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Aloha, 

I have attached my testimony for the Board of Regents meeting on November 16, 2017. 

Mahalo, 
Tom 

--  
Tom W. Iwanicki 
Department of Biology 
University of Hawai'i at Mānoa 
Honolulu, HI, USA 
c: 808-745-8013 
tomiwanicki.wix.com/iwanickiresearchpage 
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Date: November 14, 2017 

 

To: University of Hawaiʻi Board of Regents 

 Wayne Higaki, Chair 

 

From: Tom Iwanicki 

 Department of Biology, Zoology Graduate Program 

 Graduate Student Organization, Employment and Compensation Chair 

 

Re: Testimony in SUPPORT for the Fiscal Year 2018-2019 Supplemental Operating Budget 

Request 

 

Dear Chair Higaki and Members of the Board of Regents: 

 

 

I am writing in FAVOR of the Fiscal Year 2017-2018 Supplemental Operating Budget Request. 

 

 Graduate assistants perform a diverse set of essential university services while employed 

at the University of Hawai’i at Mānoa (UHM). 

 Graduate assistants at UHM have not seen a significant pay increase in years. 

 Cost of living for graduate assistants at UHM is significantly higher than at peer and 

benchmark institutions, and when coupled with low wages, poses a serious barrier to 

entry for prospective graduate assistants from low income backgrounds. 

 This salary increase will help alleviate some financial stress many graduate assistants are 

currently facing. 

 Many graduate assistants work part-time off campus to afford the high cost of living in 

Hawai’i. Food insecurity is a serious challenge facing many graduate assistants. 

Competitive wages are good for productivity, will encourage prospective graduate 

assistants to study at UHM, and improve retention and time to graduation. 

 

HOWEVER, I am concerned about the process leading to this request. Were graduate assistants 

part of the decision making process? Details of how the $2.85 million salary increase will be 

distributed are not readily available. Though unofficial, I was informed all graduate assistants at 

UHM would be paid at a minimum step 10. How did the authors arrive at step 10 as an 

appropriate minimum? The living wage in Honolulu County is estimated to be approximately 

$33,000 annually, a far-cry from step 10 salary. Regular step increases and cost of living 

adjustments should be included in the request. Furthermore, a salary increase is not a panacea to 

the problems facing graduate assistants at UHM. The process should have included active 

involvement with graduate assistants and consultation with the Graduate Student Organization. 

Graduate assistants have a right to be involved in the process of determining what is best for 

them. 

 

If approved, the proposed salary increase will be small victory in a larger narrative of graduate 

assistants and their continued struggle to realize the constitutional right to collectively organize. 

 


