolulu every morning.  Well, all of these people have to go home too.  Why don’t we have a P.M. zipper lane on the H-1 Freeway?  It makes sense to me.  We need to build gates in our highway dividers about every half mile, so when a major accident occurs, they can contra-flow the traffic on the side of the highway that is not affected while police do their investigation.  We also need a contra-flow lane on Dillingham Blvd. from the H-1 Freeway into downtown Honolulu in the morning and the reverse in the evening.  Redesign the Sand Island Access Road intersection by adding a tunnel or overpass.
The state needs to fix the bottlenecks on the H-1 Freeway between Fort Shafter and East Honolulu.  Start with the Middle St. interchange by adding a fourth freeway lane from the Middle St. merge under Kalihi St. to the Vineyard Blvd. off-ramp.  Close the Pikoi St. on-ramp and add a new Punahou St. on-ramp.  Add a lane between the Liliha St. on-ramp and the Pali Highway off-ramp.  Add a lane between the old Waialae Ave. on-ramp to the University Ave. off-ramp.  Divert Lunalilo St. on-ramp traffic to Vineyard Blvd. and to the Punchbowl St. on-ramp.  The University Ave. interchange needs to be improved in both directions.  Everybody knows where the bottlenecks are on the H-1 Freeway – we get stuck in them almost every day.  

The state of Hawaii needs a Ferry System.  There seems to be a lot of water all around us – why not use it to eliminate some of these traffic problems?  Start with a Ferry from Honolulu International Airport to Waikiki.  Use “wiki wiki” buses to transport the people to the new docks and to their hotels in Waikiki.  The state needs to make this method of travel the best and most economical way to and from the airport.  Later, expand the Ferry System to Ewa Beach, downtown Honolulu, Hawaii Kai, and the other islands.
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Here is a list of other things that could be done to reduce traffic:


► We need to relocate Government offices to West Oahu (Kapolei).  I thought this was supposed to be Oahu’s “second” city for Government services.


► Federal, State, and private employers need to support and encourage “flexible” work hours and the 4x10 work week.


► Employers need to support and encourage working from home.


► Initiate a campaign to get more people carpooling and/or riding the bus.


► Students who drive to school need to car pool.  If there is only one person then we will charge them a parking fee of $300 a month.  Tax payers have an obligation to provide an education – we don’t have an obligation to provide a parking space to any student who drives.  


► We need to improve (computerize) traffic signal light timings.


► State officials and Police need to clear accidents faster - never close the entire freeway for an accident.


► Find some way to limit growth in central and leeway Oahu.  Stop building new communities that our transportation system cannot support.

The national average commute time is 26 minutes.  The distance from the H-1 Freeway to the end of Fort Weaver Road in Ewa Beach is 5.5 miles.  Tens of thousands of commuters living in this area spend up to 45 minutes on this road each way every work day.  It is exhausting and hard on people’s nerves.  The average commute time for Waianae commuters is about 50 minutes.  By contrast, commutes from some other Oahu suburbs are relatively easy:  Haleiwa (40 minutes); Mililani and Kailua (30 minutes); and Pearl City (25 minutes).   
State officials last year refused to release $200,000 in state funds authorized for a feasibility study of a proposed tunnel from Ewa to Pearl Harbor, saying the military opposes it and the costs would be prohibitively expensive.  Let’s face it - almost every traffic problem solution is going to be expensive but something “big” needs to be done.  In the meantime, the traffic problem just keeps getting bigger and the cost to resolve it keeps going up.  The state, city, our other elected officials, and the military brass must stop dragging their feet and conduct the necessary feasibility studies and start implementing some of these recommended solutions.  If not, we will see many more days of total gridlock like we did on September 5th.      
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