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August 21, 2025

The Honorable Esther Kia’ãina, Chair
and Members

Committee on Zoning and Planning
Honolulu City Council
530 South King Street, Room 202
Honolulu, Hawai’i 96813

Dear Chair Kia’ãina and Councilmembers:

SUBJECT: Testimony on the Update on the City’s Clean Water and
Natural Lands Fund Program

The Office of Economic Revitalization (QER) would like to share our commitment
to working in partnership with the Conservation Office in the Department of Housing and
Land Management (DHLM) to enhance the utilization of the Clean Water and Natural
Lands (CWNL) Fund.

OER supports the CWNL Fund as a critical tool in protecting watershed lands,
beaches, forests, and agricultural lands. The preservation of agricultural lands aligns
squarely with OER’s commitment to economic resiliency, food systems development,
and community well-being. The CWNL Fund, established in 2006, has been
strengthened through subsequent Charter amendments to add stewardship funding
authority and to formalize operations, maintenance, and management eligibility. These
changes for stewardship grants can enhance sustainable farming practices like fencing,
water access, restoration of traditional systems, or community agricultural programming.
This summer, OER and the Conservation Office shared a legal fellow to jointly work on
potential improvements to the language that established the fund.

Several landmark projects, facilitated through the CWNL Fund, showcase how
agricultural land conservation directly benefits both environmental health and local food
systems. These project include:

• Sunset Ranch (27 acres) — Protected by conservation easement since
2012, ensures perpetual agricultural use and integrates forest restoration
and animal husbandry;
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• Turtle Bay Mauka (468 acres) — AG-I zoned lands preserved for local
farming and food security is managed by Pono Pacific under a CWNL
partnership; and

• Wahiawã Lands (511 acres) — Cultural and agricultural preservation with
Trust for Public Land and OHA, protects one of Hawai’i’s most sacred
agricultural sites.

Additional CWNL-supported sites such as Hakipu’u Lo’i Kalo, Maunawila Heiau,
Hãwea Heiau & Keawãwa Wetland, and others illustrate CWNL’s multipurpose
conservation—including agricultural, cultural, and environmental outcomes.

The CWNL Fund has seen significant progress in streamlining its process since it
was transferred to the Department of Land Management, and now through DHLM’s
Conservation Office with an updated branding strategy to enhance coordination,
visibility, and outreach. In early 2025, CWNL revamped the application process by
reducing it to three pages, removing initial appraisal requirements, and enabling
supplemental attachments to make proposals more accessible. These changes can
enable resource-limited applicants like agriculture-related, non-profits or small-scale
ranchers and farmers to apply.

QER continues our collaboration with the Conservation Office so that a
meaningful portion of the CWNL Fund supports agricultural conservation projects that
boost local food sovereignty and economic sustainability. OER will also jointly promote
CWNL opportunities through our Sustainable Agriculture and Food Systems outreach.
Recently, the Conservation Office discussed opportunities such as workshops tailored
to small farmers and ranchers with the Economic Revitalization Commission.
Additionally, OER will leverage our agriculture and food systems partners to encourage
more applicants through technical assistance.

QER firmly supports the strategic enhancements of the CWNL Fund. By fostering
collaboration between OER, DHLM’s Conservation Office, and agricultural stakeholders,
we can strengthen O’ahu’s economic resilience, preserve our cultural landscape, and
support local food systems. We appreciate the Council’s leadership and commitment to
these principles.
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