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INTRODUCTION

Pacific Business News is pleased to launch a new recognition program for, 
and about, Hawaii’s high-tech community, Titans of Technology.

Honorees were recognized Thursday at a reception at The Modern 
Honolulu. Here you can read all about the finalists and winners across four 
categories. Honorees were selected by the PBN leadership team from 
among nominees submitted to us online.

Congratulations to Hawaii’s Titans of Technology!

– Titans of Technology: Leaders
– Recognizes individuals who have helped advance

the sector through their business activities or
community efforts, or both.

– Titans of Technology: Company
– Recognizes businesses that either developed new

technologies or that transformed their operations
through the adoption of technology.

– Titans of Technology: Startup
– Is for the youngest, most entrepreneurial tech

companies just getting off the ground.

– Titans of Technology: Hall of Fame
– Recognizes individuals who have made major and

long-term commitments to advancing Hawaii’s
technology sector, through their businesses and
in the community.

A. KAM NAPIER
EDITOR-IN-CHIEF
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HALL OF FAME

 HONOREE

DENNIS 
HIROTA

For our debut Titans of Tech recognition program, we 
looked for a Hall of Fame honoree who would set the tone 
for the years to come. Someone who not only advanced 
their own careers and business through technology, but 
who has been working consistently to lift Hawaii itself to 
new technological heights.

We found that person in Dennis Hirota, 
president of the civil engineering firm his 
father started, Sam O. Hirota, Inc.

That progress on both fronts has 
been Dennis Hirota’s priority for nearly 
half a century. For example, in the late 

1970s, the firm was doing a lot of calculation work, 
especially flood calculations for the Federal Emergen-
cy Management Agency, Hirota said.

“To do it, we were spending $10,000 or $11,000 a 
month at the Bank of Hawaii computing center,” he 
said. “I thought, why are we doing this when we can 
buy our own big machine? I priced it out and it was 
going to be $5,600 a month.”

Hirota talked the bank into losing the firm as a 
computer customer but gaining it as a loan customer, 
financing its purchase of the computer.

Immediately, the firm made it available to students 
at the University of Hawaii School of Architecture.

“We brought students into our office because we 
had the only machine like that in town,” said Hirota, 
who was teaching classes at the School of Architec-
ture at the time.

The firm continues to specialize in a high-tech 
niche, securing exclusive rights to surveying technol-
ogy from Switzerland, Austria and Germany.

“For last 48 years, basically we have attempted to 
make the engineering, surveying and imaging business 
one where we’re giving that exploratory and advanced 
development to our client base,” Hirota said. “And 
we’ve been very fortunate over the last — this is the 
56th year of my dad starting the company — giving 
clients our ability to help them produce engineering 
projects more efficiently.”

The technology has been put to use for a wide 
range of public and private clients. The firm’s portfolio 
includes intensive mapping of the Kona Village area fol-
lowing the 2011 tsunami, a pavement condition study 
for the City & County of Honolulu, erosion control for 
the Omidyar K-1 Neighborhood at Punahou School, and 
more. Sam O. Hirota Inc. has undertaken more than 
1,000 civil engineering projects, with budgets ranging 
from $20,000 to $300 million.

The firm’s very first project was the H-3 freeway. 
Sam Hirota had been deputy director of Transporta-
tion for the state under Gov. William Quinn but he felt 
he could not stay on after John Burns took office, since 
he had worked for Quinn’s re-election. Burns persuad-
ed him to stay for a six-month transition, and when 
Hirota then formed his own firm, Burns gave him his 
first job — design and engineering work for the free-

way connecting Marine Corp Base Hawaii in Kaneohe 
with Pearl Harbor.

Hirota recalls his father losing his state job as a lucky 
break for him, in that it pushed him as an engineering 
student at the University of Michigan to get a job to 
help the family make ends meet. That in turn led to a 
grant-paid masters degree and then a doctorate. It also 
led to a draft deferment for the Air Force ROTC mem-
ber, who would, instead of shipping out to Vietnam, 
spend three years working at the Air Force Weapons 
lab developing the work that had been his Ph.D. focus: 
environmental waste.

Signs of this commitment to tech are apparent all 
over the firm’s office, where 3D visors, a gold Xbox 
controller for a massive flat-screen monitor, wooden 
tripods and brass theodolites sit side-by-side with a 
refrigerator-sized 3D printer.

As an advocate for tech in Hawaii, Hirota has been 
a founding sponsor of the Punahou robotics team (he’s 
an alumnus there); a University of Hawaii regent from 
2008 to 2012 with the Office of Mauna Kea Manage-
ment helping to establish the Thirty-Meter Telescope 
as well as establish the UH Cancer Center; the Dean’s 
Advisory Counsel for the UH College of Engineering; 
and more.

“When I was a Regent, I was on the science and 
technology judging group for the state Science Fair,” 
he recalled. “And I made a point to talk to every single 
student to know where they were going to school. As 
a Regent, my belief was that we had to make UH just 
as important as every other school in the country — 
and it could be.”

His professional service has included serving as 
national director and president of the American Con-
sulting Engineering Companies of Hawaii. In 2009, he 
was named Engineer of the Year by the Hawaii Society 
of Professional Engineers.

What drives his advocacy for all of Hawaii is his 
feeling that, “this community deserves more and bet-
ter. The only way you can attempt to do that is to get 
involved.”

Hawaii’s hope in holding its ground on a global lev-
el, he said, rests with education at all levels — public 
and private, from kindergarten to college.

“There are going to be even more new things com-
ing and what is education going to do? Allow their stu-
dents — public, private and the universities — be less 
competitive?,” he said. “Because there’s a monster 
world out there.”

W

President, Sam O. Hirota, Inc. 

Samhirota.com

BY A. KAM NAPIER 
knapier@bizjournals.com
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except a very large, bureaucratic 
company? Public education is still 
built on a 19th-century factory 
production model, overlaid with 
20th-century unionism. The last 
thing it is built to do is radically 
change and in fact, stability and 
predictability are highly prized.

This predictability certainly 
benefits the workers in the system, 
who are shielded from disruption 
and from competitive pressure. I’m 
sure teachers feel plenty disrupted 
by ever-changing pedagogy and 
policy but I’m talking about the 
kind of disruption where you come 
to work and find out your job has 
been redefined or eliminated.

More significantly, but too 
seldom discussed — parents prize 
that stability and predictability, and 
that’s a huge obstacle to change.

Innovation offers better, faster, 
cheaper products and outcomes, 
but not necessarily stability or 
predictability. I mean, when was 
the last time you updated your 
Myspace page? How many smart 
phones have you burned through 
in the past 10 years, each one better 
and faster than the last? That’s 
just on the consumer side. For the 
business-owner and employee side, 
how much churn is there in high 
tech, with companies launching, 
growing, downsizing, rightsizing, 
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OPINION
Pacific Business News welcomes letters to the editor

Send letters to Pacific Business News 
737 Bishop St., Suite 1590  Honolulu, HI 96813 

pacific@bizjournals.com

TECH AND EDUCATION
We’re very excited about the debut 
this week of our Titans of Tech 
recognition event and cover story. 
It’s overdue, because while Hawaii’s 
tech scene has been relatively 
small, it has been impactful and has 
become essential.

At the same time, I’m worried, 
as are many of our honorees. We 
asked them what Hawaii needs to be 
competitive in a globalized economy 
of technology and innovation 
and over and over, they said it all 
comes down to education. From 
kindergarten through college, the 
whole thing needs to be reinvented.

Can it, though? 
Patrick Sullivan, founder and 

CEO of Oceanit, said in our cover 
story, “Large companies have 
stability and better predictability, 
compared to undercapitalized small 
firms. However, I’m not convinced 
large companies do have the 
advantage when it comes to impact. 
Today, the collision of markets 
and innovation drive business 
kinetics. Most large entities struggle 
to innovate fast enough to be 
competitive. Large companies focus 
on protecting their franchise and 
brand, believing their brand will 
guarantee survival. They are built to 
manage and so struggle to innovate, 
where innovation becomes 
synonymous with risk. What 
they overlook is that they actually 
increase risk by not innovating.”

He wasn’t talking about 
education, that’s a leap I’m 
making here. The question he was 
answering was about whether large 
companies have advantages over 
small startups. He sees critical ways 
in which they do not. And what is 
the state Department of Education 

A. Kam Napier
Editor-In-Chief’s Notebook
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Can education keep up with tech?

Pacific Business News welcomes letters from readers. We reserve the right to edit for space and/or clarity. All letters must be typewritten or emailed and include 
the writer’s name, address and phone number. Mail to: Pacific Business News, 737 Bishop St., Suite 1590, Honolulu, HI 96813. Send via the Pacific Business News 
website at PacificBusinessNews.com. Submissions become the property of PBN and may not be published or used in any other medium.

R WHAT DO YOU THINK?

shutting down? 
People in tech expect and 

respect the power of that churn to 
bring about radical improvements. 
They use the free-market term 
“creative destruction” to describe 
it because they’ve made their 
peace with the fact that doing 
new things necessarily means old 
things go away — destruction is an 
unavoidable side effect of creativity.

To prepare Hawaii for this kind 
of change and rapid birth-death-
rebirth cycle, the institution of 
education itself has to become 
more like tech sector. It has to. 
How many people in Hawaii really 
have the stomach for that, though? 
Something like 90 percent of 
startups fail. Truly creative, bold 
educational experiments are going 
to fail. Will Hawaii parents go 
for this when one of things they 
value about school is the reliable, 
predictable day-care it provides? 
Governors and superintendents can 
talk about the vital need to make 
the schools truly innovative, but are 
they willing to tell the education 
workforce, “By the way, this means 
most of you will change jobs every 
couple of years and a good many of 
you will be told to leave if you can’t 
keep up?”

SHOW’S OVER, MILLENNIALS!
If the press releases I receive from 
all across the nation are any guide, 
tastemakers and trendhunters are 
just about done with millennials. 
The new demographic hotness is 
Generation Z.

In fact, Generation Z may be the 
most important generation in the 
whole world right now!

“Gen Z is poised to be even 
more influential than millennials,” 
said the publicity materials for 
Gregg L. Witt, co-author of “The 
Gen Z Frequency: How Brands 
Tune In and Build Credibility.” “An 
estimated 1.9 billion people, or 27 
percent of the global population 
make up this demographic, which is 
projected to be the largest consumer 
demographic in history.”

Who the heck is Generation 
Z? People born between the mid-

1990s to the mid-2000s, so roughly 
anyone 13 to 23. You know, “kids 
these days,” in high school or 
college. Millennials are now aged 
23 to 38, roughly speaking because 
no one can agree on exact dates for 
millennials or Gen Z.

The fact that the boundaries 
are so vague is a hint that these 
generational breakdowns are hardly 
an exact science. New people get 
born every day, at what point can 
you say one set of years sets any of 
them apart from anyone else? 

It’s demographic astrology. One 
of the futures people are trying to 
predict is how much stuff they can 
sell to these people while they’re 
still the newest consumers around. 
Another is, what will they be like 
as employees? The articles we’re 
seeing, and will see many more of, 
attempt to offer certainty, as if it 
could be safely said that 1.9 billion 
people could be understood in a 
listicle.

So millennials, sorry to say, 
you’re no longer the favorite 
generation. When you’re pushing 
40, no one cares what you buy. On 
the bright side, you can now join 
the rest of us exclaiming that kids 
these days are just the worst!

STRANGE LIGHTS IN THE SKY 3
I last talked about the city’s 
conversion to LED streetlights 
in October, this may be my 
last thoughts on the subject as 
the conversion is now nearly 
complete in my McCully-Moiliili 
neighborhood. I’m accustomed 
to looking out from my lanai 
and seeing a field of golden stars, 
extending left and right along 
Kapiolani Boulevard, back into 
Manoa Valley, draping the ridges of 
Tantalus and St. Louis Heights. Each 
gold star a streetlight.

The stars are gone. All you see is 
the cold, ghostly silvery glow these 
new lights spread on the streets, on 
the buildings. It looks like a partial 
blackout. The city looks darker.

I don’t know, maybe this will cut 
down on light pollution and we’ll be 
able to see the real stars better. For 
now, it’s weird. 

PHOTO BY EUGENE TANNER

Patrick Sullivan
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Celebrate those contributing to a culture of technology leadership and innovation in Hawaii. Join Pacific Business News 
for the inaugural Titans of Technology Awards cocktail reception. These awards honor the islands outstanding technology 

professionals as well as companies and organizations embracing the use of technology. 

CompuTant
DRFortress

Hawaiian Telcom
Holu Energy LLC

Hui Car Share,  
Servco Mobility Lab LLC

Oceanit
Rehab Hospital of the Pacific

simplicityHR by ALTRES

MATTHEW CHAPMAN 
Associate Professor 

University of Hawaii West Oahu

AARON DENGLER 
Engineering Faculty 

Punahou School

BURT LUM 
Broadband Strategy Officer 

DBEDT

PATRICK SULLIVAN 
President, Oceanit

HABIBUR “FRANCIS” TULU 
CEO, CompuTant

KELLY UEOKA 
President, Pacxa

aXessPoint
Blue Planet Energy
Carbon Lighthouse

HealthTechApps, Inc.
Jun Innovations, Inc.

Kuehnle  
AgroSystems Inc.

Smart Yields

2019 TITANS OF TECHNOLOGY HALL OF FAME HONOREE

DENNIS HIROTA  
PRESIDENT, SAM O. HIROTA, INC.

FEBRUARY 28, 2019    4:00PM TO 7:00PM    THE MODERN HONOLULU

STARTUPLEADERSCOMPANY

EVENT INFORMATION

4:00PM Registration/Networking      5:00PM Welcome Remarks/Presentation of Awards

5:45PM Cocktail Reception- Complimentary Beer, Wine, and Heavy Pupu      7:00PM Event Concludes
Attire - Business/Aloha

FOR REGISTRATION AND TABLE PACKAGE INFORMATION

bizjournals.com/pacific/event/163325

/ SUPPORTING ORGANIZATIONS / / FEATURED NONPROFIT / / AWARDS PARTNER /




