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Eating Local: Honolulu, Hawaii 

 In his book Fast Food Nation, Eric Schlosser asserts that modern industrial agriculture 

obscures the true cost of food as low priced, mass-produced foods saturate the American market. 

This allows unknowing consumers to purchase their favorite cellophane wrapped beef without 

even a passing thought of the cow it came from. In an attempt to combat industrial agriculture 

and the innocent ignorance of the average consumer, the Locavores of San Francisco, a group 

dedicated to eating food grown or harvested within a 100 mile radius of their home, and other 

organizations and individuals are raising awareness of the importance of eating locally (Prentice, 

Wing, Sampson, and Maiser). James MacKinnon and Alisa Smith, founders of the “100 Mile 

Diet,” contend that there are twelve main reasons to eat locally, including eliminating the 

mystery of food by developing a relationship with local farmers and supporting the local 

community by investing in local business (Smith and MacKinnon). Additionally, local foods are 

often superior in taste as they are usually picked or processed within 24 hours of their sale, a 

much faster turnaround than their industrial counterparts, who often pick unripe fruit so that it 

may be shipped great distances before consumption. In general, while its popularity and 

recognition continues to increase, the local food movement is not so much a radical foodie cult 

development as it is a restoration of the values and systems that humans have practiced for the 

great majority of their existence. In his book Crops and Man, Jack Harlan maintains that for the 

majority of human history we have eaten local food through hunting and gathering. Therefore, 

this modern surge of industrial agriculture has rocked the foundations of our food system, 

making it both unstable and unsustainable. In essence, the local food movement is a return to 

traditional and more transparent food practices as well as step toward a healthier more connected 

and economically stable local community.  

However, questions remain concerning the economics, accessibility, and time constraints 

associated with eating locally. Furthermore, many question the ecological benefits of eating local 

products that are not organically grown or processed. In my case, growing up on the small island 

of O’ahu, Hawaii, my local community consists of the 30 miles from shoreline to shoreline. 

Because there is no ferry system or any form of public transportation that allows for easy inter-

island movement, my area of study incorporates only products and produce grown on O’ahu. In a 

Time Magazine article entitled “Eating Better Than Organic,” Locavores discuss the hardships of 

eating local products that are also organic, particularly in humid climates where pesticides are 
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especially important in preventing bacteria and fungi that flourish in moist environments. As 

Hawaii is one of the most humid locations in the United States, it makes more sense logistically 

to include local foods in my diet that are both organic and inorganic, as organic products are hard 

to find.  

However, even when one incorporates both organic and inorganic food products, on the 

island of O’ahu, eating locally is not a viable substitution for modern industrial agriculture as the 

ecosystem doesn’t have the capacity in terms of size or variety to support a normal diet based on 

the USDA’s recommended food pyramid. Additionally, O’ahu’s local food production does not 

provide adequate accessibility or production scale to make it viable in terms of economics and 

accessibility. Furthermore, if I alone chose to eat locally, the quantity of food may be enough to 

sustain me; however, there is still an apparent lack in variety, particularly in grains, that makes 

consuming exclusively local products an unviable option. 

While O’ahu’s agricultural capacity may not be able to support a varied diet, it does 

provide enough fruits and vegetables to meet the USDA’s recommended 2 and 2 ½ cups a day, 

respectively. Because of the relatively consistent humid climate, some fruits and vegetables can 

be grown year round as seasonality is not a significant issue. In fact, vegetables harvested for 

sale and pineapples harvested are the top two crops grown in Hawaii in terms of total acreage 

(USDA). A fifteen minute drive from my house, Olomana Gardens is a small scale organic farm 

in Waimanalo valley that grows a great variety of fruits and vegetables, which they sell on site 

Monday thru Saturday year round (Local Harvest). Additionally, a weekly farmer’s market, 

called Makeke O’ Maunalua Market, includes fruit and vegetable products from a variety of 

local farmers (USDA). For both of these sources of fruits and vegetables, travel time and effort is 

minimal as vendor’s close locations make them very accessible. However, while prices may 

vary, in general these locally grown crops, especially crops from organic farms, tend to be more 

expensive than their store-bought counterparts.  

In addition to picking fruits and vegetables up from local markets, there are a number of 

farmer’s market food delivery services that help to make local produce even more accessible. 

One such company is O’ahu Fresh, who delivers items such as lettuce, tomatoes, cucumbers, 

papayas, bananas, herbs, and much more to businesses and individuals across the islands (Local 

Harvest). Paying prior to delivery, a bag of produce personally selected from farmers markets, 

such as Makeke O’ Maunalua, is delivered to people’s houses every Wednesday. Similarly, Just 
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Add Water, which is based in Waimanalo, is another example of a Community Supported 

Agriculture, or CSA, that delivers food directly to homes and businesses (Local Harvest). 

However, unlike O’ahu Fresh, which supplies products from a range of different farms from 

local markets, Just Add Water’s food products come exclusively from their private farms nestled 

in the Waimanalo valley. However, with the added accessibility of delivery comes the additional 

cost of personal selection and shipment. Thus, in terms of economic logistics, local farmers 

markets seem to be the most viable option for buying local fruits and vegetables, as the extra 

time and money of traveling to the markets are less than the extra cost of CSA delivery 

programs.  

Meat and beans, the second most important part of an individual’s diet according to the 

USDA, are not as accessible or as widely available as fruits and vegetables on O’ahu. In fact, of 

the total market value of products sold on the island, crops account for 84 percent of total sales 

while livestock sales only account for 16 percent (USDA). However, there is enough livestock 

available to support my dietary needs, which the USDA recommends to be about 5 ½ oz. a day 

(USDA). The North Shore Cattle Company, the only livestock farm on the island that sells 

products directly to local markets, delivers organic grass fed beef to individuals or to farmers 

markets, such as Kailua Farmer’s Market (“Ranch Information”). Besides The North Shore 

Cattle Company, most ranchers send a great majority of local cattle to the mainland, as it is 

cheaper to sell cattle on the commodity market to be fattened on the mainland than to pay for 

imported grain to fatten them locally (Cox). This system makes it hard for consumers to find 100 

percent local meat products. Even with the North Shore Cattle Company, delivery is expensive 

and the numbers of farmers markets that offer these products are limited. In short, I would be 

able to survive on local meat products, but the general limited production and accessibility make 

consuming strictly local meat an unviable option for the entire community.  

In terms of dairy products, the USDA recommends that an individual have 3 cups a day, 

an amount that can easily be obtained largely through the same means as the meat. Milks, 

cheeses, and butters are available through CSA programs or select farmers markets. However, 

like meat products, dairies and eggs are harder to access as they are not available at all farmers 

markets. Kokua Market Natural Foods Cooperative, a store located in downtown Honolulu, 

provides many meat and dairy products that are organic but not necessarily local (Local 
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Harvest). Thus, farmers markets and CSA programs are the best options for dairy and meat 

products. 

Finally, we are faced with the most potent and glaring issue concerning eating locally in 

Hawaii: grains. Grain production in Hawaii is almost nonexistent. Corn, deceptively recorded as 

the third largest crop in the islands in terms of acreage, is virtually all grown as “corn for grain” 

and is therefore not an edible product (USDA). While the USDA places the most importance on 

this food, recommending at least 6 oz. of grains per day, O’ahu must import nearly all grains 

from mainland and international sources. In particular, rice, a local stable and most popular grain 

product in the islands due to strong Asian influences, is not grown in Hawaii (Cox). Instead, the 

majority of our rice must be shipped to us from California. In short, the almost total lack of grain 

production on O’ahu and in Hawaii in general make it impossible to “eat local” as the 

foundational nutritional stables of breads, pastas, and rice are completely missing from local 

production. 

Lastly, even if one were to look past the glaring issues of a nonexistent local grain 

market, eating locally on O’ahu would also require some other dietary changes in terms of 

sweets. Once one of the main crops on the island, Hawaiian sugar cane markets are dwindling. 

Historically, sugar cane and pineapple production have driven the local economy, providing 

many early immigrants with jobs on the fields; however, in modern society the value and scope 

of these farms have greatly diminished (Cox). In fact, Dole, owner of the largest pineapple fields 

on O’ahu, now places more importance on its function as a tourist trap for visitors than its value 

as an actual agricultural commodity. Similarly, sugar cane production has greatly decreased 

across the islands, and particularly in O’ahu. In fact, all of the 71 tons of sugarcane for sugar still 

produced annually come from two functioning sugarcane farms located on Kauai and Maui 

(USDA). Thus, without any sugar production on the island, residents of O’ahu attempting to eat 

local would have to miss the delights of many sugary treats. 

While I have discussed many of the challenges that I would face in my attempt to eat 

locally, including increased food costs, time consuming transport or delivery systems, or an 

apparent lack of products, it is important to note that if the entire O’ahu community attempted to 

eat locally, these issues would only be magnified. Much of the issues concerning Hawaii’s local 

agricultural problems are a direct result of the island’s fundamental shift from an agriculturally 

based community to a tourism and consumer driven market. Devaluing the farm, as previously 
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mentioned, Dole and other large plantations have become tourist attractions, mere reminders of 

the influential role that agriculture once played in Hawaii’s history. 

It is this transition from an agricultural based economy to and tourism-centered economy 

that creates issues in terms of availability and accessibility of local foods. From 2002 to 2007 

there was a 15 percent drop in the total land in Hawaii used for farming (USDA). Despite being 

the top crop item in Hawaii, vegetable production results in an average of 42,000 items, a 

number that cannot sustain the state’s population (USDA). With the current movement away 

from agriculture on the islands, feeding the population with exclusively local foods is not 

realistic, as we have become extremely dependent on imported foods from the continental United 

States and international sources. In addition to a lack of availability, the small numbers of farms 

and their wide dispersal across the island may also make them hard to access for many people. 

While some can afford the extra costs of delivery programs or CSAs, many low-income families 

cannot afford these options or dedicate the travel time or extra money of personally picking up 

the local products that are not located near their homes.  

Thus, in order for eating locally to be a more viable option for the entire community, their 

needs to be a shift in focus and priorities from commercial tourism back to local agriculture. 

With more time and energy dedicated to farming, O’ahu may have the agricultural capacity to 

support its own population with vegetables, fruits, dairies, and meat products. Additionally, 

while imported grains will still be necessary to supplement local products, great strides can be 

made in local grain production if corn faming, which accounts for the third largest food item 

produced locally, is used for food rather than for grain (USDA).  Not only will this shift allow 

Hawaii to be more self sufficient, it will also promote the local economy as consumer’s money 

stays in the Hawaii market rather than leaving to pay for food imports, which currently represent 

85 percent of all food products in the islands (Cox). 

However, while this transition back to an agricultural community sounds good, it is 

important to realize that due to geographical and economic limitations, this transition may be 

better in the realm of philosophical reasoning than practical application. First of all, it is 

important to note that even if all of the corn production on the islands were to be used as food 

rather than for grain, there would still not be enough grain in terms of the sheer volume to 

provide for the entire population. Additionally, without wheat or rice cultivation, there would be 

virtually no variety in grains. Furthermore, it is important to recognize that, while O’ahu is only 
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30 miles long, it supports over 900,000 residents (Wolter). Thus, even if a great shift towards 

agriculture was made, there would simply not be enough space for the farmlands required for 

such high yields, especially considering that the most dominant geographical feature of the island 

are the Ko’olau and Waianae Mountain Ranges, which, while beautiful and picturesque, make 

much of the island impossible to farm on. Of the total land on O’ahu, only 59,195 acres (15.4 

percent) can be used for agriculture (Cecil). Therefore, with the population density of about 

1,482 people per square mile, which is comparable to many large cities, and only 15 percent 

arable land, O’ahu’s geography simply cannot support the dense population. 

In this way, one begins to comprehend the great extent to which we, the O’ahu 

community, are living beyond our means, in terms of the carrying capacity of the island. 

Receiving 85 percent of our food from other places, it is clear that without the assistance of other 

state’s agricultural productions we would not be able to survive. The high population density 

compared to the small amount of available arable land disallows any chance of O’ahu’s 

population to be sustained purely on local products. In this way, undermining the laws of nature 

and the natural carrying capacity of the island, Hawaii’s population size makes a dependence on 

outsourcing and large scale industrial agriculture inescapable. 
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