2015 CHICAGO SUN-TIMES CANDIDATE QUESTIONNAIRE

Name: Don Gordon		
 
Ward: 49
 
Occupation: Adjunct Lecturer, Political Science, Northwestern University; Author: “Piss ‘em  All Off: and other practices of the effective citizen” 
http://www.amazon.com/Piss-All-Off-practices-effective/dp/0982957505/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1418677839&sr=1-1&keywords=piss+%27em+all+off 
and most recently “Transparent Government: What it is and how you can make it happen” 
http://www.amazon.com/Transparent-Government-What-Means-Happen/dp/1616149191/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1418677896&sr=1-1&keywords=transparent+government+and+how

Education: Loyola University Chicago, B.A. Econ (’86); Keller Graduate School of Management, Masters Project Management (’03)
 
Previous political and civic experience:

ALDERMANIC CANDIDATE (Chicago 49th Ward, June 2006-August 2007)
· Created an independent party initiative to run against a 4-time Democratic incumbent 
· Mobilized citywide support for my candidacy based on economic development issues
· Crafted a platform based on campaign finance reform and transparent, honest government
· Participated in 6 community-wide debates and 2 televised debates (Chicago Tonight, PBS)
· Delivered policy speeches to numerous neighbor-organized events 
· Garnered 49.9% of the vote in a hotly contested run-off election (lost by 264 votes out 8,000)
· Brought a lawsuit (2nd in Chicago’s history) against Chicago Board of Elections for voter fraud
· Lawsuit uncovered errors and CBOE audit failures in addition to possible fraudulent practices
· Developed extensive citywide supporting/advising relationship network with key individuals:
· Representative Harry Osterman (Representative 14th Illinois District)
· Alderman Tom Tunney (Chicago 44th Ward)
· Alderwoman Mary Ann Smith (Chicago 48th Ward)
· Jerry Roper (President Chicagoland Chamber of Commerce)
· David Vite (President Illinois Retail Merchants Association)
· Mark Gordon (President Illinois Hotel & Lodging Association)
· Mike Lavelle (Past Chair, Illinois Board of Elections, President Lavelle Law Group)
· Erma Tranter (President Friends of the Parks)
· Cameron Davis (President Alliance for the Great Lakes)
· Austin Goolsbee (Professor of Economics, University of Chicago)
· Wes Skogan (Professor of Political Science, Northwestern University)
COMMUNITY ACTIVIST (Chicago Rogers Park Community, 1984-Present)
· 2010 Chairperson for Transportation/Safety sub-committee, Sheridan Road planning group
· 2009 Participated in community-wide planning group for Sheridan Road development
· 2008 Began comprehensive Rogers Park Lakefront Plan initiative for Burnham Centennial
· 2007 Founded VOTER (Voters Organized for Truthful Election Results) as outgrowth of campaign
· 2007 Led community and campus (Loyola) initiative to defend Lakefront Protection Ordinance
· 2006-2007 Candidate for 49th Ward Alderman
· 2004-2005 Organized Rogers Park/Evanston coalition to defeat Evanston marina proposal
· 2003 Founded Rogers Park Conservancy (Developed a community-wide parks/lakefront plan)
· 1995 Local School Council (Field School) sub-committee leadership position (new school location)
· 1991 Leadership role in creating a Development Plan for Morse Avenue retail district
· 1988 Founded Rogers Park Community Council B.O.N. (Block Organization Network)
· 1986 Founded Lunt Avenue Neighbors block organization
Awards/Honors
· 1988 “Rogers Park Community Council” Citizen Advocacy of the Year (Block Organization Network)
· 2005 “Friends of the Parks” Program Advocacy of the Year (Rogers Park Conservancy) 


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: 

Please Explain: 
Absolutely not. Do not support any solution that requires reducing benefits to current or retired employees. Promise made should be promises kept. Also, we have to change the nomenclature that we use to talk about this issue. These are not pensions in the sense that the average person on the street understands. This is their “social security” type retirement funds we’re talking about. Framed in that context, this discussion takes on a whole different perspective. Add to that discussion the fact that over 50 years ago (1951) Congress added Section 218 to the Social Security Act. This mandated that all states be required to offer public employees the option to contribute to Social Security. Since Chicago’s “pension” system (teacher’s included) far preceded Social Security, public employees stayed with the Chicago system because it was a better deal. I believe this needs to be revisited for future public employees. To me it seems ludicrous that we continue to support a retirement system when the federal government offers an alternative and one that cannot be manipulated by employers (read: politicians). If this transition were to occur then both the city as well as the state would have to contribute in the same way that any employer contributes and in a timely manner. Long-term I believe that this is the solution. 

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? 
Under no conditions would I support a property tax increase, when we have so many alternatives available to raise revenue. First and foremost we need to shut down the Tax Increment Financing program and return over $700 million in uncommitted surplus to the taxing bodies from which these funds were taken. It is absurd that we prioritize city funds for neighborhood development when we can’t even keep our schools open. We’re “painting the house as the roof is caving in”. Then we need to look at a LaSalle Street transaction tax that by some estimates could add $1 billion to our tax base. We also need to pressure our state representatives to pass the graduated state income tax and to explore various options for a public bank, both city and state.

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? 

See answer to #1



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:

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

Yes or No: Not until all the other options I mentioned in #1 are implemented.

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

Yes or No: 

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

See my answer in #1

4) Crime 

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

Yes or No: 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Please explain: This is only an immediate, temporary solution and it must include putting more of these officers on foot as beat patrols. The long term solution, however, is providing well-paying jobs to adults and our youth and to provide more funding in our schools for wrap around services that give our children viable alternatives to the gangs. Unless we do that, all the officers in the world won’t solve our crime problem.

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

I think further legislation without reasonable enforcement is a waste of time. In addition, we have to look at what is driving the flow of illegal guns – the drug trade. I believe we need to end the war on drugs and begin to examine the alternatives of legalizing drugs to dry up the business of the gangs.


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:

Please explain: The citizens of this city need to have a voice in who sits on the school board, however the devil is in the details. How we implement this solution is key so that we don’t end up politicizing the Board such that we’re no better off than with an appointed Board.



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: But more importantly I favor shutting down the TIF program entirely.

What reforms would you propose for the city's TIF program?
Beginning early in Mayor Richard M. Daley’s administration the tax increment financing program was launched and became a huge boondoggle for political favors and pinstripe patronage. It was off the books of the city budget and therefore subject to little scrutiny. Yet for years it drained tax revenue from the agencies which depended on it – most importantly our schools, but also the city itself. Today over 30% of the city’s land is under a TIF, skimming off hundreds of millions of dollars from the taxing bodies that depend on the funds and redirecting the revenue to corporations and individuals under the guise of neighborhood development. I’ve come to call Chicago’s implementation of TIF the “Bucks for Billionaires” program and it has had dire consequences and major negative impacts upon the city’s budget as with the other taxing bodies. 

Therefore, the first step in solving our financial crisis is to enact a moratorium on any future TIF’s and most importantly shut down those TIF’s that are the largest drain on our tax base and those that are not by any stretch of the imagination in blighted areas and therefore do not meet the “but for” criteria set forth in state legislation. A research study that I had my students at Northwestern undertake showed that over $700 million of TIF funds is currently sitting unallocated and uncommitted. Extensive research done by Tom Tresser and the Civic Labs show similar results. Until this issue is addressed and resolved there is absolutely no justification in raising property taxes or cutting city services. I believe that the tax increment financing program has been and continues to be the crux of our city’s financial woes. 

We need to look at other alternatives for encouraging business development and those solutions need to include the establishment of a public bank in Chicago. Providing tax incentives with very stringent job creation and property value increases needs to be explored. In addition, we need to consider directing a portion of the LaSalle Street tax toward business development, once we have our fiscal house in order. Finally, we have to consider that Chicago is a world class city, with world class educational institutions and a vibrant central business district as well as neighborhood districts. We need to put much more emphasis on how we “sell” the city in a way that requires no financial incentives at all to lure new businesses and development.

7) Neighborhood economic development

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

I have said numerous times that what our ward needs is a “Beat Alderman” – someone who is on the ground and in the neighborhoods, rather than holed up in the ward office or downtown. I have advocated for support of our nascent Chamber of Commerce to work in concert with our Development Corporation (Rogers Park Business Alliance) to bring new businesses (read: jobs) into our community to fill all of our empty storefronts. This requires a beat alderman who will be a hands on champion for this development and be a key resource for both organizations to be available to meet with new business owners and encourage entrepreneurial enterprises for residents of the ward.



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?

Leave it as is at 50. The cost savings would be trivial in a $9 billion dollar budget. However, of even more concern is that reducing the number of aldermen would reduce responsiveness from the ward office. In addition, I believe that we actually need to increase staff in ward offices in order to drive civic engagement in our neighborhoods, which I see as one of the key responsibilities of an alderman.

9) A Chicago casino

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

Yes or No:

Please explain:

We have plenty of other revenue alternatives, as I mentioned above, and there are far too many negative repercussions in having a casino in Chicago beginning with the fall-out from the addiction of gambling and its social consequences.

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:

Please explain: Unless we can establish without a doubt that a camera actually reduces “net” accidents – in other words doesn’t eliminate one type of accident while increasing others – then I believe we need to shut the entire program down. Otherwise all we’re looking at here is a revenue generator put on the backs of those who, for the most part, can little afford it. 

11) Ward issues

What are the top three issues in your ward — the ones you talk about most on the campaign trail?

The wide-spread increase of crime (particularly murders and shootings) throughout the ward. 

The pathetic condition of our public schools and the lack of sufficient wrap around services or our children

The deplorable condition of our business districts (Howard Street, Clark Street, Morse Avenue) and lack of good business development (read: jobs)

