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Hawaii close to recouping lost traffic 
Alaska, Allegiant airlines get state closer to 2007 levels 

Pacific Business News (Honolulu) - by Linda Chiem Pacific Business News 

Hawaii’s projected 9.8 percent growth in air seats 
this year has put the state on track to recover 
most of the capacity it lost when the recent 
economic downturn resulted in the 2008 closure 
of Aloha Airlines and ATA Airlines, both of 
which were big players in the local market. 

The lost air capacity is coming back thanks to 
more routes and the introduction of Hawaii 
service from newer players such as Alaska 
Airlines and Allegiant Air. 

Most of the specific routes lost by the demise of 
Aloha and ATA — such as those to the West Coast 
— have been restored, and total volume of air 
seats coming to Hawaii is nearing 2007 levels. 

Currently, scheduled domestic nonstop air seat 
capacity is expected to end 2010 at 92 percent of 
2007 levels, according to Daniel Nahoopii, 
tourism research director for the Hawaii 
Tourism Authority, and Chris Kam, senior 
director of market insights for the Hawaii 
Visitors & Convention Bureau. 

Total air seats to Hawaii for 2010 are expected to 
reach 9.2 million, up 6 percent from 8.7 million 
air seats in 2009, according to data from the 
Hawaii Tourism Authority and the state 
Department of Business, Economic Development 
and Tourism. 

That’s broken down to approximately 6.7 million 
air seats to Hawaii from the U.S. market, and 2.5 
million seats from the international market. 

“Airline seats follow demand, so when you see 
airline seats leave the market, demand is weak, 
[and] when those seats come back it’s because 

demand is growing,” said Mark Dunkerley, 
president and CEO of Hawaiian Airlines, 
which today accounts for 50 percent of Hawaii’s 
domestic travel market. “There’s a faux 
expectation that somehow airlines can control or 
manipulate airlift in and out of the market. 
Whenever one carrier perceives a gap in service, 
they move to fill it. We can move airplanes 
relatively easy market to market.” 

And with Hawaiian’s $5 billion investment in a 
fleet of aircraft, Asia is a new frontier for growth 
with its soon-to-launch Tokyo and Seoul, South 
Korea, routes. 

Brad DiFiore, director of airport consulting 
services for Sabre Airline Solutions, said 
Hawaii has maintained healthy year-over-year air 
seat capacity. 

“The rising tide has been rising for awhile, and 
Hawaii has come out of the [recession] a little bit 
earlier than other destinations,” he said. 

Nahoopii and Kam said it’s important to note 
that additions to Hawaii air service have occurred 
as airlines have maintained tight control over 
capacity additions to their systemwide networks. 
Though, with a downturn in nationwide business 
travel, airlines have added capacity into a 
number of leisure markets. 

Hawaii’s air-seat growth this year is outpacing 
other destinations, such as the Caribbean with 
3.9 percent, Alaska with 3.8 percent, Florida with 
2.9 percent, Mexico with 2.5 percent, Europe 
with 1.8 percent, according to the most recent 
data from Sabre Airline Solutions. 



“The striking thing about this dip in capacity was, 
in many respects, [it was] more severe in other 
parts of the world than it was here in Hawaii even 
though it feels like we’ve endured a very painful 
two years,” Dunkerley said. “Hawaii, as a 
community and as an industry, has endured 
considerably better.” 

That is why newer entries to the Hawaii market 
— most notably Alaska Airlines — are taking 
notice of the growing demand and potential in 
the state. 

Alaska Airlines, which is based in Seattle, has 
gone from having no presence in Hawaii in 
September 2007 to 111 nonstop flights a week to 
Hawaii from the West Coast and Alaska by next 
March. 

Alaska Airlines flew 189,185 air seats to Hawaii in 
2008. This year, it is flying 613,085 seats to 
Hawaii. By the time its other previously 
announced routes to Hawaii start service later 
this year and early next year, Alaska estimates it 
will be flying some 800,000 air seats to Hawaii, 
which means Hawaii will account for 15 percent 
of its total business. 

“Hawaii is the creme de la creme, and when 
Aloha and ATA shut down, which is unusual in 
our business, that created a big vacuum,” said 
Brad Tilden, president of Alaska Airlines. 

The boost in air service and new routes also 
means a boost in marketing and exposure for 
Hawaii. For example, Alaska Airlines says it’s 
initially spending $5 million on direct marketing 
support for the Hawaii service, which will soon 
represent a third of its entire marketing budget, 
Tilden said. 

“[Now] we’re bouncing back nicely, and the 
number of [air seats] is rising and one of the 
positive things is we’re seeing some new markets 
open up, whether it’s Alaska or Allegiant, so 
those carriers do advertising that actually stirs up 
demand for Hawaii,” said Peter Forman, a local 
aviation consultant and analyst. 
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