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The development pattern in Hawai‘i is determined by an export-led growth 

model based on real estate investment and speculation, which results in exces- 

sive population growth through immigration and the suburbanization of the 

Island of O‘ahu. Past attempts to look at carrying capacity, cumulative project 

impacts, and alternative futures did not result in sustainable development.’ 

Instead, a booming economy, developers’ interests, and government policies 

have made suburbanization possible in the last 20 years. Massive redesignation 

from agriculture to urban use has taken place in Ewa and Central O‘ahu.’ 

Economic growth in Hawai‘i was prompted by several major factors: the 

availability of foreign and outside capital for investment, the development of 

large tracts of lands owned by major estates, redesignation and permit approval 

by government, and support for the notion that jobs and income are created by 

economic growth. The results are coastal resort developments, luxury housing 

subdivisions, exclusive golf courses and public infrastructure projects—a giant 

real estate operation—rather than a sound development plan. In the plantation 

era sugar and pineapple were the cash crops for exports. Today the cash crops 

are luxury houses, hotels, and resorts, the new plantations. But the undesirable 

impacts of mega-resorts can no longer be ignored (Minerbi, 1992). 

The booming financial and real estate activity has left little time to reflect 

on the current growth-led model for Hawai‘i, its appropriateness, present 

affordability, and long-term sustainability. An examination must be made to see 

whether basic needs are met and whether the island ecology is protected in the 

quest for suitable jobs and affordable housing for local people. Sustainable 

development and carrying capacity on the Island of O'ahu must be studied at 

various levels of analysis: 

1. Population Growth and Jobs: What is the population projection basis 

for redesignation, resort, and subdivision development? Is the popula- 

tion growth projection predominantly based on growth by immigra- 

tion? Is the population growth the result of jobs created beyond what 
the local labor force needs, wants, or is qualified for? Are there 

inequalities in the job market along ethnic lines? Or are jobs being 

created instead to meet the real needs of the local labor force and in tune 

with education and training programs to increase qualifications and 

competitiveness of local workers? 
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2. Quality of Life: Is the quality of life improving for local people? Is the 

cost of living being kept in check? Is the government subsidizing 
speculative private sector development? Is the ability to pay for basic 
needs keeping up with inflation? Are individual and families becoming 

more independent and self-reliant? Are special need residents, young, 

old, sick, and handicapped taken care of? Are production, distribution, 

and consumption patterns in line with ecological principles? 

3. Irreplaceable Cultural and Environmental Losses: What is the 
extent and rate of irretrievable losses to the environment and to the 
ability of future generations to use land for open space, cultural pursuits, 
and agriculture, which is triggered by population growth and subdivi- 
sion development? Is there a plan for the protection and perpetuation 

of Hawaiian culture and the Hawaiian people? 

4. Ecological Resilience: To what extent is the ability of the environment 

impeded by development so that ecosystem integrity, genetic diversity, 

reproduction capacity of plants and wildlife are impaired? To what 
extent are suburbanization and land development interfering with the 
functioning of natural processes, thereby endangering the resilience of 
the natural processes on land, air, and water? Is there a planned vision 
of the island ecosystem? 

Although some of the above questions have been addressed in Hawai‘i, 

policy derivation toward sustainable development has not been adequately 
sustained. 

The Recent Situation 

Quality of Life and Economic Growth 

The distribution of household income has deteriorated over the years with 
lower- and medium-income families increasing and upper-income families 
declining. The cost of living in Hawai‘i grew six time faster in the 1980s than 

household income. The poverty status of persons has increased by 3% between 

1980 and 1990, reaching a level of 121,000 people or 11% in 1990. There are 
also ethnic concerns: civilian unemployment among ethnic groups was greater 

than among the total resident population for Hawaiians and Filipinos; Hawaiians 

ranked the highest on O‘ahu (Hawaii, 1988). One conclusion is that Hawai ‘i has 

experienced increasing relative poverty with unprecedented wealth: aggregate 
wealth has increased but distribution of that wealth has deteriorated (Pai, 1989). 


