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Danny De Gracia: We Should All Get
Behind These Keiki Caucus Bills
The caucus is a torch-bearer for Hawaiʻi youth issues. This year’s proposals
are some of the most important yet.

By Danny de Gracia

February 10, 2025 ·  6 min read
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PF Bentley/Civil Beat/2014

In 2005, I had been working as a committee clerk for Rep. Alex

Sonson, then-chair of the House Committee on Human Services,

for less than a week when he asked me to attend a pre-session

meeting of the Keiki Caucus on his behalf.
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It was my first government job after

graduating with my first master’s degree in

political science.

The Keiki Caucus is one of several legislative

caucuses that brings together legislators,

community leaders, and youth-centered organizations to

propose policy changes to improve the lives of Hawaiʻi’s young

people. At this meeting the big topic was creating a package of

legislation to address as many health and human service issues as

the budget would allow.

Sitting between then-House Health Committee chair Dennis

Arakaki and then-Senate Human Services chair Suzanne Chun

Oakland, I was immediately put on the spot by someone in the

crowd who asked me whether my boss would be supportive

of some of the ideas discussed that day. 

I hadn’t been fully briefed on my chair’s positions at the time, so

I was completely clueless about most of the things being

discussed and the lexicon being used. But I didn’t want to make a

fool of my chair or my committee, so I told the caucus, “We

haven’t had the time to review these omnibus proposals fully, but

rest assured, we will follow up with you once we have.”

Heads immediately nodded across the room, with many people

smirking in a way that affirmed what someone told me after the

meeting, that I had followed in the pattern of the building’s

politicians by saying absolutely nothing in an official capacity. 

I was so embarrassed that I made it a point to know as much as I

could from then on about the Keiki Caucus, and I quickly became

good friends with the staff of both Arakaki and Chun Oakland so

they could mentor me.

I discovered in short order that the Keiki Caucus is the place that

you will find some of the most well-informed and agile

policymakers and stakeholders with the best solutions in Hawaiʻi.

That tradition persists to this day, as one can see from the well-

curated 2025 bill package that prioritizes dependent care tax

credits, community schools, family and medical leave insurance,

bans on flavored nicotine and free school meals.

I personally consider these ideas to be models of good

government in action, not just because they address upstream

policy issues that determine the success of our people, but

because they are things that can bring us together.
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Students at Hokulani Elementary School in Honolulu. Support for our keiki should be a
unifying factor even in politically polarized times. (Cory Lum/Civil Beat/2019)

For example, House Bill 755, relating to paid family leave, would

make family leave insurance benefits payable starting in 2029 to

an individual who is caring for a family member with a serious

health condition or “a victim of domestic abuse, sexual assault,

or stalking who needs leave for medical attention; mental health

care or other counseling; victim services … court appearances; or

relocation for themselves or a family member.”

This bill is especially relevant in the wake of the pandemic, which

has left many individuals with long-term chronic conditions that

can be unmanageable without the help of a caregiver. As someone

who still experiences occasional side effects from my own Covid

encounter, I can tell you that having a safety trampoline where

someone can take care of me or I can take care of others is

essential to life in middle age and beyond. The idea that we will

work until we die or someone else replaces us is an industrial age

concept that is not realistic given the kinds of challenges our

population faces in in 2025.

There Is Such A Thing As A Free Lunch

Another bill which I hope will get some movement before lateral

deadlines is House Bill 757, which provides universal free school

breakfasts and lunches. It has a hearing scheduled for Tuesday at

2 p.m. before the Education Committee.

A number of other states have already implemented universal

free school meals including California, Colorado, Maine,

Massachusetts, Michigan, Minnesota, New Mexico and Vermont.
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Childhood represents a key developmental window where

nutrition is essential to brain function. Human ancestors evolved

larger brains because of access to quality food, and our keiki will

need quality meals in order to have the academic and athletic

success needed to be competitive in the next decade and beyond.

The idea behind these measures and the others is that we can

have policy wins when we address the most basic, common links

that unite all of us, and that is concern for our children’s futures.

Despite all the things that we occasionally disagree about

passionately perspectives, there’s a power in coming together to

give the next generation more than just a fighting chance in a

world that is getting harder to adapt to and thrive in.

President George W. Bush, in one of his final speeches before

leaving office in 2009, reflected that “It’s unacceptable to our

country that vulnerable children slip through the cracks.” He

added, “We believe that every child has dignity and worth. But it

wasn’t just me who believed that. Fortunately, when we got to

Washington, a lot of other people believed it — Democrats and

Republicans.”

That’s a powerful statement to think about, even in today’s

politically tense and divided times. If we can, together, make

things work for the next generation, we can make other things

work for other important things, and so on.

If I were to identify the bills that need to be passed this year, it’s

the Keiki Caucus package, and I hope that all of you will contact

your legislators and try to get all of these measures heard and

passed.

Read this next:

 Honolulu Has A Landfill Problem. Here’s A
Possible Solution
By Amarjit Singh ·  February 11, 2025 ·  6 min read

Local reporting when you need it most

Support timely, accurate, independent journalism.

Honolulu Civil Beat is a nonprofit organization, and your donation

helps us produce local reporting that serves all of Hawaii.
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Danny de Gracia is a resident of Waipahu, a political scientist and an

ordained minister. Opinions are the author’s own and do not

necessarily reflect Civil Beat’s views. You can reach him by email at

dgracia@civilbeat.org or follow him on Twitter at @ddg2cb.
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Aloha, Civil Beat readers. We appreciate your thoughtful comments. But in
order to make commenting an engaging experience for as many readers as
possible, a few rules: Please limit the number of times you comment per
story so everyone has a chance to participate without feeling like they are
in the middle of an argument between just a few people. Don't repeat the
same comment over and over. Be civil and respectful of others even if you
disagree. Language and words are important so please avoid snark and
put-downs. Name calling and mocking of people's names is specifically
prohibited; so are personal attacks, including on Civil Beat and our
reporters and contributors. General nastiness and stereotyping also will be
rejected. DO NOT WRITE IN ALL CAPS; that comes across as yelling, don't
you think? Stay on the topic of the story, please, and not turn everything
into a screed on Trump or Biden or Harris. Misinformation and
disinformation will be rejected. In general, not every comment may get
posted. We may suspend or ban commenters who overstep at our sole
discretion.

Note: Different people may use the same username. For instance, there are
at least six different commenters who go by Malia. There are at least five
Ricks and four Daves. Usernames that are clearly intended to ridicule
someone else are not allowed.

Election season note: We welcome thoughtful discussion of candidates
and issues in the comment section. Please follow our general guidelines, in
particular: No personal attacks. Be civil and respectful of others even if you
disagree. Misinformation or disinformation, especially mischaracterization
of candidates and their positions, will be rejected. Do not use the
comment section to campaign for your own election or to undermine
your opponents. You have other venues for that kind of thing. Moderators
are working to prevent the comments from becoming political rallies. Not
every comment may get posted.

No links, please.

Be patient. We read every comment but we also need to sleep, spend time
with our families and do our other work so there may sometimes be a
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