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THE LAST WORD

You, the queen of warmongers, 
embodiment of corruption, and 

personification of the rot that has sickened 
the Democratic Party for so long, have 
finally come out from behind the curtain.”

U.S. Rep. Tulsi Gabbard
Responding to criticism of her candidacy by Hillary Clinton

By Sheryl Matsuoka

There’s another debate at City 
Council about the kinds of food con-
tainers and utensils that Oahu restau-
rants are allowed to use. Bill 40 would 
ban restaurants from using plastic 
utensils, straws and stirrers, foam 
food containers, as well as plastic 
bags for prepared foods, beverages 
and bakery items. We’d like to explain 
what is really at stake here.

The price of eating out will in-
crease. Already, the cost of living in 
Honolulu is among the highest in the 
country and when factored with aver-
age salaries, locals earn the lowest 
wages in the U.S. The proposed pol-
icy to ban certain materials for use in 
food service will inevitably result in 
higher prices for citizens who are al-
ready struggling to make ends meet. 
That’s because alternatives to plastic 
and foam are very expensive and in 
short supply.

Bans on plastic food 
containers, bags and 
utensils would create big 
headaches for small, lo-
cally owned restaurants. 
Banning plastic means 
that they lose their low-
est-cost options for serv-
ing takeout meals, as well 
as lose the type of con-
tainers and bags that are 
best for keeping meals 
warm and clean. What 
customers will see is 
more expensive to-go 
meals, in containers and 
bags that may leak. An example of 
this is paper straws, which seem like 
a great idea until one collapses after 
sitting in your drink for 20 minutes.

The cost of switching from plastic 
to compostable options is dismissed 
as “pennies,” but in this case the 
pennies really add up. This ban 
would double or triple the cost of 
items that smaller restaurants 
use for every customer, so 
they’d be paying extra every 
time they hand out a straw, fork, 
or bag.

We’ve talked to several local 
restaurant owners who don’t know 
how they would pass on these addi-
tional costs to their customers. We 
could see a real loss of our current di-
versity of small locally-owned food 
vendors.

We recognize the need to protect 
the environment and prevent marine 
debris. However, there are some legit-
imate questions about whether plas-
tic bans will actually help the 
environment.

If one type of container is banned, 
another type of container will replace 
it, and none of them can be com-
posted or recycled on Oahu. There 
will still be as many food containers 
being used, and they will all go to the 
H-POWER waste-to-energy facility, 
which means that all the extra cost 

and effort to switch containers will go 
to waste.

Also, it is not clear whether there 
are enough alternative products to 
supply all Oahu restaurants if a ban 
passes. The popularity of paper 
straws has already created months-
long delays for orders to arrive.

Bans seem to be a simple solution 
to a major problem. However, ban-
ning plastic doesn’t reduce the over-
all amount of waste, and it results in 
much higher costs for local consum-
ers.

There’s actually a much more effec-
tive solution to reducing marine de-
bris, and that’s something we can all 
do: make sure all our trash, whatever 
it is made of, makes it safely into a 
trash can. Let’s be good neighbors 
and work out a win-win for our island.

By Jay April, Sanford Inouye  
and J Robertson

A s we celebrate Free Speech 
Week Oct. 21 through 27, 
there is a national threat to 

our right to free speech and the very 
existence of nonprofit, noncommer-
cial programming like Oahu’s ‘Olelo 
Community Media, Akaku on Maui, 
Na Leo TV on the Big Island and 
Ho‘ike on Kaua‘i.

Recently adopted Federal Commu-
nications Commission rules allow ca-
ble companies across the nation to 
significantly reduce the subscriber 
fees they pay to use governmental re-
sources and property, including plac-
ing their commercial cables in city 
streets. These fees — agreed to by 
the cable companies to obtain their 
initial franchises decades ago — sup-
port public-access community media 
and other nonprofit organizations 
that provide societal benefits.

The new rules are headed for chal-
lenge in the courts in a process that 
may take several years. However, that 
does not detract from the urgency 
and attention to the devastating im-
pact these rules will have on one of 
our most fundamental rights: the 
right to free speech, protected in the 
First Amendment.

If the new FCC rules are allowed to 
stand, the hyper-local stories and me-
dia coverage created by your friends 
and neighbors will disappear. Non-
commercial public access program-
ming — which provides greater 
accessibility and transparency of our 
government and tells the stories that 
community members themselves be-
lieve is important — will vanish.

There will be no free speech as we 
know it today in our society because 
community access to media is critical 
to the exercising of that right to share 

our opinions 
and the infor-
mation — pop-
ular or not —  
that matters to 
each of us as 
members of 
this society.

Under the 
new rules, ca-
ble companies 
will be able to 
categorize a 
range of pub-
lic-benefit fran-
chise obliga- 
tions as “in-kind” contributions and 
deduct them from their existing fran-
chise subscriber-fee payments.

What does that mean? What will 
the impact of that be? Public benefits 
to the community will fall to the way-
side.

These fees fund nonprofits like 
‘Olelo, Akaku, Na Leo TV and Ho‘ike 
because community-access media is 
considered a public benefit, along 
with television channels that broad-
cast state and county government 
meetings, connectivity to schools and 
libraries, and diverse community pro-
gramming by individuals like you.

(It’s important to note that what is 
termed “franchise subscriber fees” 
are paid by cable subscribers in each 
community. Franchise subscriber 
fees are a pass-through for cable com-
panies, not fees that cable companies 
pay from their own revenues.)

Under the new FCC rule, the 3,000 
or so public, educational and govern-
ment community-access media orga-
nizations across the U.S. will see 
significant reductions in franchise 
subscriber fee payments from cable 
operators. 

In many cases, community-access 
media’s operating budgets could be 

completely eliminated, significantly 
curtailing access to the community 
programming that provides diverse 
stories and important information 
that help provide access and trans-
parency to our local and state govern-
ment.

‘Olelo, Akaku, Na Leo TV and 
Ho‘ike provide platforms, unfettered 
accessibility, video and production 
training, youth media training and 
noncommercial programs to the peo-
ple of Hawaii, strengthening our is-
land voices. As public-access media, 
we enable thousands of island resi-
dents and organizations to share 
their unique stories to our local and 
global communities.

This exercise of the right to free 
speech is simply not possible via 
commercial providers. And this ac-
cess is key to civic engagement, pure 
and simple.

If you consider nonprofit, noncom-
mercial media critical to free speech, 
please contact your congressional 
representatives and the Hawaii De-
partment of Commerce and Con-
sumer Affairs. 

Help protect the community-access 
media that enable us to share our 
voices with our communities freely.

Bans aren’t the best solution 
to help Hawaii’s environment

FCC rules would devastate free speech

One of the less dis-
cussed parts of 
Tuesday’s Demo-

cratic debate was the ex-
change that took place over 
automation and how to deal 
with it. But it’s worth focus-
ing on that exchange be-
cause it was interesting —  
by which I mean depressing. 
CNN’s Erin Burnett, one of 
the moderators, asked a bad 
question, and the debaters 
by and large — with the per-
haps surprising exception of 
Bernie Sanders — gave 
pretty bad answers. So let 
me make a plea to the Dem-
ocrats: Please don’t go down 
the robot rabbit hole.

Burnett declared that a re-
cent study shows that “about 
a quarter of U.S. jobs could 
be lost to automation in just 
the next 10 years.” What the 
study actually says is less 
alarming: It finds that a quar-
ter of U.S. jobs will face “high 
exposure to automation over 
the next several decades.”

But if you think even that 
sounds bad, ask yourself the 
following question: When, in 
modern history, has some-
thing like that statement not 
been true?

After all, in the late 1940s 
America had about 7 million 
farmers and around 12 mil-
lion production workers in 
manufacturing. Machinery 
could and did take over 
much of the work those 
Americans were doing — and 
people at the time wondered 
where the new jobs would 
come from. If you think that 
concerns about automation 
are somehow new, bear in 
mind that Kurt Vonnegut’s 
novel “Player Piano,” envi-
sioning a dystopian future in 
which machines have taken 
away all the jobs, was pub-
lished in … 1952.

Yet the generation that 
followed was a golden age 
for American workers, who 
saw dramatic increases in 
their income, with many en-
tering a rapidly growing mid-
dle class.

You might say that this 
time is different because the 
pace of technological 
change is so much faster. 
But that’s not what the data 
say. On the contrary, worker 
productivity — which is 
how we measure the extent 
to which workers are being 
replaced by machines — 
has lately been growing 
much more slowly than in 
the past; it rose less than 
half as much from 2007 to 
2018 as it did over the previ-
ous 11 years.

Which makes you wonder 
what Andrew Yang is talking 
about. Yang has based his 
whole campaign on the 
premise that automation is 
destroying jobs en masse 
and that the answer is to 
give everyone a stipend — 
one that would fall far short 
of what decent jobs pay. As 
far as I can tell, he’s offering 

an inadequate solution to an 
imaginary problem, which is 
in a way kind of impressive.

Let me also give a shoutout 
to Joe Biden, who echoed 
Yang’s talk about a “fourth in-
dustrial revolution.” More on 
that in a minute.

Elizabeth Warren ques-
tioned Burnett’s premise, 
saying that the principal rea-
son we’re losing jobs is 
trade policy that has en-
couraged jobs to move over-
seas. This claim was 
slammed by the fact-check-
ers at The Associated Press, 
who declared that automa-
tion was the “primary cul-
prit” in manufacturing job 
loss between 2000 and 2010. 
As it happens, Warren was 
more right than the sup-
posed fact-checkers; reason-
able estimates say that trade 
was responsible for a large 
share of manufacturing job 
loss in the decade before the 
Great Recession.

Warren was surely wrong 
to suggest, however, that 
changing trade policy would 
do much to bring good jobs 
back. She got onto much 
sounder footing when she 
moved on to her wider 
agenda of tackling inequality 
and the power of the wealthy.

The best answer, as I said, 
came from Sanders. No, I 
don’t support his proposed 
job guarantee, which proba-
bly isn’t workable. But he 
was right to say that there’s 
plenty of work to do in 
America and right to call for 
large-scale public invest-
ment, which even main-
stream economists have 
been advocating as a re-
sponse to persistent eco-
nomic weakness.

Why? Because the per-
sistent weakness — yes, we 
have low unemployment at 
the moment, but thanks 
only to extremely low inter-
est rates, and we’re very 
poorly prepared for the next 
recession — isn’t about au-
tomation; it’s about inade-
quate private spending.

So what’s with the fixa-
tion on automation? It may 
be inevitable that many 
tech guys like Yang believe 
that what they and their 
friends are doing is epochal, 
unprecedented and 
changes everything, even if 
history begs to differ. But 
more broadly, as I’ve argued 
in the past, for a significant 
part of the political and me-
dia establishment, robot- 
talk — i.e., technolo- 
gical determinism — is in 
effect a diversionary tactic.

That is, blaming robots 
for our problems is both an 
easy way to sound trendy 
and forward-looking, and an 
excuse for not supporting 
policies that would address 
the real causes of weak 
growth and soaring inequal-
ity.

So harping on the dangers 
of automation, while it may 
sound tough-minded, is in 
practice a sort of escapist 
fantasy for centrists who 
don’t want to confront truly 
hard questions. And pro-
gressives like Warren and 
Sanders who reject techno-
logical determinism and face 
up to the political roots of 
our problems are, on this is-
sue at least, the actual hard-
headed realists in the room.

———
Paul Krugman writes for The New York Times.
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Future of U.S. jobs won’t  
be determined by robots  
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