
1 
 

 
 Building a brighter and bolder future for Hawaii 

 

 
 
NAME:    Esther Kiaʻāina 
 
RACE & DISTRICT: Honolulu City Council District 3 
 
WHY ARE YOU RUNNING FOR ELECTED OFFICE? 
 

I am concerned about the future direction of Oahu. With the daunting challenges facing 
the City and County of Honolulu, including as we address the COVID-19 pandemic, I 
believe that my cumulative work experience and determination can make a meaningful 
difference to help the residents of City Council, District 3, and all who call Oahu home.  
 
This experience includes working in Congress and the federal Executive Branch serving 
Hawaii and the Pacific Region for 20 years and working for the State of Hawaii, Hawaii’s 
largest landowner, and currently leading the Pacific Basin Development Council, a 
regional non-profit that advances economic and social development, for nearly a 
decade. 
 
My professional experience includes: 

• Executive Director, Pacific Basin Development Council  

• Assistant Secretary for Insular Areas, U.S. Department of the Interior, under the 
Obama Administration  

• First Deputy, Hawaii’s Department of Land and Natural Resources 

• Chief Advocate, Office of Hawaiian Affairs 

• Land Assets Manager, the Kamehameha Schools  

• Chief of Staff, Congressman Ed Case  

• Chief of Staff, Congressman Robert Underwood  

• Legislative Assistant, Senator Daniel Akaka  
 
I believe my first-hand knowledge of how we can most benefit from federal support and 
funding to address the COVID-19 pandemic and other important projects and how we 
can leverage our state’s economic recovery will serve me well on the City Council as we 
work with state and federal leaders.   
 
My top priorities include diversifying our economy, reducing the cost of living, creating 
affordable housing for working families, safeguarding public health and safety, 
addressing homelessness, and enforcing illegal vacation rentals and monster homes.  
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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?   

My first priority is to ensure that public health and safety needs are met. This includes 
seeing that COVID-19 relief funds reach those who need help with access to PPE, rent 
or mortgage relief, individual and small business assistance, child care, and other forms 
of financial assistance.  

We cannot open up as a society or see our economy recover without ensuring that we 
have the proper government directives in place to protect the health of our general 
public and businesses, our health workers, first-responders, law enforcement, and 
essential workers. Enforcement of emergency directives are equally important. 

At a time of great crisis and change, proven leadership is critical to securing economic 
recovery with investments in infrastructure, education, training and diversifying the 
workforce and our local economy. I am known to be an effective advocate who gets 
things done by working with people at all levels.   

While we work to safely emerge from this pandemic and reopen the economy, I will 
work to see that county operations are focused on delivering essential county services, 
streamlining costs and restoring economic viability for Oahu residents and businesses.   
 

2. How would you prioritize the needs of Hawaii’s business community in COVID-19 
response and recovery measures?  

 
As a City Councilmember, I would first ensure that there is fairness in the application of 
emergency directives. There seems to be arbitrary decisions being made favoring big 
box retail outlets over small and mom-and-pop businesses. It doesn’t make any sense. 
Second, I would prioritize the manner of how the county is allocating federal CARES Act 
funding for financial relief to small businesses and residents. This includes emergency 
relief funding, childcare, lease/mortgage relief, and grants to small businesses. 
 
Lastly, it is important that while opening up Hawaii's economy, we also strengthen our  
diversification efforts. Since tourism will likely be the last industry to recover, I think it is 
important for our county, state, and federal leaders to be united in supporting our core 
industries that are supporting our economy (construction, military) while helping our 
small businesses that are hurting, including agriculture, hospitality, restaurants, 
manufacturing and the retail sector. Diversification efforts supplement our core 
industries and will require strategic funding for start-up costs and workforce 
development and training opportunities.  
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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?  

COVID-19 is a real and deadly challenge for our community. As researchers continue 
to develop widely deployable vaccines, we will need to have closer coordination 
among county, state, and federal branches of government, deliver clear and concise 
public information and expand our efforts to keeping communities safe.  We will also 
need to make smarter decisions that balance the livelihoods of Hawaii’s people with 
minimizing the transition of the deadly virus from person to person.   
 
It is troubling that current mandates seem to favor big box retail outlets.  There is no 
reason why a small business retailer could not follow the same requirements imposed 
on big box retailers for their walk-in customers.  Any business that can navigate the 
complexities of county and state bureaucracy in addition to the usual challenges small 
businesses face in any community, a small business’ success is a true sign of ingenuity 
and hard work. The City should tap into that ingenuity to develop more holistic 
responses to the epidemic. Our local small businesses know what’s at stake. Their 
customers and employees include their family, friends, and their community.     
I support practical solutions to get our businesses back to work safely, including 
providing childcare services for essential workers, property tax relief such as some 
forgiveness and zero interest payment plans, and identifying and fast-tracking public 
works projects to inject money and stimulate jobs. 
 

4. We regularly hear from our members about the difficulties with the 
permitting processes. What are your thoughts on how these processes for 
business can be improved upon and expedited? 

 
The City needs a customer-oriented focus on its interactions with businesses and 
residents seeking permits and approvals.   
 
Application requirements should only require what is needed to meet the City’s objective 
of providing for residents’ health and safety.  Instructions should be easy to follow.  
There should be a live body at the end of the phone line when a permittee is seeking 
help with an application.  An application should never be rejected without the City 
specifically providing what additional information is required by the applicant.   
 
All application processes and procedures should be modernized; for example, 
applications should be online, allow for easy upload of documentation, and provide a 
dashboard for permittees to see the status of their application at any time. The City 
should audit its permitting processes and requirements across all departments to create 
efficiencies and avoid duplication. As part of this process, the City should identify what 
permits are no longer needed and make appropriate changes.   
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5. What are your thoughts on recent Honolulu County mandates such as Bill 25 
(relating to energy mandates) and Bill 40 (relating to polystyrene and plastic 
bans)? 

Climate change impacts everyone on this planet. Reducing greenhouse gas emissions 
to avoid the most severe effects of global warming is a responsibility we all share.   

Honolulu signing on to the Paris Climate Agreement and implementing policies to 
support net carbon neutrality and clean energy goals provide a solid foundation. 
Through community engagement and coordination efforts of Honolulu’s Climate Change 
Commission and the Office of Climate Change, Sustainability, and Resiliency, the City 
has a plan to mitigate the impacts of climate change and sea level rise. What is needed 
is the willpower, funding, policies and infrastructure to meet the objectives.  

 
Bill 25 and Bill 40 represent two critical policy changes to help shift our island away from 
its dependence on fossil fuels and lower greenhouse gas emissions. But we need other 
policies in place to continue our transition, including programs and support to help 
businesses and residents afford clean energy solutions such as providing EV charging 
and accessing compostable packaging options.  

 
Our adaptation to climate change requires continued collaboration with the state, 
federal, regional, and international governments to improve our capacity and effectively 
leverage our resources to address sea-level rise, coral reef protection, and other 
important climate change-related issues.  


