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Driving Force: Asian firms ramp up 
investments in Hawaii golf courses 

 

Ed Kageyama has been involved in Hawaii’s golf industry in some way or another for more than five decades. 

From his high school days at Punahou School to today as the new managing partner for Olomana Golf Links in 
Windward Oahu, the golf industry veteran has seen many changes, including a decline in golf’s popularity as 
the effects of superstar player Tiger Woods have faded. 

But despite that, the real estate side of golf is strong: In the past three years alone, 11 golf courses in Hawaii 
have changed hands — including Olomana Golf Links — for a total of about $110 million. 

Most, if not all, have completed or are planning upgrades to their courses, which industry sources say is a great 
thing. And there are some new developments in the works. 

Kageyama told Pacific Business News that a lot of foreign investors see Hawaii real estate investments — 
including golf courses — as safe. 

“There’s no real volatility in Hawaii in real estate,” he said. “Usually, the value keeps going up over time. [Golf 
courses] are a safe investment. [Investors] can buy and hold [golf courses] over time and these courses will 
appreciate over time. They can make money over time.” 

Several golf courses are currently for sale, including Kiahuna Golf Club on Kauai and Makalei Golf Club on the 
Big Island. 

New golf courses also are on the way, especially part of new residential developments, including China 
Oceanwide’s “Kapolei West” mixed-use golf course community and Stanford Carr Development and Pacific 
Links’ Makaha mixed-use project, both in West Oahu. The City and County of Honolulu is also considering 
expanding its recently purchased Kahuku Golf Course on Oahu’s North Shore. 

Driving value in golf courses 

These new courses and expansions would offset the permanent closure of Oracle Corp. billionaire founder and 
majority owner of Lanai Larry Ellison’s Koele Golf Course, one of the two he owns on the Pineapple Island. 

“Golf as an industry, its growth is minimal right now,” Mark Rolfing, a Hawaii resident and golf analyst for 
NBC Sports and Golf Channel, told PBN last week while he was covering The Masters golf tournament in 
Augusta, Georgia. “It’s pretty flat right now, [but] I still think the game is in really good shape with 25 million 
golfers in America alone.” 

Besides the Tiger effect wearing off, Rolfing said people these days just don’t have enough time to play golf. 

“We will get to a point where people are paying for how much time they spend playing golf instead of paying by 
how many holes you play,” said Rolfing, a Chicago native who’s also part of a group, headed by Woods and 
former President Barack Obama, to develop a first-class golf course in Chicago. 



He said there are a few things that drive value in golf course developments and investments. One is buying and 
selling golf courses as trophy properties, which he says is not as prevalent anymore. 

“A couple of decades ago, there was a lot of that such as Pebble Beach Golf Links, which was bought and sold 
for much higher than it’s worth,” Rolfing said. 

The second thing that drives golf course developments and investments are the real estate and ancillary 
developments around courses. 

“In the case of Hawaii with its limited amount of land, that has slowed some of these developments and 
investments,” Rolfing said. “You really don’t see a lot of golf course development on the horizon. Then it really 
boils down to the economic value of the golf course.” 

Asian investors’ interest in Hawaii golf courses, he says, is unique to Hawaii. 

“Hawaii properties, in general, if they are part of much broader investment portfolio, a Hawaii property will 
add value in that,” Rolfing said. “That’s totally different from other parts of the country. I think they are betting 
on the future. The future of tourism growth and golf in Hawaii is going to be based a lot on international 
markets, especially Asia.” 

Growing interest from Asia 

All but one of the 11 golf courses sold recently were purchased by Asian investors. But while Japan once 
dominated Hawaii’s golf market, China and South Korea are making gains. 

Three of the recent sales were bought by the same company — South Korea’s YHB Hospitality Group, which 
now own or operate a total of five golf courses on Oahu, including Ewa Beach Golf Club, Mililani Golf Club, 
Hawaii Kai Golf Course, Royal Hawaiian Golf Club and Koolau Golf Club. 

Mike Hamasu, consulting and research director at Colliers International Hawaii, told PBN that there are three 
viable reasons why Asian investors are buying Hawaii golf courses. 

Some investors own other golf or resort properties and want to provide their members with an attractive 
Hawaii option, often hotel or resort owners who want a golf course to complement their existing holdings. 
Another reason could be that the volatility in the global and Asian markets may have led them to seek safe-
haven investments in the U.S. 

“Golf has been in the recession phase of the real estate cycle, [so] they may be looking for bargains with upside 
potential or possibly redevelopment potential,” Hamasu said. 

Others, including Adam Dornbush, president of Honolulu-based Dornbush & Co. Ltd., which handles a bulk 
amount of golf course sales in Hawaii, thinks courses here have trophy value to foreign investors. 

“They are willing to pay more for the property than a local investor,” he told PBN. “We’ve got a lot of people 
interested in courses, but there are not a whole lot that are available.” 

The new owners have been acquiring golf courses with a focus to improve its conditions and operations, 
including upgrading the food and beverage part of these courses, Dornbush said. 

For instance, Royal Hawaiian Golf Club in Kailua is getting ready to reopen a restaurant that has been closed 
for several years. 

“They are also getting ready to reopen the banquet and catering facilities,” Dornbush said. “The locker rooms 
also have been closed for a number of years. They are also looking to reopen that.” 



The upgrades are all part of providing a higher-level product and better service, which in turn, could likely turn 
into more customers. Hoakalei Country Club’s new owners are also spending millions to develop a permanent 
club house and other facilities. 

“Mainly, [these investors] will try to buy properties that need capital improvements and have an upside,” 
Dornbush said. “If you invest in the property you can justify a higher rate down the road. [Plus], focusing on 
providing better food and beverage could set them apart from other golf courses.” 

And that capital infusion for acquisition, redevelopment and construction will help boost the state’s 
construction sector, according to Hamasu, who also noted that improving these properties will enhance 
property values and fuel continued property appreciation. 

Upsides all around 

The investments also keep people employed in an industry that already provides hundreds of direct and 
indirect jobs in Hawaii. 

From a golfer’s standpoint, the improvements benefit the players, said Kageyama. The upgrades also benefit 
the state’s top economic driver — tourism. 

“If these spectacular golf courses are well-maintained, it will help the tourist segment as well,” he said. 

There are at least a couple of golf courses that may trade hands in the near future, according to Kageyama. He 
noted that there eventually will be this five-year cycle where these investors will hold onto their investments 
and possibly sell later on when the market is ripe again. 

There are a few sales every year and each golf course investor has their own reasons for their acquisition, 
Hamasu said. 

“The recent increase in Chinese investment in U.S. properties may help to spur additional golf course sales or 
acquisition of residential development land near golf courses,” he said. “I don’t think we will see new golf 
course development in the mid-term, most likely it would be repurposing the golf course lands into residential 
or alternative higher and better uses.” 

In general, the golf industry in Hawaii is in good shape, according to Rolfing. But he also hopes that Oahu 
comes up with a better plan to market itself as a golf destination, much like the other Islands do. 

“If you look at the percentage of visitors who play golf on Oahu, it is significantly lower than the Neighbor 
Islands,” he said. “I think in order for expansion of golf or creation of new golf or upgrading facilities, there 
needs to be an effort to create a marketing initiative [on Oahu].” 

For Kageyama and other golf course operators, sparking up interest in the game will be one of the main keys in 
how successful the industry will be in the near and distant future. 

“It has slowed down but it’s not a sign of a bad industry,” Kageyama said. “It’s an industry correction where the 
boom occurred in the sort of residential developments [that include golf courses].” 

 

 

 

 



 


