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Testimony in Support of HB 2541 with SUBSTANTIAL Amendments

Dear Comm. Chairs Johanson & Luke, Vice-Chairs Eli & Cullen and Comm. Members,

$11/hour in 2021 and $13/hour in 2024 are TOO LITTLE, TOO LATE. 

The 5 year-old ALICE report, put you on notice that the minimum survival wage back 
in 2015 was $14/hour. By ignoring the huge gap between the minimum wage and the 
actual survival wage -  you let those families who live paycheck-to-paycheck continue 
to slip further into debt - and now we know that nearly 7,000 more human lives became 
homeless in 2019.  

When I was on the Board of Education, I asked the Superintendent if the DOE had full-
time employees who were so underpaid that their kids were eligible for free-and-
reduced lunches in our school. She looked down and replied, “yes.”

I was disgusted to learn that the state bargained with unions to keep working families 
in poverty. I am disgusted now to learn that legislative leadership has bargained with 
the Chamber of Commerce to continue to keep our lowest wage earners in poverty. 
How does it serve the state to keep full-time workers’ wages so low, that they are forced 
to rely on government subsidies to feed their children. Likewise, how is the state served, 
by allowing corporations to get away with poverty wages - so their shareholders pocket 
more profits. 

According to the 2019-2020 federal “income eligibility guidelines” for free-and-reduced 
lunch, if a single mom, working a full-time job, was earning $13/hour TODAY  - her 
two kids would still be eligible for not just reduced, but free meals at school.  This is 
what I mean by “too little, too late”. 

According to the ALICE report, we should have been at $14/hour in 2015. According to 
DBED, we should be at $17/hour today. And if you continue that trajectory, we should 
be at $22/hour by 2024. This is the economy many of you have had a hand in designing: 
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increasing tax loopholes for the rich while disproportionally burdening the poor with a 
higher General Excise Tax.

And to those armchair economists who promote the fear-fantasy that other costs of 
living will go up for these families, I can speak to you as a landlord who recognizes that 
rent is the the single largest expense for a most low-income families. Except for Section 
8 recipients, residential rental prices do not track the income of the tenants. Rental rates 
are only impacted by the supply and demand of available apartments to tenants. We 
can bring rates down by flooding the market with affordable rentals.

As a business investor, I have looked at financial pie charts of operating expenses for 
restaurants and retail stores in Hawaii and compared them to similar businesses on the 
continent. There is a clear disparity among the relative allocation spent on rent, utilities 
and labor. Hawaii businesses allocate larger slices to rent/real estate and utilities and 
consequently lesser allocations to labor.  So it is not labor that eats into the profits of 
Hawaii businesses, it is the rampant inflation of real estate and out of control utility 
rates. Labor costs in Hawaii have been kept artificially low because it has been easier for 
the Chamber of Commerce to scapegoat our lowest income earners - instead of calling 
their high maka maka friends in real estate and utilities to task.  

And Zippy’s has the nerve to say it cannot afford to pay all of their employees a 
survival wage but somehow finds the money to keep renovating the Kapahulu store 
and build fancier and fancier architecture and interiors across Oahu. Keep in mind, all 
of those architects, drafts people, planners, designers, construction workers, skilled 
labor - every person contracted to work on these beautiful new restaurants are paid 
much more than a survival wage - and most of them are men. But Zippy’s likes to echo 
the Chamber and blame the burden of paying waitresses a living wage. 

Our state’s actions have consequences. Our inaction has consequences. And our half-ass 
actions have consequences. When you look down and see families sinking deeper as 
they try to dig themselves out of a 20 foot hole - its not  really “helping working 
families” when you drop down a 10 ladder.

I urge you to amend the minimum wage increases to give our workers a fighting chance 
to earn survival wages: that means $17/hour, at the very least, by 2024. 

Thank you for your courage to do the right thing and really “help working families” - 
not just pretending you are helping, and hope no one notices. 




