red hill fuel tanks history

Red Hill fuel tanks have a storied history that dates back to World War II, serving as a
critical component in the United States’ military logistics and operations. These massive
underground storage tanks, located on the island of Oahu in Hawaii, were constructed in
response to the need for a secure and reliable fuel supply for the U.S. Navy’s Pacific
operations. Over the decades, the Red Hill facility has been the focus of not only military
strategy but also environmental concerns, legal battles, and community activism. This
article delves into the history, construction, operational phases, and ongoing controversies
surrounding the Red Hill fuel tanks.

Historical Background

World War II Era

The construction of the Red Hill fuel tanks began in 1940, driven by the need for a robust
fuel supply chain during World War II. Recognizing the strategic importance of Hawaii as
a base for military operations in the Pacific, the U.S. Navy initiated the project to create a
secure underground storage facility.

- Site Selection: The site was chosen for its geographical advantages, including its
elevation and proximity to Pearl Harbor. The natural rock formations provided an ideal
environment for constructing the tanks, ensuring they would be insulated from enemy
attacks.

- Construction: The facility was built between 1940 and 1943, consisting of 20 tanks, each
capable of holding 12.5 million gallons of fuel. The tanks are situated approximately 100
feet beneath the surface, making them less vulnerable to aerial assaults.

Post-War Period and Expansion

After the war, the Red Hill facility continued to play a vital role in fueling military
operations. The Cold War era saw an increase in military presence in the Pacific, and the
need for a reliable fuel supply became even more pronounced.

- Operational Use: The tanks were used primarily for storing aviation fuel, diesel, and
other petroleum products essential for military operations in the region.

- Maintenance and Upgrades: Throughout the 1950s and 1960s, the facility underwent
various upgrades and maintenance to ensure its operational readiness. However, concerns
regarding the aging infrastructure began to surface.



Environmental Concerns

As the years progressed, the Red Hill fuel tanks faced increasing scrutiny due to
environmental hazards associated with the storage of large quantities of fuel
underground.

Incidents and Leaks

Several incidents of leaks have raised alarms among environmentalists and local
communities:

- 1980s Leak: A significant leak in the 1980s resulted in the release of thousands of gallons
of fuel into the surrounding environment, prompting investigations and remediation
efforts.

- Recent Incidents: More recent leaks have raised concerns about the integrity of the
tanks. In 2021, a leak of approximately 19,000 gallons of jet fuel prompted urgent action
from state and federal authorities.

Impact on Water Supply

One of the most pressing concerns regarding the Red Hill fuel tanks is their proximity to
the drinking water supply:

- Source of Drinking Water: The tanks are located just above a crucial aquifer that supplies
drinking water to approximately 400,000 residents of Honolulu.

- Risk of Contamination: The potential for fuel leaks to contaminate the water supply has
led to widespread public outcry, with many advocating for the closure of the facility.

Community Activism and Legal Challenges

The increasing awareness of environmental risks associated with the Red Hill facility has
sparked significant activism from local communities and environmental groups.

Grassroots Movements

Community members have organized numerous campaigns aimed at raising awareness
and pressuring the government to take action:

- Public Meetings: Local residents have participated in public meetings and hearings to
express their concerns about the safety of the fuel tanks.

- Petitions and Protests: Activist groups have collected signatures for petitions demanding
the closure of the facility and organized protests to highlight the risks posed by the tanks.



Government and Legal Action

In response to community pressure, government agencies have taken various steps to
address the concerns surrounding the Red Hill fuel tanks:

- Investigations: The Hawaii Department of Health and the U.S. Environmental Protection
Agency have conducted investigations into the facility's operations and environmental
impact.

- Legal Challenges: Lawsuits have been filed against the Navy, demanding accountability
for past leaks and seeking immediate action to protect the water supply.

Current Status and Future of Red Hill Fuel Tanks

As of 2023, the Red Hill fuel tanks are at a critical juncture, with significant discussions
regarding their future underway.

Closure Plans

In light of ongoing leaks and community pressure, the Navy has announced plans to
decommission the facility:

- Timeline for Decommissioning: The Navy has indicated a timeline for the safe removal of
the fuel and the closure of the tanks, which is expected to take several years.

- Environmental Remediation: Plans for environmental remediation will be a significant
part of the decommissioning process, aiming to restore any affected areas.

Community Engagement and Future Safeguards

Moving forward, community engagement will be crucial in ensuring that the
decommissioning process is conducted safely and transparently:

- Stakeholder Involvement: Local residents, environmental groups, and governmental
agencies will need to collaborate to address ongoing concerns and develop safeguards for
the drinking water supply.

- Monitoring Programs: Establishing monitoring programs will be essential to ensure the
integrity of the aquifer and to prevent future contamination.

Conclusion

The history of the Red Hill fuel tanks reflects a complex interplay between military
necessity and environmental stewardship. From their construction during World War II to
their current status as a focal point of community activism and legal challenges, the tanks



have been both a strategic asset and a source of significant concern. As the Navy moves
forward with plans for decommissioning, the lessons learned from the Red Hill facility will
undoubtedly serve as a critical reminder of the importance of safeguarding natural
resources while balancing national security interests. The future of the Red Hill fuel tanks
will depend on collaborative efforts to ensure that both military needs and environmental
protections are prioritized in the years to come.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the Red Hill fuel tanks and where are they
located?

The Red Hill fuel tanks are a series of underground fuel storage tanks located near Pearl
Harbor, Hawaii. They were built during World War II to store fuel for the U.S. military.

Why were the Red Hill fuel tanks constructed?

The tanks were constructed to provide a secure and strategic fuel supply for military
operations in the Pacific during World War II, ensuring a reliable source of fuel for naval
vessels.

What environmental concerns are associated with the
Red Hill fuel tanks?

There are significant environmental concerns regarding potential leaks from the tanks,
which could contaminate the groundwater and affect drinking water supplies in the area,
posing risks to public health and the ecosystem.

What recent incidents have raised awareness about the
Red Hill fuel tanks?

In 2021, a major spill occurred that led to fuel contamination in the Navy's drinking water
system, prompting widespread concern and calls for the closure of the facility.

What actions have been taken to address the issues with
the Red Hill fuel tanks?

Following the contamination incident, the Navy and other agencies have been working on
remediation efforts, including plans to defuel the tanks and permanently close the facility
to prevent future leaks.

How has the local community responded to the issues
surrounding the Red Hill fuel tanks?

The local community, including residents and environmental groups, has expressed strong



opposition to the continued operation of the tanks, advocating for immediate defueling and
increased oversight to protect water resources.

What is the historical significance of the Red Hill fuel
tanks beyond their military use?

Beyond military use, the Red Hill fuel tanks represent a critical aspect of U.S. military
history, reflecting the strategic importance of fuel logistics during wartime and the
ongoing challenges of managing aging infrastructure in sensitive environmental areas.
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