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Introduction 
This paper provides information to inform the South Maui Community Plan update.  It provides an 
overview and discussion of the following topics:       

● Existing Maui County policies aimed at strengthening and diversifying Maui’s economy;       
● Existing economic conditions in South Maui, including a description of the predominant 

types of business and industry sectors; 
● Current and historical unemployment rates; 
● An analysis of the key economic challenges in South Maui; and  
● References to strategies in other resource papers developed to support the South Maui 

Community Plan update.  

The South Maui region is one of the island’s largest employment centers, with a high concentration 
of jobs related to the visitor industry. However, this concentration leaves the region particularly 
vulnerable to a downturn in tourism, as seen with the COVID-19 pandemic.  

COVID-19 has heavily impacted the United States (U.S.) economy. Hawaiʻi has been particularly 
hard hit. Beginning in March 2020, quarantine measures, travel restrictions and limits on 
gatherings cut off the flow of visitors to the islands, bringing tourism to a virtual halt. The Island of 
Maui suffered economically, especially South Maui and West Maui, due to the local economy being 
heavily geared towards serving visitors through lodging, dining, retail, and recreation activities. This 
unexpected pause in almost all visitor arrivals will have short- and long-term effects on South 
Maui’s economy.  

The Hawai‘i Tourism Authority reported a 98.9 percent drop in visitor arrivals in May 2020 
compared to May 2019. As an island community, Hawaiʻi was initially spared the public health 
impacts seen on the U.S. continent, due to its more easily controlled island borders. During the late 
summer, however, even the slight lifting of some travel restrictions led to a brief period where 
Hawaiʻi had higher per-capita COVID-19 infection rates than the U.S. continent.  

In mid-October, a statewide COVID-19 testing program, Trusted Testing and Travel Partners, eased 
some travel restrictions. Arrival numbers have steadily increased since and are forecast by the 
University of Hawaiʻi Economic Research Organization to reach 70 percent of pre-pandemic levels 
statewide by the end of summer 2021. Maui County’s tourism forecast may even reach 100 
percent of pre-pandemic levels by the end of this summer, as Maui is less dependent than O‘ahu 
and Hawai‘i Island on international travelers and had more relaxed travel rules than Kaua‘i County, 
making it the “premier destination for U.S. visitors.” (Cerizo, 2021) 
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Policy Framework 
Maui County’s policy framework includes plans that cover the entire county, the island of Maui and 
South Maui specifically. These existing plans contain goals, policies, objectives, and actions that 
are applicable to the South Maui region. 

Countywide Policy Plan & Maui Island Plan
Strengthening and diversifying Maui’s economy has been a common goal in economic 
development initiatives for many years. These initiatives are included in the Countywide Policy 
Plan, the Maui Island Plan and the 1998 Kihei-Makena Community Plan. 

The stated goal in the 2010 Countywide Policy Plan (CWPP) is that “Maui County’s economy will be 
diverse, sustainable, and supportive of community values.” This goal is supported by four 
objectives, 40 policies, and five implementing actions. 

Chapter 4 of the 2012 Maui Island Plan (MIP) addresses the issue of Economic Development with 
goals for the following economic focus areas: 

1. Economic Diversification 
2. Tourism 
3. Agriculture 
4. Emerging Sectors 
5. Small Business Development 
6. Health Care Sector 
7. Education and Workforce Development 

These seven Goals are supported by 18 objectives, 84 policies and 36 implementing actions. 

In total, the CWPP and Maui Island Plan (MIP) contain eight goals, 22 objectives, 124 policies, and 
41 implementing actions addressing Economic Development. 

1998 Kihei-Makena Community Plan
The goal of the Economic Activity section in the 1998 Kihei-Makena Community Plan states that 
the region will have “A diversified and stable economic base which serves resident and visitor 
needs while providing long-term resident employment.” This goal is supported by six objectives 
and policies, and three implementing actions. For this update, the Kihei-Makena Community Plan 
will be renamed the South Maui Community Plan to better reflect the extent of the region. 
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Existing Conditions 
Figure 1: Summary of South Maui Businesses, 2020 

Estimated South Maui Businesses: 
1,500 business establishments 

14.5% retail businesses 

12.6% real estate and rental  

8.7% restaurants and bars 

3.5% hotels and lodging 

60.7% all other establishments including unclassified, 
other services (except public administration), construction, 
health care & social assistance (ESRI, 2020) 

Estimated South Maui Employment:  
15,500+ employees 

29% hotel and lodging employees 

23.2% restaurant and bar employees 

9% retail employees 

2.6% professional, scientific and technology 

1.9% real estate and rental 

34.3% other 

 

South Maui relies on the tourism industry, with approximately 10,100 of the 15,500 employees 
working in businesses that cater to visitors. The goal of economic development in Maui is to have 
a balanced economy composed of a variety of industries that offer well-paying jobs, and a 
business environment that is sensitive to resident needs and the island’s unique natural and 
cultural resources. The success of this effort can be measured in many ways, including tracking 
the number of jobs created, wages paid and types of businesses in operation.  
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The unemployment rate provides a gauge to track the health of Maui’s economy. The lowest 
monthly unemployment rate in Maui County since 1990 was 1.7 percent in December 2006 and 
February 2020. The highest rate prior to the COVID-19 pandemic was 9.6 percent in June 1992. 
During the pandemic, the unemployment rate peaked at 32.9 percent in April 2020. The April 2021 
unemployment rate for Maui County was 11.5 percent. (FRED, 2021) 

Although it was relatively easy for residents to find employment in 2019 and pre-pandemic 2020, 
earnings may not have been sufficient to support Maui’s high cost of living. The HireNet Hawaii 
nonfarm private sector payroll statistics for the Kahului-Wailuku-Lahaina Metropolitan Statistical 
Area, which includes South Maui, show average hourly earnings of $29.10, while the State of 
Hawaii averaged $31.36. The same HireNet statistics show that average weekly hours worked 
have dropped 7.8 percent in recent years from 33.3 hours in 2012 to 30.7 hours in 2020. Reduced 
work hours may cause some Maui residents to work multiple jobs. 

Figure 2: Maui County Unemployment Rate (Federal Reserve Economic Data) 
  

 

Between 2001 and 2019, Maui County’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP) in current dollars      
increased on average at a rate of 5.2 percent annually, while the County’s per capita personal 
income grew at an average rate of 3.8 percent. The estimated Real Median Family Income only 
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grew by 3.0 percent for the same time period. In other words, Maui County’s economy was growing 
faster than personal and household incomes. The average annual inflation rate for this same time 
period was 2.1 percent (FRED Economic Data, 2020). This means that personal and family income 
growth were only slightly higher than inflation. 

Households in South Maui 
The 2015-2019 American Community Survey1 (ACS) data for South Maui [Māʻalaea, Kīhei, Wailea, 
and Mākena, census designated places] shows an estimated 5.6 percent of South Maui families 
lived below the poverty line which is lower than the 6.5 percent for all of Maui County, 6.4 percent 
for the State of Hawaiʻi and 9.5 percent for US households. 

The data also shows that 41 percent of South Maui’s renters paid less than 30 percent of their 
household income for gross rent, while 10 percent paid between 30 percent and 35 percent, and 49 
percent paid more than 35 percent of household income for gross rent. 

The ACS data illustrates that 55 percent of South Maui homeowners with mortgages paid less than 
30 percent of their household income for housing costs, while 7 percent paid between 30 percent 
and 35 percent, and 38 percent paid more than 35 percent of their household income for housing 
costs.  

Housing expenditures that exceed 30 percent of household income are viewed as an indicator of a 
housing affordability problem. The data described in the paragraphs above indicates that 59 
percent of renters and 45 percent of homeowners in South Maui pay more than 30 percent of their 
household income on housing costs highlighting the housing affordability issue in South Maui. 

Industries in South Maui 
As described in earlier sections, the vast majority of jobs in South Maui are directly or indirectly 
related to the visitor industry. South Maui has a higher concentration of accommodation and food 
service jobs than the rest of Maui County and the State of Hawaiʻi. Figure 2 shows that 52  percent 
of the 15,500 jobs in South Maui were in the accommodation and food service category, while the 
same category made up 32 percent of jobs in Maui County, and 20 percent of the state’s jobs.  

                                                      
1 The South Maui Population & Employment Forecast dated April 2021 utilized 2014-2018 ACS 
data. The U.S. Census Bureau released the 2015-2019 ACS data during the publication of this 
report. The use of the 2015 – 2019 data for this report may result in differences with the South 
Maui Community Plan Population & Employment Forecast.  
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Figure 3: 2020 Top 10 South Maui Industries (Pre-pandemic estimates) 
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death care services, pet care services, photofinishing services, temporary parking services 
and dating services. 
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Table 1 below illustrates that 61 percent of employment in South Maui was attributed to the 
Accommodation and Food Services and Retail Trade industry sectors compared to 41 percent for 
Maui County and 28 percent for the State. 

 

 

Employees in 
South Maui 

% of  
Industry 

Employees in 
Maui County 

% of 
Industry 

Employees in 
Hawaiʻi 

% of 
Industry 

Accommodation 
and Food Service        8,000  52%       22,600  28%     112,800  17% 
Retail Trade        1,400  9%       10,100  13%       71,100  11% 
Government        1,300  8%       10,300  13%     126,300  19% 
Other Services 
(Except Public 
Administration)           800  5%        3,700  5%       28,300  4% 
Construction           700  5%        4,400  5%       37,200  6% 
Healthcare            600  4%        6,000  7%       73,000  11% 
Business Services           500  3%        6,000  7%       74,100  11% 
Arts, 
Entertainment, 
and Recreation           400  3%        2,300  3%       13,700  2% 
Transportation 
and Warehousing           400  3%        3,800  5%       34,200  5% 
Real Estate and 
Rental            300  2%        2,300  3%       13,300  2% 

Table 1: 2020 Top 10 South Maui Industries (Pre-pandemic estimates) 

 

  

Note: State of Hawaiʻi numbers used here are estimates for 2019. 

Sources: South Maui data sourced from the South Maui Community Plan Population & 
Employment Forecast dated April 2021, Maui County data sourced from the Maui County Data 
Book 2019 and State of Hawaiʻi data sourced from 2019 The State of Hawaiʻi Data Book A 
Statistical Abstract. 
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Key Challenges 
South Maui plays a key role in the economy of Maui County. It is one of the island’s largest 
employment centers with a very high concentration of jobs related to the visitor industry. However, 
this concentration leaves the region particularly vulnerable to a downturn in the tourism economy. 
Traffic congestion is a major concern for local residents, and it also has a negative impact on the 
economy. In addition, there is a shortage of affordable housing available to South Maui residents 
and workers. These issues can make it difficult for South Maui employers to recruit and retain 
staff. 

Tourism-Dependent Economy 
Although South Maui is one of the county’s primary employment centers, many jobs are low-   
paying service industry jobs that are vulnerable to economic downturns. Approximately 61 percent 
of South Maui jobs were in the service industry, and approximately 30 percent of South Maui 
households earned less than $50,000 annually. 

As mentioned above, the CWPP and MIP have a combined total of more than 120 policies and 41 
implementing actions addressing diversification, development and improvement of Maui’s 
economy. In addition, the 2016 County of Maui Comprehensive Economic Development Strategy 
(CEDS) has many priority goals and strategies aimed at economic development. 

While understanding South Maui’s economic makeup and challenges is important for this update, 
the region’s economy is tied to the broader Maui Island economy.  Diversification and improvement 
of Maui’s economy are addressed in the CWPP, MIP and CEDS and are a priority for the Maui 
County Office of Economic Development. It would likely be challenging to develop additional 
policies and implementing actions for the South Maui Community Plan that would not duplicate 
existing economic development efforts in currently adopted and guiding documents.  

Traffic Congestion 
The delays that are a daily occurrence on South Maui roadways negatively impact the free 
movement of freight, employee commutes, visitor experience, and residents’ quality of life. In 2019, 
South Maui had an estimated 28,800 residents and 26,500 visitors, creating an average daily 
population of just over 55,000. In addition to this population, more than 8,000 workers commuted 
into South Maui from outside the area to work.   More than 10,000 South Maui residents 
commuted outside the region to work. (Census, 2018) 

The South Maui Community Plan Transportation & Mobility Resource Paper brings together the 
programs of the County of Maui, State of Hawaiʻi and the Maui Metropolitan Planning 
Organization. It also includes a discussion of the Hele Mai Maui 2040, the Kihei Sub-Area 
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Transportation Plan, the Maui Short Range Transit Plan, Vision Zero Maui, the Maui Island Plan, 
and the Countywide Policy Plan. These plans and programs have a number of goals, policies and 
actions that could reduce traffic congestion if implemented.           

Housing Shortage 
The CEDS states, “…there was a consensus throughout that affordable housing is the most 
important, overarching obstacle to economic diversification and a fundamental hurdle in 
maintaining an adequate, qualified workforce.” The shortage of affordable housing in South Maui 
presents challenges for employers to find and retain qualified workers.  

The South Maui Community Plan Housing Resource Paper builds on several existing studies and 
plans, including the Hawaiʻi Housing Planning Study and the Affordable Housing Policy Plan Final 
Report. Also, The Maui Island Plan has goals, policies and actions that could increase the supply of 
affordable housing if implemented. In addition, there are a number of recent county initiatives 
aimed at increasing the housing supply in Maui County. As described in the South Maui 
Community Plan Housing Resource Paper, South Maui’s potable water is extracted from outside of 
the community area.  The viability of all new housing developments will depend partly on the 
availability of drinking water.   
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Economic Strategies 
As noted in the previous section, a comparison of existing planning documents reveals that many 
of the goals, policies, objectives, and implementing actions related to economic development are 
either duplicative, repetitive or very similar. The CWPP and MIP include numerous policies and 
actions that address economic development. Also, the County’s Office of Economic Development 
is working to strengthen and diversify the economy by assisting in the attraction, development and 
expansion of new businesses. 

An overriding Planning Department goal is to avoid duplication of efforts when updating the 
community plans. It would likely be challenging to create additional economic development 
policies and implementing actions for the updated South Maui Community Plan that would not 
duplicate those within existing adopted and guiding documents. However, other components of 
the community plan, such as housing, land use and mobility, will address economic development 
issues. 

In summary, the update to the South Maui Community Plan should avoid duplication of existing 
policies, and strive to implement existing economic development policies while improving Maui’s 
economy through deliberate land use, transportation and housing policies.  
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