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Chapter One: 

1.0 HELE-ON AND THE TRANSPORTATION 
SYSTEM ON HAWAI‘I ISLAND
The Mass Transit Agency, MTA, providing service 
known as the Hele-On Bus System has been in existence 
since 1975 . For over forty years it has provided service 
across the island with an emphasis on commute trips . It 
has expanded exponentially as opportunities arose . But 
these shifts have occurred opportunistically and without 
the benefit of a master plan to guide the system growth .

There is wide agreement within the community that 
having a well- functioning and dependable transit sys-
tem is critical to quality of life for individuals, families 
as well as to the economy of the island . Support for 
improving the system is found in all districts, albeit 
with differing needs . Cross island travel, inter district 
travel, and intra-community circulation are all in need 
of improved public transit . Clearly, there needs to be 
agreed upon, fair, and transparent criteria and methods 
for setting priorities .

Routes and stops have been added to provide service to 
schools, social service agencies and medical facilities, 
and to major shopping locations . Service within some 
of the large rural subdivisions has proven difficult due 
to dispersal of large acre home lots, limited connectivity, 
unpaved roads, and in some cases high levels of eco-
nomic need . 

Known as the “Big Island,” Hawai‘i County scale is a 
factor that requires understanding when formulating a 
transportation system . It is roughly the size of the State 
of Connecticut . Puna District alone is the size of O‘ahu . 
These comparisons put in perspective the distances that 
are travelled regularly .
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Roadways
The most common means of travel is by private automo-
bile . The federal aid roadway system is under both State 
and County jurisdictions . The system consists of 788 
miles of roadway, most of this two lane roadways . Major 
arterials comprise 129 miles; minor arterials 177 miles; 
and collectors 482 miles . 

Other roadways are under County or private ownership 
and conditions vary widely . The Hele-On vehicles are 
restricted to travelling on paved roads both for the pres-
ervation of the vehicles and the comfort and safety of 
riders . This can mean that many passengers must travel 
(walk, bike or drive) several miles to get to a pick up 
location to take a bus ride . While periodically new roads 
are built, such as Ane Keohokalole in Kona(County) and 
upgrade to Saddle Road, aka Daniel K . Inouye Highway 
(State), the pace of new roadway improvements is such 

that the route system of today is what will be available 
for the foreseeable future .

Bicycling
Bicycling is a viable and affordable form of transpor-
tation capable of expansion on Hawai‘i island . Hawai‘i 
District has 27 miles of designated facilities (paths, bike 
lanes, and signed shared roadways) . Bike Plan Hawai‘i 
(2002) identifies future facilities, primarily of the signed 
shared roadway variety . If this occurs, it will go a long 
way to making bicycling a more viable mode choice . 

Public transit can support bicycling by continuing to 
provide racks on buses . In addition, as hubs are built bus 
storage lockers can be considered . Right now, bicycling 
is most prevalent in Kona, where it is elevated to a major 
sports activity due to the Triathlon and other races . 

Figure 1-1. Federal Aid Roadway Map of Hawaii County
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Figure 1-2. Existing and Planned Bicycle Facilities on Hawaii Island (source Bike Plan Hawaii, 2002)
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Figure 1-3. Sidewalks on State Facilities (source: Statewide Pedestrian Master Plan, 2013)
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The demonstration Bike Share program in Kona has three 
stations and 32 bikes, with hopes of expanding (through 
sponsorships) to ten stations and 100 bikes . Seven stations 
is considered a self-sustaining level . A grant from the 
county ($250,000) provided purchase of the equipment, 
shipping, insurance and one year of salary for an Oper-
ations Manager (to do the repairs and re-positioning) as 
well as administrative costs . The demonstration year has 
proven that expansion is desirable both within Kona and 
in other more thickly settled areas like Waimea and Hilo .  
The costs are modest compared to the transportation, 
health, and community benefits . 

By comparison, the O‘ahu Biki Bike program which 
launched on June 28, 2017, stationed at 100 locations and 
1,000 turquoise colored bikes, mostly in urban Honolulu 
and Waikīkī . In the first three months of this nascent 
program, 180,000 rides were taken using one of four 
pricing plans . This amounts to over 2,100 uses a day .

Pedestrian
Pedestrian infrastructure is practically non-existent, 
and this is a challenge not only for walk trips, but also 
for bus riders who need to walk to their stop . Most 
state roadways have no sidewalk facilities at all, and a 
few have sidewalks only on one side . Sidewalks exist 
on county roads in Hilo and Kailua-Kona . But even in 
those areas there are gaps, narrow shoulders, lack of 
crosswalks, and other needs and deficiencies, as noted 
in the Statewide Pedestrian Master Plan (2013) . Hope-
fully, the adoption of Complete Streets Policies at both 
the State and County level will provide the necessary 
spotlight and lens for making changes .

Multi-Modal
The County has not been shy about trying new things: 
a double decker bus (which strained to work on the 
island varied terrain); alternate fuel (which may have 
contributed to the break-down of some buses); creativi-
ty in providing trips to disadvantaged with both para-
transit service and taxi coupons; the new Bike Share 
program in Kona; adoption of a complete streets policy; 
and innovative markings to signify pedestrian areas . 
This courage to try new things should continue .

1.1 CURRENT SITUATION FOR  
BUS TRANSIT
The County Mass Transit Agency was created to provide 
mass transit service . It provides service from 3:15 am to 
11:00 pm with limited service on Sundays and holidays . 
One-way Fares are $2 .00 with discounts available to 
seniors over 60, students, and persons with disability . 
Monthly passes are $60, with a discount to $45 for those 
named above . Sheets of ten tickets can be purchased for 
$15, or half that for the discount eligible persons . Fares 
were last raised (doubled) to be effective in July 2013 .

The Hele-On system had a fleet of 19 running bus-
es as of December 2017, with capacities from 33 to 
50 passengers . Eleven are wheelchair accessible . Two 
49-passenger motor coach vehicles were purchased and 
received in 2016 .

In addition to Hele-On, since 1990-1 the County has 
offered a Shared-Ride taxi service that provides curb-
to-curb service within the urban area of Hilo and 
Kailua-Kona through vouchers . Currently, the pro-
gram is heavily used in Hilo while taxi companies in 
Kailua-Kona are not participating in the program . The 
programs allows the public to purchase coupons and 
use the coupons instead of cash with participating taxi 
companies . Each coupon costs $2 and may be used for 
travel up to four miles . Last year 167,418 coupons were 
sold and 156,604 were used . A portion of the taxicabs 
are accessible . 

The County Economic Opportunity Council, a 
non-profit community action agency, supplements 
County bus services by providing services for the 
low-income, elderly, disabled, and pre-school children 
who attend Head Start schools .

Hele-On Kāko‘o paratransit service started in August 
2016 for both the Hilo and Kona areas with service 
Monday through Saturday . Participants have to be 
deemed eligible by a clinician, complete an application 
process, and call in reservations 24 hours in advance . By 
agreement with FTA, service is provided within 1 mile 
of regular service (the usual requirement is ¾ mile) 
during the demonstration period . The one year evalua-
tion showed that usage in Kona greatly out-numbered 
use in Hilo . Potential Hilo area participants are more 
likely to use the Shared Taxi Program than the para-
transit service . Two primary factors for the Shared Taxi 
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Discussion:
During the public meetings of October-November 2017 participants were aware of the challenges facing the transit system . They recognized 
that old outdated buses needed to be replaced to help achieve more system reliability . At the same time, they recognized transit as a critical 
service for commuting, students getting to school and after school programs, as well as people getting to medical appointments and 
shopping and that these needs should drive the continued commitment to providing good public transit .
Participants see some effort at improving the current conditions . Most particularly, they seemed aware of getting additional buses from 
O‘ahu, but that more buses are needed and what they have must get fixed . Customer service received mixed reviews, some feeling it has 
improved, others saying more needs to be done . Participants were aware there is progress on building a new maintenance facility, but a need 
for more security . 
It is recognized that providing service to rural areas is challenging and requires a different approach than in the urban areas where there is 
more density and shorter trips required to get from point A to point B . The addition of paratransit service in the urban areas Hilo and Kona 
over the past year is noted as a positive .
Participants at the meetings were equally aware that high costs and the lack of finance tools presents a challenge . While asking for more 
frequent service to more locations, more comfort features, the choices will be limited by financial picture of what the county can afford .
Public members want to stay involved, to have access to information, and opportunities to provide input .

Program are the paratransit program requires an ad-
vance reservation and the cash fare is higher for a ride .

Average service cost in Hilo was around $127 .00 per ride 
according to data kept by MTA for a sustained period 
towards the end of the first year . It was about ten dollars 
less in Kona . Most users traveled 1-2 times per month 
and the most predominant trip purpose was medical . 
The paratransit vans had 96% on time performance; and 
there was only a 2% rate of “no show” or late cancels .

At its peak in 2012, Hele-On provided service to 1 .2 mil-
lion passengers . Ridership has dropped by a third, and 
the primary cause is believed to be decreased reliability of 
service . Ridership was 874,424 in 2016 while the shared 
ride taxi program served 137,890 passenger trips .

The reported fleet listing is 37(down from 55 in 2016), 
but as of late 2017, 18 of these were out of commission . 
Most needed to be decommissioned and sold off or 
re-purposed . The fleet was boosted in 2017 when Hono-
lulu gifted the County of Hawai‘i with seven of its retiring 
buses . This was a welcome relief, but will ultimately prove 
to be only a temporary one . Companion to the aging of 
the fleet, breakdowns have become a major issue and are 
the major cause of the drop in ridership .

MTA budget in FY17-18 is $14,031,908 . This amount 
covers operating cost of bus drivers, the shared ride 
taxi program, fuel, insurance, and salary and wages for 
eleven MTA employees . Ten percent of costs comes 
from federal funds, about ten percent from fares, and 
the balance is a County subsidy from the General Fund 
and $7,500,000 from the Highway Fund . The history of 
MTA budgets is shown in Table 1-1 .
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Year Account Operating Budget Spent Difference
FY2008-2009

Totals

5311 4,983,244 4,054,627 -928,617

5316 1,177,480 1,943,149 765,669

  6,160,724 5,997,776 -162,948

FY2009-2010

Totals

5311 4,820,711 8,105,376 3,284,665
5316 1,055,982 1,371,970 315,988

  5,876,693 9,477,346 3,600,653

FY2010-2011

Totals

5311 5,753,999 5,934,103 180,104

5316 943,892 943,892 0

  6,697,891 6,877,995 180,104

FY2011-2012
 

Totals

5311 3,955,499 2,765,720 -1,189,779

5316 4,044,593 3,982,377 -62,216

  8,000,092 6,748,097 -1,251,995

FY2012-2013

Totals

5311 3,300,812 2,840,638 -460,174

5316 4,845,250 4,865,749 20,499

  8,146,062 7,706,387 -439,675

FY2013-2014

Totals

5311 3,461,171 2,499,585 -961,586

5316 6,726,250 6,613,942 -112,308

  10,187,421 9,113,527 -1,073,894

FY2014-2015

Totals

5311 4,395,978 3,619,197 -776,781

5316 7,449,005 6,482,305 -966,700

  11,844,983 10,101,502 -1,743,481

FY2015-2016

Totals

5311 6,254,404 3,434,446 -2,819,958

5316 7,500,000 5,782,088 -1,717,912

  13,754,404 9,216,534 -4,537,870

FY2016-2017
 

Totals

5311 5,510,898  

5316 7,400,000  

  12,910,898

FY2017-2018

Totals

5311 6,831,908  

5316 7,200,000  

  14,031,908

Table 1-1. Ten Year History of MTA Budget


