
6     RE Magazine     October 2025

NEWS + ANALYSIS

KAUA‘I TSUNAMI SCARE
By Erin Kelly
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Kaua‘i Island Utility Cooperative employees hand out bowls of chili to co-op members at KIUC’s annual meeting. Some of those employees had been at 
work all night because of a tsunami warning, which was lift ed just in time for the meeting to take place.

Luckily, Bissell says, most of the co-op’s generation 
equipment is above sea level.  While most of the 
co-op’s territory is outside of tsunami inundation 
zones, many members or employees who live in coastal 
areas had to be evacuated from their homes.  

Nightmarish traf c jams resulted as residents 
throughout the island were released from their jobs 
shortly after the warning was sent.  

Fortunately, tsunami impacts were relatively mild
for Hawaii, and the warning was downgraded to an 
advisory at approximately 11 p.m., followed by an all-
clear the following day that allowed people to return to 
homes, businesses and hotels along the coast.  

Despite essential co-op crews working through the 
night amid the disaster scare, KIUC went ahead with its 
annual meeting the next day as planned, drawing more 
than 100 members to the event.  

“Everybody reported to work as normal and off we 
went,” Amaro says. “We’ve got a pretty well-oiled 
machine here. The turnout was actually better than 
last year. We kept up our tradition of handing out bags 
of rice and serving up chili to our members to thank 
them for coming.” 

Kaua‘i Island Utility Cooperative faced a disaster over 
the summer that most electric cooperatives could never 
imagine—a potentially devastating tsunami heading 
its way within hours.  

The National Weather Service issued a tsunami 
warning for the state of Hawaii shortly before 3 p.m. on
July 29, prompted by the possible impact of a massive 
8.8-magnitude earthquake in eastern Russia. The  rst 
wave of the tsunami could strike the state by 7:15 that
night, the NWS declared.  

At that point, says KIUC President and CEO David 
Bissell, “things got interesting very quickly.”  

KIUC, which has faced tsunami warnings before, 
immediately put the co-op emergency preparedness 
plan into effect, convening a meeting with key employ-
ees, including the chief of operations and the commu-
nications staff. The co-op also stayed in constant touch 
with state and county  rst responders.

“We decided to release all our employees but the 
most essential ones so that they could go home or get 
to evacuation centers,” Bissell says. “The  rst thing for 
us is taking care of our employees.”  

Beth Amaro, member services and communications 
manager at the 33,000-member co-op, stayed at the 
of ce to get alerts out to members via mass email,
Facebook and other social media platforms.  
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Downed line

Meter settings
Some newer meters can be set to 

automatically detect backfeed during 
an outage or maintenance work. 

Service drop 
Sends power to residence 

from the grid, but can also be 
energized from the home. 

Lockout/Tagout
Crews lock main breaker and 
solar panel disconnects in 
"off" position.

Generator  
Must be connected to a transfer panel to 

avoid backfeeding. Improper connection 
can cause short circuits, fire, damage to 
grid components like transformers, and 

injury to working crews or even neighbors 
in their homes.

Line testing
 Lineworkers test feeders to ensure they’re 

de-energized, but may not expect power 
to be coming from the service drop.

Solar panels
Distributed generation like 
rooftop solar can backfeed 
if improperly wired.

Automatic 
anti-islanding 

inverter
Monitors grid and shuts off 
power output in an outage.

Transfer switch
Ensures connection to grid through the service 
panel is severed when a generator is connected.

Backfeeding danger  
Preventive measures

Backfeed
Backfeed on power lines happens when electricity flows 
in the opposite direction from its intended path, typically 
from an improperly connected residential generator or 
solar array back onto the distribution system. It can be 
extremely dangerous for utility workers, particularly 
during an outage restoration, when crews may believe 
all lines are de-energized. Here’s how backfeed works 
and some key ways to protect against it.
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