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Surfers can make a difference after all.  In an unprecedented show of cooperation, the concerns over the Diamond Head Road improvement project have been resolved with all parties satisfied.  What started as one surfer’s grassroots campaign eventually turned into a movement by a coalition of diverse citizens, garnering both national and international recognition.

Two years ago, the City and County of Honolulu launched a well-intentioned construction effort to provide enhancements to Diamond Head Road with goals of beautification and improved safety.  A vision team was formed and designs were drawn up with the public’s best interests in mind.

However, somewhere along the way the plans were modified, with the new design slated to eliminate 48 parking stalls on the already space-limited roadway.  This would severely restrict beach access, most notably for surfers and windsurfers.  Enter John Cater.

A Kahala resident and longtime surfer at Diamond Head, Cater, 70, wrote a letter to the City’s design consultants in February 2001, expressing his concerns and offering alternate solutions.  Unfortunately, there was no formal response and the project trudged forward.

This June, Cater authored a petition and proceeded to literally chase down any Diamond Head surfer, windsurfer or park user willing to lend a sympathetic ear.  That’s when support exploded exponentially.

A group made up of concerned surfers and windsurfers started dialoging, with each person contributing in his own way.  Members of the Surfrider Foundation’s Hawaii chapter provided insight and guidance.  Local surf shops T&C Surf and Blue Planet Surf Gear circulated the petition even further gathering hundreds of signatures and increased public awareness.  The Diamond Head Team, an international windsurfing organization, lent its support.  Other surfers worked within the governmental system, looking into conservation and land use issues.

An informational web page was soon established (www.hisurfadvisory.com/diamondhead/) and email press releases disseminated to the online surf media.  Eventually, the local newspapers and TV news caught wind of the story and brought it to the greater public’s attention.  The loose coalition expanded even further, bringing in Diamond Head residents dissatisfied with the plans, along with local attorneys (surfers) who offered to work pro bono.

It soon became obvious that any design change would have to get the approval of the Hawaii Bicycling League since they were the ones that initially lobbied for many of the improvements.  When the coalition approached the League, they were pleasantly surprised to find empathy amongst their ranks.  Eventually both parties reached common ground.

On August 9, 2002, Cater and the Hawaii Bicycling League’s John Goody met with City representatives at Honolulu Hale (City Hall) to resolve the matter.  With the help of Eric Crispin of the Department of Design and Construction and Cheryl Soon of Transportation Services, a compromise design was laid out and agreed upon.

Roadside safety was always a critical issue that had to be addressed.  The new design acknowledges the importance of the parallel parking stalls as a natural traffic-calming device to reduce speeding.  Rather than eliminate the parallel parking for two bike lanes, the design will have a single bike lane on the uphill (ocean) side.  The road will have a 25 mph maximum speed limit, and have double striped center lining making passing illegal.  Thus, bicyclists riding on the downhill (mountain) side will share the road with motorists.

The City will improve the park by adding entranceways on both sides.  The design may also include a speed table to further deter speeding.  Although a few parallel parking stalls may be eliminated because of the table, it is a far cry from the original reduction of 48 stalls, and will provide added safety for all park users, including surfers.

It is a rare occurrence that everyone goes away happy from negotiations of this sort, but that’s exactly what happened.  Because of a concerted effort by many groups with varying agendas, the Diamond Head Road improvement project will now satisfy its original intent while maintaining convenient parking for all.  

As for John Cater, well he’s just stoked on the outcome and is eagerly awaiting the next south swell.

