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Ask nearly anyone in Hawaii’s visitor business 
about 2009 and they will tell you they are 
relieved to close the door on it. 

“I hear that from a lot of people, and that’s really 
coming from an industry that has weathered two 
difficult years,” said Marsha Wienert, the state’s 
tourism liaison. “Some areas of the industry did 
better than others, but as a whole the industry 
has done everything they can for the last two 
years.” 

Like many, Wienert is looking ahead. But 
industry insiders also are sifting through the 
mounds of data tracked by the state and others 
from January through December of last year, 
taking note of what is working and what needs 
work. 

The statistics inform marketing and other 
strategies in place for 2010 and into 2011, the 
year most analysts say will mark tourism’s 
recovery. 

Yes, visitor arrivals and spending numbers were 
down in 2009, and the Neighbor Islands 
continue to feel the brunt. 

But there also were sectors that showed promise 
and suggest where growth lies. 

In spite of the H1NI influenza outbreak that 
cooled Japanese travel to Hawaii during the late 
spring and early summer, 1.1 million Japanese 
still came to the Islands, one-sixth of the total 
visitor count. 

While down almost 5 percent from 2008, 
Japanese arrivals grew in the second half of the 
year. Air seats out of Japan were down only 0.5 
percent for the year. 

And, there was a 75 percent climb in the number 
of Japanese (28,185) who chose to stay in a time-
share unit. Condo use also was up, with growth in 
both accommodations coming at the expense of 
hotels. 

The reviving Japanese market, coupled with a 20 
percent jump in air seats from other Asian 
markets, supports the Hawaii Tourism 
Authority’s belief that Asia remains vital to 
Hawaii. 

“The areas of promise are Japan and Korea,” said 
David Uchiyama, the HTA’s vice president for 
tourism marketing. “I see a lot of potential, even 
with all the problems going on with JAL.” 

He said several factors are involved, particularly 
a strong yen and won against the dollar, and 
interest in booking Japanese and Korean 
meetings, incentives, conferences and events in 
Hawaii. 

The Korean market, Uchiyama said, is ready to 
burst, as more travelers take advantage of the 
visa waiver status with the United States that is 
identical to the one Japanese have long enjoyed. 

The total number of Korean travelers to Hawaii 
rose almost 45 percent in 2009, despite a 21 
percent drop in Koreans flying overseas. 

Irene Lee, public relations director with 
Hawaii Tourism Korea, an HTA contractor, 
attributes the growth to Hawaii’s first-ever 
advertising program in Korea and aggressive 
promotions by Korean Air and Hawaii’s travel 
trade partners in Korea. 

Lee projects continued double-digit growth in 
2010, helped by Korean Air’s announcement this 
week that it will add three extra flights per week 
between Incheon and Honolulu beginning Sept. 2 
— an increase of up to 800 seats. 
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Another trend has been the dramatic fall in hotel 
room prices and the correlating drop in revenue 
per available room. 

The pricier the resort, the greater the fall, as seen 
in Wailea, Maui, where hotel rooms averaged 
about $350 a night last year, down from $430 the 
year before. That led to a $65 drop in revpar, to 
$223. 

Joseph Toy, president and CEO of Hospitality 
Advisors, said the consequences will be an 
escalation of property sales, transactions, and 
trading out of receivership. 

But Toy also noted that the gap between room 
rates and revenue began to narrow toward the 
end of 2009 as occupancy levels began to go back 
up. This was most pronounced on Oahu, which 
finished the year down only about 2 percentage 
points to land at 73 percent occupancy. 

Even in the worst of tourism trends there were 
some green shoots. 

Carol Pregill, president of the Retail 
Merchants of Hawaii, said a fondness for 
Hawaii-made food products and other goods 
helped stores cope with a nearly 12 percent drop 
in spending last year. 

“When times are tough you don’t want more 
things, but you do want omiyage and food to eat 
— jellies, macadamia nuts,” said Pregill, whose 
association represents almost 2,000 storefronts 
statewide. “It’s also a matter of buying products 
that are unique to Hawaii.” 

Wienert finds a few nuggets in the 2009 
numbers, too, such as 470,000 lovers taking a 
Hawaii honeymoon, up 3.5 percent. Romance is 
one of the top markets pushed by the Hawaii 
Visitors and Convention Bureau in its 
media blitzes this year, mostly on the Isle-
friendly West Coast. 

(Another segment of the romance market, those 
who travel to Hawaii for weddings, has been on 
the decline for years. It dropped almost 11 
percent last year.) 

Wienert also said the state’s moribund cruise 
ship industry could be on the mend. It was 
crippled not only by the departure of two of three 
Norwegian Cruise Line vessels in 2008, but a 
protracted — and still unsettled — dispute 
between the U.S.-flagged NCL and foreign cruise 
lines over Hawaii visits and federal port-of-call 
rules. 

Though ship passengers fell 13 percent to total 
95,244 in 2009, Wienert said Royal Caribbean 
International and Princess Cruises are adding 
Hawaii stops this year. 

Lastly, meetings by the American Dental 
Association and the Jehovah’s Witnesses in 
Honolulu last fall bumped international 
convention visitor counts 31 percent to about 
51,000. 

But meetings that drew international visitors 
were not enough to offset declines in corporate 
and incentive meetings, which tend to use 
smaller venues. Visitors attending corporate 
meetings fell 27 percent last year compared to 
2008, and incentive meetings saw a nearly 38 
percent decline in attendees. 

That meant Hawaii hotels, restaurants and stores 
had to seek more leisure travelers to make up for 
the drop in business. 

There’s some hope in that, too: Visitors who 
came to Hawaii last year purely for pleasure grew 
2.8 percent to 5.2 million — eight out of every 10 
who came. 

 


