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n 1997, some ten thousand acres of government-owned, prime agricul- 

tural lands became available on the Hamakua coast of Hawai'i Island. 

Mayor Stephen Yamashiro wanted to lease the land (at a super cut-rate 

price) for 55 years to his old business associate — Oji Paper Ltd. of Japan. Also, 

Governor Benjamin Cayetano later met on O‘ahu with executives from Ojj 

Paper Company Ltd. and Marubeni Corporation, and enthusiastically agreed 

to rent them state lands and aggressively push state agencies to approve the 

project (Gillingham 1997). Though the pulpwood tree project would have 

actually cost the state more to administer than it would have produced in 

income, would have created few jobs and benefits for local businesses, and 

seemed environmentally destructive, everyone thought that because it was 

supported by two exceedingly powerful politicians, the Hawai'i Island Mayor 

and the Governor, it was a “done deal.” 

Surprisingly, in November of 1997, the State Board of Land and Natural 

Resources, an important component of the bureaucratic system, unanimously 

rejected the plan to lease 4,400 acres of state lands to Oji Paper Ltd. 

This was an extraordinary victory for local residents who had taken on the 

combined might of the state and county administrations. This article examines 

the question, “Why did Hamakua’s residents win?” and argues that it portends 

the emergence of amore democratic politics on Hawai'i Island, and hopefully, 

in all of Hawai‘i. 

Dependency and Top-Down Political Control 

A the recent worldwide expansion of global capitalism is a hot 

topic, the Hawaiian Islands came under the influence of offshore capital 

interests soon after 1778, when Captain James Cook of the British navy sailed 

into: Hawaiian waters. Since then — from the sandalwood trade in the early 

1800s, to the provisioning of traders and whaling fleets in the mid- 1800s, to the 

era of sugar and pineapple plantations, and the growth of the tourism industry 

after Word War || — Hawai‘i’s economy has been primarily oriented toward 
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satisfying foreign markets (Kent 1983). Hawai'i provides a classic example of 

dependency: 

e Its economy is heavily export-oriented, not self-reliant, balanced, or 

diversified (today based on tourism and military spending); 

e Its major economic sectors are controlled by foreign-owned corpora- 

tions; 

e Its class structure is sharply stratified; and 

e Its political institutions and processes disproportionately benefit a ruling 

elite linked to global capital. 

Beginning in the 1830s, the growth of sugar plantations spawned a small 

group of Isle Barons, who dominated all facets of the economy and politics. 

In 1893, they overthrew the Kingdom and in 1898 annexed Hawai'i to the 

United States. Although a Democratic Party-led regime captured political 

power in the mid-1950s, its officeholders worked closely with large landown- 

ers, banks, and construction companies. They all found they could profit 

greatly by cooperating with major corporations from all over the world who 

began buying up large chunks of land and businesses to promote interna- 

tional tourism and land development. The top-down, centralized, plantation 

era political system merely morphed into a quasi-democratic variant. 

When Mayor Yamashiro carried out his own private negotiations with Oji 

Paper (and no other company) to lease county lands, he followed a pattern 

common among Island elites. For two years, Mayor Yamashiro repeatedly 

refused to lease former Hamakua Sugar land to local farmers. It did not vex him 

that he had a direct business relationship with Oji Paper going back to the 

1970s, nor that he out-of-hand rejected a much better proposal by New 

Zealand forestry company Fletcher-Challenge to create a diversified wood 

products industry (Christopher 1997). 

That Governor Cayetano would gladly meet with Oji’s executives, while 

refusing to meet with Hamakua Community Association representatives, and 

that he and state agencies had pushed the pulp tree plantation scheme 

without meaningfully consulting with members of the county council or 

affected communities, is likewise standard practice in what some have called 

a “Banana Republic.” 


