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• Total agricultural sales have declined with the exit of 
sugarcane and pineapple plantations

• Hawai‘i has more idle cropland than harvested cropland

• A key factor in stagnating productivity is Hawai‘i’s unusually 
high labor costs and associated low labor productivity

• High labor costs stem from lack of mechanization (relative to 
California and other highly-productive areas), not because 
wages are higher

• Agricultural production in Hawai‘i is increasingly 
concentrated on smaller farms, a trend that departs from 
other parts of the country—and also one that likely 
contributes to the state’s lower productivity growth

Source: “The Agricultural Economic Landscape in Hawai‘i and the Potential for Future Economic Viability” 
(University of Hawai‘i Economic Research Organization, June 2021) 3

Agriculture in Hawai‘i



Mainland Crops Provide Massive Customer Bases
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The market value of agricultural products sold in Hawai‘i is ~$560MM, 
around ½ a percent of the size of the row crop industry

$20B, 
Vegetables, 

melons, 
potatoes

$29B, Fruits, Tree 
Nuts, Berries

$16B, Nursery, 
Greenhouse, 
Floriculture

$195B, Livestock

$107B, Row Crops

$22B, 
Other

US Market Value of Agricultural Products Sold
($s in Billions) 
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$30,500,000 
Aggregate Sales, 5%

$50,688,000 
Aggregate Sales, 9%

$482,615,000 Aggregate Sales, 
86% of Statewide Farm Sales

Farms' Share of 2017 Statewide 
Farm Sales

78% of Hawai‘i Farms Make Less Than $25K in Annual Sales 
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At the same time, the largest 7% of Hawai‘i farms generate more than 
86% of industry sales

Farms with Over $100K Annual Farm Sales

Farms with $25K to $100K Annual Farm Sales

Farms with Less than $25K Annual Farm Sales

5,701 Farms, 78% of Farm Population

1,096 
Farms, 15%

531 Farms, 7%

Farms by Annual Farm Sales



2017 USDA Census: Hawaii farm owner average age is 60+
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2017 Census of Agriculture - State Data Hawaii 43 
USDA, National Agricultural Statistics Service 

Table 52.  Selected Producer Characteristics:  2017 and 2012 
[For meaning of abbreviations and symbols, see introductory text.] 

Characteristics 
2017 1  2012 2  

All producers 
(see text) 

All principal 
producers (see text) 

All non-principal 
producers (see text) 

Primary producer 
(see text) 

All 
operators 

Principal 
operator 

Producers  ............................................................................ number   
                                                                                                              
Sex of producers:                                                      
    Male  .............................................................................................    
    Female  .........................................................................................    
                                                                                                              
Hired managers (see text)  ...............................................................    
                                                                                                              
Primary occupation:                                                    
    Farming  .......................................................................................    
    Other  ............................................................................................    
                                                                                                              
Place of residence:                                                    
    On farm operated  .........................................................................    
    Not on farm operated  ...................................................................    
                                                                                                              
Days of work off farm:                                                 
    None  ............................................................................................    
    Any  ..............................................................................................    
        1 to 49 days  .............................................................................    
        50 to 99 days  ...........................................................................    
        100 to 199 days  .......................................................................    
        200 days or more  .....................................................................    
                                                                                                              
Years on present farm:                                                 
    2 years or less  .............................................................................    
    3 or 4 years  ..................................................................................    
    5 to 9 years  ..................................................................................    
    10 years or more  ..........................................................................    
                                                                                                              
Years operating any farm (see text):                                   
    5 years or less  .............................................................................    
    6 to 10 years  ................................................................................    
    11 years or more  ..........................................................................    
                                                                                                              
Age group:                                                             
    Under 25 years  ............................................................................    
    25 to 34 years  ..............................................................................    
    35 to 44 years  ..............................................................................    
    45 to 54 years  ..............................................................................    
    55 to 64 years  ..............................................................................    
    65 to 74 years  ..............................................................................    
    75 years and over  ........................................................................    
                                                                                                              
    Average age  ................................................................................    
                                                                                                              
Young producers (see text)  .............................................................    
                                                                                                              
Producers of Hispanic, Latino,                                         
  or Spanish origin  ............................................................................    
                                                                                                              
Producers by race:                                                     
    American Indian or Alaska Native  ................................................    
    Asian  ............................................................................................    
    Black or African American  ...........................................................    
    Native Hawaiian or                                                   
      other Pacific Islander ..................................................................    
    White  ...........................................................................................    
    More than one race reported  .......................................................    
                                                                                                              
Military service (see text):                                           
    Never served  ...............................................................................    
    Served  .........................................................................................    
                                                                                                              
Number of persons living                                               
  in producers' households (see text)  ...............................................    
                                                                                                              
On farm involvement in decisionmaking (see text):                      
    Day-to-day decisions  ...................................................................    
    Land use and/or crop decisions  ...................................................    
    Livestock decisions  ......................................................................    
    Record keeping and/or financial management  ............................    
    Estate planning or succession planning  .......................................    
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1,512 

884 
1,443 
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(NA) 
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(NA) 

1  Data were collected for a maximum of four producers per farm. 
2 All operator data are for a maximum of three operators per farm; principal operator data are for one operator per farm. 
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Table 52.  Selected Producer Characteristics:  2017 and 2012 
[For meaning of abbreviations and symbols, see introductory text.] 
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producers (see text) 
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Producers  ............................................................................ number   
                                                                                                              
Sex of producers:                                                      
    Male  .............................................................................................    
    Female  .........................................................................................    
                                                                                                              
Hired managers (see text)  ...............................................................    
                                                                                                              
Primary occupation:                                                    
    Farming  .......................................................................................    
    Other  ............................................................................................    
                                                                                                              
Place of residence:                                                    
    On farm operated  .........................................................................    
    Not on farm operated  ...................................................................    
                                                                                                              
Days of work off farm:                                                 
    None  ............................................................................................    
    Any  ..............................................................................................    
        1 to 49 days  .............................................................................    
        50 to 99 days  ...........................................................................    
        100 to 199 days  .......................................................................    
        200 days or more  .....................................................................    
                                                                                                              
Years on present farm:                                                 
    2 years or less  .............................................................................    
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    Native Hawaiian or                                                   
      other Pacific Islander ..................................................................    
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    More than one race reported  .......................................................    
                                                                                                              
Military service (see text):                                           
    Never served  ...............................................................................    
    Served  .........................................................................................    
                                                                                                              
Number of persons living                                               
  in producers' households (see text)  ...............................................    
                                                                                                              
On farm involvement in decisionmaking (see text):                      
    Day-to-day decisions  ...................................................................    
    Land use and/or crop decisions  ...................................................    
    Livestock decisions  ......................................................................    
    Record keeping and/or financial management  ............................    
    Estate planning or succession planning  .......................................    
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1  Data were collected for a maximum of four producers per farm. 
2 All operator data are for a maximum of three operators per farm; principal operator data are for one operator per farm. 



Global Agrifoodtech Investment
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Agrifoodtech Categories
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Smaller Farms Have Less Capital Available for Investment
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• The average size of a 

Hawai‘i farm is 1/3 the 

size of the national 

average

• The average net gain of 

a profitable Hawai‘i 

farm is less than 1/7 the 

net gain of a profitable 

California farm

• In general, smaller farms 

have less capital 

available to invest in 

equipment and 

technology
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• More labor input implies less 
automation and technology 
adoption

• Labor productivity is 
calculated by dividing gross 
receipts of farms by hired 
workers

• Automation and 
technology adoption 
increases output per worker
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Ulana Nā Leo 
(Weaving the Voices)
Hawai‘i Agriculture 
Systems Analysis



Our producers are the root 
of our agriculture system, 
but their voices aren’t 
always heard



WE ARE
HERE

Hawai‘i Agriculture Systems Analysis
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Guiding Star

• Hawai‘i food producers and 
processors are successful in 
making their products broadly 
available at competitive 
prices, reducing the islands’ 
over-dependence on 
imported food

Near Star

• By 2030, agricultural food 
production in Hawai‘i is 
growing as a sector, with 
purchases of locally 
produced food measurably 
increasing among consumers 
and institutions

Producer 
Participants

Extended Team

Core Team
Keith DeMello

Micah Munekata
Greg Chun 
Diane Ley

Engaging Inquiry

Five 
islands
large, 
medium
& small

VegetableCattle

Poultry

Tropical 
fruits

Fish

Native 
lands

Nuts
New or with 
decades of 
experience

Immigrant 
farmers

Range of 
production 
roles

Hawai‘i Agriculture Systems Analysis
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Hawai‘i Agriculture Systems Analysis
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Link to Working Map
https://engaging-inquiry.kumu.io/ulana-na-leo-weave-the-voices 

https://engaging-inquiry.kumu.io/ulana-na-leo-weave-the-voices


• When the level of understanding of 
the complexity of the local 
agricultural systems is low, the 
likelihood of gaps and mismatches 
of policy, resources and support 
increases. 

• The absence of these needed 
supports reduces the ability to grow 
and sustain a diverse local ag sector. 

• When local ag is not thriving and 
robust, it increases the experienced 
hardships and challenges to success 
for producers, but also communities 
and the economy. 

• As the experience of hardship 
increases, it becomes more difficult 
to coordinate and advocate for 
what is needed to support the ag 
sector. 

• With low coordination and 
connectivity between and across 
key actors, the level of 
understanding of the whole of the 
system remains limited. 

Systems Map — Deep Structure
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Plantation Hangover 
(Purple Loops 2,5,15,16)

This section of the map contains stories 

that demonstrate how the system still 

reflects and reproduces old plantation 
mindsets and practices, limiting the 

ability to adapt and respond to new 

conditions. 

Leadership shows potential for opening 

doors to change, but the complexity of 

the issue, and the cost of years of 

neglect, coupled with a fear of failure, 

stifles innovation and follow-through. 

19

Systems Map — Regions



Living on the Edge
(Blue Loops 3,6,7,8,9)

Low investment in agriculture over time 

results in the deterioration of support 

services and basic infrastructure. 

Producers live on a fine edge of 

survival, needing to make hard 

compromises and develop new skills 

beyond production. 

This reduces resilience and profitability, 

as well as the perception of farming as 

a viable long-term career. 

As a result, workforce limitations stifle 

the growth and vibrancy of the local ag 

sector.
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Systems Map — Regions



In Spite of It All
(Green Loops 4,10,11,12,13,14)

These stories describe the loss of 

community connection to local 

agriculture, land and culture and the 

impact of enduring hardship on mind 

and body. 

Still, in the face of challenge, producers 

innovate and connect—finding new 

pathways of connection with each 

other, and the consumer. 

These connections increase the power 
of the producer's voice, building 

deeper understanding and investment. 

21

Systems Map — Regions
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and informal
networks of
support

Generational
drive to stay
in farming

Fear, mistrust
and impact
on health

Access to the
full range
of needed
resources

Development
of relationships
and experience

of value

Investment
in workforce
training & farm
modernization

Need to
make hard

compromises
for survival

Sense of
connection to

the land, history,
and value of

farming

Level and
quality of

coordination
across key
programs/
actors

Invest Well
Through

Understanding

Perception
of farming
as a viable
/ long-term
career

Ability to
coordinate
& advocate
for needs

Ability to
grow &
sustain a

diverse local
AG sector

Experience
of impact and

purpose

2. Living with
Ghosts

1. Deep Structure:
Root Bound

3. Eroding
Impact

15. Opening
Doors

13. Shared Message,
Shared
Impact

5. Forgetting
the Forest

14. Crushed
Culture

12. Rising Water
Lifts all
Boats

9. Unseen
Labor

10. Deep
Roots

7. Missing
the Mark

16. Change Takes
Courage

6. Day by Day

11. Pandemic
Positives

4. Communication
Breakdown

8. Unrealized
Potential

Systems Map — Emerging Leverage Opportunities
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Bright Spots
Opportunity and Momentum
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Local Food — Outcomes

• PASSED
• Funding for land/water infrastructure—partial wins

• SB 833: $26 million for Wahiawa irrigation system

• HB 300 (State Budget Bill): $93.8 5 million for water and irrigation infrastructure 
(Wahiawa wastewater) 

• Trust-funded Department of Agriculture grant writer 

• HB 300: established position with mechanism to accept funds up to $71,000

• Land transfers from Hawai‘i Department of Land & Natural Resources to 
Hawai‘i Department of Agriculture, as well as extension of ag park leases 

• HB 300: $5 million to support land transfers

• Promising commitment from Green Administration

• Additional Outcomes
• Food safety 

• SB 1588: $1 million for GroupGAP food safety training and certification program 
Hawai‘i Department of Agriculture 

• Local food purchasing 

• HB 300: $950,000 over 2 years for Hawai‘i Department of Public Safety local food 
purchases
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L O C A L  F O O D

Recent Bright Spots

• Hawai‘i Food Bank from Q2 2020 to Q1 2023 purchased 7 million 
pounds of local food for $9.4 million
• Continuation of “Farm to Food Bank” programs during the pandemic

• Hawaiʻi Good Food Alliance in early May 2023 was awarded a $30 
million USDA Regional Food Business Center grant

• Hawai‘i Ulu Coop in late May 2023 was awarded a $650,000 Small 
Business Innovation Research grant

• Honolulu Office of Economic Revitalization (OER) has begun 
releasing $3 million in ARPA grant funding to food producers on 
O‘ahu
• Additional ARPA funding allocated to food system grants
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GoFarm Hawai‘i

• Statewide Farmer Training Program
• GoFarm Hawaiʻi is a Statewide Beginning Farmer Training 

Program with sites on Oʻahu, Kauaʻi, Maui, and Hawaiʻi Island. 
• Mission is to enhance Hawaiʻi’s food security and economy by 

increasing the number of sustainable, local agricultural 
producers by providing hands on commercial farm and business 
training.

• AgBusiness Services
• The GoFarm Hawaiʻi AgBusiness Team helps new and existing 

agribusinesses strengthen their business models with technical 
support in areas of finance, marketing, business planning and 
resources. 

• Business assistance and consultations are available to discuss 
goal setting, business strategy, financial analysis, market 
opportunity and more.
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Act 175 (SLH 2021) 
• Requires the State of Hawai‘i 

Department of Education (DOE) to buy 
more locally sourced food to increase 
quality of meals while helping strengthen 
Hawai‘i’s food production market and its 
resilience

• At minimum, 30% of the food served in 
public schools be sourced locally 
by 2030

Why the Hawai‘i DOE?

• 287 schools—Hawai‘i state government’s 
largest department

• Pre-pandemic, served 103,000+ lunches 
and 32,000+ breakfasts daily

• Yet currently less than 3% locally 
sourced, based on available data
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Institutional Purchasing



Mahalo & Questions

State of Hawai‘i
Workforce Development Council
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