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OPENING  
STATEMENT

The Rainbow Warriors kick off  
the season with a big win in Fresno,  
the first under coach Todd Graham
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HAWAII FRESNO STATE

1934

Earn More.
Pay Less.

hif icu.com

Federally insured by NCUA

Testing is provided 7 days a 
week, by appointment only

COVID-19 Testing

TILE    WAREHOUSE, INC.

 Featuring: Unicom Starker

2865 Koapaka Street
Honolulu, HI 96819
(808) 840-8855 tel
(808) 840-8858 fax

73-4076 Hulikoa Drive
Kailua Kona, HI 96740
(808) 329-8855 tel
(808) 329-5585 fax

www.tilewarehousehawaii.com

STONE TILE, STONE SLABS, PORCELAIN TILE, POOL TILE, LATICRETE MATERIALS, 
GLASS TILE, MOSAICS, AND MORE

CAMBRIA QUARTZ SLABS

Reaching 325,516 readers on Sunday – HAWAII STRONG
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Hotels and resorts  
hope to entice kamaaina 
with staycation deals
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Mayor Caldwell offers up 
a way to keep Honolulu’s 
rail project moving forward
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Please see PROMISED LAND, A14

FOR THE 
LATEST UPDATES

Get free access at 
staradvertiser.com/ 
coronavirus.

CORONAVIRUS
COVERAGE

HAWAII

Growing outbreak
Mass testing begins on 
Lanai as the state sees 
three more deaths. B2
•  Survey shows more 

isle businesses are 
struggling. B2

DETOURS

Virtual visuals
Local art shows and 
galleries adapt with 
new formats and online 
presentations. D2
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COVID-19 UPDATE 10/24

NEW CASES: 90

TOTAL: 14,553

TOTAL DEATHS: 212
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To reclaim ancestral land,  
all Native Hawaiians need  
is a $300,000 mortgage  
and to wait in line for decades

INVESTIGATIVE SERIES

EDITOR’S NOTE:
This story was 
co-published with 
ProPublica, a 
nonprofit newsroom 
that investigates 
abuses of power. 
The Honolulu  
Star-Advertiser is a 
member of the 
ProPublica Local 
Reporting Network.

A 100-year-old program created to provide Native Hawaiians — 
especially poor ones — land to live on after the U.S. annexed the 
islands is failing. Thousands have died waiting in line and even 
more can’t afford the mortgages they’d need.

By Rob Perez, Honolulu Star-Advertiser and Agnel Philip, ProPublica

Zalei Kamaile dreamed of 
owning a home.

The professional ukulele 
player worked long hours 

entertaining tourists on Oahu and 
saved her tips in a cookie jar. The 
money went into a modest house 
fund for her and her mother, but 
she knew that wouldn’t be enough. 
So in 1987, Kamaile, then 35, took 
the one step she considered her 
best shot at homeownership. She 

applied to a homesteading program 
for Native Hawaiians. Created by 
Congress in 1921, the program had 
a singular goal: return Hawaiians — 
especially impoverished ones — to 
their native lands.

Over the next two decades, Ka-
maile received more than a dozen 
letters offering her an opportunity 
to get a homestead. The land, part 
of a 203,000-acre trust, would be vir-
tually free under a long-term lease. 

But there was a catch: An applicant 
either had to build their own home 
or purchase one from a developer. 
At least five of Kamaile’s offers were 
for new subdivisions in Kapolei, a 
growing bedroom community in 
West Oahu. Amid a soaring real es-
tate market, the homes were a bar-
gain, costing about half the price of 
similar housing elsewhere.
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LAND
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Zalei Kamaile, 
who lives in a pub-
lic housing proj-
ect, is about 3,500 
applicants deep 
on the homestead 
waitlist.

UH running back Calvin Turner tried to 
elude Fresno State defensive back Bralyn 

Lux in the second half of Saturday’s game.
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Kamaile, however, couldn’t qual-
ify for a mortgage.

During that period, she lost her 
job, declared bankruptcy and 
spent two years homeless, part of 
it living in a tent on the beach. Ka-
maile passed on each offering, 
tossing the letters in the garbage. 
“I cried an awful lot,” she said.

Today, Kamaile, 68, still doesn’t 
have a homestead. She’s about 
3,500 applicants deep on a waitlist, 
33 years after she first applied. She 
lives in a cramped rental apart-
ment in a low-income housing 
project and serves as caregiver for 
a disabled family friend who lives 
with her. Kamaile’s mother died 
last year, 10 days shy of her 91st 
birthday. Kamaile still regrets not 
being able to provide her with a 
homestead. “That was my one 
wish for her.”

The Honolulu woman’s story 
reflects what has been a decades-
long failure of the state Depart-
ment of Hawaiian Home Lands to 
fulfill its mission.

Under state law, anyone who is 
at least half Hawaiian and 18 or 
older is considered a beneficiary 
of the land trust and entitled to get 
a homestead in a “prompt and effi-
cient manner.” Qualifying for fi-
nancing is not listed as a 
requirement, but that has essen-
tially become one because of the 
way the program is run. As a re-
sult, Hawaiians with the financial 
means and knowledge to navigate 
the complicated system are able 
to get homesteads with relative 
ease while thousands of others 
continue a generations-long wait 
for the land that is their birthright, 
an investigation by the Honolulu 
Star-Advertiser and ProPublica 
has found.

Over the past 25 years, the de-
partment, known as DHHL, has 
largely invested in building sprawl-
ing subdivisions. Intended to sat-
isfy a crushing demand for 
housing, the remedy has exacer-
bated the problem, as the homes 
have proved too expensive for 
many applicants.

The result has been an ev-
er-lengthening waitlist, now 23,000 
people long, as Native Hawaiians 
struggle in one of the country’s 
most expensive housing markets. 
At the average rate the depart-
ment has developed residential 
lots since 1995, it would take 182 
years to meet demand — before 
figuring in expected waitlist 
growth.

State and federal watchdogs 
have long criticized the depart-
ment for its failure to deliver 
homesteads in a timely fashion, 
and this year, the Hawaii Supreme 
Court concluded that “the state of 
Hawaii has done little to address 
the ever-lengthening waitlist” over 
the past 30 years.

Under the current model, the 
department often goes thousands 

deep to find interested and quali-
fied buyers, effectively bypassing 
low-income Hawaiians who have 
been waiting longer.

Since 1995, for example, DHHL 
has awarded about 2,200 residen-
tial leases to Oahu residents. Sixty 
percent of them went to beneficia-
ries who came from census tracts 
with median household incomes 
higher than $75,000, the two news 
organizations found through an 
unprecedented analysis of tens of 
thousands of lease transactions, 
waitlist records and other docu-
ments.

Jade Miyazaki was one of them. 
A hotel marketer, she already 
owned a small townhouse, but she 
applied for the homesteading pro-
gram hoping to get more space for 
her family of five.

She got a home in 2010 in Kane-
hili, one of the subdivisions that 
Kamaile, the ukulele player, passed 
on. Miyazaki had waited only a 

quarter of the time even though 
she was more than 2,000 places 
deeper on the waitlist. But unlike 
Kamaile, Miyazaki could afford the 
mortgage.

She was among the last of the 
so-called waitlisters to be awarded 
land leases in the 375-home subdi-
vision, where home prices at the 
time averaged about $345,000 in 
today’s dollars.

Today, the median household in-
come for Kanehili and two other 
nearby homestead subdivisions is 
about $100,000. That is nearly dou-
ble the approximately $55,000 me-
dian income for waitlister 
households, according to a 2017 
federal study on Native Hawaiian 
housing.

“This program creates a division 
among Hawaiians,” said Vanessa 
Garcia Phillips, a beneficiary leader 
who has been on the waitlist a rela-
tively short three years. “You have 
the haves and the have-nots.”

In the meantime, more Hawai-
ians will continue to die waiting. 
Analyzing trust records, the 
Star-Advertiser and ProPublica 
found that more than 2,000 benefi-
ciaries already have died while on 
the waitlist without receiving 
homesteads — a number that has 
not been previously reported but 
that many agree is a severe under-
count. The department records 
the death of a beneficiary only if 
the family provides a death certifi-
cate.

The investigation by the news 
organizations marks the first time 
DHHL’s subdivision strategy has 
been extensively examined, and 
many of the findings are new — 
even to DHHL. The agency said it 
didn’t have the staff or tools to 
replicate the analysis, but it ac-
knowledged its model produced 
housing prices beyond the reach 
of many waitlisters.

Still, officials defended the ap-
proach, saying they were doing 
what they could to deliver on 
what waitlisters consistently rank 
in surveys as their top choice: sin-
gle-family homes. When the de-
partment built duplexes about 
two decades ago, it got a lacklus-
ter response from beneficiaries, 
some of whom believe the law 
promises them land, not just 
housing.

About 8,400 residential leases 
have been awarded since 1921, 
said William J. Aila Jr., who serves 
as department director and chair-
man of the Hawaiian Homes Com-
mission, which oversees the 
agency and the land trust. To ad-
dress the affordability problem, 
he said, the department has pro-
vided a greater number of less-
costly lease options, such as 
empty lots where beneficiaries 
can build their own homes. It also 
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An analysis showed 
the homesteading 
program has benefited 
those with the means 
to navigate the 
complex system while 
leaving many low-
income Native 
Hawaiians behind. 
Read about how we 
uncovered this at  
staradvertiser.com.

Zalie Kamaile had been on the homestead waitlist for 23 years when she passed on a home in Kapolei. Jade Miyazaki, pictured below, was able to afford the mort-
gage on a homestead there and waited only a quarter of the time.
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Pictured below 
are the state 
Department of 
Hawaiian Home 
Lands’ offices in 
Kapolei.


