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NAME: 
 

GILBERT S.C. KEITH-AGARAN 
 
RACE & DISTRICT: 
 

HAWAII STATE SENATE (DISTRICT 5: Kahului- Wailuku- Waihee- Waikapu- 
Waiehu- Puunene) 

 
WHY ARE YOU RUNNING FOR ELECTED OFFICE? 

I’m the State Senator for Central Maui, representing the community where I 
grew up, raised my family, live and work. I serve as Vice Chair of the Senate 
Ways & Means Committee; I chaired the Senate Judiciary and Labor 
Committee from 2015-16, and led the House Judiciary Committee from 2013-
14. 

My roots are firmly on Maui. Simple values–hard work, education, and fair 
treatment—learned growing up in Kahului—are the foundations for my 
public service. Community meant serving others and maintaining 
connections: being involved in our schools and churches, our 
neighborhoods, kids’ sports, the county fair. Basically, “You look out for 
others because they look out for you.” Those values, along with my 
experience and knowledge as a practicing attorney and a State and County 
administrator, mold my public service. 

My family, like other immigrants, shared the simple dream of a better life, 
perhaps not for themselves, but certainly for their children and 
grandchildren. Whether we were born on Maui, or moved here, or moved 
back after seeing America, we all have more choices and opportunities today 
— thanks to the courage, dedication and sacrifice of prior generations. 

My experiences while away at school shaped a lot of my thinking about both 
Maui’s present and Maui’s future– which I believe can be a bright one, if we 
work together. 

It’s easy to focus your attention on challenges facing Maui from a narrow, 
selfish viewpoint. It’s harder but I’m optimistic that you can recognize 
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problems without being paralyzed by them into counterproductive and 
divisive argument and debate. I did not plan on running for office; I was 
appointed to the State House in 2009 (and the State Senate in 2013), and my 
neighbors since then have elected me twice to the House and twice to the 
State Senate. 

 
Please answer the following questions (max word count: 300 per question)  
 

1. If elected, what would be your first priority to help Hawaii’s businesses 
recover from the COVID-19 pandemic?   

Rebuilding Hawaii’s economy should be top of mind– all other things 
depend on it. As reflected in the unemployment claims, Maui Nui was 
more dependent on the visitor industry than other counties. Maui must 
re-open its local economy, including tourism sooner rather than later but 
with proper precautions in place. The reality is no economic niche can 
replace the number of jobs provided by visitor accommodations, 
services, and vendors for the hotels, restaurants and activity providers, 
and the local retailers and restaurants that count on visitor business. 

We need more local people working again. If local hotel properties can 
operate “resort bubbles”, welcoming both their local workforce and 
visitors back safely, we should explore standards while weighing the 
impacts on the rest of the community (including maintaining access to 
beaches and shoreline recreational areas). Kauai and Maui are discussing 
whether to pilot a travel pre-testing for interisland travel to demonstrate 
safety protocols before apply pre-flight quarantine exemptions for 
transpacific visitors. The Lt. Governor’s initiative to partner with private 
testing labs continues to hold promise provided that mainland states get 
better control of the virus in their own cities and towns. 

Agriculture cannot provide the number of jobs it once did. But we should 
support Mahi Pono’s agricultural activities, with UHMC and the Farm 
Bureau/Farmers Union further developing value-added products from the 
crops and cattle operation. 

We should embrace the state mandate for renewable energy. The growing 
number of solar, wind and other energy projects provide opportunities to 
develop, adopt and market the technologies required while providing 
work in construction and skilled trades.  

2. How would you prioritize the needs of Hawaii’s business community in 
COVID-19 response and recovery measures?  
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Government leaders and workers need to understand the reality that 
many of our businesses – on Maui mainly small businesses by any 
measure—face in terms of maintaining profitability. Businesses need 
clarity on standards for re-opening and operating without further 
government-ordered shutdowns and disruptions. Diversification can’t 
just be a buzzword and chasing the “next big thing.” Economic 
development must include building on our existing businesses, 
promoting self-sufficiency and resilience. 

Social distancing and face coverings remain the main safeguards in 
the near term, and avoiding crowds remain key– recent clusters of 
community spread have been traced to larger gatherings. Along with 
the efforts described above regarding testing and contact tracing, the 
14-day quarantine policy should be maintained until a vaccine is 
readily available. Enforcement throughout the state should be 
rigorous and a priority. 

Government should invest to strengthen local skills—for example, 
health care. Maui Health System (MHS) now hires nurses directly from 
the University of Hawaii Maui College (UHMC) and takes on their 
training on the job. The hospital is also looking for local medical 
technicians to reduce the number of off-island contractors, working 
with UHMC to develop a program or to partner with Kapiolani 
Community College. This year, the John A. Burns School of Medicine 
proposed medical doctor education and training on the Valley Isle.  

The legislature did allocate CARES funding for grants for local 
manufacturing of various personal protective equipment (i.e., face 
shields, masks) and other products (i.e., sanitizer) to build Hawaii’s 
resilience and reduce our dependence on global supply chains that 
have been disrupted in this pandemic. 
 

3. Businesses are concerned about the lack of government transparency, 
particularly with information surrounding COVID – on everything from 
decision making on mandates to locations of COVID cases. What are your 
thoughts on government transparency and what improvements would you 
make? 

 
I share the public frustration with the lack of transparency. Residents 
rightly expected that the time purchased by their compliance and 
sacrifice allowed government to implement what was required to 
maintain the low number of infections and to foster a successful and 
safe re-opening.  
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The Lt. Governor generally understood the need to balance DOH’s 
(and CDC’s) risk-adverse recommendations and guidelines with the 
inherent economic, social and political impacts. People want and 
expect clear, consistent information during an emergency. Unclear 
messages regarding testing’s role and importance (whether based on 
limited testing resources or basic public health principles) 
undoubtedly raised questions regarding risks posed by asymptomatic 
but contagious residents continuing to interact with their families and 
co-workers. And when the government has made a mistake, it needed 
to own it and explain how it will do better rather than blaming the 
resurgence of cases on the bad behavior of the general public (which 
should have been anticipated based on the experience in mainland 
states that re-opened prematurely). 

DOH, moreover, keeps some information too close to the vest, adding 
to expanded public distress (for example, DOH was aware of positive 
cases associated with a local hospital weeks before a cluster was 
disclosed and declared). DOH also clearly failed to efficiently take 
action to step up a robust contact tracing operation (at one time, DOH 
was reluctant to even work with other medical resources in our 
community— nursing programs at UH, Chaminade and Hawaii 
Pacific— and it turns out did not even bring on those resources after 
people were trained to assist; DOH also failed to quickly use the 
resources within the Hawaii National Guard which include soldiers 
with medical and health care training from their civilian jobs). 

 

4. What are your top five legislative priorities for 2021 and do they include 
employer mandates such as an increase to minimum wage; paid family 
leave; and paid sick leave? 

The 2020 legislature wanted to chip away at the costs of living—
housing, child care, wages and taxes—that make life challenging for 
residents even in good times.  The pandemic disclosed what we knew: 
the number of working families living on the financial edge remains 
way too high. The present impacts have likely pushed more people 
into this bracket.  
 
Hawaii needs to build on the investment made in this year’s budget to 
directly subsidize for sale homes (as it does rentals) to bring prices 
down for local working families. We also need to include funding for 
grants to non-profits who provide services to the neediest residents 
and save the State money in doing so. 
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Given the enormous projected shortfall in State general tax revenues, 
we should prioritize social safety net programs in health and welfare 
areas, including mental health, unemployment, workforce training and 
retraining, as well as public education and higher education. Pre-
Covid-19, the $8Billion State General Fund Operating Budget largely 
supported public lower (23% or approx. $1.9Billion) and higher 
education (6% or approx. $518Million), basic human services (15.7% 
or approx. $1.2Billion) and health programs (8% or approx. 
$668.5Million), and public safety (3% or approx. $271Million) 
programs. 38% or approx. $3Billion are fixed costs (i.e., pension and 
health benefits, medicaid, debt service). Services protecting health, 
safety and welfare programs will still need to be staffed and operated. 
 
One of the limited areas where government can contribute to bridging 
our present economic downturn is to continue investments in public 
infrastructure. I believe the state can afford the debt service for the 
capital improvement projects approved in the current budget, keeping 
maintaining local construction jobs and keeping salaries from those 
jobs circulating in the local economy. 

5. How would you bring resolution to the Thirty Meter Telescope (TMT)? 

 
I support astronomy as an area where Hawaii has advantages over other 
locations and in some regards is a modern reflection of our native cultural 
heritage as star navigators. The Governor and the Big Island Mayor must 
act to address safe access for the contractors to build what has been 
legally approved, if the University of Hawaii and its international partners 
want to continue the project. The people on the Big Island who support 
the project should let their voices be heard or accept that the view of 
opponents (and the longstanding historical grievances underlying much 
of the protests) will end the project. 
 
Regardless of whether TMT is continued, the University of Hawaii (UH) 
Board of Regents (BOR) do need to provide assurances that cultural 
practices will not be greatly impeded by construction or operations at the 
site (and I don’t discount that opposition has hardened against 
construction regardless of any accommodations or benefits provided to 
the general community or whether TMT received the proper government 
approvals for use and construction). The BOR also does need to show 
good faith by actually funding and continuing the process for 
decommissioning existing telescopes as promised to the public. In 
February, the Institute for Astronomy reported to the BOR that the 
California Institute of Technology (Caltech) Submillimeter Observatory 
and the UH Hilo Hōkū Keʻa teaching telescope were both making progress 
in the extensive decommissioning process. The BOR should move up the 
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timetable to address the decommissioning of an additional three 
telescopes from December 2025 to an earlier date. Given the timeline, UH 
needs to put skin in the game to show it does intend to address the 
number of facilities on the site.  

 

 


