
Honolulu, HI Apartment Hunting Guide

Wahoo, Oahu!
Honolulu is located on the southernmost section of the island of Oahu between Makapu’u Point and 
Halawa, and is surrounded by beautiful beaches and awesomely exotic volcano craters.  You already 
knew that Honolulu is a gorgeous place to live, but you didn’t know that Honolulu means “place of 
shelter.”  Let’s help you navigate the Honolulu apartment scene so you can find your own place of 
shelter in the city.  

Surviving the Island Driving
Even though everywhere in Hawaii is lovely, location does matter in Honolulu.  The city has many 
different neighborhoods to call home, but the most important factor to consider when moving there is 
the distance between your work and your apartment. Trust us when we say that navigating Honolulu’s 
rush hour traffic can feel like you’re on a slow boat to China.  Honolulu has the second worst commute 
times in the Unites States (just behind L.A.), and if you don’t live near your workplace you can easily 
spend 2-4 hours on your daily commute. Honolulu’s roads are windy and filled with potholes, so make 
sure you enable your GPS and check your shocks before you get moving.  You could also ditch your 
car (it costs $1000 or more to ship it) and look into Honolulu’s award winning and affordable bus 
system, aptly named TheBus. 

Island living comes with a high price tag that may scare you, but Honolulu has consistently been 
awarded a rating of Best Quality of Living in the US according to the "Mercer Human Resource 
Consulting Quality of Living Survey".  Sure, the rent is high, but isn’t happiness priceless?  By the 
way, if you move to Honolulu, can we crash at your place?

It’ll Take Some Sand Dollars: Downtown 
Downtown is located in the center of Honolulu, just south of Kalihi, and is the cultural and government 
center of the Hawaiian Islands, so if your ideal Saturday night consists of formal wear and gilt-edged 
red velvet seats, this is the place to be.  Downtown is separated into four distinct areas: the Capitol 
District, the Central Business District, Chinatown, and the Waterfront.  Most of the people in the 
Capitol, Central Business and Waterfront areas are fresh out of college, single professionals in 
expensive 1BR apartments ($1800), whereas Chinatown is a surprisingly diverse area with low rent.  A 
studio in Chinatown will run you an affordable $900. Just beware of walking around alone late at night 
due to its high crime rates.  

If the thought of living next door to screaming babies makes your skin crawl, you’ll want to rent in the 
Capitol District where you’ll be surrounded by highly educated, young, and childless professionals. 
Getting away from kids is going to cost you though, a 1BR apartment here will rack up $2200.  

Luau Living: Waikiki
Waikiki is located southeast of downtown on the beach, and it rocks.  If you want beaches, shopping, 
great restaurants, a happening nightlife and incredible views, you want to be in Waikiki.  The other 
upside to Waikiki is that you can always get a hospitality job there and your commute will consist of a 
walk along the beach.  Okay, here’s the downside: you’re walking along the beach because this is the 
third time this year that your car has been stolen.  Because the area is filled with wealthy tourists, 
Waikiki has a really bad car and personal theft problem, and that affects the locals as well.  However, 
there are almost no dangerous crimes in Waikiki, so you can safely take that late night beach walk 
home from work.  Another tip?  Waikiki only has one major grocery store, so plan on long lines.



Waikiki is great for adults of any age, but because of its heavy party atmosphere, married people with 
kids don’t tend to live here.  Renting an apartment is also very pricey; a 1BR will easily cost $1700.  If 
you can’t afford the rent but want to be close by, try waterfront Ala Moana-Kaka’ago (studio: $1200), 
inland Kapiolani (studio: $950), or safe and lovely Diamond Head-Kapahulu (1BR: $1000).   

Coconut-Flavored Ramen: Manoa-Makiki
This safe area is located north of downtown and inland, in the foothills of the Koolau mountain range 
that nearly bisects Oahu.  The main neighborhoods in this area are Nu’uanu, which is located directly 
north of Downtown, and Makiki and Manoa continue to the east.  This area has incredible scenic views 
and is the home to the University of Hawaii at Manoa, the main branch of the largest university in 
Hawaii.  Many retirees call Nu’uanu home, and the very safe homes in Nu’uanu are among the most 
expensive in the Manoa-Makiki area.  A 2BR house here will cost $1800, and rent gets higher as you 
get closer to the Punchbowl volcano crater.  Makiki is safe, affordable and middle-aged, and like many 
places in Honolulu there aren’t many kids there; plan on paying $1000 for a 1BR apartment in Makiki. 
Manoa is college town, so it’s filled with newlyweds and students, and a 1BR there will run you $1300. 

Sand Castles: Eastern Honolulu
This area begins just east of the Diamond Head volcano crater, continues all the way to the furthest 
eastern tip of Oahu, and includes the neighborhoods of Kaimuki, Palolo, Waialae-Kahala, Kuliouou-
Kalani Iki, and Hawaii Kai.  If you’re moving to Honolulu to spend your golden years in paradise, 
Eastern Honolulu has everything you need.  This area is super-safe and has large houses both on the 
beaches and in the mountains.  There aren’t many apartments for rent here, but if you’re looking to go 
in with some friends, a 3BR house in any of these areas will cost at least $2300, and rent increases up 
to a thousand dollars more in Hawaii Kai.  

Tropical Toddlers and Teams: Western Honolulu
Western Honolulu consists of four major neighborhoods: Airport, Aliamanu, Moanalua, and Kalihi. 
Love sports?  Western Honolulu holds the Aloha Stadium, where Honolulu locals gather to watch 
college football and the annual NFL All-Star Pro Bowl (there are no professional sports teams in 
Honolulu).  Airport, Aliamanu and Moanalua are home to many middle-class married couples with tiny 
tots, and renting a 2BR in a large apartment building in any of these areas will cost $1400.  The cheaper 
rent in Kalihi brings in the younger married working-class couples with babies; a 2BR in Kalihi near 
the airport will be an “affordable” $1100, but the area can be a little dangerous if you don’t pay 
attention to your surroundings.  If apartment complexes aren’t your thing, your best bet for a house will 
be in Kalihi Valley where you’ll pay $1800 for a 3BR. If you want to call the suburbs your home, then 
the western side of Oahu is where you’ll find Kapolei, Aiea, Pearl City, Salt Lake, Waipanu, and 
Mililani.  Skip Ewa Beach, as crime is pretty rampant in that area.  

Avoid going too far away from Honolulu on the western side of the island.  Waianae, Nanakuli, and 
Makaha (all along the west coast) are known as loud, rough areas.  Also remember that commuting 
from Western Honolulu into Central Honolulu is time consuming, so if you’re planning to hit the surf 
every day, steer away from renting here.  

Don’t Get Stuck With a Crab Shack: Renting in Honolulu
Honolulu apartments aren’t just on an island, they’re in a whole different world.  To help out, we’ve 
complied some important information that you should think about before you sign a lease.  First, some lingo. 
What mainlanders call an “open house,” islanders call a “showing.”  Showings happen for a 20-30 minute span, 
in the middle of a single weekday, so you might need to call in to work.  Next: check the fridge.  Because rentals 
in Honolulu are in high demand, there are some real dumps on the market.  Make sure that the place you’re 



calling off of work for has a full fridge and a real stove, unlike a lot of apartments in the city.  Can you afford to 
pay for water?  Many Honolulu rentals require you to pay all your utilities, unlike mainland rentals, so figure 
that into your budget.  Also, ask about parking.  Honolulu is notoriously short of public parking structures, and 
no one wants to stay up all night waiting for a parking spot.  Make sure parking is included with your rental, and 
make sure it’s affordable.  The good news is that all the rental “extras” in Honolulu are cheap.  Your income only 
needs to be 3X your rental rates, your credit check will only cost $20, and all the apartments are “no fee.” 
Welcome to island living!

Hawaii 411
Before you grab your surfboard and  hit the waves, make sure you know all about Honolulu’s “aloha-
friendly” mode.  If you’re used to getting things done quickly with a minimum of effort, you might 
want to think again about moving to that Honolulu apartment.  Everything on the island takes forever to 
accomplish and that “place of shelter” may turn into a “place that drives you helter-skelter.”  Also, 
don’t call Honolulu locals “Hawaiians.”  The people who live in Hawaii are referred to as being “from 
Hawaii,” and sometimes called “locals,” but the only Hawaiians are those native to the islands. 
Assuming someone is a native Hawaiian could get you in trouble, so make sure to think before you 
speak.   Lastly, Honolulu is gorgeous, but even paradise comes with a downside.  Be aware that the city 
has issues with racism against the white minority, very high burglary rates, and a large homeless 
population.  


