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	The Demise of Bowling in Hawaii
July 4, 2007


Another bowling alley bites the dust!  After 50 years in business, Kam Bowl (also known as Mak Bowl – Kam spelled backwards), the popular 24-lane complex near Kamehameha Shopping Center in Kalihi closed its doors on June 15, 2007.  This closure leaves only four public alleys left on Oahu and two of them, Waialae Bowl in Kahala and Pali Lanes in Kailua are scheduled to close in the coming months.  That will leave only two remaining public bowling alleys which are Leeward Bowl in Pearl City and Aiea Bowl.
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Also affected by the Kam Bowl closing is the Kam Bowl Barber Shop, Taro’s Pro Shop and the Kapiolani Coffee Shop which were located in the alley.  Taro’s was famous for selling used bowling balls for $5 apiece and Kapiolani Coffee Shop was famous for its oxtail soup.  The national drug store chain Walgreens has purchased the property and will be razing the bowling alley building to make way for a new 14,500 square-foot drive-though pharmacy.     

In 1970, when I come to Hawaii, there were 28 public bowling alleys on the island of Oahu.   There used to be at least six bowling alleys in the Kalihi area alone.  These included Kelly Bowl, Jet Lanes, Boulevard Bowl, Classic Bowl, Kalihi Bowl and Kam Bowl.  Today, there are no public bowling alleys in Kalihi.  The only bowling alley left open in the area is located at Fort Shafter – where I bowl every Wednesday night. Most of the military bases on Oahu have a bowling alley but these are not always easily assessable to the general public especially for the many senior bowlers.  Most of these senior citizens will have to give up bowling because they can’t get transportation to another alley.  When one bowling alley closes, it doesn’t increase business much for the other alleys since most league members just quit bowling.  It is a sad state of affairs for the sport of bowling in Hawaii.

Why do you think all these bowling alleys are closing down?  The most common reason given is the high cost of land and leases on Oahu which make it impossible to make a profit for bowling alley proprietors.  A bowling alley requires a large building and parking lot.  Land owners can make a big profit by selling or using this land for other purposes.  Another reason given is the fact that most league bowlers are older people and they don’t have the money to pay high bowling fees.  Also, when these older bowlers die, there are not enough younger bowlers to take their place.  Most young people think bowling is boring and prefer to play video games and listen to loud music blasting their brains out from the ear phones on their heads.

I agree that these are the primary reasons but I think there are more serious social problems in America that parallel the decline in the number of bowling league members.  Did you know that since 1990, the total number of bowlers in America actually increased by 10 percent while league bowlers decreased by 40 percent?  This is not only a bowling problem since there is also a 40 percent loss in membership in all civic organizations America-wide.  Americans have disengaged themselves from political involvement including decreased voter turnout, public meeting attendance, serving on committees and performing other community service.  All of this leads to a general distrust in our government and a social decay in our society.  Since people are bowling alone, they do not participate in social interaction and civic discussions that might occur in a league environment.  It is not a good situation!  I know that in our Wednesday night league at Fort Shafter, we have a great time and have pretty much solved all of the world’s problems – now if only someone would listen to us.
So anyway, what can be done about the bowling alley problem here on the island of Oahu?  Some people have suggested that the City step in and take over or build some bowling alleys around the island.  They state that the City run golf courses are doing well so why can’t they do the same service for the city’s bowlers?  Others state that existing bowling alleys and any new ones must find ways to attract younger people in order to make a profit.  Again, I agree with these ideas but it is a lot easier said then done.  The City does not do anything quickly and getting approval to build a bunch of bowling alleys that will probably lose money is going to be a hard sale.  With that said, I think the City and State should do more for it’s senior citizens and take on some of these type projects to improve the life and moral of the citizens living here.  Most of the bowling alleys are trying to attract the younger bowlers by providing video arcades and “cosmic bowling” along with loud music.  I don’t like either of these things but I can put up with it if it will help the bowling industry here in Hawaii.
Bowling has been a popular sport in the United States since the early 1900’s.  Modern bowling began in the late 1950’s and early 1960’s with the introduction of the fully-automatic pinsetter.  The industry flourished during the 1970’s and early 1980’s.  During that period, the business was driven by a large and loyal base of league bowlers who bowled several times every week and participated in tournaments and other competitive events. Food and beverage sales also were strong, and centers began to profit from video-game arcades as well.  But by the late-1980’s, league bowling began to decline and continues to do so today.  However, by the year 2000, the number of bowlers and the number of bowling centers started to increase again (Every state except Hawaii).  Today, bowling continues to do well with 5,580 sanctioned ten-pin bowling centers in the United States.       
Maybe the bowling industry on the mainland will see an opportunity to open some new bowling alleys here.  They need to tap into the country’s renewed emphasis on family activities and traditional values.  Bowling centers need to be known as “family entertainment centers” and be effective competitors for the entertainment dollars of the possible customers in the area. Over 45 million people bowl at least once every year and about four million of those actively participate in league play.  Bowling is still a popular sport and the customer base does exist.
I enjoy the competitive spirit of bowling but I like the social part of bowling in a league even more.  Most of my friends bowl in the same league and we always get together before bowling for a few cold beverages, some food, and some interesting conversation.  Bowling gives me something to look forward to every week.  Lani and the staff at the Fort Shafter bowling alley are all friendly and do a great job.  They have TVs for watching sports, the food is good (especially the chili), and they have the cheapest beer in town.  What more could an old guy like me ask for? 

I believe that every community needs a bowling alley.  Hopefully, this will happen again on the island of Oahu.  
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