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This trade war with 
Canada is not the 
first. Forty-five years 

ago, Maine potato farmers 
piled rotten potatoes at 
their state’s borders with 
New Brunswick. Blocking 
nine crossings, the Mainers 
accused Canada of unfairly 
subsidizing its potato grow-
ers, thus driving down the 
prices they could get.

The Maine potato indus-
try had problems other than 
Canada, namely poor soil 
management and competi-
tion from a place called 
Idaho. To the growers’ great 
hurt, lobster joints in the 
tourist meccas along the  
Atlantic Coast were posting 
signs that read, “Maine lob-
sters, Idaho potatoes.” They 
seemed unaware that their 
own state was a major pro-
ducer of spuds.

The potato war ended up 
more a skirmish than a war. 
Nevertheless, 200 state 
troopers in riot gear were 
posted at the border cross-

ings to prevent violence. 
One group of farmers 
burned the Canadian flag.

But little personal hatred 
was involved. A reporter 
from the Canadian Broad-
casting Company covering 
the confrontation concluded 
that the Americans were 
“not mad at Canadians.” 
One leader of the demon-
stration, a Maine farmer 
named Mike Brown, noted 
that his own grandfather 
had grown potatoes on 
Prince Edward Island.

It’s 45 years later, and a 
transcontinental trade war 
with Canada, declared by 

Donald Trump, has broken 
out. Communities on the 
U.S. side of the border are 
incapable of feeling, much 
less joining, Trump’s cru-
sade to make villains out of 
their Canadian neighbors. 
They see these efforts to 
vandalize good relations as 
an attack not only on their 
economies but also on tradi-
tions of friendship. Border 
towns from the Atlantic to 
the Pacific are joining in mu-
tual defense. 

A small sampling: Mas-
sena, N.Y., and Cornwall,  
Ontario; Blaine, Wash., and 
Surrey, British Columbia; 
Skagway, Alaska, and White-
horse, Yukon.

Meanwhile, Maine potato 
growers have changed 
sides. They are complaining 
to Sen. Susan Collins that 
Trump’s tariffs drive up 
prices for seed and equip-
ment. The Maine Republican 
warned on the Senate floor 
that they would cause terri-
ble harm to a variety of busi-
nesses in her state.

The trade war is hurting 
the fishing and lobster busi-
nesses. And along the more 
glamorous coastline, it is 

decimating tourism. The 
picturesque coastal town of 
Ogunquit, Maine, for one, is 
reported empty of the Cana-
dian tourists who keep busi-
ness flowing in what is 
otherwise the off-season.

Up north, it is also threat-
ening the Twin Rivers paper 
mill in Madawaska, just 
across the St. John River 
from Edmundston in New 
Brunswick. The Twin Rivers 
Paper Company website 
notes that “the Madawaska 

Paper Mill is part of the inte-
grated East Papers pulp and 
paper complex that includes 
the Edmundston Pulp Mill.”

Trump has turned what 
both Madawaska and Ed-
mundston saw as an eco-
nomic advantage into a 
chaotic mess sure to cost 
both places. Collins said the 
trade war would “devastate” 
the Madawaska mill.

Speaking of Madawaska, I 
have a story. We once drove 
across the “international” 
bridge toward Edmundston. 
On the other side, we were 
confronted by the Canadian 
border patrol. It was one 
guy in a booth. The officer 
asked whether we had this, 
this or that in the trunk. Our 
answer was no, no and no.

Finally, he locked his eyes 
on us and sternly asked 
whether we were bringing 
alcohol across the border. 
Our answer again was no. 
Then the officer broke into a 
big smile and said, “Well, go 
back and get some.”

It turned out that because 
alcohol taxes were lower in 
Maine, it had become a Ca-
nadian custom to buy booze 
in Madawaska and bring it 
home.

It’s hard to see these two 
peoples hating one another. 
There are genuine trade is-
sues, but Trump’s efforts to 
crank up the rage machine 
have failed to produce re-
sults. To locals, they are 
nuts.

Prickly City >> By Scott Stantis
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Trump’s toxic reach stops 
cold at the Canadian border

By Keith Regan

The state’s Department of 
Accounting and General 
Services (DAGS) recently is-

sued a request for proposals 
(RFP) to support the Enterprise 
Financial System (EFS) project — 
a $68 million effort to overhaul 
the state’s outdated financial sys-
tem that drives key functions of 
our government.

Major information technology 
(IT) projects like this one can sig-
nificantly modernize government 
and improve efficiency. But with-
out a methodical, well-planned 
approach, these complex initia-
tives often fall short of expecta-
tions.

When we buy new technology 
for personal use, the stakes are 
relatively low — we might spend 
a few hours researching and still 
end up with a good experience. 
But implementing an enter-

prise-wide financial 
system for an entire 
state government is a 
different undertaking 
altogether. These proj-
ects not only involve 
intricate software up-
grades but also a 
sweeping transforma-
tion in how govern-
ment operates.

Recognizing this, 
Gov. Josh Green and 
the state Legislature 
appropriated $31 mil-
lion last year to jump-
start the project. 
Legislators understood the urgent 
need to replace Hawaii’s 55-year-
old accounting system and saw 
the value of managing our nearly 
$20 billion annual budget with 
greater accuracy and transpar-
ency.

Since then, we have been dili-
gently preparing an RFP that will 

ensure we launch this 
critical upgrade on 
solid footing. This year, 
DAGS also requested 
additional funding in 
the biennium budget to 
support next steps.

As federal support 
continues to decline 
and major downsizing 
occurs in key federal 
departments, Hawaii’s 
need for precise, effi-
cient and adaptable fi-
nancial tools becomes 
even more essential. 
The new system will 

enable departments to share de-
tailed, real-time financial data, em-
powering lawmakers to make 
more informed decisions and en-
suring a more balanced and ac-
countable state budget.

Our transformation journey be-
gan by defining a clear vision: 
where we are now, where we want 

to be and how we plan to get 
there. That meant reexamining 
outdated processes and reimagin-
ing how technology can better 
support our goals.

We engaged in extensive con-
versations with accounting and 
fiscal staff from every department 
to map out their workflows. Un-
derstanding the day-to-day expe-
riences of our users ensures the 
new system meets their needs 
and earns their buy-in. We also in-
vited these staff members to at-
tend vendor demonstrations, 
allowing them to see firsthand the 
kinds of tools they may soon be 
using.

Preparing for this transforma-
tion has required significant time, 
effort and investment. We’ve 
made a concerted effort to pre-
pare our employees for what lies 
ahead, and we continue to assess 
our readiness at every stage.

Now that the RFP is live, we’re 

looking forward to reviewing ven-
dor proposals. We’ve invited a 
cross-section of state staff and ex-
perts with private-sector transfor-
mation experience to participate 
in the evaluation process — en-
suring we make the most in-
formed decisions on software 
selection and systems integration.

Once a vendor is selected and 
contracts are in place, we antici-
pate a three-year implementation 
process. By taking the time now 
to plan deliberately — to “go slow 
to go fast” — we are setting our-
selves up for success.

Done right, this transformation 
will benefit not only government 
employees, but all of Hawaii — 
residents, businesses and non-
profits alike. 

A more modern, transparent 
and responsive financial system 
will help us better serve the pub-
lic, today and for generations to 
come.

By Daniela Spoto

A s inflation continues to out-
pace wages and cuts to 
federal programs loom, Ha-

waii faces an unprecedented food 
insecurity crisis. Nearly 1 in 3 
households with children strug-
gles to put food on the 
table. In 2023, 9% of 
these households had 
children who skipped 
meals due to lack of 
food. For these chil-
dren, school meals 
may be the only bal-
anced meal they get in 
a day.

At a recent “Free 
Meals 4 All” commu-
nity forum at McKinley 
High School, teachers, 
parents and students 
recounted heart- 
wrenching stories of 
the challenges some 
students face at school.

One teacher shared the heart-
break she felt having to hand out 
bright yellow school lunch “debt 
slips” to her students at the begin-

ning of each week, noting the de-
feat in her students’ voices when 
they replied, “again?” knowing 
that they would not be able to get 
lunch that day. Another educator 
asked the audience, many of 
whom were teachers, how many 
had to buy snacks for students out 

of pocket; nearly half 
raised their hands. A 
7th-grader shared how 
she hid her negative 
lunch balance from her 
mother, knowing how 
hard her parents 
worked to keep six kids’ 
accounts full. No child 
should have to carry 
that worry.

In this post-pandemic 
economy, families are 
making impossible 
choices between pay-
ing rent, covering basic 
expenses and ensuring 
their children are fed. 

While federal programs exist to 
provide free or reduced-price 
meals for some students, they 
leave too many behind — particu-
larly in Hawaii, where the cost of 

living is among the highest in the 
nation.

Case in point: A family of four 
must make less than $47,000 per 
year to qualify for free school 
meals — but that’s less than half 
of what is needed to make ends 
meet. School meals cost about $75 
per student per month, which 
quickly adds up in households 
with multiple children.

The benefits of universal free 
school meals are undeniable. Stud-
ies show that when schools pro-
vide free meals to all students, 
attendance improves, academic 
performance rises and behavioral 
issues decline. A child who starts 
their day on an empty stomach 
cannot focus, cannot retain infor-
mation, and cannot reach their full 
potential.

However, hope is on the hori-
zon. Senate Bill 1300 would raise 
the income threshold for a family 
of four from $47,000 to $110,000, 
bringing relief in the form of free 
school meals to thousands more 
struggling families. The bill passed 
through the House Finance Com-
mittee with overwhelming com-
munity support. There was 
standing room only during the 
hearing, and more than 40 organi-
zations and 200 individuals sent in 
written testimony in support.

Expanding access to free school 
meals is not a financial impossibil-
ity — it’s simply a matter of priori-
ties. Eight other states have found 
ways to fund these programs, and 
Hawaii can, too. These states have 
made the commitment to feed 
their keiki because they under-
stand that feeding children is an 
investment in our future.

SB 1300 would be an enormous 
step in the right direction, putting 
Hawaii on a secure pathway to-
ward ensuring all our keiki can 
achieve and thrive during the 
school day and throughout their 
lifetimes.

New technology will improve management of state finances

Expand free school meals, because all keiki deserve to eat
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A student eats lunch at an elementary school in Haleyville, Ala.
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A digital billboard near Pittsburgh, paid for by the 
government of Canada, derides President Donald 
Trump’s tariff plan on March 26.


