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Executive Summary 
 

This report includes review and documentation of the existing land use conditions on 
Oahu, and will form the basis for the existing land use section of the Oahu Regional 
Transportation Plan 2035.   

Land use laws and regulations help manage location and type of growth and 
development and provide environmental protections. Development and Sustainable 
Communities Plans cover the eight regions on Oahu and help guide land use 
decisions. Conservation district land covers about 41 percent of the total land area of 
Oahu. In addition, there are over 60 reserves on Oahu, including National Wildlife 
Refuges, State recreation areas and parks, and scenic shorelines. Wetlands and 
critical habitat are further areas that receive special protections. 
Socioeconomic characteristics influence travel patterns.  As shown below in Tables 
3-1 and 3-2, respectively, in 2007, Oahu had a population of approximately 905,500, 
and the island had 556,800 jobs. The service and retail employment sectors were 
the top two sectors in terms of number of jobs, comprising nearly 60% of all jobs on 
Oahu. 
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1  Introduction 

1.1 Report Purpose 
This report includes review and documentation of existing islandwide land use, 
economic development, and socioeconomic conditions. It will form the basis for the 
existing land use conditions section of the Oahu Regional Transportation Plan 2035. 

1.2 Report Overview 
This report provides a description and evaluation of the existing land use conditions 
affecting the transportation system on the island of Oahu. It begins with an overview 
of land use, including policies regarding conservation designated lands, followed by 
information on socioeconomic conditions on the island. 

 

 

  

 





 

2 Land Use 
This chapter provides a description and evaluation of the existing land use 
conditions, which affect the transportation system. It includes a discussion of land 
use constraints, including conservation areas and environmentally protected areas. 

2.1 State Land Use Districts 
The overall framework of land use management was established by Chapter 205, 
Hawaii Revised Statutes (as amended), originally adopted by the State Legislature in 
1961. All lands in the State of Hawaii (State) are classified into one of four Land Use 
Districts:  

• Urban 

• Rural 

• Agricultural 

• Conservation 

The 1961 legislation establishing a state-wide zoning system was a response to 
growing concerns that scattered subdivisions created challenges in public service 
provision and conversion of prime agricultural land to residential use. The Land Use 
Commission (LUC) was established to administer this state-wide zoning law. The 
LUC is responsible for preserving and protecting Hawaii’s lands and encouraging the 
most suitable uses for the land. (State of Hawaii Land Use Commission, 2009).   

Oahu has three districts: Agricultural, Conservation, and Urban, the boundaries of 
which are established by the Commission. Figure 2-1 below describes the locations 
of the State Land Use Districts. 
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Figure 2-1: State Land Use Districts 

 
 

2.1.1 Urban District 
The Urban District generally includes lands with concentrations of people, structures 
and services that are “city-like.”  The Urban District also includes vacant areas for 
future development. In general, lot sizes and uses permitted in Urban District areas 
are established by the City and County of Honolulu (City) through ordinances or 
rules. On Oahu, approximately 160 square miles are within the Urban District. 

2.1.2 Agricultural District 
The Agricultural District is comprised of lands for growing crops, aquaculture, raising 
livestock, wind energy facilities, timber cultivation, agriculture-support activities (such 
as employee housing), and land with significant potential for agriculture uses. The 
Agricultural District lands are divided into agricultural categories, based on 
productivity. The intent is to preserve the most valuable agricultural lands for the 
most productive agricultural use. Golf courses and golf-related activities may also be 
included in the Agricultural District in some cases, if the land is not in the highest 
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productivity categories. Agricultural District land totals approximately 190 square 
miles. 

2.1.3 Conservation District 
The Conservation District includes lands that are in existing forest and water reserve 
zones, plus areas necessary for protecting watersheds and water sources, scenic 
and historic areas, parks, wilderness, open space, recreational areas, habitats of 
endemic plants, fish, and wildlife, and all submerged lands beyond the shoreline. 
The Conservation District also includes lands subject to flooding and soil erosion. 

Conservation Districts are administered by the State Board of Land and Natural 
Resources, and uses are governed by rules set by the State Department of Land 
and Natural Resources (DNLR). Conservation District land covers approximately 40 
percent of the total land area of the island. More detail on the Conservation District 
lands is provided in Section 2.2. 

2.2 Conservation Designated Lands 
About two million acres of land in the State have been designated as conservation 
and are contained within the Conservation District. Ownership of these lands is held 
by both public and private entities. The DLNR Office of Conservation and Coastal 
Lands (OCCL) provides regulatory oversight in balancing the preservation of these 
lands with proposed development. It is the mission and goal of OCCL to protect and 
conserve Conservation District lands and beaches within the State for the benefit of 
present and future generations, pursuant to Article Xl, Section 1, of the Hawaii State 
Constitution. These lands encompass the State’s terrestrial and marine 
environments, with special emphasis on coastal areas and beaches. 

Figure 2-2 identifies the Conservation District lands on the island of Oahu, and Table 
2-1 tabulates the land area in each subzone. 

Lands that have been identified in the Conservation District are classified into one of 
five subzones, the most restrictive of which is the “protective” subzone. These 
subzones identify land uses that may be applied for in the Conservation District. 
Descriptions of these subzones are summarized below from more detailed 
information found in Section 13-5-11 of the Hawaii Administrative Rules (September 
6, 1994). 

1. Protective: To protect valuable resources in designated areas such as 
restricted watersheds, marine, plant, and wildlife sanctuaries; significant 
historic, archaeological, geological, and volcanological features and sites; and 
other designated unique areas.  

2. Limited: To limit uses where natural conditions suggest constraints on human 
activities. Examples include lands susceptible to floods, soil erosion, tsunami, 
flooding, volcanic activity, or landslides; and lands that have a general slope 
of forty percent or more.  
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3. Resource: To develop, with proper management, areas to ensure sustained 
use of the natural resource for those areas. These include providing for future 
parkland and outdoor recreation uses (e.g., hunting, hiking, and camping), as 
well as the growing and harvesting of commercial timber. 

4. General: To designate open space where specific conservation uses may not 
be defined, but where urban use would be premature. This subzone includes 
lands with topography, soils, climate, or other related environmental factors 
that may not be normally adaptable or presently needed for urban, rural, or 
agricultural use; and encompasses lands suitable for farming, nurseries, etc.   

5. Special: Provides for areas possessing unique developmental qualities, which 
complement the natural resources of the area.  

6. Undesignated: These are lands that have been transferred into the 
Conservation District by the LUC pending a rule amendment to designate the 
land into a subzone. 

Figure 2-2: Conservation District Subzones 
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Table 2-1 Land Area in Subzones  
 

Subzone*  Square Meters Acres 

Percent of Oahu’s 
Conservation 

Lands  
Protective 151,435,000  37,400 24%  
Limited  53,341,600 13,200 8%  
Resource  357,333,500  88,300 56%  
General  71,773,200  17,700 11%  
Special  1,148,400  300 Less than 1%  
Undesignated  7,496,400 1,900 1%  
Total  642,528,100 158,800 100%  
*Does not include the 2,259,100 square meters (approximately 558 acres) of the conservation areas outside of the coastline, such as 
Hanauma Bay.  
 

Section 13-5-22 of the Hawaii Administrative Rules provides direction regarding 
proposed uses in the protective subzone. These include data collection, fishponds, 
agricultural and single family residences, landscaping, public purpose uses, 
sanctuaries, signs, and replacement of existing structures. Allowable “public purpose 
uses,” include transportation systems “undertaken by the State of Hawaii or the 
counties to fulfill a mandated governmental function.”  The implementing agency 
would therefore be responsible for ensuring that the relevant permits, such as a 
Conservation District Use Application, are acquired in the relevant planning, 
environmental, and detailed design stages of project development.  

2.2.1 Reserves 
There are over 60 reserves on Oahu, shown in Figure 2-3. The types of reserves 
include: 

• Forest Reserve  

• Game Management Area  

• Natural Area Reserve 

• National Wildlife Refuge 

• Scenic Shoreline 

• State Monument 

• State Recreation Area 

• State Park 

• Seabird Sanctuary 

• State Wayside 

• Nature Conservancy  

• Wildlife Sanctuary  
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In terms of land area, the DLNR Division of Forestry & Wildlife manages about 
29,400 acres, the Department of Land & Natural Resources Division of State Parks 
9,600 acres, the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service (USFWS) 4,800 acres, and the Nature 
Conservancy 3,600 acres, for a total of 47,500 acres of reserves on Oahu. 

Figure 2-3: Reserves 

 

2.2.2 Watersheds 
In 1987, the State Water Code was adopted by the Hawaii Legislature, which set in 
place various layers of protection for all waters in the Hawaiian Islands. The State 
Commission on Water Resource Management, also called the Water Commission, 
sets policies and approves water allocations for all water users.  

Although under the Code primary responsibility for the protection of groundwater 
resources was assigned to the State Department of Health, the City Board of Water 
Supply continues to maintain policies to regulate and protect watersheds and 
activities over the island's basal aquifers.   

Watersheds are areas from which the domestic water supply is or may be obtained 
or an area where water infiltrates into artesian or other groundwater areas from 
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which the domestic water supply may be obtained. Restricted watersheds are water 
supplies that are vulnerable to contamination by public access and are therefore 
closed to public access (Hawaii Administrative Rules, Section 13-105).  Restricted 
watersheds are shown in Figure 2-4. 

Figure 2-4: Restricted Watersheds 

 

2.2.3 Wetlands 
Wetlands are regulated by several Federal and State agencies. Under Section 404 
of the Clean Water Act, the discharge of dredge or fill material into “waters of the 
U.S.” and adjacent wetlands automatically triggers the need for a permit from the 
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers. This also triggers the need for a Section 401 Water 
Quality Certification from the Clean Water Branch of the State Department of Health. 
Wetlands on Oahu are shown in Figure 2-5. 
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Figure 2-5: Wetlands 

 

2.2.4 Critical Habitat 
Critical habitat is a specific area needed by an endangered or threatened animal or 
plant in order for it to recover to a normal distribution. Critical habitat areas: 

• May require special management, such as protection from development 

• May include an area that the species is not currently using but will need to 
use as its population grows and recovers 

• Are only officially designated after a public comment period 

The USFWS designates critical habitat pursuant to the Endangered Species Act of 
1973, as amended, for 99 species of plants known historically from the island of 
Oahu. A total of approximately 55,040 acres of land on Oahu fall within the 
boundaries of the 303 critical habitat units designated for the 99 species (USFWS, 
2004).  
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Figure 2-6 shows the critical habitat areas for plants and the Elepaio, a bird listed as 
endangered on Oahu. 

Figure 2-6: Critical Habitat 

 

2.2.5 Na Ala Hele Trails 
“Na Ala Hele” is the State of Hawaii Trail and Access Program. It was established in 
1988 and is administered by the DLNR Division of Forestry and Wildlife. The trails on 
Oahu are shown in Figure 2-7. 

The program was created in response to concern about the loss of public access to 
certain trails and the threat to historic trails from development pressure. Na Ala Hele 
has become increasingly involved in trail management and regulatory issues (Na Ala 
Hele Trail & Access System, 2009). 

Administrative directives of the Na Ala Hele program include the following:  

• Regulate activity for specific trails and accesses  

• Conduct trail and access inventory and classification  

Oahu Regional Transportation Plan 2035 Project  October 2009 
Existing Land Use Conditions Report  Page 2-9 



 

• Investigate potential and needed trails and accesses  

• Examine legal issues associated with trails and access  

• Act as point of contact for trail and access information and issues  

• Conduct trail and access advisory council meetings  

Staff and community volunteers are involved in activities including constructing, 
restoring, and maintaining trails and access roads.   

Figure 2-7: Na Ala Hele Trails 

 

2.2.6 Parks 
Parks on Oahu include City, State, Federal and other types of parks, including 
neighborhood and community parks, golf courses, and beaches. Parks are vital 
assets to the social, cultural, environmental and economic health of our 
communities. Park locations are shown in Figure 2-8.  
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Figure 2-8: Parks 

 

2.3 Development Plan Areas 
Oahu is divided into eight geographic regions, as delineated by the City and County 
of Honolulu General Plan (as amended), 2002. The development plan areas include 
the Primary Urban Center, East Honolulu, Central Oahu, Ewa, Waianae, North 
Shore, Koolauloa, and Koolaupoko. Each area has a Development or Sustainable 
Communities Plan that is administered by the Department of Planning and 
Permitting (DPP) after being adopted by City Council ordinance. Together with the 
General Plan, the Development and Sustainable Communities Plans guide 
population and land use growth over time spans of 20 years or more.   

Of the eight documents for the development plan areas, the plans for Ewa and the 
Primary Urban Center are entitled “Development Plans.”  The plans for the other six 
regions are called “Sustainable Communities Plans” to reflect more accurately their 
policy intent.  

The eight Development Plan Areas, shown in Figure 2-9 are: 
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• Central Oahu - The Central Oahu Sustainable Communities Plan’s vision 
includes the protection of agricultural and preservation areas; revitalization of 
Waipahu and Wahiawa; and continued development of master planned 
communities in Mililani, Royal Kunia, Koa Ridge, and Waiawa. 

• East Honolulu - The Plan supports containment of urban development; 
protection of agricultural areas, limitations on population and commercial 
growth, protection and preservation of significant scenic views and natural 
areas, expansion of public access to mountain and shoreline areas, and 
changes to the housing supply to accommodate changing demographics. 

• Ewa - Ewa’s Development Plan vision includes protecting prime agricultural 
lands and natural, historical, and cultural resources; supporting a secondary 
urban center at Kapolei; establishing a regional open space network; 
promoting master planned communities; and providing adequate 
infrastructure to meet current and future needs. 

• Koolaupoko - The Sustainable Communities Plan seeks to preserve the 
natural, scenic, cultural, historical and agricultural resources of Koolaupoko 
and to protect the residential environment of its neighborhoods. The Plan 
calls for adaptation of the traditional Hawaiian land division system, the 
ahupuaa1 as a basis for land use and natural resources management. 

• Koolauloa - The Plan’s vision is to preserve Koolauloa's rustic qualities and 
"old Hawaii" character. Measures for accomplishing this include geographic 
boundaries and policies that define how community needs should be 
balanced with the protection and enhancement of the area’s natural, scenic, 
and cultural qualities. 

• North Shore - The North Shore Sustainable Communities Plan aims for 
retention of the region's scenic open spaces, coastal resources, and elements 
of the community's cultural and plantation history. The Plan includes policies 
that support diversified agriculture and commercial activity in the towns of 
Haleiwa and Waialua, while retaining their historic character. 

• Primary Urban Center - The Primary Urban Center Development Plan 
presents a vision and set of planning policies for the most populated area on 
Oahu. The Plan seeks to enhance lifestyle choices for residents, provide 
business and economic development opportunities for present and future 
enterprises, and enhance the attractiveness of Honolulu and its 
neighborhoods for residents and visitors. 

• Waianae - The Plan's vision seeks to preserve the region's country character 
by preserving agricultural land and open space, supporting small town values, 
and maintaining a land use pattern that reflects the use of the ahupuaa as a 
tool for physical and resource planning. 

                                            
 
1  The ahupuaa is an ancient Hawaiian land division system which contained strips of land that extended from 
the mountain to the sea. The ahupuaa supported a self-contained community. 



 

Figure 2-9: Development Plan Areas 

 

2.4 Hawaiian Home Lands  
The Hawaiian Homes Commission Act (HHCA), passed in 1921, mandated that the 
Federal government set aside approximately 200,000 acres as a land trust for 
homesteading by native Hawaiians. The HHCA, with amendments, is still in effect 
today. The Act included a controversial definition of "Native Hawaiians" as persons 
with 50 percent or more Hawaiian blood. To carry out the HHCA, the State 
Department of Hawaiian Home Lands provides benefits to native Hawaiians in the 
form of 99-year homestead leases for one dollar per year. In 1990, the Legislature 
authorized the Department to extend leases for an aggregate term not to exceed 
199 years (State Department of Hawaiian Home Lands, 2009). Homestead leases 
are for residential, agricultural, or pastoral purposes. Aquacultural leases are also 
authorized, but none have been awarded. Hawaiian Home Lands are shown on the 
map in Figure 2-10.  

Another consideration in native Hawaiian lands are the Crown Lands. The Crown 
Lands are about one million acres of land statewide that King Kamehameha III set 
aside in 1848 for the Hawaiian Monarch. The Crown Lands are considered by many 
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as the core of the land base for any potentially forthcoming Native Hawaiian 
government.  

Figure 2-10: Hawaiian Home Lands 

 
 

2.5 Government-Owned Lands  
Government-owned lands, shown in Figure 2-11, include those owned by the City, 
State, and Federal government, plus those owned by the State Department of 
Hawaiian Home Lands. Of the government-owned lands, the State holds about 49 
percent, the Federal government 39 percent and the City 12 percent. The State-
owned lands are predominantly parks and reserves. Many of the City’s lands also 
are parks. Just over half of the federally-owned land is used by the military.     
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Figure 2-11: Government-Owned Lands 
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3  Socioeconomic Conditions 
 
Socioeconomic and demographic characteristics influence the travel patterns found on the 
island of Oahu. The demand for travel is directly related to the density and geographic 
distribution of population and land use.   

3.1 Population 
Table 3-1 lists population statistics by transportation analysis area (TAA). In 2007, 
the total island population is estimated to be approximately 905,500 persons.  Table 
3-1 shows the population in 2007 by TAA and Figure 3-2 displays population density 
by TAA. 

Table 3-1: Existing Population by TAA for Oahu 

Transportation Analysis Area (TAA)  
Year 2007 
Population 

Percentage of 
Total 

1. Ward-Chinatown  10,600 1.2% 
2. Kakaako  10,400 1.1% 
3. Punchbowl-Sheridan-Date  72,800 8.0% 
4. Waikiki  19,500 2.2% 
5. Kahala-Tantalus  73,300 8.1% 
6. Pauoa-Kalihi  77,200 8.5% 
7. Iwilei-Mapunapuna-Airport  16,300 1.8% 
8. Hickam-Pearl Harbor  18,500 2.0% 
9. Moanalua-Halawa  54,000 6.0% 
10. Aiea-Pearl City  67,300 7.4% 
11. Honouliuli-Ewa Beach  53,600 5.9% 
12. Kapolei-Ko Olina-Kalaeloa  18,300 2.0% 
13. Makakilo-Makaiwa  15,600 1.7% 
14. Waipahu-Waikele-Kunia  56,100 6.2% 
15. Waiawa-Koa Ridge  11,900 1.3% 
16. Mililani-Melemanu-Kipapa  53,400 5.9% 
17. Wahiawa-Whitmore-Schofield  35,700 3.9% 
18. East Honolulu  48,800 5.4% 
19. Kaneohe-Kahaluu-Kualoa  53,600 5.9% 
20. Kailua-Mokapu-Waimanalo  62,500 6.9% 
21. Koolauloa  14,400 1.6% 
22  North Shore  18,000 2.0% 
23. Waianae Coast  43,700 4.8% 

Total  905,500 100% 

Data source: DPP, 2009. 
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Figure 3-1: Population Density by TAA 

 

3.2 Employment 
Table 3-2 shows employment statistics by TAA. Total employment on Oahu in 2007 
is estimated at about 556,800 jobs. Figure 3-3 shows employment by TAA. Table 3-
3 identifies employment statistics by category for 2007. 
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Table 3-2 Existing Employment by TAA for Oahu  

Transportation Analysis Area (TAA)  
Year 2007 

Employment 
Percentage of 

Total 

1. Ward-Chinatown      57,300  10.3% 
2. Kakaako      33,300  6.0% 
3. Punchbowl-Sheridan-Date      52,600  9.4% 
4. Waikiki      46,100  8.3% 
5. Kahala-Tantalus      38,500  6.9% 
6. Pauoa-Kalihi      22,500  4.0% 
7. Iwilei-Mapunapuna-Airport      76,900  13.8% 
8. Hickam-Pearl Harbor      26,800  4.8% 
9. Moanalua-Halawa      16,500  3.0% 
10. Aiea-Pearl City      24,300  4.4% 
11. Honouliuli-Ewa Beach      14,000  2.5% 
12. Kapolei-Ko Olina-Kalaeloa      22,500  4.0% 
13. Makakilo-Makaiwa       2,100  0.4% 
14. Waipahu-Waikele-Kunia      17,500  3.1% 
15. Waiawa-Koa Ridge       6,200  1.1% 
16. Mililani-Melemanu-Kipapa      19,300  3.5% 
17. Wahiawa-Whitmore-Schofield      19,500  3.5% 
18. East Honolulu       7,000  1.3% 
19. Kaneohe-Kahaluu-Kualoa      12,600  2.3% 
20. Kailua-Mokapu-Waimanalo      25,000  4.5% 
21. Koolauloa       5,800  1.0% 
22  North Shore       4,000  0.7% 
23. Waianae Coast       6,500  1.2% 
Total    556,800  100.0% 
Data source: DPP, 2009. 

Table 3-3 Existing Employment by Category for Oahu  
 

Employment Category  Year 2007 

 
Percentage 

of Total  
Military 
Government  
Hotel  
Agriculture 
Transportation/Communications/Utilities 
Industrial  
Finance/Insurance/Real Estate  
Service  
Retail  
Construction  

44,200 
 37,400 
 16,500 
 2,500 

 42,500 
 30,400 
 28,900 

 224,000 
 99,500 
 30,900 

7.9% 
6.7% 
3.0% 
0.5% 
7.6% 
5.5% 
5.2% 

40.2% 
17.9% 
5.5% 

Total Employment  556,800 100%  
Data source: DPP, 2009. 
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Figure 3-2: Employment by TAA 

 
 

3.3 Visitor Industry 
The island of Oahu is a popular visitor destination and this is borne out by the 
number of hotel rooms on the island. There were an estimated 33,800 visitor units 
on Oahu in 2007, with over 85% of these located in Waikiki. Visitor units include 
hotel rooms and housing units held for use by visitors. 

The visitor industry generates a quarter of Hawaii’s tax revenue and approximately 
twenty percent of all economic activity. Total tourism spending in 2007 was $12.8 
billion (State of Hawaii, 2008). The Department of Business, Economic Development 
and Tourism estimates that the economic activity generated by visitor related 
expenditures in 2005 resulted in over 211,000 jobs or as many as one in every three 
jobs in the state (Tourism Workforce Strategic Plan 2007-2015).  Tourism also 
generates additional demands on the transportation system through use of transit 
services, rental cars, and other commercial transportation systems available on the 
island. 
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3.4 Military 
U.S. military presence in Hawaii contributes towards ensuring that peace and 
stability are maintained throughout the Asia Pacific region.  With expenditures 
totaling $8.2 billion in 2007, defense expenditures remain the second major source 
of revenue to Hawaii’s economy, next to tourism.  The $8.2 billion in spending 
results in direct and indirect impacts totaling $12.2 billion to Hawaii’s economy, and 
accounting for more than 110,000 jobs (Chamber of Commerce of Hawaii, 2009).  
Figure 3-3 shows the locations and number of military jobs in 2007. 

 

Figure 3-3: Military Jobs (2007) 
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