2015 CHICAGO SUN-TIMES CANDIDATE QUESTIONNAIRE

Name: Howard Brookins, Jr.
 
Ward: 21
 
Occupation: 21st Ward Alderman

Education: JD Northern Illinois University, BS and AAS Southern Illinois University-Carbondale.


Previous political and civic experience:

I participate in a number of committees and organizations including Trinity United Church of Christ, Prince Hall Mason Eureka Lodge #64, Board of Directors of the Community Media Workshop, Board of Directors of the NIU Alumni Association, and Alpha Phi Alpha Fraternity Incorporated. I was also recently appointed as chairman of the City of Chicago Black Caucus.


1) City Pensions

Chicago's fire and police pensions are greatly underfunded, and the city is required by the state to make a $550 million payment into the pension funds by the end of 2015. Do you support restructuring the pension systems, inevitably reducing benefits, to put the funds on sound financial footing? 

Yes or No: Depends.

Please Explain: 

We have had productive conversations with taxpayers, employees, and city government about the best way to solve our unfunded pension liability. We are still awaiting further clarification from the Supreme Court on what changes are considered constitutional. Much of what we are considering relies upon this ruling. I will continue to seek effective solutions for this issue until we hear more from the court.

Chicago's pension systems for municipal workers and laborers already have been restructured, reducing benefits, but the city has yet to identify where it will find the revenue to sufficiently fund those systems. Under what circumstances would you support a property tax increase to raise the needed revenue for the fire and police pensions and/or the municipal workers and laborers pensions? 
We are still awaiting further clarification from the Supreme Court on what changes are considered constitutional.

2) Chicago Public Schools pensions

Large and growing payments required to keep the Chicago Teachers’ Pension Fund solvent are squeezing CPS' budget, forcing cuts elsewhere and limiting investment. The Chicago Board of Education has increased property taxes, but it is not enough to keep up with the high annual costs. What measures do you support to ensure a solvent retirement system and to improve the district's finances? 

We are still awaiting further clarification from the Supreme Court on what changes are considered constitutional.

3) Revenue

In light of the financial issues discussed above, do you support any or all of the following measures, each of which would require, at a minimum, approval by the Illinois Legislature?

* A statewide expansion of the sales tax base to include more consumer services

Yes or No: No


* A tax on non-Chicago residents who work in the city

Yes or No: No


* A tax on electronic financial transactions on Chicago’s trading exchanges, known as the “LaSalle Street tax” 

Yes or No: No


Please explain your views, if you wish, on any of these three revenue-generating measures.



4) Crime 

Do you support hiring more police officers to combat crime and gun violence in Chicago? 

Yes or No: Yes.

Please explain:

We must continue to bring neighborhood residents and local police together so they can share information and help develop a cohesive community policing strategy. We also need to hire more police officers and get them out on the streets. This isn’t the only solution to the problem; I will work to make sure the community works with police to help support these new officers.


What legislation in Springfield would you support to try to stem the flow of illegal guns into Chicago? 

Springfield does not hold the key to stopping the illegal flow of guns into Chicago. There are currently several laws that make it illegal to transport and sales guns to people without FOID card or by non-licensed brokers. Significant number of illegal guns flow to our state from states with little or no regulations on transfer and/or registration of guns.

I think Springfield and Chicago could work together to come to sort of agreement on legislation. What that legislation would look like? I am unsure. But something needs to done, and Springfield is not doing it alone.




5) Elected school board

An advisory referendum on switching Chicago to an elected school board, rather than an appointed board, is expected to be on the ballot in more than 30 wards on Feb. 24. Currently, the mayor appoints all seven board members and the Schools CEO. Do you support a change to an elected school board?

Yes or No: Yes.

Please explain: 

I believe there is some merit in giving people a voice in their schools. CPS has made significant improvement under mayoral control and we shouldn’t impede any future progress, however the people should have some direct input over CPS policy in the form of elected board members. This is significant considering the CPS budget is almost as large as the City of Chicago’s itself. Minority participation in contracts and allocation of resources are factors that the public should have direct input.


6) Tax-increment financing districts

TIFs are the primary economic development tool of the city. In a TIF district, taxes from the growth in property values are set aside for 23 years to be used for public projects and private development. Do you support increasing the annual TIF surplus that the mayor and the City Council have declared in each of the last few years, money that goes to the schools and other city agencies? 
Yes or No: Yes.

What reforms would you propose for the city's TIF program?
TIF should be used primarily in blighted communities, after which it should go back to the taxing bodies.

7) Neighborhood economic development

What would you do as alderman to boost economic development in your ward, and bring jobs to your community?

I would like to reform the TIF process to attract businesses that bring good paying jobs to the ward.

I will push for rules that require TIF funds to be used in truly blighted areas and that new city business subsidies go to areas most in need. I also favor relaxing certain rules in targeted areas to stimulate development. One example is landscape requirements.

8) Size of the Chicago City Council

The City Council has 50 members, but civic groups and other regularly argue for reducing the size of the Council. What should the size of the Council be? Please provide a specific number. And why?

I am open to new ways for saving tax dollars, but my community needs effective representation that only comes from smaller wards. There will not be any significant savings and the size of a ward would become nearly be the size of a state senate district. The cost of elections would dramatically increase and representation would be diminished. There are no compelling reasons to change the size of City Council.




9) A Chicago casino

Do you support, in general concept, establishing a gambling casino in Chicago? 

Yes or No: Yes.

Please explain:

I believe that a casino would create hundreds of jobs, millions in revenue and stop the leaking of millions of dollars to surrounding area casinos.

10) Red light and speed cameras

Does the city have an acceptable number of red light and speed cameras currently, and are they properly employed?

Yes or No: Yes, there are an acceptable number of speed cameras, not red light cameras. 

Please explain:

I opposed the red light cameras because the studies suggested that they would trade side impact collisions for rear end collisions and they should be phased out over time. Speeding cameras should be allowed to be placed where chronic speeding is a problem and not an artificially mandated location.  
I supported speeding cameras because of the cry from the public for people to slow down and the numerous requests for speed humps, stop signs, yield signs and traffic signals. I believed that speed cameras would help change behavior and in a non-discriminatory manner.


11) Ward issues

What are the top three issues in your ward — the ones you talk about most on the campaign trail?
[bookmark: _GoBack]
Jobs. Jobs. Jobs. With more jobs come increased economic development, lower crimes and increased safety. 
