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STATE OF HAWAII
KA MOKU‘ĀINA O HAWAI‘I 
DEPARTMENT OF LABOR AND INDUSTRIAL RELATIONS
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HONOLULU, HAWAI‘I 96813
https://labor.hawaii.gov/wdc/
Phone: (808) 586-8815 / Fax: (808) 586-8822
Email: dlir.workforce.council@hawaii.gov

HAWAII WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT COUNCIL
SPECIAL PROJECTS COMMITTEE MEETING

Minutes

Date:			Monday, June 22, 2026
	
Time:			10:00 am to 11:00 am
  
In-Person		Princess Ruth Ke’elikolani Building
Meeting 		830 Punchbowl Street, Room 317
Location:		Honolulu, Hawai’i 96813

Agenda:		The agenda was posted to the State electronic calendars as required by
§92-7(b), Hawai‘i Revised Statutes (“HRS”)

Board Meeting	Meeting materials are available for review at
Materials:		https://labor.hawaii.gov/wdc/meeting-docs/

Attendees:		

· Members Present:
		
Gina Woo Anonuevo, Committee Chair
Cheryl Cross, Committee Vice Chair
Keith DeMello, Workforce Development Council (WDC) Chair
Rossella Guardascione, WDC Council Member
David Rodriguez, WDC Council Member
Douglas Chang, WDC Council Member
Nalani Brun, WDC Council Member
Jason Benn, WDC Council Member
Sean Knox, WDC Council Member
Benson Medina, WDC Council Member
Lea Dias, WDC Council Member
Ashleigh Loa, WDC Council Member
Wanelle Kaneshiro, WDC Council Member
George Denise, WDC Council Member
Jade Rojas-Letisi, WDC Council Member

· Staff and Guests:

Bennette Misalucha, Executive Director, WDC
Jeanne Ohta, Employment Specialist, WDC
Margaret Miura, Program Specialist, WDC
Tyrone Apolinar, Program Specialist, WDC
Alexander Ozawa, Senator Moriwaki’s Office
James Tokioka, Director of the Hawai’i Department of Business, Economic Development and Tourism 	(DBEDT)
Sarah Guay, Hawai’i Employers Council
Jeannie Lum, Hawai’i Chamber of Commerce
Tom Jones, Gyotaku  Restaurants
Lei Ana Green, Workforce Development Division
Juli Chun, University of Hawai’i (UH) Community Colleges (UHCC)
Kat Andrews, Department of Veteran Affairs
Chrissy Kuahine, Waianae Coast Comprehensive Health Center
Ryan Mandado, Hawai’i Department of Education
Umma Berkelman, Hawai’i Technology Development Corporation (HTDC), DBEDT
Gloria Niles, UH System
Ron Comeau-Freitas, Ala Mona Hotel
Noel Hakoda
Nicolette Van Der Lee
Samantha Larson
Christine Beaule
Ernie Wilson
Lui Hokoana
Guillaume Maman
Su Lazo
Alex Harris
Val Oishi
Martha Om
Vincent Kimura
Tamara Addison

· Excused:

Derek Kanehira, Committee Vice Chair

I. [Video 00:00:15] The meeting was called to order by Gina Woo Anonuevo, Employer Engagement Committee Chair, at 10:03 am. 

II. [Video 00:02:30] Listening Session 1 (Hospitality Sector)

Chair Gina Woo Anonuevo provided an overview of the upcoming 8‑part Listening Session Series, which will focus on the following sectors: hospitality, construction, defense, energy, healthcare, IT and technology, the public sector, and general services. The sessions will run through early September. Each session will center on three key topics:

1. Current workforce and workplace trends
2. Employer awareness and use of Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA) resources and services
3. Employer readiness for the growing use of Artificial Intelligence (AI)

Insights gathered from these discussions will inform the qualitative component of the Hawaii Employers Pulse Survey. The goal is to conduct this survey annually to build a clearer, ongoing understanding of employer experiences, challenges, opportunities, and overall outlook across Hawaii.

[Video 00:05:15] Chair Gina Woo Anonuevo introduced Sarah Guay, Hawai’i Employers Council, who moderated the listening session. 

Sarah introduced the panelist for the session: Ron Camille Freitas from Ala Moana Hotel, Tom Jones from Gyukaku Restaurants, and Doug Chang from Ritz-Carlton Turtle Bay to discuss current workforce challenges and future opportunities.

Panelists highlighted ongoing difficulties attracting and retaining leadership and skilled workers, particularly in finance, accounting, engineering, and culinary roles. They noted that food service careers have become less appealing to younger workers since COVID‑19, resulting in fewer qualified applicants. High living costs and competition from other industries continue to intensify hiring challenges.

The group discussed significant issues in recruiting and retaining entry‑level restaurant staff. Tom noted that many applicants enter the process with unrealistic expectations and limited understanding of hospitality career pathways. Ron and Doug emphasized that the job market has become increasingly competitive, with candidates often receiving multiple offers. Ritz‑Carlton Turtle Bay has responded by shortening its hiring timeline and integrating AI tools to improve screening and scheduling.

Branding and recruitment challenges were also addressed. Ron shared that Ritz‑Carlton benefits from strong brand recognition, while smaller properties face limitations due to scale. He detailed partnerships with UH athletes, community colleges, and high school programs, though success in culinary recruitment has been limited. Doug acknowledged that many employers lack awareness of available workforce resources.

Panelists discussed existing and emerging workforce development strategies. Tom highlighted the role of personal connections, school partnerships, and community organizations in building awareness. He also shared the success of their high school recruitment program, which currently places two student workers in each restaurant.
Funding and training needs were also discussed. Ron stressed the importance of leadership and supervisor development, particularly training focused on transferable leadership skills and empathy. Doug pointed to the Employee Training Fund and expanded internship opportunities as potential solutions, while noting the cost burden internships place on employers. Transportation remained a significant barrier for rural workers with early or late shifts.

The group also explored AI integration in hospitality. Doug and Tom highlighted how rural geography impacts workforce availability, while Ron shared that his hotel is testing AI for phone and reservation services to increase efficiency. Panelists agreed that AI can support administrative tasks but emphasized the need to preserve human interaction and guest service quality. They also raised concerns about AI security, union issues around job protection, and the need to ensure both employees and AI systems uphold Hawaii’s unique hospitality values.

III. [Video 00:56:58] Next Meeting

Tentatively scheduled for Thursday, July 2, 2026, at 10:00 am.

IV. [Video 00:57:28] Adjournment

Meeting adjourned at 11:00 am.

2

image1.png




