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This paper will argue that the current housing crisis in Hawai‘i has 
developed over the past 33 years as a consequence of the state’s development 
strategy. The crisis is systemic. Therefore, systemic changes need to be under- 
taken to resolve the housing crisis. These changes could be motivated by the 
development of a mass movement that is anchored in the hardest hit sections of 
our island society. 

Background 

Fifty-four percent of the state’s housing stock is owner-occupied as opposed 

to a national average of 64% (Honolulu Star-Bulletin (HSB) 9/9/1991:A-1). 

Between 1979-1989 the number of housing units in Hawai‘i increased by 21% 
from 324,000 to 393,354 (Dinell 1990:21). In 1990 (the latest figures available) 

the housing inventory was 402,644 (Bank of Hawai‘i(BOH) 1991a:29). Accord- 

ing to Locations Inc., between 1984-1989, Honolulu home prices increased from 

$160,000 to $275,000 (an increase of 72%) condominuim prices increased from 

$84,000 to $135,000 (an increase of 61%) over the same period (HSB 12/26/ 

1990:B-1). 

In 1986, the year in which the recent housing boom started, homes priced 
below $200,000 constituted two-thirds of the O‘ahu market. These homes still 
accounted for about one-half of single family home sales up to the beginning of 

the 1988. By 1990, these homes were virtually nonexistent. In addition, 
condominuims priced below $100,000 accounted for over one-half of the O‘ahu 
market in 1986. By 1988, these condominum prices virtually disappeared from 

the market (Honolulu Advertiser (HA), 11/17/1991). 

According to Dot Mason, the president of the Honolulu Board of Realtors, 
in July 1990, the median single family home on O‘ahu (where 80% of the state’s 

1.15 million residents live) was $363,000; an increase of 41% from the previous 
year. Condominuim median price was $200,000 during the same period under 

consideration; an increase of 54% (Honolulu Star-Bulletin & Advertiser 8/26]/ 

1990:H-1). In 1991, a median four-person single family home on O‘ahu was 
affordable only to families in the top 5-10% of the income distribution. Put 
another way, only families earning $100,000 or more per year could afford 

buying a house (House Majority Staff Office 1991:4). “Home affordability is 
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defined here as the indexed ratio (1977=100) of house payments (principal and 
interest) to median family income: affordability worsens as the ratio rises” (BOH 

1991c:1). For purposes of comparison, the indexed ratio is given for the 
following years: 1987, 109.4; 1989, 152.5; 1990, 183.2; 1991 (first half), 161.9. 
The factors responsible for the decline in 1991 are the decrease of single family 

home prices and a declining mortgage rate (BOH 1991c:1). 

In 1990, annual median income was $43,700, an increase of 6.1% from the 
previous year. This, however, was a decline in income since the rate of inflation 
for the same period registered at 7.3%. 

A buyer of a median-priced single family home would have had to pay 
roughly 64% of total family income. That figure does not include the down 
payment (BOH 1991c:1). A buyer of a median-priced single family home on 
O‘ahu in 1990 would have had to put $67,800 as a downpayment. Not too many 

Hawai‘i residents have this amount of money in savings or in liquid assets 
(Hawaii 1991:4-5). “Affordable housing” is not within reach of about three fifths 
of Hawai‘i’s households. The 1990 Hawai‘i State Housing Functional Plan 

includes in the “affordable housing” category “housing for persons or families 

whose incomes are identified as one hundred forty percent or less of the area 
median income for each of the counties of Hawai‘i, Maui, Honolulu, and Kaua‘i, 

as determined by the United States Department of Housing and Urban Develop- 
ment (HUD) from time to time, as adjusted by family size” (Hawaii 1990:1). 

These families could qualify for government assistance in buying a home. There 

is a shortfall, however, of between 20,000 to 35,000 units in the “affordable” 

category (Hawaii 1989a:4; Dinell 1990:22). By the year 2000, 86,000 units will 

be needed statewide. Of these, 64,000 units will be needed by low- and moderate- 
income households. The public sector will provide 20,000 units and the private 
sector about 40,000; a shortfall of 24,000 units (Hawaii 1991:11). 

“This deterioration in affordability was due almost exclusively to rising 

home prices since the slightest rise in mortgage interest rates was offset by the 
rise in average income” (Hawai‘i 1991:4). Be that as it may, people who cannot 
afford buying their own home, with or without governmental assistance, still 
need a place to stay. They could rent only if rentals are available and affordable. 

The Rental Market 

Between 1980-1989, the number of households in Hawai‘i had grown by 
22.8% while the supply of all housing had increased by 17.7% (Hawai‘i 1991:9). 
In 1987, there were 199,645 residential rental units statewide. Four thousand 


