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THE LAST WORD

I wanted to evoke her sense of 
stillness in the intersection where 

land and sea meet.”

Bethany Georges
Kailua artist, on her painting of a female figure sitting 
between symbols of land and sea for Pow! Wow! Hawaii  

By Keoni Williams

I am a millennial who has lived in 
the same rental unit in Honolulu 
since fifth grade. It is increasingly 

difficult for local people my age to 
imagine owning a home in Hawaii. To 
increase our chances, we just need to 
invest in infrastructure and speed up 
development of affordable housing — 
but it’s never that simple.

Two of the eight bills in the 2020 
joint legislative package, Senate Bill 
3104 and companion House Bill 2542, 
demonstrate that there is political 
will for developing more affordable 
housing, but support among the next 
generation seems to be lacking. One 
reason could be because we are stuck 
reckoning between our stigma of de-
velopment and our need for afford-
able housing.

Development has become a dirty 
word, especially among the youth of 
Hawaii. Climate change is accelerat-
ing and bringing irreversible changes 
to our environment. Income inequal-
ity in the United States has reached 
levels last seen in the years just be-
fore the Great Depression. It’s no 
wonder why “development” leaves a 
bad taste in our mouth.

When leaders propose more invest-
ment in infrastructure and expedited 
regulatory processes, our initial reac-
tion is to stand in opposition. But by 
doing so, we decrease our chances of 
becoming homeowners. Developing 

our land and fighting to 
protect it do not need to 
be mutually exclusive pur-
suits.

Responsible develop-
ment is a space where 
both causes can converge. 
These housing bills autho-
rize issuance of $200 mil-
lion in general obligation 
bonds, with proceeds to 
be used for housing on 
lands near the University 
of Hawaii West Oahu cam-
pus. This concentrates 
high-density growth along 
the rail line, away from lands we fight 
to protect.

They also authorize $75 million in 
general obligation bonds for housing 
infrastructure on neighbor islands — 
an investment that could ensure 
young neighbor island residents stay 
rooted in communities where they 
draw their identity and purpose.

THE OMNIBUS housing bills contain 
many other components that may not 
fall as clearly within the realm of re-
sponsible development. Instances 
where opinions diverge are opportuni-
ties for our policymakers to listen 
carefully and decide what is best.

Updating the state Land Use Com-
mission district boundary amend-
ment process is one instance. Under 
existing law, any district boundary 
amendment that involves 15 or more 

acres triggers the require-
ment for commission ap-
proval. These bills would 
increase the threshold to 
25 acres or more, and au-
thorize state or county de-
partments to petition the 
appropriate county land 
use decision-making au-
thority, rather than the 
Land Use Commission.

A component that gets 
to the core of our genera-
tion’s dilemma is the cre-
ation of 99-year leases to 
develop multi-unit dwell-

ings on state land. The success of Sin-
gapore’s public housing model has 
ignited robust discussion among lead-
ers in our state, and a hybrid version 
with Hawaii characteristics could be 
a worthwhile endeavor. But is the 
generation that would receive keys to 
these units in support of building 
them?

With strong support from Gov. Da-
vid Ige, the 2020 joint legislative pack-
age — the first since 2004 — seems to 
have a high potential for success. But 
even if these measures are success-
fully passed, a greater challenge will 
remain: convincing young Hawaii resi-
dents that love of the land and sup-
port for responsible development can 
be mutually reinforcing causes.

It will be up to our generation to 
mobilize both forces as we chart a 
path forward.

By Lorilani Keohokalole-Torio

In 2015, I was one of 45 mothers 
from across the Hawaiian Islands 
who co-signed a letter to the 

elected officials who had blocked leg-
islation that would have created pes-
ticide buffer zones for large users of 
restricted use pesticides (RUPs). That 
letter, “Corporations Expose Our Chil-
dren to Dangerous Agricultural Pesti-
cides,” was published in the Honolulu 
Star-Advertiser (Island Voices, March 
4, 2015).

After years of community advocacy 
at the state Legislature on behalf of 
protecting Hawaii’s children from pes-
ticide drift, in 2018 Hawaii’s lawmak-
ers displayed outstanding leadership 
by unanimously passing Act 45, mak-
ing Hawaii the first state in the nation 
to ban the neurotoxin, chlorpyrifos. 
Chlorpyrifos is a restricted use pesti-
cide (RUP) used in agriculture and 
other applications. The insecticide, 
which attacks the nervous system of 
insects, has been definitively linked 
to permanent neurological damage in 
the brains of children who are ex-
posed to pesticide drift. Prior to the 
ban, one study showed Kauai’s agri-
cultural usage was estimated at three 
times the national average.

Fast forward to Feb. 6. Ironically 
and sadly, on the same day the manu-
facturer of chlorpyrifos, agrichemical 
giant Corteva (Dow/Dupont), an-
nounced that it will discontinue the 
production of the insecticide, a joint 
hearing of the Hawaii’s House com-
mittees on Agriculture and on Lower 
and Higher Education failed to pro-
tect children from other RUPs by de-

ferring, or killing, House 
Bill 1893, without even tak-
ing a vote. 

HB 1893 would have cre-
ated quarter-mile RUP buf-
fer zones around schools 
during school hours. The 
proposed buffer zone leg-
islation, modeled after Cal-
ifornia’s law is supported 
by a wealth of peer-re-
viewed studies. Impacted 
community members from 
neighbor islands flew in to 
share their concerns and 
personal testimonies.

Molokai resident Walter 
Ritte brought pictures to 
the hearing demonstrating 
how Bayer (formerly Mon-
santo) test fields are en-
croaching Molokai schools 
that his grandchildren attend “we 
only have one high school on Molo-
kai, parents have no choice but to 
send their kids to school next to 
these toxic fields.”

A former senior health and science 
advisor for the Environmental Protec-
tion Agency, who led or participated in 
more than 150 federal investigations re-
garding human exposure to toxic chem-
icals and pesticides, testified that 
scientific studies show pesticide drift 
and related health impacts extend well 
beyond the quarter-mile which in-
formed California’s regulations.

A pediatrician testified as to the 
negative health impacts that pesti-
cides pose to children (recognized by 
the American Academy of Pediatrics), 
such as lower birth weight, damage 
to developing brains causing reduced 

IQ, loss of a working mem-
ory, and higher rates of at-
tention deficit disorders.

Unfortunately, these ef-
forts were all for naught 
since the majority of law-
makers serving on the 
House Committee on Agri-
culture were absent for 
the vote, namely Reps. 
Richard Onishi, Romy 
Cachola, Rida Cabanilla 
Arakawa, Daniel Holt and 
Cynthia Thielen (Thielen, 
a longtime supporter of 
buffer zones, was excused 
due to a medical appoint-
ment). This lack of quo-
rum killed the bill without 
lawmakers ever having to 
reveal their positions on 
this crucially important 

piece of legislation.
Buffer-zone legislation has been a 

top priority of community members 
living near large agrichemical fields 
for many years, and regardless of be-
ing a proverbial “hot potato” for local 
politicians, constituents have a right 
to know where their elected represen-
tatives stand on these issues.

Malia Chun is another concerned 
mother from Kauai who co-signed the 
2015 published letter. In response to 
the failure of HB 1893, she states, 
“Myself, both my children and count-
less others have been exposed to pes-
ticide drift in my community by large 
agro-corporations. This exposure has 
affected our health and quality of life 
in many ways. We have been testify-
ing for years for the most basic pro-
tections from pesticide drift.”

Bills offer hope for affordable housing

Keiki still exposed to toxic pesticides

R epublicans have a 
long, disreputable 
history of conflating 

any attempt to improve 
American lives with the evils 
of “socialism.” When Medi-
care was first proposed, 
Ronald Reagan called it “so-
cialized medicine,” and he 
declared that it would de-
stroy our freedom. These 
days, if you call for some-
thing like universal child 
care, conservatives accuse 
you of wanting to turn Amer-
ica into the Soviet Union. 

It’s a smarmy, dishonest 
political strategy, but it’s 
hard to deny that it has 
sometimes been effective. 
And now the front-runner 
for the Democratic presiden-
tial nomination — not an 
overwhelming front-runner, 
but clearly the person most 
likely at the moment to 
come out on top — is some-
one who plays right into 
that strategy, by declaring 
that he is indeed a socialist.

The thing is, Bernie Sand-
ers isn’t actually a socialist in 
any normal sense of the 
term. He doesn’t want to na-
tionalize our major indus-
tries and replace markets 
with central planning; he has 
expressed admiration, not 
for Venezuela, but for Den-
mark. He’s basically what Eu-
ropeans would call a social 
democrat — and social de-
mocracies like Denmark are, 
in fact, quite nice places to 
live, with societies that are, if 
anything, freer than our own.

So why does Sanders call 
himself a socialist? I’d say 
that it’s mainly about per-
sonal branding, with a dash 
of glee at shocking the bour-
geoisie. And this self-indul-
gence did no harm as long 
as he was just a senator 
from a very liberal state.

But if Sanders becomes 
the Democratic presidential 
nominee, his misleading 
self-description will be a gift 
to the Trump campaign. So 
will his policy proposals. 
Single-payer health care is 
(a) a good idea in principle 
and (b) very unlikely to hap-
pen in practice, but by mak-
ing “Medicare for All” the 
centerpiece of his campaign, 
Sanders would take the fo-
cus off the Trump adminis-
tration’s determination to 
take away the social safety 
net we already have.

Just to be clear, if Sanders 
is indeed the nominee, the 
Democratic Party should give 
him its wholehearted sup-
port. He probably couldn’t 
turn America into Denmark, 
and even if he could, Presi-
dent Donald Trump is trying 
to turn us into a white nation-
alist autocracy like Hungary. 
Which would you prefer?

But I do wish that Sanders 
weren’t so determined to 
make himself an easy target 
for right-wing smears.

Speaking of unhelpful po-
litical posturing, the run-
ner-up in New Hampshire 

has also been poisoning his 
own well. Over the past few 
days Pete Buttigieg has cho-
sen to pose as a deficit 
hawk, thereby demonstrat-
ing that while he may be a 
fresh face, he has remark-
ably stale ideas.

Maybe Buttigieg is un-
aware of the growing con-
sensus among mainstream 
economists that the deficit 
hysteria of seven or eight 
years ago was greatly over-
blown. Last year the former 
top economists in the 
Obama administration pub-
lished an article titled 
“Who’s Afraid of Budget 
Deficits?” which concluded, 
“It’s time for Washington to 
put away its debt obsession 
and focus on bigger things.”

And where Sanders is play-
ing right into one disreputa-
ble Republican political 
strategy, Buttigieg is playing 
into another: the strategy of 
hobbling the economy with 
fiscal austerity when a Demo-
crat occupies the White 
House, then borrowing freely 
as soon as the GOP regains 
power. If Democrats win, 
they should pursue a pro-
gressive agenda, not waste 
political capital cleaning up 
the GOP’s mess.

Again, if Buttigieg some-
how becomes the nominee, 
the party should back him 
without reservation. What-
ever he may say about defi-
cits, he wouldn’t do what 
Republicans do: use debt 
fears as an excuse to slash 
social programs.

So whom will the Demo-
crats nominate? Your guess 
is as good as mine. What’s 
really important, however, is 
that the party stays focused 
on its strengths and Trump’s 
weaknesses.

For the fact is that all of 
the Democrats who would 
be president, from 
Bloomberg to Bernie, are at 
least moderately progres-
sive; they all want to expand 
the social safety net, while 
raising taxes on the wealthy. 
And all the polling evidence 
says that America is basi-
cally a center-left nation — 
which is why Trump 
promised to raise taxes on 
the rich and protect major 
social programs during the 
2016 campaign.

But he was lying, and at 
this point everyone with an 
open mind knows it. So 
Democrats have a perfect 
opportunity to portray 
themselves, truthfully, as 
the defenders of Social Secu-
rity, Medicare, Medicaid and 
the now-popular Affordable 
Care Act against Republi-
cans who are more or less 
nakedly favoring the inter-
ests of plutocrats over those 
of working families.

This opportunity will, 
however, be squandered if 
the Democratic nominee, 
whoever he or she is, turns 
the election into a referen-
dum on either single-payer 
health care or deficit reduc-
tion, neither of which is an 
especially popular position.

The point is that whoever 
gets the nomination, Demo-
crats need to build as broad 
a coalition as possible. Oth-
erwise they’ll be handing 
the election to Trump — 
and that would be a tragedy 
for the party, the nation and 
the world.

———
Paul Krugman writes for The New York Times.

PAUL

KRUGMAN

Bernie Sanders should stop 
calling himself a socialist

ISLAND VOICES

Keoni Williams, of 
Makiki, is former 
director of the 
Pacific Forum 
Young Leaders 
Program.

ISLAND VOICES

Kauai resident and 
community 
advocate Lorilani 
Keohokalole-Torio 
is a part-time 
Pesticide Action 
Network Fellow 
and supports the 
Protect Keiki 
Coalition 
islandwide.
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Puuwai Momi, a 260-unit state-owned affordable housing complex near Aloha Stadium, was proposed for 
redevelopment with 600 to 1,200 homes as part of transit-oriented development that would increase af-
fordable housing near the rail line.


