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Postwar Economic Development: But at What Costs? 

Before World War II, Hawai ‘i’s territorial economy was based on sugar and 

pineapple exports, military spending, and a very small amount of tourism. In the 
mid-1950s, a political and economic revolution took place and a newly elected 
Democrat administration, allied with labor and business leaders, embraced a 
wholehearted strategy to develop mass tourism. Hotels and resort-golf course 

complexes, supporting airports and new roads spread throughout the Islands. In 
1960 only 300,000 tourists arrived; by 1970 1,500,000 landed. In 1970 the visitor 

industry contributed only 38% of the money coming into the state, but by 1990, 

the $13 billion brought in by 6.5 million visitors comprised 67% of the income 
stream. Sugar and pineapple once ne mainstay of the Isle economy- produce less 
than 4% of today’s state income. ! 

Unfortunately Hawai ‘i’s tourist-dependent economy has created a litany of 
problems. The environment has been ravaged by rampant overdevelopment, 

which has caused major losses of green space, beaches and marine life. Water 

aquifers on some islands are being overdrawn. Hawai‘i’s economy creates 

mostly low-paying jobs servicing tourism, while burdening many local residents 

with low wages, extraordinarily costly housing, and a cost-of-living 39% higher 
than on the Mainland U.S. More than 80% of mothers work, many husbands or 

wives hold second jobs, and most young people work too. One-third of our young 
adults are leaving Hawai‘i for decent paying jobs and affordable homes else- 
where. We depend on imports for nearly all our needs, rather than on locally 
produced commodities. Most of our major productive resources-our larger 
businesses, our tourism facilities-are owned by off-shore corporations. 

Many Native Hawaiians suffer from poverty and ill-health. Kanaka maoli 

(Native Hawaiians) have the highest rate in the nation of certain cancers, 
diabetes, heart disease, strokes, and hypertension. They not only die younger 
than other island ethnic groups, but suffer estrangement and alienation in high- 
growth, urbanized settings. Their unique culture and way of life has been 
seriously eroded. No wonder Kanaka maoli have the highest rate of high school 
dropouts and imprisonment, alcohol and narcotics use, and suicides. 

An even darker future is foreshadowed if business continues as usual. 
Developers and State planners are busily promoting and preparing for nearly 
DOUBLING the number of tourists flooding the Islands, to 11,500,000, by the 
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year 2005. Expanded airports, new resorts, hotels, convention centers, shopping 
malls, 105 new golf courses, all are designed to meet the needs of 200,000 more 
tourists per day, and 300,000 new residents who will migrate to the Isles to fill 

low-paying service jobs. The number of people present in Hawai‘i on any single 
day will increase by 70%. Hawai‘i’s fragile bio-environment and social culture 

will be devastated by this massive growth. 

Instead — A Sustainable Economy 

Genuinely solving the many problems threatening Hawai‘i requires that the 

economic philosophy guiding Hawai‘i’s development be fundamentally changed. 
We mustreject the any-kind-of-growth-is-good strategies embraced by Hawai‘i's 

economic and political leadership during the 1950s, and followed blindly ever 

since. We must design an economy more in harmony with nature and human 
fulfillment, that promotes the principles of sustainabilty, self-reliance, diversity, 

and democracy in both the economy and government (Ekins, 1986; Daly and 

Cobb, 1990). 

“Sustainable development” includes several dimensions: it is Ecologically 

Sound. The well-being of future generations of humans and nonhumans must be 

primary. This new economy is Multiple Need Oriented. Both basic material 

needs and nonmaterial ones must be satisfied, including self-expression, creativ- 

ity, artistic expression, equality, nurturing relationships, self-determination, and 

spirituality. It is Indigenous. Economic activities must be consistent with values 

that originate in the area’s own culture, not imported from outside. It promotes 

Self-Reliance. Each region should rely on its own strengths and resources, as 

much as possible. And most importantly, it is Based on Maximum Citizen 

Participation. Institutions must be redesigned so as to alter the essential form of 

economic activities, social relations, and the distribution of power so that 

ordinary citizens are maximally involved in making decisions that affect them 

(Milbrath, 1989). 

Green Tourism 

Most tourists are attracted to Hawai‘i because of its natural beauty and the 

Polynesian culture, yet increasingly many visitors are not coming, or not 
returning, because they feel the Islands have become too overdeveloped, 

commercialized, and lost their special “aloha spirit.” Waikiki has turned into 

block after block of gigantic high-rises, its streets jammed with cars, its 


