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By Drs. Michael Ching  
and Brooke Hallett

As pediatricians, when we treat 
children, we’re not just healing their 
injuries and illnesses. Far too often, 
we’re also trying to treat symptoms 
of a system that’s failing Hawaii’s fam-
ilies.

At our offices and in our hospitals, 
we see more than stomach aches and 
broken bones. We see the face of hun-
ger, the suppressed pride of the un-
housed, and the scars of missed 
opportunities. Through no fault of 
their parents and families, the children 
we care for were born into a society 
that simply doesn’t prioritize their 
needs and well-being.

Every day, we see children and fami-
lies suffering unnecessarily from this 
broken system. An 18-month-old who 
recently lost multiple family member 
caregivers to COVID-19. Her mom is 
stressed and tired because she now 
has limited child care and is missing 
work to care for her two children. Chil-
dren exposed to domestic violence be-
cause their mother feels she would 
not be able to work and care for them 
if she left. A 15-month-old with many 
missed doctor’s appointments, under-
immunized and anemic from food in-
security.

Congress now has the chance of a 
generation to right these wrongs and 
give children — our country’s future 
— the resources they need to live 
healthy, productive lives. Transforma-
tive federal legislation called the Build 
Back Better Act would create today’s 

equivalent of a New Deal for 
children and families.

The bill would improve 
children’s access to health 
care, reduce childhood pov-
erty by 40%, and make child 
care and pre-kindergarten 
(pre-K) affordable for all. It 
would strengthen Medicaid 
and the Children’s Health In-
surance Program, promot-
ing health and well-being for 
pregnant people, babies, 
youth and parents. It also 
takes meaningful steps to 
combat the climate crisis so 
that our children have a fu-
ture to look forward to.

Child hunger would be 
nearly eradicated by ex-
tending free school and 
summertime meals to more 
kids. Kids with full stom-
achs do better in school — 
you don’t need to be a 
doctor to see that this is 
common sense. Working families 
could get up to 12 weeks of paid fam-
ily leave. Child care would be free for 
Hawaii parents earning less than 
$82,000. By 2025, no family would 
spend more than 7% of their income 
on child care. Pre-K programs would 
be free for all 3- and 4-year-olds. And 
schools would have funding to repair 
or replace their buildings, including 
removing lead from their drinking wa-
ter.

Through the permanently ex-
panded Child Tax Credit, most fami-
lies could receive up to $300 per 

child, per month. These 
payments already started 
going out this July, on a 
temporary basis, and 
data show that Hawaii 
families are predomi-
nantly spending these 
funds on food, school ex-
penses, and other essen-
tial bills. Since the 
payments started, the 
data also show that fewer 
Hawaii families have been 
going hungry.

Some of these provi-
sions almost seem too 
good to be true, but we 
assure you that they’re 
real, would be fully paid 
for, and are well within 
our grasp, if the Congress 
can work together to sup-
port the Build Back Better 
package. A few represen-
tatives and senators are 
blocking the full legisla-

tive package, hoping to scale it back. 
As doctors who see firsthand the im-
pacts of underinvesting in children, 
we want to make it clear: Our keiki 
need the support of the life-changing 
measures in the full bill.

As physicians, we can’t write a pre-
scription for societal ills like poverty, 
the climate crisis and the high cost of 
living. But Congress can. We urge all 
of Hawaii’s members of Congress to 
come together to support the full 
package, too, for the sake of today’s 
keiki — and future generations to 
come.

By Tina Yamaki  
and Sheryl Matsuoka

Hawaii’s retailers and restaurants 
are recovering, thanks to informed 
policy and continued patronage from 
residents and visitors.

Like many industries, we lost much 
over the past 18 months. One in 4  
jobs in Hawaii is supported by the re-
tail industry, according to the Na-
tional Retail Federation. The Hawaii 
Chamber of Commerce Foundation 
reported 2 out of 3 local businesses 
faced severe downturns in revenue, 
resulting in job cuts.

Even in these challenging circum-
stances, our retailers and restaurants 
did everything they could to survive 
— pivoting to curbside pickup, take-
out, online shopping — and contin-
ued to support friends and neighbors. 
Thousands of dollars in gift certifi-
cates were donated to the #HIGotVac-
cinated campaign incentivizing 
residents to protect themselves and 
loved ones from severe illness by get-
ting a COVID-19 vaccine.

When we look at where we are to-
day compared to where we were last 
year, we’re grateful for many of the 
decisions by elected officials. Govern-
ment mandates for eating establish-
ments and other businesses opting to 
have their employees vaccinated as 
well as those providing proof of nega-
tive tests have made a significant dif-
ference in a variety of businesses’ 
ability to work and employ Hawaii 
residents.

While some lost valuable employ-
ees because of vaccination and 
weekly testing requirements, as 
UHERO reported last week, that rep-
resents less than 2% of the workforce. 
More than 92% of employees have 
chosen vaccination in businesses 

where mandates exist, 
and approximately 6% 
have elected to test regu-
larly.

The Safe O‘ahu Re-
sponse plan is further po-
sitioning restaurants for 
accelerated recovery 
with the recent decision 
to allow alcohol pur-
chases until midnight and 
the forthcoming deci-
sions to increase capac-
ity from 50% to 75% and 
to host larger vaccinated 
groups, changes we antic-
ipate before the end of 
the year.

Retailers have been 
able to operate at 100% 
capacity for some time, 
doing so safely by requir-
ing masks and social dis-
tancing. They’ve been 
creative and resilient in managing 
supply-chain disruptions and re-
duced in-store shoppers. Even still, 
many are surviving day-by-day. Most 
are eagerly awaiting the return of for-
eign visitors, a population that has 
proven to be one of Hawaii’s highest 
spending.

The Hawaii Chamber of Commerce 
shared that many local businesses at-
tributed their dramatic drop in reve-
nue to waning tourism, even if they 
were not directly involved in the visi-
tor industry. A sharp decrease in visi-
tor arrivals from the seven-month 
travel ban in 2020 was the single most 
influential factor impacting employee 
cutbacks. Lt. Gov. Josh Green stated 
that every 50 visitors to Hawaii sup-
ports one full-time job per year.

The holiday season is right around 
the corner. Hawaii’s restaurants and 
retailers will rely on a strong fall and 

winter to continue creating 
the jobs our community re-
quires, especially consider-
ing both federal stimulus 
programs for small busi-
nesses as well as federal un-
employment bonus checks 
have stopped.

Gov. David Ige’s an-
nouncement Tuesday invit-
ing nonessential travelers 
back to Hawaii beginning 
Nov. 1 is a welcomed and 
much-needed decision. Get-
ting the word out about 
loosened restrictions for 
safe travelers enables peo-
ple to plan Thanksgiving 
and Christmas trips to our 
islands, bringing with them 
the spending that helps de-
termine a successful eco-
nomic year for many of our 
small businesses. As a re-

sult, Hawaii’s retailers and restau-
rants can move more confidently 
toward pre-pandemic operating 
hours and full staffing, increasing job 
opportunities and improving our 
community’s ability to address eco-
nomic and social deficits created by 
COVID-19.

We’ve proven we can ease restric-
tions for those making healthy 
choices and regain activities that cre-
ate joy and revenue. We’ll continue 
maintaining safe practices and offer-
ing team members vaccine education 
so that should Hawaii see another 
variant, we’ll weather it with a higher 
wave of vaccinated individuals.

Our restaurants and retailers are 
an essential part of our economy. For 
our future, we’re learning together ef-
fective ways to live with COVID-19 
that keep our residents safe and our 
businesses resilient.

Congress urged to improve keiki’s lives

Easing restrictions will help merchants

During a recent visit to 
base camp — i.e., 
The Washington 

Post, Capitol Hill and points 
thereabout in D.C. — I was 
struck that my day revolved 
almost entirely around dogs. 

Not that every moment 
here should be filled with 
politics and punditry. But a 
full day of dog talk is rare, 
even for a columnist who 
writes often of animal rights 
and who once negotiated a 
TV contract to include her 
blind toy poodle. I think my 
exact phrasing to then-CNN 
President Jonathan Klein 
was that Ollie was a “nonne-
gotiable condition of em-
ployment.”

For the record, I wasn’t an-
gling to have Ollie on the 
show, as some believed (a 
tiny misunderstanding), but 
in the building. I had just ad-
opted the poor fellow from a 
kill shelter and felt I couldn’t 
then abandon him for 12-hour 
workdays. This was perhaps 
not my most brilliant busi-
ness decision, but some of 
you surely understand.

Thus, when I swung by 
The Post’s K Street offices 
Wednesday, I wasn’t disap-
pointed to land in a ca-
nine-centered conversation. 
This wasn’t a brief, oh-I-love-
dogs sort of thing, but a de-
tailed discussion that lasted 
15 to 20 minutes. One of the 
participants was Ruth Mar-
cus — the Harvard-educated 
lawyer, columnist and dep-
uty editorial page editor. She 
and I may disagree on one 
or two issues, but we’re sis-
ters in solidarity when it 
comes to our dogs.

You gotta start some-
where. I made a mental note 
that sharing dog stories not 
only breaks the ice but also 
opens our hearts, a ritual 
that might be helpful to our 
bipartisan negotiations. 
Couldn’t hurt.

Later that evening, dog 
talk came naturally at a din-
ner hosted by the Best 
Friends Animal Society, a 
nonprofit organization dedi-
cated to helping homeless 
dogs and cats through adop-
tion and to making America 
a no-kill country by 2025. It 
runs the country’s largest 
no-kill shelter in southern 
Utah, where, on average, 
about 1,600 dogs, cats and 
other animals live at a time 
until they’re adopted. Since 
2016, the Best Friends Ani-
mal Society and its partners 
have managed to help re-
duce the number of dogs 
and cats killed in U.S. shel-
ters from roughly 1.5 million 
a year to about 347,000 in 
2020, the organization an-
nounced this year.

Rarely have I heard so 
much laughter at a D.C. din-
ner, especially among other 
writers and editors. We tend 
to be an overcautious and, 

therefore, dull group in such 
settings. As is customary, we 
began by introducing our-
selves to one another, but 
this time we also introduced 
our dogs, telling stories and 
producing photos. By the 
time the last person spoke, 
we were no longer strangers 
but, well, Best Friends 
bonded by our love of dogs. 
(One person confessed to 
not currently having a dog, 
but Jim Acosta’s secret is 
safe with me for now.)

My dog day in D.C. 
prompted me to revisit famil-
iar ruminations about the hu-
man-dog relationship. My life 
has been a steady stream of 
communion with dozens of 
strays and shelter-adopted 
pets, a word I don’t much 
like. My dogs have been 
much more than pets, which 
implies a master-servant re-
lationship and ownership. 
Spooky, Shasta, Moses, OD, 
Max, Malcolm, Asheville, Bre-
vard, Winston, Akela, Harley, 
Mister, Ollie and Honey are 
characters in the chapters of 
my life. They’ve punctuated 
milestones, shared victories 
and losses, licked my tears, 
healed my wounds and bro-
ken my heart as no human 
could.

The steadily growing U.S. 
pet industry, which reached 
an estimated $118 billion in 
2019 and spiked during the 
pandemic, is testament to 
America’s love affair with ani-
mal companions. By 2030, the 
industry is expected to reach 
$275 billion, according to 
Morgan Stanley analysts. An-
ecdotally, it seems that pets 
may have become stand-ins 
for children in some cases, as 
birthrates have declined.

What is clear is that ani-
mals often fill a void that 
transcends service, enter-
tainment or companionship 
and that is deeply con-
nected to our need to love 
and be loved. When Ashe-
ville, a mixed breed, died 
several years ago, a friend 
said, “I know you must miss 
her so much because you 
loved her so much.” And I 
said, “No, I miss her because 
she loved me so much.”

Ollie, who died on Christ-
mas Eve 2019, was 100%  
dependent on me. I was his 
service animal, his seeing- 
eye human. He had spent so 
much of his life confidently 
perched on my right fore-
arm that when he died at 18, 
I felt his absence like a miss-
ing limb. I once ran looking 
for him while he was on my 
arm.

My devotion to Ollie 
doubtless filled an empty 
space in my heart, possibly 
the need to nurture after my 
son was grown. There’s not 
much mystery there, but a 
goldfish would have been a 
lot easier. It seems, there-
fore, that we humans reap 
benefits from tending to oth-
ers, especially the weak and 
defenseless. Dogs have 
served human beings in var-
ious capacities for millennia, 
but they’ve also trained us 
to serve them. In this way, 
they’ve deepened our hu-
manity by expanding our ca-
pacity for empathy.

And for that, we owe them 
their lives.

Dogs are the true heroes  
of the COVID-19 pandemic

———
Kathleen Parker writes for The Washington Post.
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How to get the COVID vaccine
There is urgency to get Hawaii COVID-vaccinated, 

but the rollout has stirred many questions. Eligibility 
is now open to all age 12 and older — by appointment 
and also at many walk-in sites. The optimal link to ac-
cess vaccination info and sign up: hawaiicovid19.com/
vaccine.

Other sign-up portals include Hawaii Pacific Health 
(hawaiipacifichealth.org/hph-covid-19-updates/) and 
Queen’s Health Systems (covid.queens.org/vaccine/).

Also, the state Health Department has a weekly on-
line newsletter of COVID updates: 808ne.ws/2Kfzl3n.

CINDY ELLEN RUSSELL / CRUSSELL@STARADVERTISER.COM

Travelers waited for luggage inside Terminal 2 at the Daniel K. Inouye International Airport on Oct. 8.


