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Heavier debris finds isle shores

Wood objects sent
adrift after the 2011
Japan tsunami have
surprised researchers

By Marcel Honoré

mhonore@staradvertiser.som

Since September, there’s
been a “dramatic” turn in
the tsunami debris washing
ashore in the Aloha State,
scientists say.

University of Hawalii re-
searchers monitoring that
debris say objects such as
boats, buoys and lighter ma-
terials are being replaced
with a steady stream of
heavier wooden beams and
planks.

The wood appears to be
lumber that was used for
homes, buildings and tele-
phone poles.

“So far, we have opinions
that yes, these objects are
from Japan,” said Nikolai

Maximenko, a senior scien-
tist at UH'’s International Pa-
cific Research Center.

The IPRC’s website logs
reported debris that comes
ashore. Since Sept. 24 it has
documented nearly two
dozen poles, beams, planks
and other wooden building
materials washing up at
Kauai's Donkey, Wailua and
Hanamaulu beaches and
Kailua Beach on Oahu,
among other locations.

It makes sense that the
heavier wood objects would
just be coming ashore now,
nearly three years after the
tsunami wrecked much of
Japan’s eastern ¢oast and
claimed thousands of lives,
Maximenko said. Lighter
and so-called “high-floating
objects” harness the wind
and currents to travel much
faster along the ocean sur-
face. However, the wood ob-

jects appearing in recent
months are saturated with

water and barely rise above
the surface — which has
slowed their journey consid-
erably, he added.

Maximenko said debris
monitors assumed much of
the wood swept out to sea
by the tsunami sank.

“It catches us almost in
complete surprise,” he said
Friday. “It’s hard to believe
that wood can stay afloat for
such a long time.”

The recent influx of
wooden tsunami debris also
raises broader questions
about potential historical
“ecological connections” be-
tween Asia ahd North Amer-
ica, where downed trees
similarly could travel across
the ocean and carry with
them smaller sea animals
and vegetation, Maximenko
said.

During last year’s Pacific
Rim Marine Debris Confer-
ence, held at the state Capi-
tol, government researchers

said it’s not clear how much
of the approximately 1.5 mil-
lion tons of debris set adrift
by the 2011 tsunami remains
scattered across the ocean,
or where it will wind up.

“We're just modeling
blind,” Glen Watabayashi of
the National Oceanic and At-
mospheric Administration's
Office of Response and
Restoration told an audi-
ence at the October confer-
ence.

Maximenko added Friday
that there’s no indication
that Typhoon Haiyan, which
in November battered parts
of the Philippines and
claimed thousands of lives,
generated any major ocean
debris.

Because the storm moved
east to west, much of the de-
bris it generated, particu-
larly in the east-facing city
of Tacloban, is believed to
have been pressed inland in-
stead of out to sea, he said.
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The International Pacific Research Center at the Uni-
versity of Hawaii has documented nearly two dozen
poles, beams and other wooden building materials
that have washed up on isle shores since September.
This log was found at Malaeckahana in November.



