
Transportation
RHRPC’s current project, “How Transportation and Travel
Access Affects Rural Health Outcomes in Hawai‘i,” has
involved over 40 stakeholder interviews and a literature
review and has many preliminary policy recommendations
for improving transportation and travel access in rural
communities.

Hawaiʻi-Wide 
Community Engagement
By way of site visits throughout our islands, community
meetings, Advisory Committee meetings, and more, our
team prioritizes extensive community engagement and
listening to the community’s concerns to try to translate
them into future policy changes.

Workforce Shortages
RHRPC’s work has involved reassessing the accuracy of
Health Professional Shortage Area (HPSA) designation
formulas to maximize federal funding opportunities in
Hawaiʻi.

Fulfill existing grants and contracts;
apply for further grants; explore
philanthropy; and study further
focus areas such as workforce

housing, insurance reimbursement,
non-contiguous designations, and

more.

OUR WORK

Medicare Reimbursement
RHRPC has studied the adequacy of Medicare
reimbursement formulas, particularly the Geographic
Practice Cost Index (GPCI), given Hawaiʻi’s unique non-
contiguous nature. RHRPC has proposed policy solutions
to improve the GPCI in Hawaiʻi.

Next Steps
“EMS systems are being overutilized, 
and service levels are unsustainable.”
-Hawaiʻi Island Emergency Medical Technician (EMT) 

THE NEED: Without adequate transportation, rural patients in Hawaiʻi suffer and receive less health care.

REPORT SERIES: The Impacts of Transportation 
and Travel Access on Rural Health in Hawaiʻi

-Notable Interview Quotes

“Insurers should take more responsibility 
for covering non-emergency transportation.”
-Healthcare provider

NEXT STEPS: UH RHRPC prepared policy options to address these barriers (back).

"There is...not enough availability of 
emergency airplanes and helicopters." 
-Maternal health physician

"Those in rural areas in neighbor islands can 
sometimes wait up to two hours for EMS to arrive."
-Rural health provider

Emergency Medical
Services (EMS) (75%)

Non-Emergency Medical
Transportation (NEMT)  (97.5%)

Insurance Coverage 
(80%)

Maternal-Fetal Health
(62.5%)

FINDINGS FROM STAKEHOLDERS: The following key topic areas were shared 
by the noted percentage of interviewees, with selected quotes included below:

OUR RESPONSE: To address these needs, the University of Hawaiʻi (UH) Rural Health Research 
and Policy Center (RHRPC) designed and conducted a four-part project on the topic: 
        1) Performing a literature review; 
        2) Conducting 40 stakeholder meetings from January to July 2024 with interviewees in 
        fields such as health care, transportation services, and insurance, then producing a report 
        utilizing rapid qualitative analysis to summarize the findings;      
        3) Producing policy options to address identified barriers; and 
        4) Writing a sub-report specifically focused on maternal-fetal telehealth.



Policy Options to Address Transportation Challenges
Current as of May 30, 2025. Full report available at research.hawaii.edu/rhrpc.

Non-Emergency Medical
Transportation (NEMT)

  

Expand Inter-Island Flight Programs for Health Services
(state & federal)
   -Negotiate with airlines to offer subsidized inter-island flights 
   for medically necessary travel for kama‘āina.
Increase airline competition (state)
   -Contract with smaller airlines to service underserved routes.
Fund Community Based Organizations (CBOs) to
coordinate air travel (state & federal)
    -Support CBOs to coordinate medical travel.
Address Airline Reliability Concerns by Leveraging U.S.
Department of Transportation Essential Air Service (EAS)
Program (federal & state)
   -Establish a state online complaint portal for the community 
   to report reliability issues and publicize it.
   -Enhance accountability for airlines with EAS subsidies.
Invest in Airport Infrastructure Improvements (state)
   -Explore extending Molokaʻi Airport’s runway.
Expand Waterplane and Seaglider services (state)
   -Partner with companies to develop transport options, such 
   as through tax credits or grants.
Build Partnerships Between Medicaid and
Ridesharing/Independent Providers (state)
   -Provide technical assistance for Medicaid plans to partner 
   with ridesharing services and incentives for drivers.
Enable Hospitals and Clinics to be Reimbursed for
Transportation (state)
   -Provide support for hospitals and clinics to become 
   reimbursable NEMT providers.
Explore Cost-Effective Alternatives to Inter-Island Flights
(state)
   -Conduct studies and/or establish a task force to assess the 
   viability of inter-island ferries, expanded routes, seaplane 
   services, or other alternatives to flights.
Enhance Public and Private Bus Services (state)
   -Expand rural bus schedules and routes in rural areas and 
   improve bus stop infrastructure. 
Support Off-Island Housing for Patients Traveling for
Medical Care (state)
   -Secure housing near major hospitals for lodging and support 
   services for traveling patients/families, and work with CBOs.

Maternal/Fetal (MF) Health
    

Establish a Grant Program for Community-Based
Organizations (CBOs) to Support Housing for MF Patients 
on Travel (state)
   -Grants could support infrastructure upgrades, sustaining 
   patient programs, and wraparound services.
Incentivize MF Health Specialists to Travel to Neighbor
Islands (state & county)
   -Establish incentive packages for MF providers to travel to 
   neighbor islands, including centralized scheduling & resources.
Support Regional Health Hubs and Mobile Maternal Health
Clinics in Rural Areas (state)
   -Bring prenatal and postnatal care more locally.
Expand Telehealth Availability for MF Health (federal, state,
& county)
   -Provide telehealth equipment to rural facilities; provide 
   training and technical assistance for providers; lift federal and    
   state restrictions on telehealth; leverage libraries as access 
   points; expand broadband coverage.

Let’s work together! Do you recognize a community healthcare challenge that needs stakeholder engagement,
further research, and policy recommendations? Contact us!

Emergency Medical Services (EMS)
  

Enhance Emergency Air and Ground Fleets (state & county)
    -Invest in a public air ambulance program and more ground   
     ambulances and Rapid Response Vehicles in rural areas.
Support Community Paramedicine Programs and Expand
Primary Care Teams (Pharmacists, Community Health
Workers [CHWs]) (state)
    -Reduce burden on EMS through creative preventive programs.

Insurance Coverage
  

Mandate NEMT coverage in Medicare (federal)
   -Require traditional Medicare to cover NEMT as a benefit.
Mandate NEMT in Private/Employer-Based Insurance
(state)
   -Require private and employer-based insurance plans to  
   cover transportation for patients and one companion for 
   medically necessary travel. 
Streamline Medicaid NEMT Approvals (state)
   -Require Medicaid plans to approve NEMT requests faster.
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