
 
 
Halt permits for vacation rentals ' planning panel 
25 Feb 2015 — The Maui News 

WAILUKU - Recognizing the need for more affordable rental housing, the Maui Planning Commission agreed Tuesday to 
send a letter to the Maui County Council calling for a moratorium on all new short-term vacation rental permits until more 
housing is available. 

"There is not sufficient affordable rental housing, and every time you put a long-term rental into a (short-term vacation rental), 
that's one more family without a rental," commission member Jack Freitas said during the panel's meeting Tuesday morning. 
"We have people that don't live here on the island that is running a short-term rental, basically a mini hotel, and they're living 
on the Mainland so that money is going off island. I believe we should put a moratorium on that." 

Commissioners agreed that short-term vacation rentals, hundreds of them operated illegally, not only take away homes that 
could be rented by residents, but also drive up housing prices and ruin the sense of community in neighborhoods. 

"Our children, they want to go out there and get their own place, but they can't. It's not affordable. . . . The competition is too 
high. We're competing with people who come here for one week and pay the money for that one week, and our children 
cannot," commission Chairman Ivan Lay said. "We need opportunities for them to purchase or rent a place." 

A study commissioned by the Hawai'i Tourism Authority and conducted at the end of 2013 and between August and 
September 2014 estimated Maui island had 8,840 vacation rental units advertised on the Internet, the most of any island in 
the state. Molokai had 365 and Lanai 22, according to the study. 

Many apartments and condominiums (mostly in South and West Maui) that were housing short-term guests before 1989 were 
grandfathered and operate legally as vacation rentals. For other vacation rentals, the county Planning Department has issued 
only about 200 short-term rental permits since the County Council established a streamlined permitting process for them in 
2012. Under that ordinance, the department may issue up to 400 permits for the island of Maui. There is no cap for Molokai 
or Lanai. 

A short-term rental home is defined as having no more than six bedrooms on Maui and Lanai and no more than three 
bedrooms on Molokai. The total number of guests may be no more than twice the number of bedrooms. 

The law limits the number of short-term rental homes in different areas, including: Hana (no more than 48 short-term rentals), 
Kihei-Makena (100, but only five in the Maui Meadows subdivision), Makawao-Pukalani-Kula (40), Paia-Haiku (88), Wailuku-
Kahului (36) and West Maui (88). 

While the current number of permitted operators is well below those caps, illegal rentals have already exceeded those limits 
in some areas, officials said. Planning Department officials estimate there are between 2,500 and 3,000 illegal rental units in 
Maui being advertised on popular Internet distribution channels such as vrbo.com, clearstay.com, TripAdvisor and airbnb. 

Using online advertising as evidence of illegal short-term rental operations, the department has issued between 350 and 400 
written warnings since enforcement began in June, Deputy Planning Director Michele Chouteau McLean said. The operators 
then have 30 to 60 days to cease operations before a notice of violation is issued and fines are assessed. Initial fines for 
zoning violations can be up to $1,000, with an additional $1,000 penalty per day of violation. 

McLean said two notices of violation have been issued, but no fines have yet been collected. 

Cracking down on illegal renters has been challenging due to staffing shortages, McLean said. The department has five 
inspectors on staff; an additional inspector position remains vacant. She estimated 10 additional inspectors are needed to 
curb the number of nonpermitted operators. 



The Planning Department will draft a letter to the council that will be presented to the commission for changes or approval at 
its next meeting on March 10, McLean said. The letter will contain the following points: 

* There are insufficient affordable rentals. 

* There are very few new homes being built on Maui, which commissioners attribute to the county's "Show Me The Water" 
ordinance and the previous 50 percent affordable housing requirement, which was recently eased to about 25 percent. 

* Population growth is expected to generate more demand for housing. 

* Short-term rental homes remove homes from the long-term housing inventory. 

* The commission recommends the council budget funds for more inspectors to encourage proactive enforcement of the 
short-term rental law. 

Freitas suggested the planning commission, which approves short-term rental permits, recommend to the council a 
moratorium be implemented "until such time as we bring the inventory up where the working person can afford to rent a home 
and provide for his family." 

He asked the commission chairman how many homes had been built last year that were priced at under $500,000, to which 
Lay answered, "one, maybe." 

Corporation Counsel Michael Hopper explained it would be difficult to implement any moratorium without a specific time 
frame or a way for the moratorium to be lifted. The commission may make recommendations in a letter to the council, which 
has the authority to implement those kinds of laws, Hopper said. The council is slated to review and re-evaluate its short-term 
rental ordinance this term. 

All nine commissioners supported Freitas' suggestion to send a letter to the council requesting it impose a moratorium on 
short-term vacation rentals to provide more affordable residential housing. 

"The problem I have is people coming in and wanting to subsidize their investment," commissioner Jason Medeiros said. 
"The moratorium, as far as I'm concerned, should be (to) protect the locals. I don't care how long you've lived here, if you 
bought property and you living here, you local, pau." 

Medeiros added that he is not opposed to bed-and-breakfasts or other home-based businesses, as long as they are operated 
by island residents. 

"We need more housing, and that's what Jack (Freitas) is fighting for. More housing for local people, I will support that," 
Medeiros said. 

A spokesman for the Maui Vacation Rentals Association said ceasing to issue any additional permits would not add 
affordable rental units to the market and only encourage more illegal operators. 

"By making it difficult to grant permits to people, they (the planning commission) are discouraging people from going through 
the permitting process, which messes the whole system up," spokesman Tom Croly said in a phone interview Tuesday. "Let's 
make sure that the people who want to do things right have an avenue to do it, and those who wouldn't, well there is a way to 
keep them from doing it" through better county enforcement. 

Croly pointed out that the allotted cap has not yet been reached, and any discussion to amend those limits should be hashed 
out by County Council members when they review the ordinance. 

"What we really want to happen is we want that 400 cap to be reached with the permitted ones, and then have the county be 
firm about their enforcement to make sure others are not (operating)," Croly said. "The fact that we haven't reached any of 
the caps tells me we've still got a long way to go." 

Croly added that "there is little relationship between availability of affordable housing and permitted vacation rentals." 

Many of the permitted rentals are luxury homes priced above $1 million that would not be classified as "affordable" homes 
even if they weren't being used as vacation rentals, he said. He did recognize, though, the presence of "some folks out there 
who are buying up homes that might otherwise be available to residents." 


