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By Mayors Richard Bissen, Rick Blangiardi, 
Derek Kawakami and Mitch Roth

H awaii is a place rooted in meaningful 
connection — from our relationship 
with the land and its resources, to the 

vast network of friends and ohana we share 
throughout our islands and beyond.

That’s why a robust airline industry, com-
mitted to connecting our people and places, is 
not only good for Hawaii’s prosperity, but es-
sential.

As Hawaii’s mayors, 
we have been closely 
following the proposed 
combination of Hawai-
ian Airlines and Alaska 
Airlines, much like many 
of you. After speaking 
with our communities 
and leaders of both air-
lines, each of us has 
come to the conclusion 
that a combined com-
pany will strengthen 
service for Hawaii’s 
communities — improv-
ing our connectivity and 
providing more options 
to our people near and 
far.

For many of our con-
stituents, especially on 
our neighbor islands, air 
travel is the fastest and 
most reliable way to get 
to doctor’s appoint-
ments, commute to 
jobs, visit ohana, and 
get our hands on some 
of our islands’ most ono 
delicacies. 

Further, our econo-
mies depend on planes 
to bring in construction 
crews, medical special-
ists and essential goods.

This is something 
that we share in com-
mon with our friends to 
the north. Much like Ha-
waii’s island communi-
ties, only 3 of the 19 
communities Alaska Air-
lines serves in the state of Alaska are accessi-
ble by road.

Residents of those communities, just like us, 
know how important it is to have airlines that 
are healthy and committed to providing reli-
able service.

Throughout Alaska Airlines’ more than 93 
years of service to the 49th State, there have 
been countless examples of its commitment to 
maintaining service to those who rely on its — 
reinforcing its promise to never forget where it 
comes from. That’s the kind of airline we want 
to see joining forces with Hawaiian Airlines to 
provide essential transportation to our com-
munities.

Over the past few weeks, we each had the 
opportunity to meet with the leaders of Alaska 
and Hawaiian as they held community conver-
sations throughout the state. It was important 
for us to engage with them face-to-face on Alas-
ka’s commitments to our communities and 
what the proposed combination would mean 
for the people of Hawaii. 

In these meetings, we asked many of the 

H onolulu has had no 
shortage of flashy 
mayors. Frank Fasi 

served a total of 22 years as 
Honolulu’s mayor and for 
all that time, the easiest 
conversation starter was, 
“Did you hear what Fasi is 
up to now?”

And at 6 feet 7 inches, 
former Mayor Mufi 
Hannemann was never 
overlooked in a crowd.

But current Mayor Rick 
Blangiardi is the only Hono-
lulu leader to get a 1,500-
word story in the 
entertainment bible, Vari-
ety.

The article, titled “How 
TV Broadcasting Veteran 

Rick Blangiardi Wound Up 
As Honolulu’s New Mayor,” 
was about how Blangiardi 
was leaving a successful ca-
reer as a television broad-
casting executive, which 
proved to be the pathway 
for a campaign for mayor 

of Honolulu.
That was in 2021, and 

now Blangiardi is running 
for reelection.

At the age of 77, one 
could make the argument 
that retirement might be a 
likely career choice — but 
the former University of Ha-
waii football player and for-
mer UH assistant football 
coach is moving ahead with 
a strong, well-funded cam-
paign that so far has not at-
tracted any significant 
opposition.

Blangiardi’s key points 
mirror Honolulu’s major 
needs: affordable housing, a 
reduction in homelessness, 
and improved public safety. 

After largely self-funding his 
initial campaign, Blangiardi 
is serious about raising 
campaign cash for his sec-
ond campaign, with the pri-
mary election set for Aug. 
10. Early reports show that 
Blangiardi has already 
raised more than $600,000 
for a second campaign.

While handling his may-
oral duties in a low-key, non-
political manner, operating 
much like a city manager, 
Blangiardi’s biggest deci-
sion was to halt construc-
tion of the city rail line 
before reaching all the way 
to Ala Moana. 

As Blangiardi said at the 
time, rail was in trouble.

“Facing a history of cost 
overruns, an inadequate 
budget and delayed con-
struction timetables, includ-
ing a disillusioned public, 
and our weary and con-
cerned partner, the Federal 
Transit Administration, our 
first order of business was 
to regroup the team of city 
leaders and key principals 
overseeing the construction 
and ultimately the opera-
tions of the rail, a team that 
had all but quit working to-
gether during HART’s time 
spent pursuing a public-pri-
vate partnership,” he said in 

March 2022.
For the portions of the 

city rail line that are func-
tioning and open to the pub-
lic, Blangiardi has been 
supportive — but he has 
not supported going over 
budget to get to Honolulu’s 
major shopping destination 
at Ala Moana. So far there 
has not been public back-
lash for that decision.

In fact, the lack of major 
opposition in his reelection 
effort shows that so far, 
Blangiardi’s nonconfronta-
tional style has gotten quiet 
public approval.

———
Richard Borreca writes on politics on Sundays. 
Reach him at 808onpolitics@gmail.com.
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Richard Bissen, 
from top, is Maui 
County mayor; Rick 
Blangiardi is 
mayor of the City 
and County of 
Honolulu; Derek 
Kawakami is 
Kauai County 
mayor; and Mitch 
Roth is Hawaii 
County mayor.

Hawaiian, 
Alaska airlines 
combo is good 
for Hawaii

2024 ELECTION

INDEPENDENTS 
WANT IN

By John Opdycke 

I’ve been an independent 
voter since I was 18. Back then, I 
knew less than zero about poli-
tics. I went to the University of 
Michigan to play soccer, get an 
education and learn something 
about how the world worked. 

I started attending Democratic 
and Republican events on cam-
pus to figure out where I stood 
and how I could make a positive 
contribution. I stood and ap-
plauded when Jesse Jackson 
raised the rafters at Crisler 
Arena in 1988. I was inspired by 
Jackson, but the campus left was 
dreadful — they were woke be-
fore woke had awoken. And the 
campus Republicans wanted 
nothing to do with me. They 
seemed more interested in being 
provocateurs than accomplish-
ing anything serious. So I stayed 
independent and didn’t join a 
team. It was a lonely decision 
but I’m glad I made it.

By Tyler Fisher 
and Carlo Macomber 

Less than two weeks ago, 
Nevada voters went to the 
polls to cast ballots in the 
state’s presidential primaries 
— well, those voters who were 
allowed to, at least. 

Because Nevada holds 
“closed” primaries for all of-
fices, only voters registered 
with the Democratic or Repub-
lican parties can participate in 
the state’s taxpayer-funded pri-
mary elections. Independent 
and minor-party voters are left 
out. More than 777,000 of the 
state’s active registered voters 
(40% of the total) are not regis-
tered with a major party and, 
therefore, cannot vote in pri-
maries.

In a new report we co-au-
thored for the Unite America 
Institute, we unearthed the 
scale of the problem facing in-
dependent voters and the im-
pact of closed primaries. As 
part of the project, Change Re-
search conducted a first-of-its-
kind poll of 2,224 registered 
independents from 20 states 
with closed presidential prima-
ries or caucuses (we call these 
voters “Excluded Indepen-
dents”).

First, Nevada is far from 
alone in leaving out indepen-
dents: 22 states hold closed 
presidential primaries or cau-
cuses. In these states, more 
than 27 million voters who are 
not registered with a major 

Voters not aligned 
with main parties 
want people power, 
not palace politics

27 million voters are shut out 
of nation’s primary elections
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party lack the right to participate in the presidential 
nominating process. They represent nearly 29% of all 
voters in these states, a share that is 20% larger than 
it was in 2010. Fifteen states also hold closed prima-
ries for congressional and state offices, preventing 
17.5 million voters from participating.

To make matters worse, the vast majority of con-
gressional districts are “safe” for either the Demo-
crats or the Republicans (currently about 90% are 
safe, according to the Cook Political Report ). Primary 
elections therefore effectively determine who will rep-
resent those districts. As a result, tax-paying indepen-
dent voters lack any voice in who represents them.

The polling results demonstrated that independent 
voters find their exclusion to be unfair, and that these 
voters have strong opinions about the current politi-
cal environment.

Both younger generations and those who served 
the country are disproportionately forced to the side-
lines of our democracy. Nearly 60% of Excluded Inde-
pendents are under 50, compared to just 18% who are 
over 65. And 16% of Excluded Independents are veter-
ans, even though just 6% of all American adults have 
served in the military.

Excluded Independents are also “independent 
thinkers” who hold diverse views that do not align 
with either the Democratic or Republican party plat-
forms. For instance, 70% said they “prefer to assess 
each candidate individually, rather than by their 
party affiliation,” while the same percentage acknowl-
edged that they agree with Democrats on some is-
sues and Republicans on others.

Specifically, majorities of Excluded Independents 
have more trust in the Democrats to address issues 
like education, health care and climate change, but 
they have more trust in the Republicans to handle im-
migration, the economy and public safety.

Asked to describe why they register as indepen-
dents, Excluded Independents shared a variety of re-
sponses, including:

>> “Too many issues go unresolved because politi-
cians are more interested in maintaining party alle-
giance than representing the people.” — 41-year old 
woman and veteran from Arizona

>> “I’m an independent thinker and willing to vote 
for anyone who reflects my beliefs.” — 68-year-old 
man from Nevada

>> “I share many beliefs with both parties and 
[have] many beliefs that neither party holds.” — 
34-year-old woman from Idaho

Unsurprisingly, independent voters do not like 
elections they cannot vote in. Over three-quarters 
find it unfair that they cannot participate in taxpay-
er-funded partisan primaries, and 82% want 
to be able to vote in Democratic or Re-
publican presidential primaries. An 
even larger share, 87%, support open-
ing primaries to independent voters, 
as 35 states have already done. Col-
orado and Maine were the most re-
cent states to do so in 2016 and 
2021, respectively. New Mexico and 
Pennsylvania independents may be 
next to gain access to the primary 
franchise, as advocacy campaigns are 
underway in their states.

Excluded independents also overwhelm-
ingly support primary reform. More than 80% 
support nonpartisan primaries, allowing all candi-
dates to compete on the same primary ballot open to 
all voters. Nevada voters have the chance this year to 
correct the ill of closed primaries. If “final-five voting” 
is approved this fall, the aforementioned 770,370 vot-
ers will be able to vote in taxpayer-funded elections 
for state and congressional offices.

At a time when both of the major parties’ leading 
presidential candidates struggle to keep their na-
tional favorability ratings above 40%, it makes sense 
to allow all voters to have a say in who will win the 
major party nominations.

Voting is a cherished civic right, but 27 million reg-
istered voters cannot fully exercise the franchise. By 
remedying this injustice for those who have declared 
their political independence, the country will have a 
more functional government better representing the 
country’s views.
———
Tyler Fisher is senior director of policy and partner-
ships for Unite America (UA); Carlo Macomber is re-
search manager for UA. This appeared in The 
Fulcrum, a nonprofit, nonpartisan news platform that 
covers democracy dysfunction and efforts to fix our 
governing systems.
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Today, independents are surging. We’re the largest 
political identity (or anti-identity) in the country. The 
surge is led by young people but is much broader 
than that. Americans are fleeing the parties as the par-
tisan acrimony increases and the capacity of our bi-
nary system to produce effective leadership and 
governance plummets.

And yet, while the number of independents has 
skyrocketed, the number of competitive elections has 
decreased, as have unpredictable outcomes. In 1984, 
Republican Ronald Reagan won 49 states! That’s in-
conceivable today, when conventional wisdom dic-
tates that only five to eight states are up for grabs in 
November. How is it that the country has become 
much less attached to the parties, and yet the out-
comes are decided by a few hundred thousand peo-
ple in a handful of states?

I think it has to do with a relatively rapid transfor-
mation that has taken place in both major parties. In 
different ways and for different reasons, both parties 
have abandoned public politics in favor of palace pol-
itics — using guile and positioning (and clever algo-
rithms and buckets of cash) to secure a desired 
outcome. Ordinary people play only a performatory 
or symbolic role in palace politics. It was all the rage 
in France in 1750. It’s alive and well in Moscow. But 
palace politics is not a good fit for the United States.

I spoke with Rep. Dean Phillips about this dynamic 
in the most recent Open Primaries Virtual Discussion. 
He’s running in the primary against President Joe 
Biden because he doesn’t think the country benefits 
by coronating an 81-year-old incumbent to be the 
Democratic nominee. We had a great talk and he de-
scribed in detail how the Democratic National Com-
mittee is preventing him from making his case to the 
voters. Former U.N. Ambassador Nikki Haley is doing 
the same in the Republican primary. But with few no-
table exceptions, every Democratic and Republican 
bigwig is saying some version of “things have been 
decided, we’re now on to the general election.” A 
handful of people have voted in just two states, and 
it’s over. Wow.

What’s remarkable is how willing the parties are to 
accept this state of affairs. It says something about 
the culture in both organizations — the level of con-
trol, orthodoxy, careerism and lockstep mentality — 
that few voices are raising concerns about the lack of 
competition.

The entire Republican and Democratic Party appa-
ratuses seem confident that they will emerge the vic-

tor when this $10 billion negative campaign is over 
on Nov. 5. The Biden team points to Trump’s 

dismal appeal among independent voters 
in New Hampshire and insists the Demo-

crat will win those votes by default. 
The Trump team points to Biden’s 
historically low approval ratings and 
believe they can capitalize. Neither 
campaign offers a positive and inclu-
sive vision for the future nor an an-
swer to the question, “Is this really 

the best we can do?”
And that’s the question every inde-

pendent as well as most Democrats and 
Republicans are asking. Neither campaign 

has an answer, because they don’t really care. 
They just want to get one more vote than the other 
guy — who cares if 80 percent of us are grinding our 
teeth.

The brainiacs at the “All-In Podcast” think this 
could be the year a major independent or third-party 
candidate emerges. I hope they are right. But to be 
honest, I’m hoping for something even bigger. I hope 
this is the start of the American people reclaiming 
our proper role in the political process.

When it comes to voting, we’ve been relegated to 
one-day-a-year consumers. We’ve got to become day-
in-and-day-out builders, creators and catalysts. I think 
independents are positioned to take the lead on this 
kind of cultural transformation. We’ve already said 
we’re not loyal to one brand. Now we need to lead the 
country in taking back our political power. The par-
ties — both of them — have wasted it. They are going 
to spend $10 billion this year driving us insane and 
trying to convince us that the other guy is worse.

I’m betting on people power in 2024.
———
John Opdycke is founder/president of Open Primaries, 
a national advocacy organization working to enact 
open and nonpartisan primaries and enhance the visi-
bility and power of independent voters.

questions we’ve been hear-
ing from our constituents.

We were heartened to 
hear Alaska Airlines’ com-
mitment to preserve and 
grow union jobs in Hawaii, 
sustain a strong local base 
of operations and regional 
headquarters, maintain 
neighbor island service, 
and most importantly, keep 
the Hawaiian Airlines that 
we love, Hawaiian Airlines. 
Leaders also reiterated that 
Hawaiian Airlines’ custom-
ers would keep their miles 
and loyalty program status, 
which is one of the most 
frequent questions we’ve 
received.

What also was important 
to us was Alaska Airlines’ 
commitment to open, hon-
est dialogue and to sharing 
developments with the pub-
lic, including the creation of 

a 16-member advisory 
board made up of respected 
local community leaders 
throughout the state. We 
came away from these im-
portant conversations con-
fident the company is 
committed to doing the 
right thing for our commu-
nities.

Already, Alaska has had a 
long track record of being a 
good community partner in 
Hawaii. Since 2007, it has 
donated more than $5 mil-
lion to more than 200 local 
organizations, including 
statewide nonprofits like 
ClimbHI and Make-A-Wish 
Hawaii. 

More recently, in the days 
following the tragic wild-
fires on Maui, it transported 
hundreds of thousands of 
pounds of needed supplies 
and donated cash and mil-
lions of airline miles to sup-
port impacted Maui 
residents and relief organi-
zations.

We believe giving Hawai-

ian Airlines the opportunity 
to combine with Alaska Air-
lines is the best way to en-
sure our state’s largest 
airline remains healthy and 
able to serve local residents 
for generations to come.

While regulators still 
need to thoroughly evalu-
ate the proposed combina-
tion, we humbly ask that 
they consider a few ques-
tions that are important to 
us and our constituents. 
Will the combination 
strengthen service for Ha-
waii residents? Does the ac-
quiring airline have a 
history of showing up for 
communities reliant on air 
service? Has the acquiring 
airline demonstrated that it 
is a good community part-
ner?

From our perspective, it 
is clear this combination is 
the answer — with a Hawai-
ian Airlines strengthened 
by Alaska Airlines in service 
to Hawaii’s communities for 
the long-term.
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Hawaiian Airlines announced in December an agreement to combine with Alaska 
Airlines. A Hawaiian aircraft passes an Alaska plane at the gates at Maui’s Kahu-
lui Airport.
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Martha Morris cast her ballot at a vote-by-mail dropbox on Feb. 6 during primary voting in 
Las Vegas.


