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Polynesia in Review: Issues and Events,  
1 July 2020 to 30 June 2021

Reviews of American Sāmoa, Cook 
Islands, French Polynesia, Norfolk 
Island, Rapa Nui, Tokelau, Tuvalu, 
and ‘Uvea (Wallis) and Futuna 
are not included in this issue. 

Hawai‘i

Like in most parts of the world, the 
ramifications of the covid-19 pan-
demic were perhaps the single most 
important issue in Hawai‘i during the 
period under review. As the vaccine 
became available in early 2021, 
Governor David Ige slowly lifted 
restrictions on visitors, businesses, and 
gatherings by residents. By June 2021, 
61 percent of Hawai‘i residents had 
received at least one shot of one of the 
available vaccines (Cocke 2021).

As in parts of the US continent, 
there was resistance in some areas 
to wearing masks. In October 2020, 
the Hawai‘i Department of Health 
reported that mask wearing was high-
est on O‘ahu (where the majority of 
the population resides) at 85 percent 
and lowest on Kaua‘i at 50 percent 
(Blair 2020).

Some semblance of normalcy 
returned to Hawai‘i’s visitor industry 
in late 2020. As Hawaii News Now 
reported in October, prior to the 
reopening of tourism, “Beaches in 
Waikiki were relatively empty—with 
plenty of space to socially distance. 
And for the most part, people were 
spread out along Kalakaua Avenue, 
too. About three-quarters of them 
were wearing masks. But as travelers 

start to return, crowds will likely 
be more difficult to avoid. To avoid 
confusion, [Lieutenant Governor Josh] 
Green says rules need to be the same 
for everyone across the board. ‘Simply 
having everyone mask up outside their 
home makes the most sense’” (Blair 
2020).

An uptick in covid-19 cases was 
already being seen by that time, and 
slightly varying county and state regu-
lations made the situation on O‘ahu 
confusing. While restrictions were in 
place for “unstructured” gatherings, 
“restaurants, malls, retailers, spiritual 
organizations, gyms, and personal 
services [were] allowed to continue 
operating as long as they ‘police’ their 
customers or patrons to ensure they 
wear masks” (Hawaii News Now 
2020).

As the covid-19 pandemic con-
tinued in the period under review, 
it took a toll on Hawai‘i businesses. 
In September 2020, the Honolulu 
Star-Advertiser reported that over 
fifty Hawai‘i restaurants had closed, 
including some iconic venues such as 
Like Like Drive Inn (Honolulu Star-
Advertiser 2020).

When online learning became the 
predominant educational delivery 
mode due to the pandemic, the 
Hawai‘i Department of Education 
chose the company Acellus to develop 
content for its schools. However, 
as Hawaii News Now reported, 
challenges soon emerged: “‘Since 
implementing the program, several 
concerns have been expressed regard-
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ing the appropriateness and rigor of 
the curriculum provided in Acellus,’ 
[an administrator at] Nimitz Elemen-
tary said. Critics say the program’s 
founder was also tied to a cult” (Lund 
2020). Hawai‘i Board of Education 
chair Catherine Payne announced 
in October 2020 that the Hawai‘i 
Department of Education would 
discontinue its use of Acellus (Lee 
2020).

The pandemic contributed to 
already decreasing enrollments in 
the University of Hawai‘i system. 
Total enrollment on all campuses 
decreased slightly from 51,063 in 
2018 to 49,594 in 2020. However, the 
decrease over a decade was more than 
10,000 (from 60,090 in 2010) (dbedt 
2020). The flagship Mānoa campus 
saw a slight increase between 2019 
and 2020, from 17,490 to 18,025, but 
this marked a decline from its decade 
high of 20,429 in 2011 (dbedt 2020). 
University of Hawai‘i President David 
Lassner, when questioned on this 
change, responded that it was due 
to an initiative that helped students 
graduate in four years. The two-year 
community colleges saw the most 
precipitous enrollment decline, from 
34,203 in 2010 to 25,236 in 2020 
(dbedt 2020).

The pandemic also had a heavy 
impact on the economy. The Depart-
ment of Business, Economic Develop
ment and Tourism (dbedt) for the 
State of Hawai‘i reported that 
Hawai‘i’s gdp was us$89 billion for 
2020, which was down from us$95 
billion for 2019 (dbedt 2020). A per 
capita gdp of us$63,000 was reported 
in 2020 for a population of 1.407 mil-
lion residents, which was also down 
from a high of 1.428 million in 2016. 
Per capita gdp was also down in 2020 

from us$67,634 in 2019 (dbedt 
2020).

Among cost-of-living indicators, the 
price of a single-family home was most 
notable. In February 2021, the median 
price of a single-family home reached 
an all-time high of us$920,000—this 
continued to increase throughout the 
period under review. Hawaii News 
Now noted that “single-family home 
listings are scarce, with only 403 
active listings . . . [and] 1,425 condos 
for sale [as of March 2021]. . . . Inter-
est rates are still near record lows, 
which offers prospective homebuyers 
greater purchasing power. Local law-
makers are trying to strike a balance. 
House Speaker Scott Saiki says they 
have allocated hundreds of millions 
of dollars to help finance affordable 
housing projects. ‘It’s these kinds of 
projects that will help to make a dif-
ference,’ Saiki said” (Hawaii News 
Now 2021). Rent in Hawai‘i was 
ranked second highest among US 
states in 2019 (data for 2020 was not 
available). The state came in second to 
Florida and tied with Vermont, with 
32 percent of household income—or 
us$1,651—spent on rent (dbedt 
2020).

Hawai‘i’s economic woes were not 
buoyed by the ongoing rail transit 
project along O‘ahu’s urbanized south 
side. As Civil Beat noted, 2020 was 
the project’s worst year yet: “To gauge 
how serious the setbacks were last 
year, it helps to recall the city signed a 
deal with the Federal Transit Admin-
istration in 2012 pledging to build the 
20-mile system with 21 stations for 
$5.2 billion. The entire rail line was 
supposed to be finished and open for 
public use in 2020. But by this past 
fall Honolulu Mayor Kirk Caldwell 
was projecting the rail line will not 
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be done until 2033, and will cost an 
astonishing $11 billion” (Dayton 
2021).

After the conclusion of the trial 
of former Honolulu Police chief 
Louis Kealoha and his wife Katherine 
Kealoha, the next crime saga that 
garnered headlines was the case of 
Michael J Miske Jr, owner of the 
successful businesses Kamaaina 
Termite and Pest Control and M 
Nightclub, a venue identified as “a 
popular place for political fund
raisers” (Grube 2020). Civil Beat 
reporter Ian Lind described Miske 
as overseeing a “crime spree” and 
as hiding his criminal enterprise “in 
plain sight,” and he reported that 
the information he had discovered 
“weaves together disparate strands of 
past crimes,” including the infamous 
Christmas Day Ala Moana Center 
murder in 2016 (Lind 2021). Accord-
ing to Lind, “The scope of the allega-
tions leaves a nagging question: How 
could a criminal organization of this 
size and duration have existed without 
previously coming to public atten-
tion? How could it have been con-
cealed so effectively?” He continued, 
“The answer is deceptively simple. 
Court records, including those involv-
ing Miske co-conspirators who have 
already pleaded guilty and agreed to 
testify, suggest the gang was hiding 
its activities in plain sight. Although 
a number of Miske insiders were 
arrested, charged, and convicted of 
individual crimes over years past, 
it is only in retrospect that they can 
be seen to have been part and parcel 
of the larger mosaic of drug deal-
ing and criminal violence alleged by 
prosecutors” (Lind 2021). Miske 
was apprehended in a raid of a home 
in Kailua, O‘ahu, in mid-2020 and 

charged in a twenty-two-count federal 
racketeering indictment (Lind 2021).

Excessive violence and racial profil-
ing by police were topics of national 
discussion throughout the year, 
especially in the context of the Black 
Lives Matter movement. Hawai‘i 
faced these issues locally when on 5 
April 2021, unarmed teenage suspect 
Iremamber Sykap, of Chuukese origin, 
was fatally shot by Honolulu Police 
Department officers while fleeing an 
alleged crime scene. A few days later, 
on 14 April, South African rugby 
player Lindani Myeni was shot dead 
by Honolulu police near his home in 
Nu‘uanu Valley after he had acci-
dentally entered his neighbor’s house 
and had been wrongfully suspected of 
attempted burglary. The Micronesian 
community and people of African 
descent have long experienced racial 
discrimination in Hawai‘i, and the 
two incidents did not help alleviate 
these grievances, especially since in 
both cases the officers responsible for 
the deadly shots were cleared of all 
charges (Hiraishi 2021; Boylan 2021).

Another contested issue is the use 
of Hawaiian lands. The protest move-
ment against the planned construction 
of a large telescope atop Mauna Kea 
continued its covid-induced stand-
off during the period under review. 
Of the many measures passed by the 
Hawai‘i State Legislature, House Bill 
499 was particularly controversial 
and sparked protests. The measure 
provided extensions for leases on the 
so-called “ceded lands,” the 1.8 mil-
lion acres that were transferred from 
the Hawaiian Kingdom to the State 
of Hawai‘i. Dating back to statehood 
in 1959, the sixty-five-year leases are 
nearing their expiry dates. House Bill 
499 would extend these leases for 



188� the contemporary pacific • 34:1 (2022)

forty additional years. Because the 
term “ceded” means “transferred, 
typically by treaty,” and no such treaty 
exists, many Hawaiians contend that 
the lands never transferred at all and 
instead call them “seized lands.” The 
5(f) provision in the Admissions Act 
named five purposes for the “ceded 
lands,” including the “betterment of 
the conditions of Native Hawaiians” 
(United States 1959). The proportion 
of revenue from these lands to be 
conveyed to Hawaiians was disputed 
in court for decades. Originally set at 
20 percent, the precise proportion was 
never agreed on by the courts, and to 
settle this issue, then Governor Neil 
Abercrombie transferred waterfront 
lands in Kaka‘ako Makai to the Office 
of Hawaiian Affairs with Act 195 in 
2011 (State of Hawai‘i 2011).

The period under review also 
featured the 2020 US elections, with 
primaries on 8 August and general 
elections on 3 November. Notable 
among them was the nonpartisan 
mayoral contest for the City and 
County of Honolulu to determine who 
would succeed Mayor Kirk Caldwell, 
who did not seek reelection. Media 
executive Rick Blangiardi received 
69,661 votes to Honolulu Managing 
Director Keith Amemiya’s 55,116 and 
former US Congresswoman Colleen 
Hanabusa’s 50,234 votes in the 
primary election on 8 August 2020 
(dbedt 2020). US Representative Ed 
Case won the Democratic nomination 
to keep his seat in the US Congress 
representing the district that covers 
urban Honolulu, while newcomer 
Kaiali‘i Kahele won the primary for 
the second congressional seat repre-
senting the district that includes rural 
O‘ahu and the other islands (dbedt 

2020). General elections in Hawai‘i 
nearly always go to the Democratic 
nominee, so the primary is usually 
considered to be the actual contest.

Sports play an important role in 
local identities everywhere, especially 
when those sports have roots in a par-
ticular cultural tradition. The inclu-
sion of surfing in the Tokyo Olym-
pics made many Hawai‘i residents 
“glad . . . but adamant that the ties 
to Hawaii not be forgotten” (Branch 
2021). The Hawai‘i-invented sport 
did cause a minor commotion in the 
media leading up to the games. The 
professional surfing community has 
long considered Hawai‘i a separate 
entity—unofficially—when posting 
competition results, listing surfers 
from Hawai‘i with a Hawaiian flag 
rather than an American flag next to 
their names as a tribute to the sport’s 
origin in the islands. Surfers who 
qualified for the US Olympic surfing 
team, including both Native Hawai-
ian Carissa Moore and Hawai‘i-born 
John Florence, wanted the tradition 
to continue at the Olympics but were 
required to use the American flag.

An article in the New York Times 
quoted Florence on the divide between 
Hawai‘i and US surfers: “‘There’s a 
little bit of tension with that, going 
into the Olympics under a U.S.A. flag,’ 
Florence said at his home on Oahu’s 
North Shore, on a patio overlooking 
one of the greatest stretches of surf 
breaks on the planet. ‘I don’t want to 
divide at all. I’m not anti-anything. 
I’m pro-Hawaii.’” The article further 
elaborated, “Florence and Moore 
are eager to avoid politics, but it is 
impossible to ignore the historical 
and cultural waves churning around 
them. Old debates have flared in 
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recent years, over appropriation and 
independence, over colonization 
and commercialization, over how to 
protect what it means to be Hawaiian, 
or from Hawaii” (Branch 2021).

Native Hawaiian Carissa Moore 
won the first-ever Olympic gold medal 
in women’s surfing. The New York 
Times article noted that: “Florence 
was born and raised in Hawaii, but 
has no Hawaiian blood. Some think 
of Carissa Moore as the only true 
Hawaiian on the Olympic roster. ‘I’m 
really proud that I do have a little bit 
of Hawaiian blood, so I feel a con-
nection to the people here, and the 
waters,’ Moore said. Back in 2019, 
Moore competed at an event in Japan 
overseen by the International Surfing 
Association. ‘I was totally wrapped in 
the Hawaiian flag, but we had U.S.A. 
shirts on,’ Moore said. ‘It felt like I 
was betraying Hawaii. It was weird’” 
(Branch 2021).

On returning to Hawai‘i, Moore 
placed lei on the statue of Hawaiian 
surfing and Olympic swimming 
legend Duke Kahanamoku, posting 
on Instagram, “Stopped by to share 
my leis with Duke to honor our father 
of modern day surfing and the ambas-
sador of Aloha. . . . Surfing wouldn’t 
be what it is today without him and 
all those who came before” (Pilotin 
2021).

‘umi perkins
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Māori Issues

Protection for our communities from 
the covid-19 pandemic continued to 
take top priority for Māori during the 
year in review. While some support 
was provided from the government, 
the recommendations of our medical 
experts continued to be ignored and 
the virus attacked mainly Māori and 
Pasifika airport, managed-isolation, 
and quarantine facilities workers 
in Auckland in August 2020. Vac-
cinations started in February 2021, 
and Māori vaccination rates have 
been unacceptably low, although to 
date, we have continued to be spared 
the huge loss of life suffered in so 
many other countries. The general 
election in October 2020 saw the 
unprecedented appointment of five 
Māori to the Labour government’s 
twenty-member cabinet. Entrenched 
racism against Māori showed some 
signs of becoming less acceptable, as 
it was called out in universities and 
in Parliament; was apologized for by 
a major media outlet; was repealed 
from local government legislation; 
and was widely reported in national 
media outlets from hearings of the 




