
 

The redevelopment of Kaka’ako –  
a case study of sustainable urban development in 

the core of Honolulu, Hawai’i 

 

 

Master thesis 

 

for the academic degree  

Master of Science 

 

submitted by  

Astrid Holzinger  

 

Department of Geography and Regional Science  

University of Graz 

 

Supervisor: O. Univ.-Prof. Dr. Friedrich M. Zimmermann 

 

Graz, 2018 



 2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Statutory Declaration 

I hereby declare that this master’s thesis has been written independently and 

without any assistance from third parties. All sources that have been used in the 

preparation of this thesis are listed in the bibliography. 

 

                            
Date        Signature 

  



 3 

Acknowledgment 

 

“Ukuli'i ka pua, onaona i ka mau'u.”  

(Tiny is the flower, yet it scents the grasses around it.) 

 

This thesis deals with the perception and evaluation of a current development in the 

city of Honolulu, Hawai’i. I have chosen this topic because of the interest I have 

developed for urban development and sustainability during the course of my studies. 

It is very impressive and instructive to study an American city with Asian influences 

when you live and study in a European city. Furthermore, I got this once in a lifetime 

opportunity to write about a neighborhood in Honolulu thanks to my supervisor Dr. 

Friedrich M. Zimmermann from the Department of Geography and Regional Science, 

University of Graz, and Dr. John Cusick from the University of Hawai’i at Manoa. I 

would like to express my gratitude to both of them for their support and mentoring. 

Dr. Zimmermann and his lectures and seminars inspired me during my entire time at 

the University of Graz and showed me want I want to do everyday in my life – 

geography.  

I would like to thank all of my interview partners for their time and for giving me 

insights into the exiting development of Kaka‘ako. Thanks to Thomas and Andrea for 

reading my work and giving me new input. Moreover, I want to thank my family for 

their immense help and patience. Thank you for providing me the possibility to study 

my passion and writing my thesis in Hawai’i. I greatly appreciate that. Finally, I would 

like to express my thanks to Uli who always believed in me and gives me strength 

and love.  

  



 4 

Abstract 

 

Cities have huge economic, environmental and social impacts on the world. 

Therefore, the integration of sustainability in the urban planning process is essential. 

While many technological solutions are created to be more sustainable in an 

ecological sense, efforts to reach more economic, social and institutional 

sustainability are often left behind. The logics of sustainability are a good approach 

to integrate all dimensions of sustainability and show the different visions and values 

of stakeholders of a development.  

This thesis deals with the redevelopment of the neighborhood Kaka‘ako in Honolulu 

and demonstrates the current projects, political structures and problems of this 

process. First of all, a theoretical framework will be presented. It gives an overview 

of the broad term of sustainability, introduces concepts of sustainable urban 

development and explains participation, as well as governance.  

The study area covers practical examples from the state level of Hawai’i to the local 

scale of the research neighborhood. In this part of the thesis, it will be examined 

how Hawaiians sense sustainability and how urban development in Honolulu is 

exercised. The major landowners of Kaka‘ako and the participation of residents are 

shown. Challenges such as affordability and homelessness are analyzed.  

A wide variety of expert interviews were conducted and the results are presented in 

the four dimensions of sustainability. A SWOT analysis that interconnects strength 

and weaknesses, as well as opportunities and threats, summarizes the outcome. The 

redevelopment of Kaka‘ako has some initial approaches on sustainability. Profit-

orientation and top-down political structures are still significant. The creation of an 

overall concept for the whole development in terms of sustainability and more 

public participation are desirable. 
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Zusammenfassung  

 

Städte haben große ökonomische, ökologische und soziale Einflüsse auf die Welt. 

Deshalb ist es umso wichtiger, dass Nachhaltigkeit einen Bestandteil der heutigen 

Stadtplanung darstellt. Während der Fokus häufig auf Nachhaltigkeit im 

ökologischen Sinne durch technologische Lösungen liegt, wird auf ökonomische, 

soziale und institutionelle Nachhaltigkeit oftmals vergessen. Die „logics of 

sustainability“ sind ein guter Ansatz, um alle Dimensionen der Nachhaltigkeit zu 

integrieren und die verschiedenen Visionen und Werte der StakeholderInnen 

aufzuzeigen.  

Diese Arbeit beschäftigt sich mit der Neugestaltung der Nachbarschaft Kaka’ako in 

Honolulu und veranschaulicht Projekte, politische Strukturen und Probleme dieses 

Entwicklungsprozesses. Zu Beginn wird die Theorie vorgestellt. Diese gibt einen 

Überblick über das unterschiedlich interpretierte und wahrgenommene Wort 

Nachhaltigkeit, stellt Konzepte der nachhaltigen Stadtentwicklung vor und 

beschreibt, wie Partizipation und Governance funktionieren.   

Das Untersuchungsthema deckt praktische Beispiele von der Landesebene Hawai’is 

bis zur örtlichen Ebene der Nachbarschaft Kaka’ako ab. Dieser Abschnitt untersucht 

wie die hawaiianische Bevölkerung Nachhaltigkeit wahrnimmt und Stadtentwicklung 

in Honolulu umgesetzt wird. Es werden die großen Landbesitzer von Kaka‘ako und 

die Beteiligungsinitiativen der EinwohnerInnen vorgestellt. Herausforderungen wie 

leistbares Wohnen und Obdachlosigkeit werden analysiert.  

Ein großes Spektrum an Experteninterviews wurde durchgeführt und die Ergebnisse 

anhand der vier Dimensionen der Nachhaltigkeit präsentiert. Eine SWOT Analysis, 

welche Stärken und Schwächen, sowie Möglichkeiten und Gefahren miteinander 

verknüpft, fasst diese Ergebnisse zusammen. Die Entwicklung in Kaka‘ako weist 

einige Ansätze von Nachhaltigkeit auf, Profitorientierung und “Top-Down” Politik 

sind dennoch dominierend. Der Entwurf eines einheitlichen Nachhaltigkeitskonzept 

für eine erfolgreiche Neugestaltung Kaka‘ako’s und eine aktivere Integration der 

BürgerInnen ist anzustreben.   
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1. Introduction  

1.1 Purpose of the research 

The urban core of Honolulu has experienced a renaissance in the past decade with 

major development along the south shore on the island of O’ahu. In particular, the 

former light industrial and commercial district of Kaka‘ako is a good example of new 

forms of urban redevelopment and renewal that attempt to infuse sustainability 

themes in the design and construction of multiple high-rises and mixed-use zones. 

The purpose of the master thesis is to examine new forms of urbanism using the 

theoretical frameworks of sustainability in the context of urban development, 

governance and community participation in the design process. Therefore the 

following research question need to be answered: 

Can the development of Kaka‘ako be regarded as a sustainable urban 

development?  

Additional questions that can be derived from the central research question are the 

following: 

 Who are the stakeholders of the redevelopment? 

 Is the process steered by financial interests focused on profit and return on 

investment or on the development of a model sustainable urban 

development involving public-private partnerships? 

 What is the role of and influence on the development by local and state 

governments? 

 What kind of opportunities and risks are associated with the redevelopment? 

 What are the governance approaches and/or ways of stakeholder 

participation? 

 How do residents of Kaka‘ako sense and perceive the changes occurring and 

planned for the near future for the neighborhood? 
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1.2 Structure and methodology 

 

Figure 1: Structure of the thesis. (Source: Holzinger 2018) 

Figure 1 demonstrates the structure of the thesis. It can be split into a theoretical 

part (chapter 2 – 4), an introduction of the study area (chapter 5) and a fieldwork 

with an analysis (chapter 6). Finally, a conclusion will be drawn. The arrows in both 

directions symbolize the connection between theory and reality. It can be seen as a 

continuous feedback loop. 

After the introduction with the presentation of the research questions, the 

methodology and the structure, a theoretical framework will be built. It starts with 

the broad meaning of sustainability and continues to go more and more into detail 

on sustainable urban development, as well as participation and governance.  

The study area shows how the theoretical part looks like in reality in Hawai’i. The 

chapter deals with sustainability in Hawai’i and goes slowly deeper into the topic 

until an explanation of the key players in Kaka‘ako and the position of the residents 

is reached. It follows a very similar structure as the theoretical part for a better 

comparison and understanding.  
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Following an intense literature review, the creation of a theoretical framework and 

an introduction of the study area, the research methods and results are going to be 

presented in chapter 6. Methods include expert interviews with key informants, 

narrative interviews with a variety of business and resident stakeholders of Kaka‘ako, 

and participation at several events and meetings. The evaluation conforms to the 

logics of sustainability. Therefore, the results are classified into the four dimensions 

of sustainability and also shown in a SWOT analysis.  

The logics of sustainability by Janschitz and Zimmermann (2010) merge the 

tedrahedra of sustainability (see chapter 2.2) and the logical levels of Neuro-

Linguistic Programming. The logical levels contain a hierarchy of aspects shaping the 

human way of thinking and acting. They consist of five levels:  

1. The basic level is the human environment, the external constraints of a 

person. 

2. A person operates on that environment through his or her behavior. 

3. Mental maps and strategies of a person, which define the capabilities, guide 

the behavior. 

4. These capabilities are organized by belief systems.  

5. Beliefs are built on values and identity.  

(Janschitz et. al. 2010, p. 135). 

“Environment” would be the lowest level and “identity” the highest. The higher 

levels organize and control processes of the lower levels. Therefore, the impact of 

higher level changes is more important and sustainable because it consequently 

effects the levels below. However, many people and developments are focusing on 

working in the lower levels because it is the easiest, fastest and most visible way 

(ibid. p. 136).  
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Figure 2: Logics of sustainability. (Source: Janschitz and Zimmermann 2010) 
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2. Sustainable urban development  

Today, more than half of the world’s population lives in urban areas. Forecasts 

predict that 66% of all humans live in cities by 2050. (United Nations 2014, p. 2). The 

rapid urbanization is causing pressure on fresh water supplies, sewage, the living 

environment, and public health. In addition, all cities occupy only three per cent of 

the Earth’s land, but account for 60-80 % of energy consumption and 75 % of carbon 

emission. Hence, urban development is a significant component in terms of 

sustainability. One of the sustainable development goals that have been decided at 

the Rio+20 United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development, “the future we 

want”, is goal 11, “make cities inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable” (United 

Nations 2017). The targets of goal 11 are: 

 By 2030, ensure access for all to adequate, safe and affordable housing and 

basic services and upgrade slums. 

 By 2030, provide access to safe, affordable, accessible and sustainable 

transport systems for all, improving road safety, notably by expanding public 

transport, with special attention to the needs of those in vulnerable 

situations, women, children, persons with disabilities and older persons. 

 By 2030, enhance inclusive and sustainable urbanization and capacity for 

participatory, integrated and sustainable human settlement planning and 

management in all countries. 

 Strengthen efforts to protect and safeguard the world’s cultural and natural 

heritage. 

 By 2030, significantly reduce the number of deaths and the number of people 

affected and substantially decrease the direct economic losses relative to 

global gross domestic product caused by disasters, including water-related 

disasters, with a focus on protecting the poor and people in vulnerable 

situations. 

 By 2030, reduce the adverse per capita environmental impact of cities, 

including by paying special attention to air quality and municipal and other 

waste management. 
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 By 2030, provide universal access to safe, inclusive and accessible, green and 

public spaces, in particular for women and children, older persons and 

persons with disabilities. 

 Support positive economic, social and environmental links between urban, 

peri-urban and rural areas by strengthening national and regional 

development planning. 

 By 2020, substantially increase the number of cities and human settlements 

adopting and implementing integrated policies and plans towards inclusion, 

resource efficiency, mitigation and adaptation to climate change, resilience 

to disasters, and develop and implement, in line with the Sendai Framework 

for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015-2030, holistic disaster risk management at 

all levels. 

 Support least developed countries, including through financial and technical 

assistance, in building sustainable and resilient buildings utilizing local 

materials. 

(United Nations 2017). 

This chapter will give an understanding of the approaches of sustainability on the 

one hand and concepts of sustainable urban development on the other hand. 

Furthermore, it will give insights into characteristics of US cities. It is seen as the 

fundament of the theory but also essential to grasp the case studies.  

 

2.1 Definition and approaches of sustainability  

The word sustainability comes from the Latin “sustinere”, which means to hold up or 

support. The Websters Ninth New Collegiate Dictionary (1984) defined the verb “to 

sustain” as “to give support or relief to maintain”, “nourish”, “keep up, prolong” and 

“to support the weight of”. In other words, sustainability is the capacity to continue 

and keep going (Helber et. al. 2011, p. 4). 

In the German-speaking area the word “Nachhaltigkeit” (“sustainability”) originate 

from forestry. It was first used in the year 1713 by Hans Carl von Carlowitz, who 
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asked in his book “Sylvicultura oeconomica” for a “continuierliche, beständige und 

nachhaltige Nutzung des Waldes” (“continuous, constant and sustainable use of the 

forest”). There has been an extreme shortage of timber caused by mismanagement. 

The concept of von Carlowitz earmarked the forest as a natural resource. Only as 

many trees should be harvested as they can be replaced (Ninck 1997, p. 42ff.).  

The term “sustainable” first appeared in the global lexicon in the 1980s as the media 

made people aware of the growing global problems of overpopulation, drought, 

famine and environmental degradation that had been the subject of Dennis 

Meadows et al. publication “The Limits to Growth” in 1972. The word gained much 

popularity with the publication of the report of the United Nations World 

Commission on Environment and Development, the Brundtland Report (1987) “Our 

Common Future”. The report provided the answer for the growing global problems 

with the concept of “sustainable development” (Keiner 2006, p. 19).  

“Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the present 

without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs. It 

contains within it two key concepts: 

 The concept of 'needs', in particular the essential needs of the world's poor, to 

which overriding priority should be given; and 

 The idea of limitations imposed by the state of technology and social 

organization on the environment's ability to meet present and future needs” 

(WCED 1987). 

With the Brundtland Report the term “sustainability” got an anthropocentric 

perspective. Human’s protect the environment not only for its own sake but also in 

the interest of the whole mankind. Since then, sustainability is an essential element 

of many congresses and political discussions worldwide. The debate about 

sustainability has not yet been completed. The term stays abstract and vague 

(Zimmermann 2016, p. 5).  

As a result, people define sustainability in the ways that suit their applications. 

However, sustainability can be organized according to a common set of dimensions. 
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Zimmermann 2016 differentiates between up to four dimensions of sustainability: 

environmental, economic, social and institutional. There are various weightings of 

those dimensions that change the value and aim.  

 Representatives of the “one-pillar-model” turn the environmental dimension 

into the highest priority. With the environment in the center, society treats 

the nature and natural resources future-oriented. This would be the solution 

of all problems. Social and economic concerns are only playing a marginal 

role in this approach. They do not represent their own dimensions but are 

integrated into the environmental element. 

 The “three-pillar-model” indicates that sustainable development can only be 

achieved by an equal consideration of the environmental, economical and 

social dimension. However, there are disadvantages of a separate 

representation of those three dimensions. There is no interaction between 

the different parts and the integrated impression of sustainability is missing. 

Sustainability has to be seen as the link between all three parts. The term 

sustainability is meant by the intersection of the three dimensions. 

 

 Another concept defines those three dimensions as interlinked elements of 

sustainability. The economic dimension is enclosed by the social dimension 

that is surrounded by the environmental dimension. The social dimension is 

Figure 3: Sustainability as a link between the dimensions. (Source: Holzinger 2018, adapted from 
Zimmermann 2016) 
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the link between the others because it makes use of the resources for the 

environmental dimension but also the capital of the economic dimension. 

The environmental dimension can be seen as the fundament of this approach.  

 

Figure 4: The three dimensions as interlinked elements of sustainability. (Source:  
Holzinger 2018, adapted from Zimmermann 2016) 

 

 The most complex model of sustainability consists out of four dimensions. In 

addition to the three dimensions already mentioned in the models before the 

institutional dimension is included. The fourth dimension is required because 

an institutional framework is needed for the implementation of solutions. 

This concept is called “tetrahedra of sustainability”.  

(Zimmermann 2016 p. 17ff.) 

 



 19 

 

Figure 5: Tetrahedra of sustainability. (Source: Janschitz and Zimmermann 2010) 

 

2.2 Urban development in the US city  

Cities get much attention in sustainability discussions. Urban development has three 

important characteristics according to Fassmann (2009):  

 A temporal dimension  

 An analytical (historically changes) and normative (desirable state) 

significance  

 Different levels of scale (whole city, districts, area)  

Urban development is a process that is limited in time and modifies the physical and 

social structures of a city. Many researchers focus on the physical spatial 

development, such as architecture and city planning and afterwards deal with social 

and cultural processes. Others start with inequality or gentrification to explain 

changes and discuss the social consequences (Fassmann 2009, p. 73 f.).  
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2.2.1 History 

This paper sets the beginning of the Anglo-American city in the establishment of 

cities through the European colonization. The first settlements can be seen as 

gateway ports. These control points acted for the assembly of staple commodities 

for export, for the distribution of imported manufactured goods and for the civil 

administration of the new territories. In the beginning, each of these gateway ports 

functioned independently and with a stronger connection to the European cities 

than with one another. As colonization extend, the hinterlands became local market 

towns. These market towns became inland gateways that cultivated food (Knox 1994, 

p. 23f).  

The Anglo-American city still has some European influence in its architecture. The 

Spanish “plaza” is situated in the southwest of the US and the English “common” can 

be recognized in New England. Furthermore, the grid plans were applied in the 

Spanish, also sometimes in the French and English city foundation. In contrast to the 

European city, the American city has placed the shops and service companies along 

the “main street” and not the market place (Hofmeister 1991, p. 126 f.). “The 

Spanish Plaza and the Italian Piazza serve both involvement and polychronic 

functions, whereas the strung-out Main Street so characteristic of United States 

reflects not only our structuring of time, but our lack of involvement in others” (Hall 

1966, p. 163, cited from Hofmeister 1991, p. 127 f.). 

During the Mercantile Epoch (1790 – 1840) the most distinctive growth arose in 

gateway cities along rivers and the ocean. The trade between the cities increased 

and cities started to specialize according to their comparative advantage. By 1840, 

the American urban system had become independent and began to be economically 

integrated (Knox 1994, p. 22ff). At that time, first signs of a separation of functions 

and segregation were shown. In Boston, for instance, a market district, a trade 

district in the harbor area and a financial district emerged. The inner city became the 

district of the socially deprived inhabitants, a precursor of slums (Hofmeister 1991, p. 

128).  
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An essential advancement brought the railroad. Many city foundations went hand in 

hand with the railroad expansion. The industrial cities grew and transport and 

communications networks became more efficient. The so-called Rust Belt, or earlier 

known as Manufacturing Belt, got more important (Knox 1994, p. 36). By 1920 it 

turned into a national economic heartland. The larger cities inside this belt became 

metropolitan centers and the smaller ones provided the settings for highly 

specialized manufacturing industries. However, the greatest symbol of the Anglo-

American city was set by the invention of skyscrapers. The first skyscraper was built 

in Chicago, the Life Insurance Building (Hofmeister 1991, p. 128). “Businesses (…) 

saw the immediate benefits of advertising their presence, their success, and their 

dependability through highly visible, symbolic structures. From the start, therefore, 

the skyscraper form was less of an architectural style than it was an expression of 

economics and advertising” (Knox 1994, p. 153).  

Automobile and trucks enabled peripheral residents to travel farther to work or to 

shop. As a result, small towns declined or stagnated. Additionally, ethnic minorities 

populated the inner city. From 1916-1918, the “Great Migration” brought African 

Americans from the rural South to the industrial cities of the North because of labor 

shortage during World War I (Knox 1994, p. 42). They came into the inner cities 

because of the proximity to industrial workplaces. It lead to successions and one 

group experienced social advancement and left the district to socially deprived 

groups (Hofmeister 1991, p. 130).  

The single-family house was the most popular way of living. The separation of living 

and working represented a progress. Living and leisure was assigned to the periphery 

and working to the inner city. Furthermore because foreigners mostly moved into 

the centers, the image of living in the inner city was weighed down with negative 

connotations. People with higher income moved to the suburbs. The process of 

suburbanization became a mass phenomenon after World War II. Hence, 

commercial strips with fast food restaurants, supermarkets, but also law offices and 

health centers arose along the arterial roads and brought a decay of the inner city. 

Furthermore, shopping malls offered people an attractive opportunity to spend time 

at (Bähr and Jürgens 2009, p. 172 ff.).  
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Since the 1980s, a new form of suburbanization is popular: the edge city. Those 

peripheral settlements do not only have a residential function, but also define an 

economic growth pole. There is more employment than residential population and 

more than 70% of the jobs are office activities. The centers are not seen as an 

extension or addition to the CBD (Central Business District), but an area of higher 

specification and qualification. People not longer commute from the periphery to 

the center, but from their residential suburb to a neighboring edge city, office park 

or industrial park (Bähr and Jürgens 2009, p. 175 f.).  

 

2.2.2 Chicago School Models  

After World War I, the Chicago School generated a construct for the connections of 

social and spatial structures. It was called “Social Ecology” and it has turned into one 

of the most important theoretical approaches in urban research. The Chicago School 

saw the city as a conclusion of social and spatial structures, in which certain 

population groups or uses exist. If the environment of a location changes, the use or 

population also changes. Every modification of the quality of the location causes an 

exchange or repression process of uses and groups. The market is the key element in 

these modifications. The market determines the prices for a location. If many people 

want to live in a certain area, the price will rise and those people who can afford and 

pay the price will “win”. On the other side, population groups that cannot afford the 

price get displaced (Fassmann 2009, p. 129f.).  

Models are simplified representations of the ideas behind Social Ecology. One of the 

oldest models is the Burgess model. Ernest Burgess invented it in 1925 and his model 

is an ideal-typical representation of cities in the Interwar period. It consists out of 

four zones of a city: the downtown, the zone of transition, the working class zone 

and the residential zone of the higher social class. The downtown or CBD (Central 

Business District) increases because of the economic growth and needs more offices 

and space. The residential function is displaced by the growth of the CBD and the 

industry moves away. Therefore, the zone around the CBD is called zone of 

transition. It contains the poorest segment of the urban population, mostly first 
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generation immigrants living in the lowest housing conditions. The zone of transition 

is followed by the zone of working-men’s home. The residential zone is on the 

outermost ring because they can afford longer commuting time. The further away 

from the CBD, the better is the quality of housing, but the longer is the commuting 

time. Thus, accessing better housing is done at the expense of longer commuting 

times (and costs) (Fassmann 2009, p. 130f.). 

An advancement of the Burgess model is the sectoral model, developed by Homer 

Hoyt. He studied patterns of rental values from 1878 to 1927 and came up with 

those generalizations:  

 Rent, and therefore socioeconomic status, varied within cities primarily by 

radial wedges (sectors)  

 The highest rents were to be found in a single sector that often extended out 

continuously from the CBD  

 Intermediate rents, associated with middle-class neighborhoods, were 

commonly found in sectors on either side of the high-rent, high-status sector 

 Low rents, associated with working class and low-income housing, were 

usually found on the side of the city opposite the high-rent sector 

 Over time, the high-rent sectors:  

o Tended to grow outward along major transportation routes 

o Tended to grow along ridges of high ground, free from the risk of 

flooding and with panoramic views 

o Tended to be drawn toward the homes of community leaders 

(Knox 1994, p. 100). 

Based on his generalizations he came up with a new model, the sector model. The 

dynamic of urban development is not guided by the CBD, however it is dependent of 

the major transportation routes and the habits of living of the upper class population. 

If the upper class population leaves a certain neighborhood, the lower class 

population takes it over. The real estate price is sinking in those neighborhoods. This 

accelerates the process of influx for the lower class population, however also the 
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exodus of the population with higher status. The process lasts as long as the balance 

is restored (Fassmann 2009, p. 132).  

The multiple nuclei model of C. D. Harris and E. L. Ullmann parts from the strict 

geometry of the previous models. The structure is based on the arrangement of the 

workplaces. A city might start with a single CBD, but over time the workplaces 

scatter and get modified. The scattered workplaces attract the surrounding 

population and act as a smaller nucleus in itself. After some time, the small nuclei 

gain importance and grow in size. This model shows a more realistic representation 

of the cities. Instead of concentrating all economic activities in one place, the 

influence of cars and the movement of goods are integrated (Paliwal 2016).  

 

Figure 6: Chicago School Models. (Source: lewishistoricalsociety.com) 

 

2.2.3 Structural elements of the Anglo-American city  

Especially German-language literature tries to visualize the demographic, social 

economic, technical and architectural features of the present Anglo-American city. 

Bähr and Jürgens (2009) list ten criteria:  
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1) The elevation is characterized through a concentration and superelevation in 

the center (“city”). The height of the buildings decreases towards the 

periphery. The so-called “urban sprawl” is the extension of the city into the 

surface. In suburban or exurban areas new “cities” can develop, however 

they are not comparable with the CBD. 

2) The grid plan is the typical layout of a city. It is only interrupted by historical 

persistent structures or by new concepts.  

3) The city has a functional separation that is shown in the development of 

separate districts in the CBD (such as a commercial district or a bank district). 

In the suburbia, offices, industrial parks, commercial strips and shopping 

malls are formed.  

4) Edge cities, suburbs with a good transport connection that have developed 

their own political, economic, and commercial base independent of the 

central city, lead to a decentralized structure. Furthermore, the CBD looses 

the significance because of the formation of edge cities.  

5) The superiority of the private transport is the reason for the functional 

separation of Anglo-American cities. Public transportation system is 

backward in many cities. 

6) The location of the residence shows the social status. Segregation is the 

practice or policy of separating a race, class, or group from the rest of society 

(Merriam-Webster 2016). Due to location, land prices, image or housing 

prices, social homogeneity is resulted. Ghettos and gilded ghettos of the 

middle and upper classes can be built. In addition, spatial and social mobility 

can be extremely high.  

7) Because of segregation and the structure of the city, cluster-like patterns of 

ethnicity can be characterized.  

8) Private investors define the development of a city. Public-private 

partnerships dominate the inner cities and developers create the suburban 

area.  

9) The public space is pushed back by the private space. An example for such a 

development is the form of housing called “Gated Community”.  
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10)  Gentrification, waterfront approach and neighborhood regeneration 

revitalize the inner cities. Renovation, reutilization and participative planning 

help to stop the urban decay. 

(Bähr and Jürgens 2009, p. 185 ff.). 

All of these elements can also be found in the city of Honolulu. Read more about 

Hawai’i and the history of Honolulu in chapter 5.2. 

 

2.3 Concepts of sustainable urban development  

As already mentioned in the beginning of chapter two, sustainable development is 

the “development which meets the needs of the present without compromising the 

ability of future generations to meet their own needs”. The concept consists out of 

three principles: Intergenerational equity, social justice and transfrontier 

responsibility. Intergenerational equity means that any human activity, such as 

natural capital assets should be considered equal to the present and to future 

generations (Pacione 2005, p. 606). The principle of social justice is the fair relation 

in terms of meeting the basic needs of all. Wider participation is one part of 

achieving the aim, also known as intragenerational equity. Transfrontier 

responsibility requires recognition and control of transfrontier pollution. The impacts 

of human activity should not involve a displacement of environmental problems 

(Haughton and Hunter 2003, p. 17).  

There is not only one concept that describes sustainable urban development. 

However, as the following examples show, they have similarities in their approach. 

The concept of urban sustainability by Pacione (2005) is organized in five 

dimensions: economic sustainability, social sustainability, natural sustainability, 

physical sustainability and political sustainability. Haughton and Hunter (2003) only 

mention three guiding principles of urban sustainability: the ecological, the social 

and economic (summarized into one principle), and the management guidelines. 

However, both strongly remind us of the tetrahedra of sustainability. The natural 

and physical sustainability as Pacione refers to can be transformed into the 
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ecological sustainability and the political and management dimension can be seen as 

the institutional sustainability. The United Nations created a four pillars concept that 

is very similar to the tetrahedra of sustainability. The integration of those four pillars 

can generate synergies, for example, between air quality conservation and green 

public transportation. To build upon this concept can be a challenge because cities 

are often at different stages of development and have their own responses to policy 

priorities (United Nations 2013, p. 63).  

 

Figure 7: Four pillars for achieving sustainability of cities. (Source: United Nations 2013) 

In the following, two integrative concepts of sustainable urban development will be 

presented.  

 

2.3.1 Compact city   

The compact city is one of the most discussed concepts in contemporary urban 

policy. In Northern America the movements promoting government regulation of 

urban growth according to the problematic of urban sprawl are referred to as “New 

Urbanism” and “Smart Growth”. In Europe the term compact city is more common 

(Dieleman et. al. 2004, p. 308).  

There is not only a single explanation to define the compact city. Although, different 

cities take different compact city forms according to their diversity, the OECD 
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formulate those key characteristics:  

 Dense and proximate development patterns  

 Urban areas linked by public transport systems  

 Accessibility to local services and jobs 

(OECD 2012, p. 27f.). 

The compact city can contribute to achieving urban sustainability in many ways. It 

leads to revitalized urban communities, repopulation of central cities, 

redevelopment of brownfield areas, housing affordability, more social equity and 

less racial and socio-economic segregation, reduced travel demand and shorter 

travel distances, more biking and walking, cost savings on infrastructure such as road, 

water and sewer infrastructure, preservation of farm land and open space, 

environmental protection and improved health (Burgess 2000, p. 9 f.). 

Another term that is essential for the case study and should not be confused with 

compact city is compact urban development. The main difference is the scale, as 

compact urban development refers to a development project on the neighborhood 

scale. It also involves density, mixed land use, public transport systems and 

ecological technologies (OECD 2012, p. 31).  

 

2.3.2 Smart City 

The concept of smart cities has a similar problem as compact cities. It is very hard to 

define, since a one-size-fits-all definition does not exist. The word “smart” is often 

used as a synonym for “intelligent” or “digital”. Many different approaches are 

mentioned by Albino et. al. It clarifies that the smart city concept is not limited to 

communication infrastructure, but it also looks at people and community needs. 

(Albino et. al. 2015, p. 4 ff.). For example, Caragliu et. al. (2011) argue, that “A city is 

smart when investments in human and social capital and traditional (transport) and 

modern (ICT) communication infrastructure fuel sustainable economic growth and a 

high quality of life, with a wise management of natural resources, through 
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participatory governance.”  

There are several characteristics of Smart City that are mentioned in literature and 

could be summed up into six main focuses: smart economy, smart people, smart 

governance, smart mobility, smart environment and smart living. Figure 8 shows the 

characteristics with their assigned factors (Giffinger et. al. 2007, p. 11.).  

 

Figure 8: Smart City concept. (Source: Giffinger et. al. 2007) 
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3. Waterfront development 

Water has always attracted humans. The UN says that about 44% of the world’s 

population lives within 150 kilometers of the sea (United Nations 2008). Urban 

waterfront areas are defined as the water’s edge in cities and towns of all sizes. 

Water can occur in form of a river, lake, ocean, bay, creek or canal (Sairinen and 

Kumpulainen 2006, p. 121).  

Kaka‘ako is a district in Honolulu that is situated at the waterfront. The advantages 

and disadvantages of living in a city that is next to the water, as well as the history 

and the example of Malmö will be discussed in this chapter.  

 

3.1 History of waterfront developments 

During the past decades, a huge redesign of port areas happened all over the world. 

There has been a shift from industrial economic regimes to new uses such as 

commercial and entertainment complexes or residential areas. As a consequence of 

the decline of old harbor sites and industrial areas, port cities transformed their 

abandoned waterfronts (Kostopoulou 2013, p. 4578 f.). The transformation of the 

primitive cityport to nowadays waterfront redevelopment is shown in figure 9. 

 

Figure 9: Transformation of waterfronts. (Source: Vallega 2001, adapted from Hoyle) 
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The first waterfront development took place in North America in the 1970s. 

Baltimore’s Inner Harbor was constructed after the city was facing a depression. It 

was the eight-largest and, during that time, probably least known city in America. 

Initially, the focus was on the Charles Center Project. The building was designed by 

the famous architect Mies van der Rohe. At this time, Inner Harbor’s shipping 

industry had already been abandoned. In 1963, the master plan for the waterfront 

redevelopment was constructed. The three main focuses on the development were 

a row of prestigious sites for office buildings, multifamily housing and a public 

playground for citizens in the center of the harbor. After the arrival of the tall ships, 

the area got attractive for tourists, too. Today, there are still new projects and 

restorations happening at the Inner Harbor (Millspaugh 2003 p. 36 ff.).  

Due to the success, waterfront revitalization was and is taking place in many cities in 

the whole world. Ten years after the Inner Harbor project, the so-called “Baltimore 

syndrome” has been spreading among the world’s coastal areas and brought 

revitalization plans for maritime, lake and river waterfronts (Vallega 2001, p. 380). 

Europe’s first project is situated in London. Between the 1960s and the 1980s, many 

of the docks were abandoned. London Docklands were supposed to revitalize the 

area that was confronted with unemployment and financial problems. It had been 

seen as a process of developer-led gentrification with social separation and 

suburbanization (Butler 2007, p. 760 f.).  

Waterfront redevelopment is complex and multifaceted. Sairinen and Kumpulainen 

list the essential factors: 

1. Technological changes post World War II, which led to abandonment and/or 

deterioration of thousands of acres of industrial land 

2. The history preservation movement 

3. Heightened environmental awareness and water cleanup 

4. Consistent pressure to redevelop central city areas 

5. Public (state, federal and municipal) urban renewal and related assistance 

(Sairinen and Kumpulainen 2006, p. 121) 
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Nowadays, waterfront development can be seen as a global trend in large 

metropolitan, medium-sized cities, and even small towns that are located at the 

interface between built environment and water. When looking back at historic 

developments such as Inner Harbor, the main focus was on leisure and retail use. 

However, contemporary waterfront areas face complex urban development 

problems (Kostopoulou 2013, p. 4579). The projects represent an international 

undertaking in urban planning and politics. A significant role assumes the social 

dimension of waterfront development. It can be very complex, contradictory and 

include many different parties and views (Sairinen and Kumpulainen 2006, p. 120f.). 

 

3.2 Malmö as a European example for sustainable development 

One of the most recent and sustainable urban waterfront developments is the 

Western Harbor in Malmö. Once a declining post-industrial area, the Western 

Harbor has been transformed into an attractive and sustainable modern 

neighborhood of Malmö. It got much international attention, not only because of 

the Bo01 European Housing Expo in the year 2001, but also because of its featuring 

pioneering environmental solutions and innovative architecture. The redevelopment 

has achieved its ambition of becoming a national flagship project in case of 

sustainable urban development (City of Malmö 2016).  

Malmö is located in the south of Sweden. It is the third largest city in the country 

with around 320.000 inhabitants. Malmö is a young city, because half of all 

inhabitants are younger than 35 years (City of Malmö 2015). The Western Harbor is 

near to the city center. The automaker SAAB purchased the area after the collapse of 

the shipbuilding industry. However, they sold it to the city in 1996. Due to the 

former use the soil was contaminated. The Swedish government and the European 

Union subsidized the cost of site remediation (Austin 2013, p. 35). 

Malmö made use of this opportunity and decided to host a European housing 

exposition called Bo01. Since the city owned the property, it was responsible for the 

master plan and acted as a key player in the process. Other stakeholders that have 
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been involved were a number of developers, energy suppliers and SVEBO, the 

Svensk Bomässa Association, a non-profit organization that helped to arrange the 

exposition of the housing. Bo01 was a field for experimentation in terms of 

technology and sustainability. 100 % locally renewable energy from different sources 

such as solar panels, geothermal energy and wind turbines supplies the area 

(Trummler 2009, p. 51). 26 architecture firms and 20 development companies came 

together to create a huge diversity of the neighborhood to avoid a repetition of the 

same building and a depressing living environment. They needed to think holistically 

and to show consideration for the surroundings in relation to the individual housing 

units. Since a little more that 50% of the area is open space, many social spaces were 

created within a diverse landscape. Western Harbor built many pedestrian and bike 

paths because of the short distance to the central district. Non-motorized 

transportation is a trend in Malmö. 30% of all trips are by bicycle. Car ownership and 

car driving remains lower than in the city and the residents of Western Harbor walk 

and bike significantly more than Malmö residents in total. Bus ridership is about 

equal to the overall city average and buses operate on a seven-minute schedule 

(Austin 2013, p. 37 ff.).  

The so-called Quality Program Bo01 has been developed in an early stage of the 

project by the Bo01 organization, the City of Malmö and the developers. It focuses 

on ecological sustainability and includes guiding principles and requirements for 

buildings and infrastructure to achieve equal aspects of sustainability. There was no 

participation of the civil population during this process (Trummler 2009, p. 51). 

A transdisciplinary research has only taken place to some extent during the Bo01, 

however, many people from different disciplines such as architects, scientists and 

employees of Malmö city department have worked together. The process is not 

finished yet. Trummler mentions that stakeholders in Malmö pointed out three 

generations of sustainable urban development. The first is shown by eco-villages, the 

second is presented by projects like the Bo01 exposition. The next step will be the 

so-called third generation (Trummler 2009, p. 52). The district has been criticized as 

having been created for healthy, white residents despite the fact that 40% of 

Malmö’s population was born in another country than Sweden. The lack of diversity 
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is explained by the high price of the flats in the district (Smidt-Jensen 2014). Another 

problem is the shortage of parking spots, even less people own a car in the district 

compared to other parts of the city. And although the goal for Bo01 to be powered 

completely by renewable energy was achieved, the energy efficiency goals projected 

were not met (Fidalgo and Bröcker 2016).  

There are five goals for a sustainable Västra Hamnen (Western Harbor in Swedish) 

and to reach the third generation: 

1. A national example of sustainable city planning. Västra Hamnen has already 

attracted international attention for its sustainable development principles. 

This profile should continue and coming projects in the area should develop it 

even further. 

2. Knowledge City. Västra Hamnen is to become an important tool in Malmö’s 

development as a knowledge city. Mix functions, people and ideas and the 

interaction and the meetings that are so crucial to the knowledge city will 

occur. 

3. Meeting places. We should build even more inspirational places where 

people with different experiences, knowledge and ideas can meet and 

interact.  

4. The mixed city. Västra Hamnen’s planning should be characterized by a mixed 

functioning where residences, offices, cafés and recreational activities can all 

coexist within the same building. 

5. Surprises and attractiveness. The public space in Västra Hamnen should 

contain surprising elements. While biking or walking around, one should feel 

encouraged to keep delving into the area to discover more of its qualities. 

 

(Trummler 2009, cited from City of Malmö 2008, p. 4).  

Malmö’s recipe for success is its conviction to the importance of sustainable 

development. Additionally, the fact that the city owns most of the land facilitates 

power in imposing standards on developers. It also benefits from national and EU 

funding to support climate action. Another essential factor is the effective and 
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experimenting urban planning. Mayor Anders Rubin said, “We don’t allow anyone 

not to innovate and we don’t say we haven’t done this before. Experimentation is 

essential to our progress” (Fitzgerald 2016).  

 

Figure 10: Västra Hamnen. (Source: Malmö stad 2016) 

 

3.3 Gentrification as a social aspect of urban areas 

In the mid 1980s, the Real Estate Board of New York said that gentrification means 

different things to different people, but “In simple terms, gentrification is the 

upgrading of housing and retail businesses in a neighborhood with an influx generally 

of private investment”. To circumvent the negative connotations associated with 

gentrification, the term is often accompanied by “neighborhood recycling”, 

“upgrading” or “renaissance” (Smith 1996, p. 28). 

“One by one, many of the working-class quarters of London have been invaded by the 

middle classes—upper and lower. Shabby, modest mews and cottages—two rooms 

up and two down—have been taken over, when their leases have expired, and have 

become elegant, expensive residences. Larger Victorian houses, downgraded in an 

earlier or recent period— which were used as lodging houses or were otherwise in 

multiple occupation—have been upgraded once again…. Once this process of 
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“gentrification” starts in a district it goes on rapidly until all or most of the original 

working-class occupiers are displaced and the whole social character of the district is 

changed” (Glass 1964, xviii).  

To compare it with the definition of Ruth Glass in London 1964, who was the first in 

usage of the word gentrification, the terminology has gentrified itself over the years. 

While Glass considered gentrification as a process of social displacement where 

former working class quarters are transformed into middle class urban landscape, 

the term has passed into common usage. The Real Estate Board were not the only 

one’s that have failed to sink the word and give it a new, less emotional flavor (Smith 

1996, p. 31).   

Hamnett (2003) points out three key competing explanations of gentrification:  

 The first sees the roots of gentrification lying in the changing industrial 

structure from manufacturing industry to service-based industries and a 

change in the class structure from a large working class to a new middle class 

dominated by white-collar professionals.  

 The second explanation stretches out that there have been changes in 

cultural orientation and preferences and also working patterns of this new 

middle class that causes an preference in living in the inner city, rather than 

commuting from suburbia.  

 The third explanation put forward that the driving-force behind gentrification 

is not this new middle class but the increasing gap between the property 

values and land values in the inner city. For him, gentrification represents “a 

back to the city movement by capital, not people”. 

Smith is comparing the US city with the frontiers of Turner. The city is seen as an 

“urban wilderness” or a “jungle”. The cowboys and individual pioneers who were 

going west did not extend the frontier line less than banks, railways, the state and 

other collective sources of capital. The idea of urban pioneers is as offensive applied 

to modern cities as the original idea of pioneers in the US West (Smith 1996, p.30).  
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4. Interaction of city, developers and citizens 

4.1 Governance  

The word governance is not easy to define. The World Bank created the first 

definition of governance in 1992. They defined governance as “(…) the manner in 

which power is exercised in the management of a county ́s economic and social 

resources for development” (World Bank 1992, p. 1). The Organization for Economic 

Co-operation and Development (OECD) describes the word later as following: 

“Governance is the exercise of political, economic and administrative authority 

necessary to manage a nation’s affairs” (OECD 2007). However, it does not have to 

be on national level, but can be anything from a global to a local tier. The United 

Nations say that governance is “the process of decision-making and the process by 

which decisions are implemented (or not implemented)” (UNESCAP 2009). In other 

words, it is about how governments and other social organizations interact and how 

they relate to citizens (Graham et al. 2003). Governance is not only a network of a 

wide variety of actors but a dynamic process. It also includes actors besides the 

representative of the state. As Peters and Pierre describe it, governance is not so 

much about structures but more about interactions among structures (Pierre et al. 

2000, p. 19ff.). 

 

4.1.1 Good governance 

Governance is also seen as a new distribution of power compared to old political and 

administrational systems. Traditional government follows a strict top-down 

approach where decisions are made by the authorities that can disagree with the 

ideas of the citizens (Levi-Faur 2012, p. 10). The concept of good urban governance 

tries to get away from these hierarchies and power relations by including multiple 

actors. Good governance takes also the views of the poor and minorities into 

account and makes sure that the voices of the most vulnerable in society are heard 

in the decision-making process. It is a concept that is used in political science, public 

administration and urban development, planning and management in the last years 
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(Rezazadeh 2011, p. 260 f.). Good governance has eight major characteristics: 

participatory, consensus oriented, accountable, transparent, responsive, effective 

and efficient, equitable and inclusive and follows the rule of law. 

 Participation: It is the key cornerstone of good governance and can be either 

direct or through legitimate intermediate institutions or representatives 

 Consensus oriented: Good governance requires mediation of the different 

interests in society to reach a broad consensus in society on what is in the 

best interest of the whole community and how this can be achieved. 

 Accountability: All involved governmental organizations; private sector and 

civil society institutions must be accountable to the public and to their 

institutional stakeholders, consequently to those who will be affected by its 

decisions or actions. 

 Transparency: Decisions have to follow certain rules and regulations. 

Additionally, the information is freely available and directly accessible to 

those who will be affected by such decisions. 

 Responsiveness: Institutions and processes try to serve all stakeholders 

within a reasonable timeframe. 

 Effectiveness and efficiency: Good governance processes produce results that 

meet the needs of society and use resources the best at their disposal. Also 

sustainable use of natural resources and the protection of the environment 

play a certain role within good governance.  

 Equity and inclusiveness: Nobody should feel excluded from the mainstream 

of society but have a stake. All members, particularly the most vulnerable, 

should have the opportunities to improve or maintain their well being.  

 Rule of law: Good governance requires fair legal frameworks, full protection 

of human rights, an independent judiciary and an impartial and incorruptible 

police force.  

(UNESCAP 2009) 
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Graham et al. (2003) classify the characteristics in five principles: legitimacy and 

voice, direction, performance, accountability and fairness They strongly relate to the 

principles of the UNESCAP.  

 

4.1.2 Urban governance 

Urban governance “is the software that enables the urban hardware to function, the 

enabling environment requiring the adequate legal frameworks, efficient political, 

managerial and administrative processes, as well as strong and capable local 

institutions able to respond to the citizens needs” (United Nations 2015, p. 1). 

Effective urban governance is identified as democratic and inclusive, long-term and 

integrated, multi-scale and multilevel, territorial, proficient and conscious of the 

digital age (UN Habitat 2016). Yet one of the main differences between global or 

national and urban governance is that governance on an urban or local level is in a 

daily and intensive interaction with the citizens (Lange 2009, p. 39.). 

The shift from a focus in local government to urban governance helps to bring 

together regime theory, theories of the local state, and urban political economy into 

a broader framework. Additionally, the governance approach pushes the local 

authorities to bring about change in the local community. However, focusing strictly 

on governance eventually holds risks of conceptual oversimplification and 

reductionism. If it is referenced to any public-private exchange, then soon everything 

becomes governance. To avoid this, a careful conceptual analysis of urban 

governance is important (Pierre 1999, p. 376 f.). 

 

4.1.3 Participatory governance 

Participatory governance is a subset of governance theory that has a strong focus on 

public engagement, in particular through deliberative practices. In the past, it 

focused on measures created to support and increase public access to information 

about governmental activities. More recently, the rights of the citizens to be 
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consulted on public issues that affect them play a more significant role, as well as 

the fact that the broad citizenry wants to be heard. According to Fischer (2012), 

those are advantages of participatory governance: more equal distribution of 

political power, a fairer distribution of resources, the decentralization of decision-

making processes, the development of a wide and transparent exchange of 

knowledge and information, the establishment of collaborative partnerships, an 

emphasis on inter-institutional dialogue, and greater accountability (Fischer 2012, p. 

1 f.). 

Concerning these three types of governance discussed above and their benefits, a 

combination of all of them would be the best solution for an urban redevelopment 

as is the case of Kaka‘ako. Governance has a strong interaction with participation, 

which will be presented in the following chapter.  

 

4.2 Participation 

Political participation is defined as ”... all voluntary activities by individual citizens 

intended to influence either directly or indirectly political choices at various levels of 

the political system” (Kaase and Marsh 1979, p. 42). It already starts with the right to 

vote and can represent almost anything that involves people (Cornwall 2008, p. 269). 

In 1993/4 the IUCN and its Commission on Environmental Strategy and Planning 

described individual strategy success in terms of (Bass et. al 1995, p. 13): 

 enhanced understanding of sustainable development issues both within and 

between interest groups; 

 improved communications within and between interest groups; 

 consensus on the main issues, and what to do about them; 

 networks of committed individuals and institutions; 

 agreements on new roles and responsibilities, made between interests;  

 joint actions for sustainable development; and 

 greater commitment to action for sustainable development. 



 41 

In other words, the successful strategies have been participatory. The Agenda 21 

describes a national sustainable development strategy in which participation is 

significant as follows (UNCED 1992): 

"National strategies, plans, policies and processes are crucial in achieving this... The 

strategy should build upon and harmonize the various sectoral economic, social and 

environmental policies and plans that are operating in the country... Its goals should 

be to ensure socially responsible economic development while protecting the 

resource base and the environment for the benefit of future generations. It should be 

developed through the widest possible participation". 

At the community level, the Agenda 21 points out that governments "should 

implement programs with a focus on empowerment of local and community groups 

by delegating authority, accountability and resources to the most appropriate level" 

(Bass et. al 1995, p. 15).  

 

4.2.1. Ladder of participation 

Not only one typology of participation exists. A characteristic that appears in many 

typologies is that they place the forms of participation along an axis of “good” to 

“bad”. However, the best known is the ladder of participation by Arnstein (1969). 

Arnstein's ladder consists of eight stages. Two levels of non-participation 

(“Manipulation” and “Therapy”), three degrees of tokenism (“Informing”, 

“Consultation”, and “Placation”) and citizen power includes “Partnership”, 

“Delegated Power” and “Citizen Control”. In this ladder participation is ultimately 

about power and control. Other authors who were classifying participation are Jules 

Pretty and Sarah White (Cornwall 2008, p. 270 f).  

Typologies do not tell about the participants in decision-making. The question about 

participation, as well as who is excluded and who excludes is a crucial one. If you put 

participation on a simple axis according to depth and breadth, a “deep” participatory 

process would include participants in all stages of a given activity. However, it can be 

seen “narrow” if it only consists out of a handful of people. Eventually, a “wide” 
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range of interest groups might take part, but if they are only informed or consulted 

their participation would remain “shallow”. This underlines the difficulty of 

inclusion/exclusion and degrees of involvement. The ideal case would be a “full 

participation” or “participation by all stakeholders”. In practice, it is impossible to 

involve “everyone” (Cornwall 2008, p. 275).  

 

4.2.2. Public participation  

Power is thought to be the domain of politicians and planners (Douglass et. al. 1998, 

p. 210). To achieve entitlement and empowerment through participation, it is 

necessary that the public is involved in all stages of the process. There is a focus on 

urban partnerships in which the creative ideas of the public, private and community 

sectors are combined to meet the demands of urbanization. Strong links are 

required between grassroots organizations, urban professionals and their 

organizations, and the decision-makers and planners responsible for policy-making 

and implementation (Beall 1997, p. 46). The challenge for community development 

is, on the one hand, to enable those who are interested in taking part and to give 

them a voice and influence and, on the other hand, also enable and mobilize 

marginalized groups (Cornwall 2008, p. 282).  
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5. Study Area 

5.1 Sustainability on Hawai’i  

Hawai’i presents another way to see sustainability. Similar to the three dimensions 

of sustainability, the elements of environment, economy and society overlap with 

each other. However, a fourth ring, culture, encompasses all other rings. Chirico and 

Farley call it the “quadruple bottom line”. Ancient Hawaiians developed processes 

that integrated the local island ecology into their everyday lives. As all islands, 

Hawai’i has limited resources, so the precolonial Hawaiians worked with the land 

rather than against it. They had to live within the limits created by nature to ensure 

not only a long-term sustainability but also their survival. Hawai’i is an isolated chain 

of islands that people could not rely upon regular trade to make up for local 

ecological limitations. Sustainability today needs to integrate the four elements in 

new technological approaches (Chirico and Farley 2015, p. 255 ff.).  

 

Figure 11: Sustainability model Hawai'i. (Source: Chirico and Farley 2015) 
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Chirico and Farley (2015) suggest three lessons that the world can learn from 

Hawaiian sustainability:  

 “We should look to history for practices that our forebears developed if we 

want to be sustainable”. Even if the modern world has made great strides in 

technology, a lack of ecological sensitivity has led to pollution in fresh water, 

huge amounts of waste and landfills, inefficient buildings, depleted soils for 

growing food and more. We need not reinvent the wheel. Former 

approaches can be adapted to modern challenges and help to preserve 

culture and celebrate diversity.  

 “True sustainability requires reaffirming the place of humans in the natural 

world”. Today, we often separate humans and the environment they live in. 

It involves advantages and disadvantages. Public health improved but on the 

other hand many people do not know where their food is produced or where 

their waste goes. Furthermore, the society cannot continue to degrade 

natural capital at the current rate. 

 “We must understand sustainability from a systems perspective.” As the 

example of Hawai’i, one should think like an island to see the whole system. 

Systems have limits, humans are part of that system and not separate from 

the whole. Everything is interconnected and depends on the other parts for 

survival and long-term sustainability.  

(Chirico and Farley 2015, p. 260 f.) 

Many planning policies were designed in the middle of the 20th century. There has 

been the Land Use Law created in 1961, the Shoreline Setback Law in 1970, the 

Coastal Zone Management Law in 1975 and finally the Hawai‘i State Plan in 1978. 

The reason for developing the Hawai’i State Plan can be found in the concerns of the 

public in terms of the environment. However, the plan tried to include all areas of 

public policy, including the economy, education, housing, health, etc. and not only 

environmental issues (Helber et al. 2011, p. 6 ff.).  

In 2005, the Hawai’i State Legislative was again deliberating about the future of the 

islands and developed the so-called Hawai‘i 2050 Sustainability Plan. More than 
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10,500 participants contributed ideas with the help of online surveys and focus 

group meetings. The outcome was a list of goals that reflect a sense of where 

Hawai‘i should be headed. The Hawai‘i 2050 goals are:  

 A Way of Life – Living sustainably is part of our daily practice in Hawai‘i. 

 The Economy – Our diversified and globally competitive economy enables us 

to meaningfully live, work and play in Hawai‘i.  

 Environmental and Natural Resources – Our natural resources are 

responsibly and respectfully used, replenished and preserved for future 

generations.  

 Community and Social Well-Being – Our community is strong, healthy, 

vibrant and nurturing, providing safety nets for those in need. 

 Kanaka Maoli and Island Values – Our Kanaka Maoli (description for Hawai’i`s 

indigenous people) and island cultures and values are thriving and 

perpetuated.  

(Hawai‘i 2050 Sustainability Task Force 2008, p. 1 f.). 

In 2010 the University of Hawai’i at Manoa Social Sciences Public Policy Center 

(SSPPC) reviewed the Hawai’i 2050 Sustainability Plan. They used a big variety of 

data collection methods, such as an email survey of the stakeholders previously 

involved in the Task Force processes and of individuals and organizations involved in 

sustainability efforts; face-to-face dialog sessions with community leaders 

representing key sectors in all counties; and statements by representative voices 

from the various sectors (Social Sciences Public Policy Center 2010, p. 1). Data has 

been collected on the Big Island, Kaua’i, O’ahu, Maui, Moloka’i and Lana’i. There was 

a county meeting in Honolulu that identified the creation of a sustainable ethic as 

the major topic. The idea was to educate people how to live a sustainable life that 

includes eating more local food, recycling more, reducing their own use of fossil fuels 

and change their buying habits to help create a sustainable ethic (Social Sciences 

Public Policy Center 2010, p. 13 ff.).  

In 2014 a new sustainability strategy was launched. The Aloha+ Challenge is another 

statewide commitment to sustainability. It includes six goals: clean energy 
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transformation, local food production, natural resource management, solid waste 

reduction, smart sustainable communities and green workforce and education. The 

Hawaiian name for the Aloha+ Challenge is “He Nohana ‘Ae’oia: A Culture of 

Sustainability” that should remind of Hawai’i’s integrated approach to sustainability 

rooted in it’s culture, values, and knowledge. For keeping the goals transparent and 

accessible the Aloha+ Challenge Dashboard was created. It is designed for decision 

makers, practitioners, and the public to inform and act (Hawai’i Green Growth 2017).  

 

Figure 12: Aloha+ Challenge. (Source: Hawai’i Green Growth 2017) 
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5.2 History of Honolulu  

The Hawaiian Islands were inhabited the first time around 800 A.D to 1000 A.D by 

the Polynesians. The Hawaiians lived in communal self-sufficiency until 1778 James 

Cook arrived. King Kamehameha I united the Hawaiian Islands 30 years later with the 

help of European settlers (Tau-Tassill et. al. 2016, p. 1 ff.). Honolulu had assumed to 

be a port for Pacific whaling fleets by this time. Additionally, waves of immigrants 

arrived to Hawai’i because of the expanding sugar production (Bailey 1996, p. 42).  

Hawai’i had been a kingdom for around 100 years and the influences of the Western 

settlers grew. In 1898, the United States annexed Hawai‘i and most of the land was 

given to the American government. Before Captain Cook arrived, the ‘aina (land) 

belonged to no one. It was a resource that should be used and taken care of by all 

(Tau-Tassill et. al. 2016, p. 371 ff.).  

The population of the islands grew steadily and Honolulu counted 58,504 inhabitants 

in 1900. By the 1920s, most of the islands’ economy was controlled by the five major 

firms of Honolulu, also referred to as the Big Five – Alexander and Baldwin, C. 

Brewer and Company, Theo H. Davies and Company, Castle and Cooke, and 

American Factors. The companies were heavily interlinked. They supervised all 

trades of the islands including sugar, pineapple, shipping, construction, tourism, 

banking and finance (Craig 1998, p. 21 ff.). 

The unexpected bombing of Pearl Harbor by the Japanese on the 7th of December 

1941 brought the United States into World War II. The residents in Hawai’i suffered 

from the war and were no longer satisfied with being second-class citizens. They did 

not only wanted to have better wages, working conditions, and more responsible 

jobs, but they wanted to be equal to the citizens in the other 48 US states. They 

could only elect their mayors and county governments, but were not allowed to 

elect their governors or the president of the United States (Craig 1998, p. 24).  

Hawai’i attained statehood in the United States in 1959. The main economic sector 

by this time was defense. Pineapple and sugar contributed about 50% less and 

tourism only one sixth of the total export industry product. However, the economy 
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changed radically during the period of 1960 – 1980. Honolulu’s development was 

very intensive in Waikiki and downtown and it spread westward to Pearl City and 

Salt Lake as well as eastwards towards Hawai’i Kai (Bailey 1996, p. 44 ff.). 

Urbanization, the growing tourist industry and the movement of population from the 

US mainland had to face scarcity of land and created challenges for Honolulu. The 

expansion made Hawaiians become worried about the island’s physical environment 

(Craig 1998, p. 28 f.).  

‘Aina (land) continued to be one of the biggest concerns even though Hawai’i was 

the first US state with a statewide land use planning system that divided all lands 

into four districts, namely conservation, urban, agricultural and rural (Minerbi 2011, 

p. 153). Half of the land was owned by the state, county and federal governments 

and the rest was owned by a few companies who lease rather than sell. Local 

residents who could not afford the lease payments or taxes on their homes had to 

move. The problem got more complicated with the growth of the Hawaiian 

sovereignty movements (Craig 1998, p. 30). 

Such as most mainland cities after World War II, Honolulu’s economy experienced a 

postwar boom. During the first 10 years after statehood, personal income rose by 

76,8%. Sugar and pineapples have declined drastically, but tourism took their place. 

In 1972, tourism became Hawai’is number one economic producer and in 1991, 6.9 

million visitors came to the islands (Craig 1998, p. 30). Honolulu turned more and 

more into the Pacific gateway to America, a multicultural community where people 

of diverse ethnicities and backgrounds settled down. But the rapid population 

growth, urbanization, the economic boom and the tourism’s expansion transformed 

the city in unsustainable ways. The city was built around the automobile instead of 

the people. Honolulu downtown could not compete with the shopping centers that 

appeared on the edges of the city and the consequence was urban decay (Harris 

2004, p. 8 ff.). 

Affordable housing was and still is a big issue facing the island. Growth control was 

one reason why the price of O’ahu’s housing increased. In the late 1980s, the 

government tried to address the problem with aggressive building programs. To 
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solve two problems, revitalization of Downtown and Chinatown was combined with 

building almost a thousand rental units (Harris 2004, p. 35 ff.). 

 

5.3 Contemporary challenges 

In the late 20th century and early 21st century a rethinking of the development began. 

Harris (2004) calls this rethinking “the renaissance of Honolulu”. The city should steer 

in the direction of sustainability. Not only the environment and the countryside 

should be more protected, another important vision is to revitalize the existing 

neighborhoods and recapture the unique sense of place of each of them (Harris 2004, 

p. 202).  

However, an export-led growth model based on real estate investment and 

speculation still determines the development pattern in Hawai’i and especially 

Honolulu. This results in excessive population growth through immigration as well as 

suburbanization of O’ahu. Reasons for that are 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 idea 

that jobs and income are made by economic growth according to Minerbi (1994). 

The outcomes are coastal resort developments, luxury housing subdivisions, 

exclusive golf courses and public infrastructure projects. Those are today’s cash 

crops (Minerbi 1994, p. 145). 

The city has a strong global character. In 2011, the Quality of Living Worldwide 

Survey ranked Honolulu as the city with the 29th highest quality of living globally. 

Unlike other cities with an ethnically diverse population, Honolulu is not dominated 

by a powerful industry such as New York’s Wall Street or Silicon Valley. The 

advantage of Honolulu is the place itself. Besides being know as a very ethnically 

diverse place, the city can be seen as a “town of old-timers”, as 14% of Hawai’i’s 

residents were over the age of 65 in 2007 and the growth rate of retirees between 

2007 and 2035 is expected to be 112%. Professionally ambitious and family oriented 

people stay away, because of the city’s isolation, high cost of living, and poor schools. 
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Honolulu’s status as a paradise also pushes aside the problems it is facing such as 

crime and homelessness (Spencer 2015, p. 140 ff.). 

The meaning of place and use of space is very important for native Hawaiians and 

may differ between them and others. Many places, also in Honolulu, are important 

because they are sacred, burial sites or have spiritual power. For effective planning 

in an island setting, one ought to be very sensitive. Stakeholder and inhabitants need 

to recognize that they cannot escape each other and must establish cooperative and 

non-exploitative symbiotic relationships in order to progress (Minerbi 2011, p. 153 

ff.). 

More contemporary challenges are represented in the following chapters, as many 

examples are not only a challenge of the whole island or city, but can be seen 

already on a neighborhood level.  
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5.4 Kaka‘ako 

5.4.1 From a fishing settlement to a mixed-use neighborhood  

The district of Kaka´ako is located on O’ahu’s south shore, between downtown 

Honolulu and Waikiki. It is structured in two areas, the Mauka area (toward the 

mountains) and the Makai area (toward the ocean). Through the years, Kaka‘ako 

underwent some changes. In the 1700s it was a fishing settlement situated in a 

coastal wetland landscape. Afterwards the area became attractive for Hawaiian 

royalty due to its proximity to the city of Honolulu and the harbor. Additionally, salt 

ponds were built for export. The area changed and became a residential area with a 

strong sense of family in the 1800s. Furthermore, the Honolulu Iron Works, a metal 

foundry and machine shop, was established. Immigrant workers joined the 

community and made Kaka‘ako call a home for different ethnic groups. Kaka‘ako 

housed a thriving community. After World War II, the district eventually changed 

from residential to commercial and industrial use. Due to the prevention of urban 

sprawl, Kaka‘ako went for the concept of a mixed-use area of light industrial, 

commercial and residential activities (Kamehameha Schools 2008, p. 1-2). In 

comparison with the Chicago School models in chapter 2.2.2, Kaka‘ako could be 

identified as the second ring of Burgess’ concentric zone model.  

“If you've noticed what's wedged between Ala Moana and Downtown – it's Kaka’ako, 

an urban community of shanty houses, rundown tin and hollow tile buildings, 

housing, auto repair shops, warehouses for food, garment, wood, household and 

appliance distribution, offices and wholesale stores. Kaka’ako has become a prime 

topic of concern among principal figures in the Honolulu community” (Campbell 1975, 

p. 38).  

The Hawai´i Community Development Authority (HCDA) was created in 1976 to plan 

for and revitalize underutilized urban areas. Those so-called “Community 

Development Districts” were designed for unused and deteriorating areas, but with 

the potential to address the needs of Hawaiians and provide economic opportunity 

after being redeveloped. Kaka’ako was the first Community Development District. 



 52 

The HCDA’s vision for Kaka´ako is that it becomes the most desirable and sustainable 

urban place in Hawai’i in which to work, live, learn and play (Kamehameha Schools 

2008, p. 1-7). Only one year before, in 1975, the Pacific Urban Studies and Planning 

Program at the University of Hawai’i published a study called “Kaka‘ako Solved”. It 

should serve as excellent resource material for the agency, developers and others 

that are interested in the area. Students and professors studied the economic role of 

Kaka‘ako by counting the number of employers and establishments. They did not 

only find out that one out of five workers in the sector of construction, 

manufacturing and wholesaling derived work from Kaka‘ako, but they also gave 

suggestions such as a determination of who needed to stay in the area and which 

company could be relocated to another place. To achieve the goal to renew the 

district the planning should include participation of the people involved, such as the 

landowners, city and county, small business owners and residents. Only if all 

stakeholders work together the development would be successful (Campbell 1975, p. 

40 ff.). 

In 1981, there were only 2,300 residents in Kaka‘ako and 20,000 workers (Steele 

1990, p. 7). But HCDA’s goal was to create urban villages with a strong residential 

foundation. It shall ensure a mixture of densities, heights and building types for 

inhabitants of varying incomes, ages and families. Business establishment and 

services will be accessible by walking. The neighborhoods shall include public 

facilities such as community meeting places, child care centers, educational and 

cultural facilities, recreational amenities and a good transportation system. Low-rise 

buildings will line the streets fronts and high-rise buildings will be sited and scaled to 

assure compatibility with the pedestrian environment (HCDA 2011, p. 8). 

Furthermore, the projects in the neighborhood will “follow key Smart Growth 

concepts (see chapter 2.3.1); promote mixed-use neighborhoods; strengthen 

connection with surrounding neighborhoods and districts; define and establish 

specific objectives for neighborhoods, corridors and streets; building on existing 

assets and planned investments, street and utility improvements and the proposed 

high capacity transit line; and encourage a mix of housing opportunities including 

reserved housing and affordable units” (HCDA 2011, p. 4).  
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Today, the district of Kaka‘ako characterizes a very diverse neighborhood. Luxury 

condo towers with a view to Kewalo Basin and the seaside are going to be built next 

to the Waterfront Park, where hundreds of houseless residents live in tents and 

makeshift structures. A few blocks away, former industrial warehouses are upgraded 

into an area of living, working and playing for a young urban creative class 

(Balderston 2016, p. 1). 

 

5.4.2 The key players of the development 

 

Figure 13: The Kaka’ako district boundaries (Source: Kamehameha Schools 2008) 

Kaka’ako can be subdivided into two areas. The Makai Area, the oceanside of 

Kaka‘ako, is situated at the waterfront, in between Kewalo Basin and Honolulu 

Harbor. In the past, Honolulu harbor consisted of a small-reefed basin. Kaka‘ako 

extended approximately where Auahi Street is today and has been a marsh that was 

used for the collection of thatch. The rest has been a shallow reef area. (HCDA 2005, 

p. 1 ff.). Out of 221 acres total land 201 are owned by the State of Hawai’i in Makai 

Area. This is different in Mauka Area, the mountainside of Ala Moana Boulevard, 
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where the State and City and County of Honolulu own only 90 acres. 14 acres belong 

to utility companies and 346 acres are comprised by private ownership (HCDA 2011, 

p. 6).  

Two major private landowners of Kaka’ako Mauka, namely Howard Hughes and 

Kamehameha Schools, own almost 40% of Kaka‘ako. Both follow a different 

approach to their projects (Lau 2017). Kamehameha Schools owns almost 29 acres of 

land. They plan a “mixed-use neighborhood with a range of housing types, support 

for small businesses, and active community places and open spaces” called Our 

Kaka‘ako. Their proposed plan includes seven high-rise towers and a gathering place 

in the center. Kamehameha Schools did a huge research on the history of Kaka‘ako 

and identification of places with cultural value. They want to ensure the proper 

protection and treatment of Hawaiian cultural resources. Salt, or pa’akai in Hawaiian 

language, has not only been an important part of Hawaiian culture, but salt ponds 

also have been the former use of this area. Therefore, the gathering place is named 

SALT with opportunities for community engagement through food, commerce and 

entertainment. The project’s mission understands that a home is more than walls 

and property lines. To them, community and walkability is the key (Kamehameha 

Schools 2008, p. 2 – 2 f.). 

In terms of sustainability, the key components for Kamehameha Schools are: smart 

growth, job/housing balance, cultural sustainability, and green buildings and 

landscaping. Creating streets for people and an encouragement for alternative 

transportation are developing a smart growth where people have access to live, 

work and play in their community within walking distance. A diverse mix of housing 

units and the focus on small and local businesses are seen as the foundation of a 

sustainable neighborhood. The history and culture of Hawai’i and especially Kaka‘ako 

will be implemented in public art, designing and signage, and cultural practices and 

performances will animate the community. Green building goals of Kamehameha 

Schools are: energy efficiency, water conservation, low carbon footprint, storm 

water management, compact and efficient infrastructure. Techniques for achieving 

the goals are: reduce construction waste, take advantage of natural energy systems, 

increase energy efficiency, design and promote reduced water usage, design indoor 
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and outdoor venues that encourage healthy living, select environmentally preferred 

materials, support renewable energy practices, provide convenient recycling 

facilities (Kamehameha Schools 2008, p. 6-2 f.) 

 

Figure 14: SALT at Our Kaka'ako. (Source: Holzinger 2018) 

 

Figure 15: Night market at SALT. (Source: Holzinger 2018) 
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The main similarity of Our Kaka’ako and Ward Village, the project of Howard Hughes, 

is the creation of a mixed-use neighborhood. Howard Hughes is the main landowner 

with 60 acres of land to develop. The difference between the two major landowners 

is that Kamehameha Schools owns the land in “Our Kakaako”, but they sell the land 

to developers after conceptualizing the individual projects (Lau 2017). Howard 

Hughes has not only planned the entire community from the start, they are also part 

of the designing process for each building. Ward Village will consist out of a large 

number of different housing units. High-rise, mid-rise, low-rise, lofts and town 

homes in a different price range will be available for the neighborhood that has been 

an uninhabited industrial and retail area before. The land belonged to the Ward 

family, who sold the 60 acres to General Growth Properties, the owner of the Ala 

Moana Shopping Center, in 2002 (General Growth Properties 2008, p. 5 ff.). Howard 

Hughes bought the land in 2010 and developed the master plan for Ward Village. In 

2017, they finished 25% of their project. Three high-rises are in construction and one, 

namely Waiea, is completed. Furthermore the IBM building was renovated and the 

South Shore Market, a shopping center with local merchants selling handcrafts and 

art, was opened (Nick Vanderboom 2017, Interview).  

Ward Village helps to reduce the percentage of land taken up by urban uses because 

of its higher density mixed-use neighborhood in the core of Honolulu. Average 

neighborhoods on O’ahu are 840 acres and Ward Neighborhood consists out of 60 

acres. The environmental opportunities for Ward Village are:  

 Incorporating reduced-footprint high-density design, mass transit 

accessibility and the pedestrian scale to achieve reduced parking 

requirements while also maximizing orientation of the site’s natural features.  

 Reducing energy demand, providing sustainable energy supply and reducing 

carbon emissions through environmentally friendly transportation systems.  

 Maximizing water conservation with recycling.  

 Acquiring building and landscape materials from renewable, local sources.  

 Maximizing green space through landscaping with local species to enhance 

biodiversity on the site.  
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 Encouraging responsible tenant and resident behaviors through recycling and 

conservation programs, as well as transportation demand management 

strategies.  

 Educating the community on environmental initiatives through displays and 

informational programs about the features of Ward Neighborhood and the 

Master Plan. 8. Considering third-party certification for sustainability 

performance through rating systems such as LEED.  

(General Growth Properties 2008, p. 111) 

Howard Hughes sustainability focus areas are: site planning, energy and emissions, 

water use and quality, landscaping and biodiversity, materials and waste, 

partnerships, local identity and culture, and third party certification (General Growth 

Properties 2008, p. 98 ff.). However, what is striking is the fact that both master 

plans are mainly focusing on environmental sustainability. 

  Figure 16: Anaha Tower. (Source: Holzinger 2018) Figure 17: Waiea Tower. (Source: Holzinger 2018) 
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Figure 18: Construction of new high-rise at Ward Village. (Source: Holzinger 2018) 

In addition to Kamehameha Schools and Howard Hughes, there is a third big 

landowner of the area that is often forgotten because development of their land has 

not started yet. The Office of Hawaiian Affairs is a Hawai’i state agency formed in 

1978 for the purpose of managing and administering a public land trust and other 

funds for the betterment of the Hawaiian people (Craig 1998, p. 185). The 30 acres 

of land was conveyed to OHA by the State of Hawai’i after the Save Our Kaka’ako 

Coalition protested against the residential development plans of Alexander and 

Baldwin (see chapter 5.4.3.1). Currently, OHA is in the processes of developing a 

master plan including community inputs (Office of Hawaiian Affairs 2016). The 

waterfront park needs to be remained and residential housing is prohibited in the 

area (HCDA 2011, p. 3 ff.).  

 

5.4.3 The voices of the people  

In this chapter the most important issues that come along the development of 

Kaka‘ako will be discussed. The biggest question that you face when talking or 

reading about the area is: “For whom are they going to build the condominiums?” 
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Since it is a topic that is broadly discussed in the newspapers and in social media, it is 

also notable to understand the development and to answer the research questions. 

The affordability will be examined in a wider sense. Furthermore, homelessness and 

the Housing First Initiative will be discussed.  

 

5.4.3.1 Save Our Kaka’ako 

Ron Iwami and other passionate surfers who enjoy their leisure time at Kewalo Basin 

Park formed the organization “Friends of Kewalo Basin Park Association” in 2005. 

Besides other issues there were rumors about a development that affects the future 

of Kewalo Basin Park. They attended a public hearing from the HCDA about the 

rezoning of Kaka‘ako Makai that allows residential opportunities including high-rises. 

Alexander and Baldwin, one of the original Big Five, was announced as the main 

developer. Friends of Kewalo Basin Park Association held a rally at the park two 

months after the plans were revealed. 150 people voiced their concerns during the 

meeting (Iwami 2013, p. 12 ff). “ Even though they say that they will not touch the 

park, all the proposed development around it will change the mana (divine spirit) of 

Kewalos and make it not welcoming to the local people. I’m not going to feel 

welcome and you’re not going to feel welcome. It is going to be for the tourists like 

Waikiki. This is all we got left” (Iwami 2013, p. 26). 

In 2006, the “Save Our Kaka‘ako” (SOK) Coalition was born. It was not only the 

Friends of Kewalo Basin Park Association, but also elven other non-profit 

organizations who formed this coalition. The apex of their protest against the 

development was a march of 400 SOK members to the state capitol on January 23, 

2006, led by Ron Iwami, all wearing red T-shirts with the slogan “Save Our Kaka‘ako” 

and on their backs “public land not for sale”. They reached to pass the House Bill 

2555, which prohibits the sale of public land and residential development in 

Kaka‘ako Makai. Not only the project was stopped, but also due to criticism of very 

little public input and transparency HCDA formed a community group to provide 

public input for all future plans in Kaka‘ako Makai, namely CPAC. Five years later, the 

new master plan for Kaka‘ako Makai was published. In 2012, OHA got many parcels 
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that belonged to Alexander and Baldwin before. They tried to change the law of the 

land but the SOK won two more times in defending the public land (Iwami 2013, p. 

42 ff.).  

 

Figure 19: Save Our Kakaako Coalition. (Source: Iwami 2013) 

 

5.4.3.2 Kaka’ako Our Kuleana  

Kaka’ako Our Kuleana was a workshop series organized by the Department of Urban 

and Regional Planning at University of Hawai’i at Manoa and the American Planning 

Association. On six evenings in October and November 2015, different experts 

presented issues of Kaka‘ako to residents, business owners and other participants 

that were interested in the future of the district. Kuleana means responsibility in 

Hawaiian. It is the responsibility for everyone who feels committed to Kaka‘ako to 

get involved (Department of Urban and Regional Planning 2017). 

In the first workshop attendees got to know about the history of the place and who 

the people of Kaka‘ako are. Participants were asked to write down their definitions 
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of livability to initiate discussion about the future of Kaka‘ako. Affordable housing 

was the most important item of livability in the district. Other keywords that were 

mentioned are open green spaces, small businesses and walkability (ibid 2017).  

 

Figure 20: Workshop outcome Kaka’ako Our Kuleana. (Source: Department of Urban and Regional Planning 
2017) 

The next session was titled “something’s stinky in Kaka‘ako” and dealt with the 

infrastructure in the district. Again, the workshop was very participatory. For 

instance, attendees were encouraged to draw infrastructural facilities in maps and 

discuss what they came up with. Concerns for the future are the sea-level rise 

caused by climate change and the capacity of the sewage system. Not only heavy 

rain may entail a flood in the future. If the sea-level rises, ocean water can come up 

the storm drain and trigger flooding if there is a high tide. Kaka‘ako is vulnerable and 

the following map shows the impacts if the rise is 4 feet (1.2 meters) which is 

considered as the tipping point. According to forecasts, the sea level will rise about 3 

to 5 feet until the end of the century. Participants had the chance to share their 

ideas for adaptions for the future (ibid 2017).  
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Figure 21: Honolulu sea-level rise. (Source: NOOA 2013) 

The most mentioned term for what participants wanted to see in Kaka‘ako in the 

first session and one of the most challenging issues nowadays is affordable housing. 

The third workshop explained how affordability is measured, which is also the focus 

of the next chapter. A non-profit developer, namely EAH housing, introduced their 

programs in California and Hawai’i with a maximum of 60% AMI (Area Median 

Income). They serve 20,000 residents all over the islands of Hawai’i. Their project in 

Kaka‘ako, Ola Ka `Ilima Artspace, will include 84 units of affordable live- and 

workspace for low-income artists and their families. The ground floor will be home 

to the PA‘I Arts & Culture Center, for Native Hawaiian dancers, musicians, visual 

artists, cultural practitioners and others who are interested in experiencing Native 

Hawaiian cultural traditions. Afterwards, affordable housing projects in other parts 

of Honolulu were shown by the Department of Planning and Permitting (ibid 2017). 

The fourth session honored the diversity of people living, working and playing in 

Kaka‘ako. Why do people care about the district and how can it be turned into a 

better place for everyone? Ten people shared their stories and concerns about the 

future of Kaka‘ako – from the small business owners and artists in Kaka‘ako Mauka 

to the surfers at Kewalo Basin Park in Kaka‘ako Makai. They all agreed on wanting to 
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keep the small businesses in the district and have Kaka‘ako keep a small community 

and family feel (ibid 2017).  

In the fifth workshop, experts were talking about the transit-oriented development 

and the two planned train stops in Kaka‘ako (ibid 2017). Transit-oriented 

development (TOD) refers to development within easy walking distance of a major 

transit. TOD areas are within ¼ or ½ mile radius around a train station and offer a 

compact development with a mixed-use and higher density. It encourages transit use 

and provides pedestrian- and bike-friendly routes instead of using the car for every 

trip. The rail will range from East Kapolei to Ala Moana Center including 21 stations. 

All of the neighborhoods will incorporate the five Ds: density, diversity, design, 

distance (to transit), and destination accessibility (City and County of Honolulu 

2017b, p. 2 ff.).  

 

Figure 22: TOD Planning. (Source: Department of Planning and Permitting 2017) 

The last session dealt with civic engagement and how to get involved in Kaka‘ako. 

First, a world café with four different topics was set up. Infrastructure, affordable 

housing, TOD and open space, contents that were presented by experts in the 

previous workshops, were discussed by the participants. There were two session of 

round tables and everyone could give input to the topics. Ideas were collected on a 
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big sheet of paper. At the end, the outcomes were presented to the audience. After 

the world café, different organizations such as Friends of Kewalos, Kaka‘ako United, 

Kaka‘ako Business and Landowners Association and Kaka’ako Makai CPAC 

introduced themselves and their contribution to the district (Department of Urban 

and Regional Planning 2017).  

The workshops were considered as very successful and well attended. As a 

conclusion a website was created where everyone can re-watch the workshops and 

find additional resources such as master plans, articles and the presentations of 

speakers. The sessions were held in the HCDA’s building and officials such as Deepak 

Neupane, Director of Planning and Development, attended every workshop. The 

present representatives answered questions but did not direct the discussion. 

Kaka’ako Our Kuleana did not only provide much information for participants but 

also raised awareness to get engaged and connected to other people who feel 

connected to the district (Balderston 2016 p. 38ff.).  

 

Figure 23: Kaka‘ako Our Kuleana audience. (Source: Department of Urban and Regional Planning 2017) 

 

5.4.3.3 Affordability of the new rentals and condos  

As measured by the US Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD), the 

AMI is the median household income earned by a family of four within a particular 

area. The AMI for Honolulu County (2017) is $86,600 and this baseline is referred to 

as 100% AMI. $83,700 is considered as low income, $52,300 as very low income and 
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$31,400 as extremely low income. For only one person’s households, the income 

limit is $58,600 for low income, $36,650 for very low income and $22,000 for 

extremely low income. From this, comparisons can be made on how much more or 

less other households make (Office of Policy Development and Research 2017). 

Affordable housing is defined as no more than 30% of a household’s income spent 

on housing payments. According to the Housing and Transportation Affordability 

Index, around 50% of Honolulu households are paying more than 30%, which means 

they are over-burdened by housing costs (Housing and Transportation Index 2017). 

 

Figure 24: Income comparison. (Source: Matt Hom at the Kaka‘ako Our Kuleana Workshop 2015) 

The difference between the income and housing prices is not only steered by high 

costs of construction and consequently the market prices and demand. The state’s 

biggest industry, tourism, is another cause of the lack of affordable housing. More 

and more non-residents purchase properties, distorting housing demand and 

pushing up the market rate and prices for residents. In 2011, non-residents owned 

15.4% of all condos, and 8.4% of all housing. Also, Prudential Locations reported that 

25% of Honolulu homebuyers are non-residents (Brodie et. al. 2012, p. 12).  

If you talk about affordability, you always have to think about “affordable for 

whom”? The HCDA differentiates between “workforce” and “reserved housing”, two 

separate programs that can be referred to as “affordable housing”. Each reserved or 

workforce housing unit approved by the HCDA needs to be reserved for families 

making less than 140% AMI. “Reserved housing” is available to households making 

between 30% to 140% AMI and every developer is required to reserve about 20% of 
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their residential development for sale or rent to those making no more than 140% 

AMI. “Workforce housing” needs to provide at least 75% of the units for buyers 

making 100-140% AMI. In addition, workforce housing developments are prohibited 

from receiving government funding (HCDA 2015, p. 6 ff.).  

An example of already existing buildings in Kaka‘ako is the Halekauwila Place, 

completed in April 2014, that offers 204 rental units to low income households 

making under 60% AMI. In the same year, Rycroft Terrace were offered for sale to 

extremely low income households making as little as 30% AMI and making no more 

than maximum 120% AMI (HCDA 2015, p. 8). 

Another example is 801 South Street, the only workforce housing project so far in 

which over 1,000 housing units were sold to local buyers under the HCDA rules. 

Unfortunately, the building failed in its mission to provide affordable housing. One 

year after opening, at least ten units have been resold at prices that did not meet 

“workforce” budgets anymore (Lincoln, M. 2016).  

The inhabitants’ fear is a creation of a district that locals cannot afford. Retired 

Californians, New Yorkers, and Japanese are wealthy migrants that can afford luxury 

condos. However, Spencer (2015) remarks that the key to improve the city’s position 

in a global economy lies in integration, not isolation. The islands of Hawai’i as well as 

Honolulu at their urban core have some of the most physically attractive 

neighborhoods in the world. Honolulu will always attract people from the mainland 

and elsewhere. The affordability of the city rests not only on policies to keep costs 

down but also on policies to increase local purchasing power in a national as well as 

a global economy (Spencer 2015, p. 160 f.). 

 

5.4.3.4 Homelessness in Waterfront Park  

Besides the specific complicating factors that can lead to individual or family 

experiences of homelessness, the City and Council of Honolulu claims that a 

household becomes homeless because they are unable to find or maintain housing 
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that they can afford. A person earning the minimum wage would have to work 180 

hours a week to make rent for an average two-bedroom apartment in Honolulu. In 

other words, someone who works 40 hours per week needs to make $34.81/hour in 

order to afford the average two-bedroom apartment on O’ahu (City and County of 

Honolulu 2017a).  

In 2015, 7,620 people were counted as homeless in Hawai’i. Therefore, Hawai’i is the 

state with the highest per capita homeless population in the United States. Most of 

them are situated in the city of Honolulu. A sit-lie ordinance exists that basically fine 

individuals caught sitting or lying on sidewalks. Additionally, the police regularly 

conduct street clearings, so-called sweeps, through homeless encampments. 

Kaka‘ako Makai and its Waterfront Park moved into the focus of the homeless crisis 

in 2015, when up to 300 individuals and families camped in the area (Nagourney 

2016). Half a year after the sweep in Kaka’ako Makai, the area filled again with 

“tents”. There were 46 homeless people counted in March 2016. The Waterfront 

Park officially closes at 10 pm and the police remind people of the opening hours 

(Namata 2016). But do sweeps and enforcements really solve the problem?  

The Housing First Initiative is another national approach fighting homelessness in the 

US. In 2015, 173 individuals in 115 households who were experiencing chronic 

homelessness were placed into permanent housing (City and County of Honolulu 

2017a). A study by the University of Hawai’i at Manoa has found that Housing First 

has maintained a 97% retention rate in its first year. It improved health and 

wellbeing with an increasing participation in the community and increasing 

community support (Trifonovitch 2016). 

Next Step Shelter is an example of social welfare in Kaka‘ako. They can hold up to 

135 people in the shelter. Every individual has his or her own housing unit that is 

separated from the others. The provided shelters are only for single men and single 

women, not for families. Next Step Shelter is an emergency shelter and most people 

are from right off the street. Once a person decides to come in, there is a time limit 

of 60 to 90 days to find a transitional housing. The majority of people come in with 

no documents, no income or future perspective. The employees of the shelter try to 



 68 

help them. However, the housing they are searching for is $800 and below and 

according to the Next Step Shelter there is no affordable housing in Kaka‘ako for the 

budget of the homeless people (Next Step Shelter 2017, interview).   
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6. Interviews  

During the fieldwork in Hawai’i, a range of experts was asked about the 

development and future of Kaka‘ako. The interviews do not only answer open 

questions, they also represent a current view on the development from different 

sides. Interviewees were not merely the three main landowners and the HCDA, but 

also NGOs, residents and professors at universities. The expert interviews reflect the 

voices of the diverse stakeholders and their opinion on sustainability.  

 

6.1 Expert interviews 

Expert interviews are a form of qualitative interviews with a focus on a particular 

group of individuals. An expert has knowledge about a specific field of activity. For 

instance, professional experience or representative of a certain group can assimilate 

that knowledge (Flick 2011, p. 214). Bogner and Menz (2009) differentiate three 

different features of expert interviews:  

 Explorative expert interviews  

 Systematic expert interviews  

 Theory generated interviews  

All three kinds were relevant for this thesis. Not only statements and know-how 

from earlier interviews were essential for later conversations, also a guideline for the 

outcome was created subsequently. The structure of the interviews was semi-

structured or guided to gain a bigger spectrum of relevant information. Another 

advantage of guided interviews is the facilitated evaluation through the systematic 

structure of thematic blocks.  

Figure 25 is a visual concept of the guided interview used for the fieldwork in 

Kaka‘ako. Semi-structured or guided interviews vary depending on the topic. 

However, it is not comparable with an open questionnaire because it structures 

thematic blocks. Additionally, it is not placed in a rigid schema, but a support for the 

interviewer to stick to the subject and not drift away (Mattissek et. al. 2013, p. 168). 
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The interview was structured in four bigger blocks, namely current situation, 

connections, sustainability and future. While the very first question was a 

description of the past, most issues dealt with the present and future. If needed, a 

picture was shown as an impulse for more difficult questions about sustainability. 

The three pictures that were displayed are the Hawai’i 2050 Sustainability Plan, the 

Aloha+ Challenge (figure 12) and Smart City characteristics (figure 8). It helped the 

interviewees to understand the perspective of the interviewer on sustainability.  

 

Figure 25: Guided interview concept. (Source: Holzinger 2018). 

 

6.2 Narrative Interviews  

In addition to a variety of expert interviews narrative interviews were held. Those 

interviews had open questionnaires with some structure. Narrative interviews have 

a certain key event or key issue to talk about (Mattissek et. al. 2013, p.174). These 

interviews can be seen as an extension of the expert interviews with individuals who 

are connected to Kaka‘ako, but do not fit into the guided interview concept as they 

have a very specific knowledge about the area. Furthermore, the answers are not 

comparable with the semi-structured interviews.  
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6.3 Selection of interviewees 

The following table shows all semi-structured expert interviews. In the beginning, 

the focus was on talking to the big landowners and the HCDA. Afterwards, the 

viewpoint of the university, residents and different governmental associations was 

added. The aim was to have a broad choice of the interviewees to illustrate the 

different perspectives and fill or strengthen the knowledge about the development 

in Kaka‘ako.  

Table 1: Expert interviews. (Source: Holzinger 2018) 

Interviewee Date Time Place  Interest/ Position  

Ron Iwami 
Friends of Kewalos 

28.07 1 hour 6 min Kewalo Basin 
Park 

NGO, protecting coastline 

Robert Oda and Paul Kay 
Kamehameha Schools 

01.08 1 hour 2 min Our Kaka’ako 
Information 
Center  

Landowner, Our Kaka‘ako 

Serge Marek 
Assistant Professor of 
Geography 

10.08 1 hour 10 min Pacific 
University  

University  

Nick Vanderboom 
Howard Hughes 

23.08 51 min Coffee Bean Landowner, Ward Village 

Deepak Neupane 
HCDA Director of 
Planning 

24.08 1 hour 1 min HCDA  HCDA, Planning   

Harrison Rue  
City and County of 
Honolulu  

29.08 48 min Department 
of Planning 
and 
Permitting  

Department of Planning 
and Permitting, TOD 
Planning  

Peter Apo 
OHA Trustee 

05.09 56 min  OHA  Landowner, Kaka’ako 
Makai 

Donna Wong 
Hawai’i Thousand Friends 

12.09 1 hour 3 min Starbucks 
Ward Village 

NGO, environmental and 
land use issues 

Luciano Minerbi 
DURP Professor  

18.09 1 hour 27 min UH Campus University 

Leo Asuncion 
Office of Planning  

19.09 1 hour 20 min Office of 
Planning 

State of Hawai’i  

Sharon Moriwaki 
DURP Professor and 
Kaka’ako United 

20.09 1 hour 15 min UH Campus University, Resident, 
Kaka’ako United 

Jesse Souki 
HCDA  

26.09 58 min HCDA HCDA 

Nicole Chatterson  
Hawai’i Green Growth 

28.09 52 min UH Campus, 
Starbucks 

Sustainability, Aloha+ 
Challenge 
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Ryan Tam 
Neighborhood Board  

04.10 40 min Doraku 
Restaurant 

Chair of Ala Moana-
Kaka’ako Neighborhood 
Board, Director of Planning 
for Rapid Transportation 

 

Additionally, some narrative interviews were held. They did not follow the semi-

structured interview guidelines but provided essential information and materials. For 

example, the homeless shelter had much more experience and knowledge about 

homeless people in Kaka‘ako than any other interview partner. Hans Strasser for 

instance just moved into one of the new high-rises and talked about his first 

impressions of living in a flat in the urban core of the city after selling his house in 

the suburb of Honolulu.  

Table 2: Narrative interviews. (Source: Holzinger 2018) 

Interviewee Date Time Place Interest/ Position 

Karen Umemoto 
DURP Professor  

28.08 ca. 1 hour Department of 
Planning, UH  

Workshops Kaka’ako Our Kuleana 

Hans Strasser 31.08 ca. 30 min Interstate 
building  

Resident of Kaka’ako, former  
Austrian ambassador  

Howard Wiig 
Energy Analyst 

22.09 ca. 1 hour Hukilau 
restaurant 

State of Hawai’i, energy efficiency 
of high-rises  

Daniel Simonich 03.10 1 hour 19 min SALT at Our 
Kaka’ako 

Former HCDA  

Diana Lorenz 
Feeding Hawai’i 
Togehter Org 

04.10 E-mail E-mail Business that moved out of 
Kaka‘ako 

Next Step Shelter 17.10 ca. 30 min Next Step 
Shelter 

Homeless shelter  

 

Moreover, information about the development was collected at different public 

events and meetings. Conversations were conducted with a variety of different 

people. The attended events were:  

 16.08. Public hearing at HCDA 

The public hearing was held concerning the new guidelines for affordable 

housing. A connection with Deepak Neupane was made. The hearing was also 

helpful for a better understanding of the structure of the HCDA.  
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 02.09. 88 Block Walks  

Adele Balderston is organizing an ongoing series of walking tours with 

different focuses in Kaka‘ako. Walk 5 “The Living Archive” was a multimedia 

tour featuring actors in period costumes and multiple outdoor projections of 

historical images in the time frame of 1920s to 1970s. The tour strengthened 

the knowledge about the past of Kaka‘ako. 

 20.09. Sustainability Council Presentation 

The UH Manoa Sustainability Council is a university group that promotes 

sustainability on the campus. They meet monthly to share ideas, network and 

discover opportunities for synergy. This master thesis was presented at their 

September meeting and the members shared their knowledge and 

established contacts.   

 25.09. Kaka’ako Neighborhood Watch 

Every Monday the Kaka‘ako Neighborhood Watch meets and walks around 

their neighborhood. During the field visit, a fruitful discussion was conducted 

with the help of examples in sight.  

 26.09. Kaka’ako/ Ala Moana Neighborhood Board Meeting 

At the Neighborhood Board Meeting one can have glimpses into the latest 

developments of the community. Furthermore, the developers also 

presented their updates. 

 

6.4 Evaluation of the interviews  

6.4.1 Current situation 

In the beginning, the interviewees were asked about the past of Kaka‘ako. The 

memory different interview partners had about the district before 2005, the time 

before the recent development from Kamehameha Schools and Howard Hughes 

started, was very diverse. On the one hand, they described it as peaceful and an area 

people called home. On the other hand also many words with a negative 

connotation were mentioned, such as: industrial wasteland and criminality. Kaka‘ako 

was a home to 2,640 residents in 1920. The number of people rose in the 1940s to 
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over 5,000 residents. Then, the number of inhabitants dropped and the number of 

workers in Kaka‘ako rose. Kaka’ako Makai did not even exist some decades ago 

because it is a landfill. In the last century, the neighborhood underwent a big 

transformation. Buildings were rising and falling, people were moving in and out. In 

this confusion the Hawai’i Community Development Authority (HCDA) was founded 

and presented a vision of the future Kaka‘ako. The area should make the highest and 

best use providing a live, work, play and learn model. However, between 1976 and 

2005 only Restaurant Row and the Waterfront Towers were built. The idea of a new 

town in town with mixed-use brought hope and optimism to the inhabitants, and the 

university contributed with studies such as “Kaka‘ako tomorrow”. Unfortunately, the 

university did not get feedback on their work. They spoke up, but felt that they had 

not been heard.   

The current situation in the district is perceived and interpreted in different ways by 

the experts. The landowners Kamehameha Schools and Howard Hughes rate their 

projects as successful. Kamehameha Schools is about 50% of the way through and 

Howard Hughes around 25% of their presented master plan. Both develop their 

areas very fast. Kamehameha Schools even decided to slow down. They want to 

learn from their community and adapt amenities if necessary. People living in Our 

Kaka‘ako are not only residents but also stakeholders. SALT is the place where the 

community can come together. It is not a clubhouse or a golf course like in other 

communities; they do not have to pay for their gathering place. A bank director and 

a bus driver can be neighbors and dine together in the area. In the landowners’ view 

you have to listen what a community wants. People and their preferences are 

changing from time to time. With Ward Village Howard Hughes wants to create a 

master plan that is not only the best in Hawai’i, but also the best in the world in 

terms of design, architecture, creating public spaces, providing housing and creating 

a gathering place for everyone to meet. Putting together the right mix of tenets and 

residents should make the destination unique.  

The Office of Hawaiian Affairs (OHA) is still in the planning process of their land. They 

want to develop their project in a way that celebrates Hawai’i. At the moment, three 

versions for their master plan exist. CPAC designed a conceptual plan for the Makai 
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area with much public engagement a decade ago. Nothing was realized so far and 

this frustrates the participants. There are many restrictions on the land, for instance, 

a height limit and the prohibition to build residential units in Kaka‘ako Makai. They 

would like to collaborate more with Kamehameha Schools and Howard Hughes.  

The board of HCDA changed in 2015. Since then, members also represent residents 

and small businesses and not only politicians and developers. The last board was 

steered by the politics. The whole community feels more involved and heard. The 

board questions, comments and votes their conscience. The approvals for 

testimonials are not only 9 to 0 like it used to be, but can also be 5 to 4. It seems to 

be more democratic than before. In September 2017, the board passed a policy 

where they lowered their rules for affordable housing from 140% AMI to 120% AMI. 

Furthermore the housing units need to be affordable for at least 30 years. The new 

board was evaluated more positive than the last one from the interviewees. 

However, the outsourcing Kaka’ako’s from the City and County to the newly formed 

HCDA as part of the state was not only rated positive. The property taxes go to the 

city, so the City and County of Honolulu gets the benefits. Some experts even said 

that the HCDA should not be a separate state development agency because it is 

more complicated and harder to understand for the people when you have separate 

rules.  

 

6.4.2 Sustainability  

In terms of sustainability, HCDA does not have an overall concept for Kaka‘ako. Every 

expert had his or her own idea of sustainability. As mentioned in the theoretical part, 

sustainability is not simple to define and not easy to measure or even quantify. As 

guidance for sustainability, the three-pillar-model, the Aloha+ Challenge and the 

Hawai’i 2050 Sustainability Plan were discussed. More than half of the experts have 

never heard of the Aloha+ Challenge or the Hawai’i 2050 Sustainability Plan. Some 

interviewees said that the development is not sustainable at all. We must not fail to 

mention that the development has approaches of sustainability, which will be shown 

below. There are elements of a compact city/smart growth such as density, urban 
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areas linked by public transport systems or accessibility to local services and jobs 

(see chapter 2.3). However, one can find sort of a dichotomy. It means that strengths 

and weaknesses of the development, as well as opportunities and threats often 

exhibit an interaction. Facts that were considered as a positive change by one 

interviewee were pointed-out as negative by others. The SWOT analysis will 

illustrate the interaction and will contrast the different approaches. First, the results 

of the interviews will be presented with the inspiration of the tetrahedra of 

sustainability.  

 

6.4.2.1 Environmental sustainability  

When talking about sustainability, most of the interviewees were thinking about 

environmental sustainability. Exploiting resources, building more than the 

environment or the city can cope with and the climate change were the biggest 

issues. The islands of Hawai’i are very vulnerable as a whole. Interviewees were 

concerned about the carrying capacity of O’ahu and Kaka‘ako in particular. On the 

one hand, Honolulu is a very multicultural and open-minded city, but on the other 

hand residents do not want to reach the limit of carrying capacity. The already 

existing lack of space is correlating with the prices of living and will play a larger role 

in the future. As a consequence of climate change, sea-level rises will affect Kaka‘ako. 

Models exist that show potential vulnerabilities of the district (see figure 21) but 

neither HCDA nor the landowners and developers came up with a strategy so far. 

One argument was that the strategy would need to be made at a state level.  

The new high-rises will accommodate many people in the core of Honolulu. A once 

loosely built area is going to be dense and host a big amount of residents and 

businesses. Some interviewees were afraid because they already live in Kaka‘ako and 

love to live here. They worry about the infrastructure, their own view blocked by 

new buildings, the vanishing of the community and the “good old times”, and if the 

environment can cope with all the new people and buildings. The infrastructure was 

already here and if you have to choose to build on agricultural land, conservation 

land or urban land, it is more sustainable to use an urban area with existing 
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infrastructure. It is a rare opportunity to have such a huge area in the core of the city 

to develop. 

People who are living in Kaka‘ako can easily walk to their jobs in downtown Honolulu. 

The close proximity to the CBD is very attractive and livable. A pedestrian friendly 

environment is improving continuously in the area. Sidewalks are getting expanded; 

shops and restaurants are emerging in the first floor of buildings and people are on 

the streets. Biki, a public transportation system with bicycles in Honolulu, was 

installed in Kaka‘ako. This is something very new for the inhabitants, because O’ahu 

is a very pro-automobile place. Suddenly protected bike lanes appear and minimize 

the space for cars. In general, residents are cautious about foreigners that come to 

the islands and “say they are doing good”. Many organizations, groups and 

individuals already came to Hawai’i, claiming to have “better solutions” for the 

islands. Hawaiians are careful with strangers that change a part of their life, f.e. the 

neighborhood or the mobility and leave after the completion. Some interviewees 

were a little bit concerned about the bike system and the pedestrian street that is 

involved in the Ward Village master plan. They say that it is not in their culture and 

new ideas, such as biki, create tensions. Street festivals are held in the community. 

The notion is to bring the community together and outside of the apartment.  

The focus of Kamehameha Schools has been on adaptive reuse as a primary 

component. The idea is to preserve the resources and recycle the contemporary 

building materials such as the old warehouses. It maintains the charm of the former 

industrial services and makes the area look hip. Howard Hughes counts on LEED. 

Ward Village was rewarded as a platinum certified neighborhood. LEED means 

“leadership and energy in environmental design” and it focuses primarily on 

environmental sustainability. The standard deals with sights, energy, water savings, 

air quality and more. However, some interviewees questioned how 90% window 

glazing on the facade and air conditioning in every housing unit could be sustainable.  

Furthermore, the request for more green areas was mentioned many times. SALT is 

a gathering place that is built on concrete and not a green park. Ward Village does 

not have a park in their community either. The luxury high-rises have a pool and a 
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yard on top of the garage or the roof. Only residents of the building have access to 

this yard, which is a contradiction to the vision of Kaka‘ako. With such separate areas 

the people get isolated and others excluded. The Kaka‘ako Waterfront Park would be 

a perfect green oasis next to the ocean. Residents avoid the park because of the 

homeless population in the park. In October 2017, the park closed indefinitely.  

 

6.4.2.2 Economic sustainability 

Around 2005, the murals appeared. They seem to symbolize the change in the 

district as many experts referred to it at some point. Moreover, eateries popped up, 

breweries opened and people started to look at Kaka‘ako and thought, “What a cool 

place”. Others see in the area another hot spot for gentrification. They are afraid 

that the appeal of Kaka‘ako disappears and with it all the old car repair shops and 

warehouses the area is famous for. Even if there were not many residents before the 

current development started, the displacement of small businesses happens. The 

displacement of small businesses was one of the most mentioned concerns.  

One example of a business that had to move is “Feeding Hawai’i Together Org”. The 

non-profit organization is the largest distributor of free food on O’ahu since 2003. 

They operated in Kaka‘ako for a small rental price for 15 years. In September 2016, 

they were forced to close their doors at 615 Keawe Street because of the new 

master plan for the area. “HCDA did tried to help us and along with the Hawai’i 

Housing Finance & Development Corporation (HHFDC) did by offering us a building in 

Kaka'ako for two years to help us continue our mission until we could get another 

location.  The building they offered was a building that is scheduled to be demolished 

in 2 years and during the public hearing that needed to be done before we could 

occupy it, the tenant in that building testified that it was full of mold and leaking roof 

and wasn't able to be a good building for our operation (Lorenz 2017, interview).”  

The two government agencies tried their best to keep the company for two more 

years in Kaka‘ako. Repairing the building would have taken a long time and cost a big 

amount of money. Furthermore, they could not find any other warehouse of the 

needed size and affordable for the organization. For no less than 7,000 square feet 
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the monthly rent would have been $10,000 or more. However, without the 

Community Development Block Grant of the City’s Department, they could not find 

anything affordable anywhere in the Honolulu area. Now, they found a building in 

the Kalihi area close to bus stops and two public housing facilities and will re-open 

around the beginning of 2018. 

Otherwise, Kamehameha Schools promote to keep small businesses in the area such 

as Hank’s Haute Dogs. However, they are talking about businesses that fit into their 

urban-island setting, such as breweries, art galleries or cafés. Kamehameha Schools 

want to adapt their amenities the way the community wants it. The young 

professional technophilic and creative neighborhood that can be recognized while 

walking through SALT probably prefers a brewery instead of a free food grocery 

store for low-income clients. Once a month, a night market is taking place in SALT. 

Kamehameha Schools saw it as a vehicle that allowed them to demonstrate that 

people would come and experience Our Kaka‘ako. It showcased that the street 

experience is something the community wants. The supply is customized to the 

community. However, with the community they localize the inhabitants of their land, 

Our Kaka‘ako, and not residents from other high-rises such as Waterfront Towers.  

Ward Village’s location also has not been a residential area before. They are focusing 

on the right mix of local tenants and keeping a balance to not gentrifying the retail. 

The South Shore Market is a new shopping mall with local tenants. However, the 

shops offer in some instances high-end products. Still, people like it because it is 

different than Waikiki with all the international brands that can be found 

everywhere else in the world. The interviewees like the fact that South Shore Market 

is helping the local economy, because it only features small local businesses. In 

summer 2017, the beloved Ward Warehouse closed because of the HCDA’s pressure 

to start building the gathering place for Ward Village. On the one hand, people are 

calling for green spaces and on the other hand, they are criticizing the closure of an 

old shopping mall to create space for a green gathering place.  

A contemporary challenge is the integration of the industrial services in Kaka‘ako to 

the mixed-use concept. In the central of the district, there are still car repair shops 
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and warehouses that need to be part of the community. Many businesses are small 

or family businesses. As a consequence of the redevelopment, property prices go up. 

Interviewees agreed that they want to avoid displacing the industrial businesses. The 

HCDA tries to keep the small industrial businesses, but that is not an easy task to 

accomplish. The vision is to have a mixed-use and not a single use. A vertical school 

and an innovation center that provides office space and access for technology are in 

planning. The innovation center will be situated next to the medical university and 

the cancer center. 

 

6.4.2.3 Social sustainability 

At the “Kaka‘ako Our Kuleana” workshops the affordability of the new housings was 

listed as the most important issue for people (figure 20). It is still a very important 

topic. As already mentioned, the board passed a policy in which they lowered their 

guideline for affordable housing from 140% AMI to 120% AMI with a duration for at 

least 30 years. At least 20% of all housing units need to be affordable. If you look at it 

from a broader perspective, you will recognize that Honolulu is very expensive in 

general and a guideline for affordable housing is a great effort to act against the 

price increase of the buildings in Honolulu. One can find projects beneath 80% AMI 

in Kaka‘ako and there are plans for so-called micro units in Cooke Street that will be 

priced 60% AMI and below with even 10 units under 30% AMI. It is difficult to find 

developers who are building affordable housing, because Honolulu is a very 

desirable city to live in and the demand is huge.  

Nevertheless, inhabitants argue that 140% AMI is not affordable at all. If 100% AMI is 

the average income, then an affordable unit should be 60% AMI or below. Some say, 

that the guidelines from the HCDA are only affordable housing in name. In addition, 

they have the feeling that the new high-rises are not for locals but foreign investors 

and rich people from the mainland as holiday apartments. Especially Howard Hughes’ 

luxury high-rises, such as Waiea, do not offer a single affordable unit. Residents 

argued that, “more than half of the lights in the luxury towers are off in the evening”. 

Howard Hughes claims that 70% of the buyers are local buyers and only 20 to 30% 
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are investments. Their definition is that local buyers spend more than six months in 

the accommodation.  

No contemporary public participation can be found except of the public hearings 

from the HCDA. In 2005, public readings, feedbacks and conversations with 

stakeholders were made because the new master plans and rules were developed. It 

is not clear to which extent the public voice was taken into account. Today, every 

single building has to be approved by the board that is obligated by public 

testimonials. However, the public does not feel like they are participating in the 

process because the plans are more or less determined. No resident said that he or 

she participated in the planning process except for the Makai plans that were not 

mentioned to be used for certain in the future (see chapter 5.4.3.1). The approach is 

top-down, government-driven and most of the participatory actions are on the stage 

of informing (see chapter 4).  

Furthermore, Kamehameha Schools have an information center in SALT where 

individuals can come and talk to the landowner. People can write down their ideas 

on the idea board in the center. They also collaborate with the tenants. Howard 

Hughes invites everyone to come to their IBM building where public sessions and 

events are held. The public can give input and the big landowners listen to them, but 

it is not clear how much they consider and execute the ideas and wishes of the 

people. Some interviewees feel like the development is not for the people but for 

making profit.  

Hence, the HCDA is thinking about updating the plan. The planning process is where 

the community can have the most input. It would be beneficial if a bottom-up 

approach was going to be used for the update of the plan. The Kaka‘ako Our Kuleana 

workshops were a planning academy for everyone. Events like this should be taken 

into account more often by the HCDA and the developers. Some members in the 

community criticize the HCDA as being too friendly to the developers and 

landowners. Finding the right balance is never easy. Organizations such as Friends of 

Kewalos or Kaka‘ako United and events like Kaka‘ako Our Kuleana are seen as 

positive and as a sort of control body.  
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The homelessness in the district is a challenge. Since the last few years, Honolulu has 

not seen so much homelessness. Parks are in the jurisdiction of the City and County 

of Honolulu, but the HCDA is in charge of Waterfront Park and missing funding to act. 

The Department of Land and Resources are managing all the other parks in Honolulu 

and because of the special responsibility in Kaka‘ako, neither the City nor the HCDA 

is taking care of it at the moment. Furthermore, in the area of Kaka‘ako Makai the 

development of the OHA land has not started yet. When people see non-

development is happening they occupy the area. Waterfront Park is public land and 

officially opens from 5am until 10pm. Some people ignore the rules and build their 

tents in the park. The interviewees differentiate between homeless people who are 

mentally ill and those who have jobs but cannot afford renting a place. There is no 

solution that fits all. The Next Step Shelter is an emergency shelter in the area but 

they cannot take care of all people and they were criticizing that affordable housing 

in Kaka‘ako is not affordable for the homeless. In addition, the application office for 

affordable housing is closed for the next two or three years. A waiting list existed, 

but it had to be abolished as too many people were applying. Moreover, the 

Waterfront Park closed its gates in October 2017 for an indefinite period. 

Both big landowners include the culture and history of the place in their design and 

events. Kamehameha Schools named their gathering place SALT because it was a salt 

mine before and collaborate with POW WOW Hawai’i, who are producing street art 

in Our Kaka‘ako. Howard Hughes cares about the opinion of cultural descendants 

and include them strongly in their development. When a new building is built they 

are holding a ceremony and giving Hawaiian names to the building. At the IBM 

building many cultural events are being held, such as the “Kona Nui Nights”, a free 

monthly event that honors the Hawaiian language, music, and the arts of hula. 

Howard Hughes also supported the first Honolulu biennale as a big sponsor. They try 

to be very culturally sensitive and want to respect the Hawaiian culture and the 

history of the area. Supporting arts and culture is seen as a part of supporting the 

community.  
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6.4.2.4 Institutional sustainability  

Unlike the rest of Honolulu, the HCDA is an association by the state, and not the City 

and County. Therefore, they have their own structure and rules. The city has shared 

goals with the state and the HCDA is involved in the TOD plans of the City and 

County of Honolulu as two train stops are planned in Kaka‘ako. The structure is 

complicated because the HCDA was established to update the infrastructure and 

prepare the district for the redevelopment. They do not get the property taxes or 

revenue; they are not responsible for the management of open spaces and parks. 

This might be one of the main reasons of the remaining homelessness in Waterfront 

Park. The new elected HCDA board consists out of different representatives for 

Kaka‘ako. However, a bigger involvement of residents into the decision making 

process is desirable. 

The interviews have shown that the HCDA and the big landowners are not working 

with universities. Kaka‘ako is an area that was already well studied by the University 

of Hawai’i at Manoa. The university did research about the businesses in the district 

and how you could develop Kaka‘ako in the future. They took a look at which 

businesses have to remain in Kaka‘ako because of linkages to the port or other 

businesses and which could be relocated. It seems like the university did not get a 

feedback for their research from HCDA and the ideas were never realized. 

Furthermore, the interview partners did not mention any inclusion of other 

institutions. Institutions and governance are important to achieve sustainability. 

 

6.4.3 Future views and opinions 

The interviewees have different views and opinions on the future of Kaka‘ako. 

Everyone cares about the district within his or her own capabilities. However, the 

vision of what Kaka‘ako should be in the future varies. What all interviewees have in 

common is that they want Kaka‘ako to be a place where people are happy. While 

some want the best possible development, others are focusing on the affordability 
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of the housing units or on the capabilities of the infrastructure. Some do not want 

any change at all.  

People want Kaka‘ako to have a thriving community. The future will show if 

residents will use the Biki system or the rail and if they want to live in a dense inner 

city. The area will be pedestrian friendly, including public spaces and mixed-use. 

Furthermore, the composition of the residents will change. Not only locals but also 

foreigners will live in the district. Some interview partners are concerned about the 

prices of the condos in the next decades. Theoretically, the area will consist of 

mixed-income groups. It will not be easy to prevent gentrification and displacement. 

Still, most people think that there will always be locals who live in Kaka‘ako.  

The interview partners see threats in sea-level rise, homelessness, traffic and 

affordability. Nobody is afraid of tourists in the district or of the possibility that 

Kaka‘ako might become the next Waikiki. The infrastructure is not build for such a 

development. Hotels are not intended to be construct. However, tourists will shop 

and dine in the area. Few tourist trolleys are already stopping in Kaka‘ako and 

people are taking pictures with the murals or shop at the South Shore Market.  

All that is certain is that Kaka‘ako is changing and will change in the future.  

 

6.5 The logics of sustainability for Kaka‘ako 

As mentioned in the introduction, the logics of sustainability are the leading method 

in this thesis. Not only the research and interview questions were selected to fit to 

this approach, but the whole theory was built around it as well. “Västra Hamnen” in 

Malmö that is presented in chapter 3.2 is a best-practice example of sustainable 

urban development in Europe. It served as a comparison with a similar location as 

Kaka‘ako within a city.  

The logics of sustainability are a very complex approach that cannot be applied for 

Kaka‘ako practically with this thesis, but can be seen as a theoretically “ideal 
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situation” for the neighborhood. Questions for each logical level are answered in the 

following table for a future design of a model according to the logics of sustainability.  

Table 3: Logical levels of Kaka‘ako. (Source: Holzinger 2018, adapted from Zimmermann and Janschitz 2010) 

Logical levels Sustainability in Kaka‘ako 

Identity  

(What will the neighborhood be after 

having gone the way towards 

sustainability?) 

 Sustainable and desirable urban place in Hawai’i 

in which all income groups work, live, learn and 

play 

Values and Beliefs 

(Why is more sustainability in Kaka‘ako 

necessary?) 

 Core value for both residents and stakeholders, 

must be a mixed-income community based on 

participation and empowerment  

Capabilities  

(How is sustainability implemented at 

different levels so far?) 

 A certain percentage of all housing units must be 

affordable  

 A must to keep small businesses in the area 

Behaviors  

(What are the needs for change 

towards sustainability?) 

 Integration of relevant institutions such as the 

university 

 Raise awareness of local residents for sustainable 

ways of life 

 Conceive a sustainability concept for the whole 

neighborhood to create common benefits 

Environment 

(Where are the environmental 

opportunities in Kaka‘ako?) 

 Development of a pedestrian-friendly and 

bicycle-friendly mixed-use and mixed-income 

community  

 Green open spaces for recreation and play 

 

All responsible actors in Kaka‘ako should have the same vision for the future of the 

neighborhood. The levels of identity, values and beliefs, that are the social 

parameters, are very essential because they are able to generate the best effects on 

the economic, institutional and environmental dimensions. To continue, the 

integration and empowerment of the local people, as well as the understanding and 

awareness of sustainability in the everyday life is essential. After the introduction of 
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the capabilities and the sharing vision and mission, the behaviors can be changed. 

The environment is the fundament to build on all the other levels. (Zimmermann and 

Janschitz 2010, p. 139).  

HCDA’s vision of a “sustainable and desirable place to live, work, learn and play” 

should note that all income groups must be included in the process. It cannot be 

regarded as social sustainable if it is a segregated high-class neighborhood. As 

mentioned, the levels of identity, and values and beliefs are the most important, but 

most difficult to achieve. The first focus should be on the creation of a value-based 

neighborhood. Consequently, the capabilities and behaviors can be modified. Even if 

the decision-makers reach a wide range of residents and interest groups, but only on 

the “ladder” of informing or placation, the power and final decision is still made by a 

few board members. Public participation is not only the stage of informing and 

holding public hearings every month. Hence, a bottom-up approach and the 

involvement of the residents in the planning process is necessary. Additionally, the 

mobilization of marginalized groups, such as the huge homeless population in 

Kaka‘ako is challenging, but worthwhile. The residents also need a willingness to 

participate and get engaged. If everyone gets a voice, empowerment can be reached 

(see chapter 4.2).  
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7. Conclusion 

The main goal of this thesis was to examine the current development in Kaka‘ako 

and evaluate the efforts in sustainability. First of all, the SWOT analysis summarizes 

the key points of the development. It gains an overall picture of the interviews and 

meetings in the study area. Afterwards, the research questions are answered. Lastly, 

recommendations for the further development based on the European socialization 

of the author are presented. 

 

7.1 SWOT analysis – core results at the glance 

The SWOT analysis summarizes the interviewees’ statements in strengths, 

weaknesses, opportunities and threats. As outlined above, some changes of the 

development were seen positive by the one person, but negative by the other. For 

instance, the developers and the HCDA try to keep small businesses in the area, 

which is regarded as a strength. However, not every small business can afford to pay 

the rent after the renovation of its building or it was already displaced. This is a 

weakness of the renewal. To visualize this reciprocal effect, an arrow with two 

endings was included in between strengths and weaknesses, as well as opportunities 

and threats. The arrow says “interaction” and shows the connection between 

strengths and weaknesses, or opportunities and threats. Therefore, the grey part in 

the middle lists all relations and the white parts below characterize strengths, 

weaknesses, opportunities and threats without a counterpart. 

During the fieldwork some tensions between the decision-makers and the 

community could be found. The policy-makers stretched out the complexity of the 

process and claimed that they try to find a balance between the rights of the private 

landowners and the community’s interest. Furthermore, not every request is 

possible to implement. An example is the much-debated issue of affordable housing. 

For the developers earning more money from the condominiums and for the 

residents paying less rent is preferable. It is not easy to find a middle way between 
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the pressure of the housing market with a higher demand than offer and the 

provision of affordable housing units.  

The community’s suggestions and views were in some cases contradictory. For 

instance, a proportion of the interview partners supported the pedestrian-friendly 

realizations and was using the biki while the other interviewees were concerned 

about the traffic that might result if the bicycles and pedestrians get more and more 

space on the streets. Howard Hughes even has a pedestrian zone in their master 

plans. The landowners and developers had a clear focus on their own land to 

maximize the benefits of their own community.  

In general, the opinions were very diverse. To make it possible to show this 

dichotomy or contrariness, the interaction section was included as a comparison 

between the opinions. The full description of the examples in the SWOT can be 

found in chapter 6.4. It must be said, that the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities 

and threats were all statements of the interview partners. As a person who has no 

personal association with Kaka‘ako, it might have been easier to compare the 

different opinions and perspectives without taking sides. In table 4 the SWOT 

analysis is visualized. The opportunities and risks of the development, as well as 

possible strategies for preventing those threats, will be discussed later in detail.  
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Table 4: SWOT analysis Kaka‘ako. (Source: Holzinger 2018) 
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7.2. Research questions - answers 

Can the development of Kaka‘ako be regarded as a sustainable urban 

development?  

The development shows some initial approaches on sustainability. However, there is 

no overall sustainability concept for the neighborhood. Neither the Hawai’i 2050 

Sustainability Plan, nor the Aloha+ Challenge was used as a model or reference for 

the planning process. Kamehameha Schools, Howard Hughes and the Office of 

Hawaiian Affairs have their own ideas about sustainability and the HCDA did not 

created guidelines. An overall sustainability concept for Kaka‘ako is desirable and still 

applicable.  

However, initial approaches are given. Examples of compact cities/ smart growth can 

be recognized, such as a pedestrian-friendly environment, more density in the urban 

core and mixed-use. Howard Hughes got a LEED certificate for Ward Village. The 

landowners are striving for a successful and sustainable community.  

Who are the stakeholders of the redevelopment? 

The stakeholders are primarily the HCDA, Howard Hughes and Kamehameha Schools. 

HCDA is the administration of the neighborhood. Kaka’ako is outsourced of the City 

and County of Honolulu and managed by the State of Hawai’i. This causes some 

advantages and disadvantages that were presented in chapter 6.4. Howard Hughes 

and Kamehameha Schools are the biggest landowners of the district. Consequently, 

they have a lot of power. Every interviewee named those two as a stakeholder of the 

development. OHA has a lot of land, too. However, they did not start to develop 

their land as of now. Therefore, not all interview partners see them as a key player, 

but they will play an important role in the future.  

Organizations such as Friends of Kewalos and Kaka‘ako United were mentioned a 

few times and are respected by the executive bodies. They definitely play a role in 

the development. The Neighborhood Board is informing the residents about their 

community, but is not integrated in the process. Additionally, the Kaka‘ako 
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Neighborhood Watch has its own tasks that are not connected directly to the 

development.  

Is the process steered by financial interests focused on profit and return on 

investment or on the development of a model sustainable urban development 

involving public-private partnerships? 

The development brings in a lot of money for the landowners and developers, as 

Honolulu is a very expensive and desirable place to live and work at. The housing 

units in the new high-rises attract investors from everywhere because of the unique 

location in between downtown Honolulu and the waterfront. Price regulations exist, 

but 120% AMI is not affordable for low-income groups. HCDA passed a new law in 

September 2017 demanding that affordable units should be 120% AMI or less and 

that it needs to stay affordable for at least 30 years. Before, the minimum for 

affordable housing was 140% AMI and the rule for keeping the price for the next 30 

years did not exist. Some housing units were even resold after a few months (see 

chapter 5.4.3.3). Now, the condominium cannot be sold after a few months or years 

for double the price. The focus should be on mixed-income instead of profit. Public-

private partnerships could be enforced much more.  

What is the role of and influence on the development by local and state 

governments? 

The Hawai’i Community Development Authority is the leading administration of 

Kaka‘ako. It was carved out of the local government authority and is part of the State 

of Hawai’i. The only jurisdiction of the City and County of Honolulu is the permission 

of the new buildings in the area. Furthermore, they are responsible for the TOD 

plans, except the two rail stations in Kaka‘ako, which are again in the jurisdiction of 

the HCDA. The state government has the permission to do the zoning of the land. 

Therefore, it was easier for HCDA to create a mixed-use and change the zoning of 

the district.  
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What kind of opportunities and risks are associated with the redevelopment? 

There are many opportunities that are associated with the development. Since the 

development is not finished yet, the future can lead into every possible direction. 

First of all, the area can be a sustainable and attractive place to live, work, learn and 

play at. This is not only the HCDA’s vision, but also the interest of residents. The 

mixed-income and mixed-use concept is very interesting and the future will show if 

the integration of industry will be an advantage or disadvantage for Kaka‘ako. The 

TOD planning, which is also developing in Honolulu, will bring new opportunities for 

the district. After the creation of a pedestrian- and bike-friendly environment, the 

rail will provide another alternative to the car available.  

A possible risk that needs to be avoided is the gentrification of the district. One must 

say that gentrification should not only be seen as a negative process. There are also 

positive effects, such as the attraction of a creative milieu. However, excessive prices 

for living and the segregation of a wealthy and hip population are not the goal of the 

development. Not only the displacement of residents, but also the displacement of 

small businesses should be prevented. In general, the affordability for lower income 

groups might be threatened in the future. HCDA did something about this issue by 

lowering the maximum price limit for affordable housing and extending the time for 

those housing units to stay at the same price. Another risk might be a larger volume 

of traffic because of the additional population and the additional road users, such as 

more pedestrians and cyclists. A prevention of this scenario is the creation of 

awareness for alternative means of transportation and the expansion of safe bike 

paths and sidewalks.  

What are the governance approaches and/or ways of stakeholder participation? 

The Kaka‘ako Our Kuleana workshops in 2015 were a great initiative from the DURP 

at the University of Hawai’i at Manoa to inform interested individuals and get them 

involved. The workshops can be watched on the website of the DURP. Additionally, 

an interest group was formed that is still active. Unfortunately, the group did not 

respond and therefore could not be interviewed. It is not clear what their goals are 
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and what role they play in this situation. Furthermore, this group was not mentioned 

by any of the expert interviewees.  

Organizations like Kaka‘ako United and Friends of Kewalos are a control body. They 

were not formed by any political decision. Instead, the group was created to speak 

on behalf of the community. Friends of Kewalos has their focus on the coastal areas 

of Kaka‘ako, the Makai area. Their mission is to protect, preserve and care for 

Kewalo Basin Park and the surrounding shoreline to ensure that people will have 

access and the ability to enjoy the area also for future generations to come. Kaka‘ako 

United read the rules of HCDA and go to the public meetings to stay informed and 

testify if necessary.  

The Kaka’ako Makai Community Planning Advisory Council (CPAC) designed a 

conceptual plan for the Makai area with much public engagement. Now, the land 

belongs to OHA and none of the ideas were realized so far. In addition, it is not 

certain if anything will be taken into account when OHA develops their area. If you 

let the public participate, you have to be very careful and sensitive. Residents put 

much effort and leisure time in such meetings and they should feel involved. It does 

not encourage cooperation between the public and the stakeholders if the resident’s 

ideas and wishes are not taken into account.  

Besides the public hearings, there is no other regular chance of participation for the 

public. Residents can visit the Our Kaka‘ako Information Center at SALT and the IBM 

Center in Ward Village to talk to the landowners and inform themselves. HCDA is 

thinking about updating the master plans and at this stage, the participation of 

residents is desirable. The planning process is where the community can have the 

most input and shape what is happening in Kaka‘ako. The public was not involved in 

the last adaption of the master plan a few years ago that already exists since 1976. 

How do residents of Kaka‘ako sense and perceive the changes occurring and planned 

for the near future for the neighborhood? 

The residents that were interviewed are mostly connected to the development or at 

least obtain much information. Consequently, they have a larger overview and 
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probably more proposed changes than a resident that just moved to Kaka‘ako, who 

does not go to public hearings and never read the master plans.  

However, opinions vary widely. While some are looking positively into the future and 

like the innovations and changes in the cityscape, such as the SALT gathering place, 

the new pavements or the high-rises, others see the threats and claim that 

“everything was better in the past”. They have great memories of Kaka‘ako before 

the development and are afraid that the new residents, the new shops and the new 

development in general may destroy the Kaka‘ako they know and love. They are 

afraid that foreign buyers may be only temporary in the neighborhood and do not 

become integrated into the community which was familiar and clear before the 

development started. There are already many homeless people on the streets and 

some interviewees said that Kaka‘ako or the city should solve the homeless crisis 

before inviting more and more people into their neighborhood.  

Others see the advantages of living in the inner city, surrounded by downtown and 

the ocean. They enjoy the versatile range of shops, restaurants and the new mobility 

possibilities. It is a great relief to walk or bike to work instead of being stuck in traffic 

every day from Ewa, Kailua or another town and back home. It improves the quality 

of life not spending hours in the car. Furthermore, it is healthier to walk or bike.  

Some people are frustrated because they do not feel like they have enough of a say. 

They wish for more empowerment, they want Howard Hughes to build their 

promised gathering place, more green open spaces and more affordable housing for 

local people. It is important to get more public participation in Kaka‘ako, and reach 

and involve as many people of the community as possible.  

The voice of the new, younger generation would be interesting, too. Unfortunately, 

this group could not be reached in the fieldwork.  
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7.3. Recommendations 

In the following, personal recommendations from the author’s European perspective 

will be presented. The findings from the fieldwork on-site will be combined with her 

Austrian and European socialization. Some recommendations may not be completely 

feasible. Nevertheless, they reflect her perspective on sustainable urban 

developments.  

1. Creating an overall sustainability concept.  

As in many European urban developments indispensable, the creation of an overall 

sustainability concept for Kaka'ako is very desirable. The common understanding of 

sustainability for all individuals involved is important in order from them to act more 

in a sustainable way. Furthermore, the common vision and values are more 

understandable for everyone if uniform guidelines and a model exist. What are the 

key points for the development? Can Kaka‘ako learn from the Hawai’i 2050 

Sustainability Plan or the Aloha+ Challenge? Can the HCDA, Kamehameha Schools, 

Howard Hughes and OHA work together on common guidelines to create a 

sustainable future?  

2. Raise awareness for the local population. 

Not only the key players should create guidelines and behave according to them, but 

also the local population should be part of the plan. For example, you can build 

bicycle paths and hope for an active usage, or you raise awareness for bicycling and 

list the advantages of using the bike instead of the car, such as bicycles increase your 

health, reach the destination faster, save money or reduce your own CO2 emissions. 

Even small actions can make a big difference. 

3. Participation and governance, give the power to the people.  

In Kaka’ako, the governmental institutions still have a dominating power over the 

local community. Nowadays, bottom-up approaches with the engagement of the 

citizens in the decision-making process seem more appropriate than the traditional 

top-down approach. Everyone can benefit from the knowledge and ideas and it 

additionally helps to raise public awareness of sustainable issues, as discussed in 
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recommendation 2. One possible tool to achieve public participation and 

collaboration is the approach of urban labs (city labs or living labs). There is no 

consensus on how to define an urban lab, hence policymakers struggle with the 

implementation of such an experimental space and methodology. “URB@Exp – 

Towards new forms of urban governance and city development: learning from urban 

experiments with living labs & city labs”, an EU project in cooperation with the 

University of Graz (Austria), the University of Lund (Sweden), the University of 

Maastricht (the Netherlands) and the University of Malmö (Sweden), as well as the 

cities of Antwerpen (Belgium), Graz, Leoben (Austria), Maastricht and Malmö that 

created guidelines for urban labs. The project ran from 2014 to 2017 and published 

their outcomes and guidelines recently. This guidelines, which can be downloaded 

on the website of URB@Exp, could build the foundation to start an urban lab in 

Kaka‘ako to achieve more public participation and governance (Maastricht University 

2015).  

4. Work together with relevant actors from science, economy and NGO sector. 

The inclusion of different fields brings new knowledge and professional skills. To 

implement an urban lab in Kaka‘ako, the cooperation of various actors from NGOs, 

the university and businesses is necessary. Communication plays an immense part in 

order to avoid frustration and misunderstanding, especially in an island setting, 

where people cannot escape each other. A space such as an urban lab could be a 

meeting point for contradictory interests to achieve compromises and cooperation 

in order to progress. The planned innovation center would be a potential 

accommodation for the urban lab. 

5. Waterfront development as an undetected potential.  

Waterfront development is a contemporary urban renewal appearance in cities all 

over the world. If one compares the theory with the ongoing development in 

Kaka‘ako, strong similarities to other so-called waterfront developments can be 

found. The interview partners did not see Kaka‘ako as an example for waterfront 

development. The main problems are the Ala Moana Boulevard that marks a huge 

“barrier” between the Mauka and Makai side, as well as the situation in Waterfront 
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Park. If the Makai area would be more accessible for the people, the image would 

potentially change as well. Creative solutions, such as constructing pedestrian 

bridges over the Ala Moana Boulevard, can destroy this barrier to the waterfront. 

Solving the homelessness in Waterfront Park is more complex and the physical start 

of the development from the OHA’s land will bring additional impacts. Västra 

Hamnen is a waterfront development that could be seen as a best-practice example 

for Kaka‘ako.  

6. Bring the Hawaiian paradise into the city.  

Another global trend in urban areas is making the cities greener. Honolulu is 

surrounded by pristine mountains and tropical vegetation, but the neighborhood of 

Kaka‘ako does not offer many green open spaces, especially on the Mauka side. 

Some interview partners criticized that SALT does not have any grassed area and the 

request for green areas was immense. More trees along the streets convey the 

ambience to be on a tropical island. Urban gardening could strengthen the 

community and educate locals on how to plant their own fruits and vegetables on 

O’ahu, where most of the food is imported. Making the Waterfront Park accessible 

for everyone is another important goal. The park is bearing an enormous potential. 

Nevertheless, the South Shore Market with its living wall is a great example of what 

is already realized.  

7. Keep the place affordable for all.  

The housing situation in Kaka‘ako is not easy to manage, but the regulations of the 

HCDA are steps into the right direction. However, coming from a pioneer city in the 

field of social housing, Honolulu could learn from Vienna’s model. More than half of 

the total population lives in subsidized units. Even if the tax system is vastly different 

in Austria and the federal government spends a lot of this money on social housing, 

Kaka‘ako still can learn from Vienna. Started in the 20s and 30s of the 20th century, 

an era nowadays called “Red Vienna”, the government provides housing for lower-

income residents (Copeland 2017). Some unique examples are the “Karl-Marx Hof”, 

the “Wohnpark Alt-Erlaa”, the “Schöpfwerk” or the “Kabelwerk”.  
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In a social housing complex in Vienna, mixed ethnic, age and income groups live next 

to each other. Even if you earn more money a few years after you moved into a 

social housing, you still can live in the unit for as long as you want to. Therefore, the 

chances of becoming a ghetto or a segregated place are very low. Such affordable 

housings fight homelessness effectively. It is preferable to find a Honolulu or 

Kaka‘ako way of implementing more affordable housing and subsequently 

minimizing homelessness.  

8. Keep it small and local.  

Kaka‘ako is doing a good job at providing small local businesses. If you visit the South 

Shore Market or SALT, you recognize a lot of local shops and restaurants. 

Additionally, events such as the monthly Street Food Market, the Pa’akai 

Marketplace at SALT or the weekly farmer’s markets at Our Kaka‘ako and Ward 

Village are very positive innovations in the neighborhood. It is not an easy task to 

please the whole community and every single business. However, price increases or 

conflicts of use can destroy small shops and industries. If more public participation 

and empowerment will take place in Kaka‘ako, a consensus about such issues can be 

found. Give the power to the people and you will get a unique and vibrant 

neighborhood.  

Kaka’ako is a very interesting neighborhood that is in a state of flux. The area is 

bursting with ideas and different opinions how the future should be like. It is about 

time to get together, agree on common values and beliefs and guide the 

neighborhood into an exiting and sustainable future.  
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8. Abbreviations and Acronyms  

 

AMI   Area Median Income 

Bo01   Housing Expo in Malmö “City of Tomorrow” 

CBD   Central Business District 

CPAC   Kakaako Makai Community Planning Advisory Council 

DURP   Department of Urban and Regional Planning at the UH 

EAH   Ecumenical Association for Housing  

HCDA    Hawai’i Community Development Authority 

HUD   US Department of Housing and Urban Development 

HHFDC   Hawai’i Housing Finance & Development Corporation 

IBM   International Business Machines Corporation 

IUCN   International Union for Conservation of Nature 

LEED   Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design 

NGO   Non-Governmental Organization 

OECD   Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development 

OHA   Office of Hawaiian Affairs  

SALT   Gathering place in Our Kaka‘ako 

SOK   Save Our Kaka‘ako Coalition 

SSPPC   Social Science Public Policy Center 

SVEBO   Svensk Bomässa Association 

SWOT    Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats 

TOD   Transit-Oriented Development 

UN   United Nations  

UH   University of Hawai’i at Manoa 

UNCED   United Nations Conference on Environment and Development 

UNESCAP  United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia  
            and the Pacific  
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9. Hawaiian Words 

 

‘Aina    Land 

Ala Moana  Neighborhood and street name in Honolulu 

Biki   Bicycle system in Honolulu 

Friends of Kewalos Non-profit Organization at Kewalo Basin Park  

Kaka’ako   Neighborhood of Honolulu 

Kaka‘ako United Volunteer Organization in Kaka‘ako 

Kalihi   Neighborhood of Honolulu 

Kuleana  Responsibility 

Mana   Ability, religious power 

Manoa   Neighborhood of Honolulu 

Mauka   Towards the mountain, northern part of Kaka‘ako 

Makai   Towards the ocean, southern part of Kaka‘ako 

O’ahu    Hawaiian island 

Pa’akai   Salt  

Waiea   High-rise from Ward Village, wai means water  
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