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The COVID-19 pandem-
ic changed everything 
about our world, our 

economy, our education sys-
tem and our personal and 
professional lives. One of the 
earliest lessons the pandemic 
revealed to us was how vital 
access to quality health care, 
close to home, is for the 
health of our community.

As we move forward 
together, we should hold on 
to the strength of grassroots 
connections in our local 
health care system, the ones 
that make us resilient in the 
face of adversity. And we also 
must seize the opportunity for 
transformation, to fix the gaps 
in access that the pandemic 
has made so plainly evident.

Community First, together 
with half a dozen health care, 
government and social ser-
vices partners, has launched 
Access to Care, a project 
with a simple goal: to better 
understand what communi-
ties on Hawaii Island need 
to improve their health.

Access to Care is a 
comprehensive 360-degree 
health care assessment that 
combines data from resident 

surveys, input from health 
care and social service pro-
viders, and feedback from 
policymakers into a snap-
shot to better understand 
the terrain of the health care 
landscape on Hawaii Island.

Early results from the sur-
vey are providing an import-
ant window into where we are 
as a community. One respon-
dent shared, “a high percent-
age of the homes I sell are 
older people moving back to 
the mainland to get adequate 
medical care. We are choos-
ing between living where 
we love and staying alive.”

Another said, “I had two 
of my doctors leave or reduce 
their hours. My primary care 
doctor left so I’m being cared 
for by a nurse practitioner. 
My dermatologist has also 
reduced her office hours.”

Many respondents so far 
have pointed out an appar-
ent shortage of doctors, 
including specialists, and 
the hardships that come with 
having to fly to Oahu or 
even out-of-state for care.

The vision of Access to 
Care is a community-focused 
health care collaborative 
that ensures everyone on 
Hawaii Island has time-
ly access to quality health 
care, close to home.

Hawaii Island residents 
are encouraged to share their 
experience with the health 
care and social service sys-
tems via a simple, fast and 
100% anonymous survey. 
Residents can also take the 
survey at pop-up events at 
participating grocery stores 
and farmers markets across 
the island throughout the 
month of November.

Everyone’s voice mat-
ters. When you fill out the 
survey, it’s a chance to call 
out the needs you see and 
the gaps you want fixed — 
for yourself, your family 
and your community. It’s a 
chance to get the resources 
your neighborhood, town, 

district or community needs.
Survey results will be 

shared with policymakers, 
health care systems and 
social service providers so 
they can work together to 
streamline services, identify 
gaps in care and effect real 
change across the island.

Ultimately, the hope is 
that providers from across the 
island can work together to 
develop centers of excellence 
and increase their capac-
ity to serve more patients 
locally, while residents feel 
empowered by their health 
care options and understand 
the benefits of local care.

As a mahalo, we’ll be 
giving out $250 grocery 
gift cards via a random-
ized drawing in recognition 
of survey participation.

Take the survey, and add 
your voice to the stories that 
will shape health care on 
Hawaii Island for the future at 
www.accesstocarehawaii.org.

Randy Kurohara is executive 
director of Community First, a 
nonprofit that serves as a neutral 
forum for the community to come 
together and as a catalyst for solu-
tions to improve health and lower 
medical costs on Hawaii Island.
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Child tax 
credit is an 
investment 

in the future

■ Their View

Children are good. They 
may be sticky, loud 
and misbehaved. But 

that doesn’t make children, in 
themselves, any less good. It 
just makes them children — the 
adorable, needy, frustrating, 
chaotic and absolutely irreplace-
able building blocks of society, 
and of human civilization itself.

But children are also costly. 
It’s not just about money, though 
money’s certainly part of it. 

Even if you shop for dis-
count groceries and sec-
ondhand clothes and used 
books and so on, it adds up. 
Health care. Education. 

And car seats, oh, 
the car seats.

Children are also costly in 
terms of time, energy and focus. 

It can be hard for parents 
to find time for their own pas-
sions, and to maintain their 
shared relationship, which is 
the beating heart of the home. 
And even the kindest and most 
compliant children occupy a 
great deal of their parents’ wor-
ry and attention — and some-
times drive them simply batty.

It goes without saying that 
the joy of children — their 
own guileless glee and what 
they inspire in others — far 
outweighs all these costs. But 
more importantly from a pub-
lic policy perspective, they 
are absolutely essential to 
the continuation of our soci-
ety, economy and culture.

That is why families need-
ed and deserved the federal 
child tax credit while the 
COVID-19 crisis was at its 
worst, and also why the program 
should be made permanent.

Since July, families have 
been receiving $300 a month 
for every child up to 5 years 
old, and $250 for kids 6 to 17. 
The credit is available to all 
families regardless of employ-
ment, but begins to phase out at 
certain high levels of income. 

The pending Build Back 
Better bill would extend this 
arrangement through 2022; 
a separate bill introduced 
by Sen. Bob Casey (D-Pa.) 
would make it permanent.

Distributing the credit 
monthly has turned it into a 
kind of child allowance that 
has transformed many fam-
ilies’ monthly budgets. 

While economists are deeply 
divided on the full magnitude 
of the impact, it’s clear that 
there are fewer families in dire 
straits than this time last year. 
But even for middle class fam-
ilies, the credit has given some 
breathing room — a respite 
from creeping precarity.

While this kind of monthly 
payment to families is new in 
the United States, it’s hardly 
a novelty around the world.

According to UNICEF, 
108 nations pay their fami-
lies a monthly allowance to 
help them with child rearing. 
And some more aggressive 
pro-natalist policies, like 
Hungary’s, have shown mod-
est success at reversing long-
term declines in birth rates.

Finally, while there is evi-
dence that some parents are 
dropping out of the workforce 
due to the windfall, if they’re 
using their freedom to spend 
more time with their children, 
that’s a positive effect of the 
policy, not a negative one. 

Not all socially valuable 
work is compensat-
ed by the market.

We invest in the future 
all the time in the form sci-
ence, technology, the envi-
ronment, and so on. 

In the child tax credit, we 
invest in the actual human 
beings who will make all those 
other investments worthwhile.

— Pittsburgh Post-Gazette
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One of the things I am 
most in awe of on a 
day-to-day basis is the 

resilience of our students at 
UH-Hilo. That resilience has 
been even more on display in 
the last many months as life’s 
challenges have intersected 
with the various COVID-
caused challenges, including 
reduced social and physical 
contact, strained finances, and 
anxiety over the pandemic 
itself and the vulnerabilities 
of our families and friends.

We have seen the resil-
ience of the human body, 
as friends and family have 
had to deal with illness at a 
moment when health resourc-
es are strained. The body, 
generally naturally resilient, 
needs help from treatments, 
medicines and vaccines, as 
we confront new diseases 
and conditions. Throughout 
it all, our researchers and 
health care professionals have 
tapped into their own resil-
ience with lives on the line.

The pandemic has also 
tested the resilience of our 
institutions as we have had 
to find new ways of doing 
business. Restaurants pivoted 
to carry-out in order to make 
up for the lack of in-person 
customers; stores, schools 
and offices became adept at 
sanitizing and distancing. 

We have had to do more 
and more online, which 
has strained our broadband 
systems and pointed out the 
need to improve them. Along 
the way, employees of these 
businesses and institutions 
have also demonstrated resil-
ience. We have witnessed first 
responders get up time and 
time again after working long 
hours. Our faculty and staff 
have exercised creativity, dili-
gence and skill to pivot to the 
online environment and now 
easing back into safe face-
to-face learning and service.

One of the bright spots of 
these times has been witness-
ing the resilience of our natu-
ral environment as both flora 
and fauna have thrived in 
the absence of overuse. Our 
ocean species have become 
more comfortable returning to 
coastal waters; our plant spe-
cies have been able to grow 
again in areas that are not 
being trampled underfoot. I 
read a book several years ago 

called “The World Without 
Us.” The author explores the 
ways in which nature would 
overtake cities if people were 
not in the way. He specu-
lated that the process would 
happen rather quickly if we 
were no longer manipulating 
the world around us. Yet, our 
climate scientists warn us that 
nature may lose some of that 
resilience if we continue to 
abuse it. Thus, we must learn 
from what we have witnessed 
in the pandemic as well as 
listening closely to our indig-
enous experts about what 
we can do to safeguard this 
beautiful place we call home.

Ideally, we would not need 
nature to be so resilient. It 
could just thrive alongside 
us, not despite us. It would 
be great if people did not 
have to be so resilient, too. 
Those same students I praise 
because of their strength and 
resilience should not have 
to fight so hard to thrive 
either in life or college.

Our institutions will need 
to continue being resilient 
and adaptable, changing as 
the needs of people change, 
new opportunities arise, and 
new discoveries are made. We 
can continue to work to rede-
sign those institutions, how-
ever, in such a way that the 
people who make them work 

can thrive in their roles with-
out having to overtax their 
stores of personal resilience. 
We are mentally tough, but 
just like our human bodies, 
our personal inner strength 
often needs some support.

Well-designed systems of 
care and reinforcement can 
allow the people who run 
our services and institutions 
to find balance in their own 
lives. Similarly, those we 
serve will benefit from people 
who are energized rather than 
tired, and who are thriving 
rather than merely surviv-
ing. I am grateful for what 
I am seeing in terms of this 
kind of institutional change, 
lessons learned from the 
challenges of the pandemic.

As we enter Thanksgiving 
week, I am also grateful for 
the resilience of our people, 
our institutions and our envi-
ronment. This week some 
of us will be able to rest 
a bit, relax a bit, recharge 
and restore that store of 
resilience we have been 
drawing upon for so long. 
I also hope for a world and 
a time in which we can all 
be flourishing, but perhaps 
need a little less resilience.

Bonnie D. Irwin is chancel-
lor of the University of Hawaii 
at Hilo. Her column appears 
monthly in the Tribune-Herald.
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