MAYORAL CANDIDATE RESPONSES 

FROM MATT MIKLAVE

 

The Pledge:  

I understand that the DTC voted to ask each candidate running for office to sign a document (which I will call a pledge for want of a better word) to remain true to the principles of the Democratic Party.  While I appreciate the spirit in which that request was made (and I completely understand the history which led to it), I must respectfully decline the invitation.

If I am privileged to serve as Mayor, on my first day in office, I will take an oath to serve the people of this City – all of the people – those who voted for me, those who voted against me, and those who did not vote at all.  While I am a Democrat and have been one my entire adult voting life, I do not claim that any person or any party has a monopoly on wisdom or truth.  And I also know – as I have seen it in my own life – that ideas that were once accepted as being fixed and unquestionable, change over time.  

I subscribe to no orthodoxy – whether a party one or not.  I will simply do the best I can, every day, for as long as I can, to help lead this City forward.  

1.             Why do you want to run for the position of mayor? (Please explain with 100 words or less)
 
I am running for Mayor because I believe I have the experience, ability, integrity and vision to make a difference.  For the last 22 years, I have listened to politicians in both parties proclaim that change is just around the corner – and things have remained the same.  I have watched as we fight year-after-year over what we will cut in the budget, rather than what we spend and how we spend it to build a better city.  I have watched as we talk about the buildings we are going to build, rather than the jobs we are going to create.  I have listened as leaders proclaim that they support education while they undercut our students, teachers and administrators through their funding and spending decisions.  And while I have pointed out to both Democratic and Republican administrations how we can build a better community, a better future, leaders were unwilling or unable to embrace the change that is needed to tackle the issues facing our Community.  So after more than a decade of watching others fall short, I believe it is time to try to “be the change we wish to see in the world.”

 
2.             What is your relevant experience? (Please explain with 200 words or less)
 
I am an attorney and have been practicing law for almost thirty years.  During that time, I have represented schools and boards of education, police departments and fire departments, local governments and counties throughout the United States.  I have also represented private businesses, Fortune 500 corporations, and national and international corporations and non-profits.  During my career, I have been nationally recognized as a leader in my field and often am called on to teach other lawyers, private individuals and business leaders about legal procedure, ethics, employment practices and management techniques and tactics.  

I am business owner, one of the owners of a $150 million firm that employs 1,000 people in 11 cities across the United States.  I have had to learn to be a business leader and what it takes to grow a business and create jobs.  
I have served in Norwalk government on the Common Council for eight of the last twelve years, and I have served in leadership positions as Council President and as Chair of the Planning Committee.  I know how hard it is to build consensus and just how difficult it is to guide a city as diverse and challenging as Norwalk.  But at the same time, I have learned how to work with women and men of good will from all political parties to build common ground.  

I am a husband and a father.  Sandra and I have been married almost 25 years, and we have raised three, very different and very challenging young men.     I have had to learn patience and to pick my battles.  
I have served on the Boards of the United Way of Norwalk and Wilton, where I was an officer (Secretary), and on the Norwalk River Rowing Association.  I also have served as legal counsel to two noted Norwalk non-profit corporations, STAR Inc. and Stepping Stones Museum for Children. 

I believe the diversity of my experiences – a business leader – a government official – a volunteer – a husband and father – give me insight, skills, abilities and training that others may not bring to the office of Mayor.  

 
3.             What Democratic Party principles do you find to be the basis of your campaign? (Please explain with 150 words or less)
 
I have been a member of the Democratic Party my entire adult voting life.  I believe that the Democratic Party is and should be that Party that celebrates our diversity – of race, gender, faith, national origin, abilities and disabilities, sexual orientation, union affiliation, and thought.  The Democratic Party has always been the Party of the “Big Tent” – welcoming all who believe that women and men can work together through government to change the course of our nation and the plight of those less fortunate.
The Democratic Party recognizes that government can be used to achieve great things.  To those who doubt that fact, remind them that it was government that defeated Germany, Japan and Italy in World War II and kept the world free from tyranny; built the national highway system in the 1950’s; landed a man on the moon so many times that doing so became boring; or successfully mapped the human genome.  For good measure, one may want to remind those who doubt the positive power of government that it was the government that prevented the Wall Street “Masters of the Universe” from turning the Great Recession into the Second Great Depression.
The Democratic Party understands that government must serve as the primary source for justice – insuring that all citizens have equal access to basic civil and human rights – the right to vote, to speak freely, to love openly, to earn a living, and to aspire to build a better life for themselves and their families.  And it is government that has a moral obligation to insure that those who have been given much give at least a little to make sure that those without are not victimized further.
4.             What is your position on taxes? (Please explain with 200 words or less)
 
Nobody likes taxes.  

But taxes are indispensable in order for government to do the things it must do – provide for the common defense and security, fight crime and fires, educate our children and help them learn to become contributing citizens in a vibrant community, and provide a safety net so that those most vulnerable have a minimum standard of living.  

Connecticut’s reliance on property taxes for local revenue is especially burdensome because the public is required to pay based on the value of their property, rather than based on their ability to pay.  This puts enormous pressure on people on fixed incomes, like our seniors, who may be “land rich” and “cash poor.”  

That is one of the reasons I have advocated performance based budgeting.  In 2013-14, Norwalk will spend $350 million dollars, more than one-third of a billion dollars.  And we will spend almost the entire budget process focusing on the 5 percent we cut rather than the 95 percent we keep.  The overwhelming majority of our one-third of a billion dollar budget will be spent without asking what we are trying to achieve by this spending, whether we are producing the results we expect to achieve, whether we can achieve better results through other means, or even whether we should be spending this money in the first place.  

We can reform this entire process and unlock wasted resources by adopting real budget reform.  1.  Establish priorities that differentiate between “needs,” and “wants” and “nice-to-haves.”  2.  Set performance standards for every program and service.  3.  Conduct a regular, rigorous review of performance.  4.  Publish the results of that review weekly or monthly so the public can see what we are spending, why we are spending it, and whether we are spending that money wisely.  

Nobody likes taxes.  But by showing that we are being fiscally responsible, that we are using the public’s money wisely and with a common purpose, I believe the public will support the level of taxes necessary to tackle the challenges we face.

 
5.             What do you feel is the state of our education system and what would your administration do to improve it? (Please explain in 150 words or less.)
 
I am a product of public education and my sister has been an elementary school teacher for 40 years.  I know that teachers, administrators and staff have a heavy responsibility and a difficult job.  I believe the overwhelming majority of Norwalk’s teachers, administrators and support staff are hard-working, dedicated individuals.
I believe the next administration must work closely with the Board of Education and BOE employees to implement Common Core, help provide the funds necessary to address the achievement gap and a growing digital divide which separates the wealthy and the poor, and work to partner our educational resources with our business community to help our kids prepare for the economy they will find when they complete their education.  Norwalk should work with educators, the non-profit community, and business leaders to develop a focused labor policy – helping those students embrace the education, business and career opportunities that await them.     

I also believe that early intervention and education for children is a critical tool to help break the circle of poverty that hamstring too many of our neighbors and friends.  We must not only provide young children with the opportunity to access head start and preschool programs, we must provide for parents so that they can support the mission of these programs at home.  

 
6.             What is your view of unions? (Please explain with 100 words or less)

I have been a labor attorney for most of my professional life.  I have worked as a federal labor prosecutor where I investigated and prosecuted employers, unions and individuals who violated the law and the rights of employees.  I also served as president of my local union while I worked for the government, and there were many times I had to go head-to-head with government officials as I fought to protect the rights of my members.  And I have represented employers in labor disputes with unions.  

I know first hand the role which organized labor has played in creating the American middle class.  And I know that the rights and protections which American working-women and men enjoy today would not be possible were it not for organized labor.  When I lecture about union-management relations, I always remind my audience that the right to unionize is one of first civil rights adopted in the 20th Century.  The right to form, join or assist a union has been a federally protected right since the 1930s.
I also have learned through years of labor negotiations that negotiating is an art, not a science.  Finding common ground can be challenging and difficult.  And there were many times during negotiations when voices can be raised and the words used harsh (myself included). 

But at the end of the day, contract negotiation is a process to find common ground and build meaningful relationships that benefit the employer, the employee and the union.  I believe that my being nationally recognized as one of the leaders in my field proves that I handle this process well.  As Mayor, I will take an active role in every contract negotiation.  I will make sure every employee is treated with dignity and respect during that process.  I will insist that every City official understand that negotiations cannot be “us” versus “them,” and that once a deal is reached (and whatever that deal might be), we are all going to work together to lead the City forward.   
7.             What will you do to address the Public Safety issues in Norwalk? (Please explain in 150 words or less)
 
I have been a longstanding advocate of comprehensive budget reform.  Performance Based Budgeting, also called by some Budgeting for Outcomes, originated in New York City when Rudy Giuliani and Bill Bratton used a focused analysis of crime data to tackle the explosion of crime facing New Yorkers.  Their approach to crime-fighting was taken by Baltimore’s then-mayor Martin O’Malley (now governor of Maryland) and applied to all City services and departments.   

So, my call for results-driven government at every level includes our police and fire departments.  I believe we are facing a dramatic increase in violent crime in our city and we have to work with all stakeholders to get more “feet on the street” and more resources in the areas where violent crimes are committed. I advocate community policing and the hiring of additional officers to “walk the beat.”  I believe that getting police officers out of their cars and into our neighborhoods is an important first step to improve the relationship with local residents who shoulder the burden of violent crime.  

 
8.             What are your views on Economic Development, Workforce Housing and Redevelopment Project Progress? (Please explain each topic in 120 words or less)
 
During my time on the Common Council, I have read study after study focusing on the types of buildings we are going to build in Norwalk, as opposed to the kinds of jobs we are going to create.  This approach must stop.  We cannot continue to hide our heads in the sand and pretend that “if we build it, they will come.”  Other communities – Ashville, North Carolina and Beaverton, Oregon to name just two – have been able to reinvent their downtown business districts during the Great Recession by focusing on job creation and growth-oriented businesses.  As Mayor, I will direct the City’s economic development officials to focus on strategies to grow jobs and expand local businesses.

In terms of housing for working families, I have been a longstanding advocate for the development of workforce housing throughout our City.  I was opposed to the efforts of some to focus the creation of workforce housing opportunities to select “inner city” neighborhoods.  I am also opposed to the recent action by the Zoning Commission to allow the required workforce housing to be moved off site, as I believe that such an act undermines our goal of inclusionary zoning throughout our City and can inadvertently create the very housing segregation that we are trying to fight.  
 
9.             What are your views on privatization? (List an advantage and disadvantage of it in 200 words or less)
 
There are different types of privatization initiatives.  
When the motive for privatization is to outsource a unique service to a vendor with significant skills or expertise in that area, then privatization can create great efficiencies and save considerable tax dollars.  For example, outsourcing food service in public schools makes sense if the vendor is able to achieve savings as a result of economies of scale.  I support this type of privatization initiative, so long as certain caveats are met.  

When the motive for privatization, however, is to outsource labor or reduce costs because the vendor will evade union contracts or other legal requirements, then privatization is just a device to make the workers pay the cost of savings.  I oppose this type of privatization.

I would support privatization initiatives where the service provided is not a “core” government function (i.e., I cannot see a time when I could support the outsourcing of public safety functions), where the affected employees are either retained by the City and assigned other functions or where those employees are offered employment with the vendor, and where the affected employees keep the same wages and benefits as their prior employment (and with requisite job protections).  

 
10.          How would you work to enhance the local Democratic Party presence in our city? (Please explain with 150 words or less)
 
The best way to enhance the local Democratic Party profile in our city is to lead through example. A government run by big “D” democrats that is serving its people in an effective and accountable manner is the best commercial.  We should welcome qualified people in every department, encourage open dialog on the tough decisions and seek to improve the quality of life for every citizen of Norwalk.  We should hold ourselves accountable for job growth, quality of services, educational success of our children and the degree to which Norwalk is a livable, affordable and vibrant community.

I think it is also important for a Democratic Mayor to help the local party build a viable infrastructure through year-round fundraising, volunteer recruitment, and party building.  Building a Democratic team cannot and should not wait for an election year. 
 
11.          What role, if any, would the local Democratic Party have in your administration? (Please explain with 100 words or less)
 
As Mayor, I would regularly meet with the Executive Committee of the DTC and would solicit their input (and support) on key initiatives.  Simply speaking, if I am elected Mayor, I am going to have a big job ahead of me.  Changing the way we do business – reinventing government – is hard work.  No one man – even a Mayor – can do that alone.  I will need the support, the input, the time and the treasure of all women and men of good faith who want to be a part of that change.  

