Transcript of the Blueprint Houston Mayoral Candidates Forum

Mayoral candidates Sylvester Turner and Bill White attended the Blueprint Houston Mayoral Candidates Forum on October 1 at the Trinity Fellowship Church.  Before an audience of 150, they both stated their support for the 29 goals in the Citizens Agenda and applauded the efforts of the 2500 Houstonians who have participated in the Blueprint Houston process to develop a vision for Houston’s future.

Below is a verbatim transcript of the candidates’ answers to four questions given in advance to the candidates.  

	Sylvester Turner

Opening Statement

Good afternoon to everyone.  It is certainly my pleasure to be with all of you.

There are three things that are important for this city.  We want our city to be well managed; and we want to make sure we operate within our means and that we don’t spend more than what we have. 

In that vein, I have been in the legislature for fourteen years.  I have served on the Appropriations Committee for 8 of those 14 years.  I have dealt with budgets when we had money in the state and I’ve dealt with budgets when we didn’t have very much. 

In this legislative session, for example, we were $10 billion short and had a $118 billion budget. 

I was asked to serve on this year’s special budgetary committee to balance and write this year’s budget.  We did it and we did it without raising your taxes.

There are several things I have learned from that we need to employ in the City of Houston.  We need to engage in what we call zero based budgeting- you bring every department down to zero and make them justify the need for every additional dollar.  We need to establish what our priorities and core services are and fund our priorities first.  And then you engage in performance based budgeting.  You establish your goals, your outcomes, mission and you measure and hold everyone accountable and responsible for those.

Secondly, we want a strong infrastructure.  We want to have an effective, meaningful and cost efficient mass transit system.  I would love to see one from Main Street to the Galleria to the medical center to the university community and eventually to the airports.  And if you can get to the airports, you can get to Clearlake, Kingwood and to I-10 towards Katy. 

We want a street program that works.  We don’t want to tear up our roads, pave them and tear them up again.  We want to make sure that Public Works is well coordinated and well organized.  We make the improvements one step at a time in a very coordinated fashion.  

Then there are areas in the city that are flooding- that didn’t flood 10-15 years ago.  We need to address that.

Thirdly, we need to address economic development and establish a high quality jobs.  In that regard in this legislative session, I helped set aside $295 million to attract businesses from all over the globe to come to the state of Texas and ultimately to this city.

I look forward to this discussion and I ask for your support.

Question 1:

Blueprint Houston is about building community support for a planning process to improve the quality of life and place in Houston.  How would you organize your administration to accomplish a community wide planning process that provides meaningful, timely and continuing citizen participation?

Thanks, Steve.  In order to increase meaningful community participation, the model by which decisionmaking is made in this city it has to change.  No longer can only a few decide for the rest of us what our mass transit system will be, whether or not we have meaningful steps to eradicate flooding, the model has to change.  I recommend several things:

Number one.  The Mayor needs to have liaison with the various community groups that are real active in the city.  Blueprint Houston is one, Superneighborhoods, TMO are others.  

Secondly, you have to meet with people on a regular basis.  In order to do that you gotta take City Hall from Bagby Street to where the people are.  Make it readily accessible and just like, for example,  Bill and I are discussing with you at noon, City Hall has to leave Bagby Street and go to where the people are.

Third, I strongly encourage use of People’s Congresses where you are asking Blueprint Houston, superneighborhoods, TMO’s and others to form and organize what I call Houston’s  Congress.  Then you bring in the Mayor and City Council members to the People’s Congress and let’s map out the road map for the future.  And then, once these road maps have been mapped out, let’s make sure the Mayor and the City Council move forward on that road map based on what was presented, for example, at those People’s Congresses.  And not allow those plans to be derailed because there may be 7 or 8 influential people in this city who don’t like the direction that the people are wanting to the take. 

I think it is critically important in order to increase community participation, people have to feel that once you have asked for their input, you are now going to respond to what they have said.  That’s critically important.

So, I want to move City Hall from Bagby Street and take it to where the people are,  I want to be very clear, we are moving in a new direction in this city which means there is a new model for decision making in this city.

Question #2

Public transportation was voted by the Citizens’ Congress as the most urgent goal for Houston’s future.  What is your plan for public transportation in Houston and how would this impact your choices for the Metro’s Board?

Let me deal with the first one first and then we’ll deal with the second one last.  In order to meet the need of two million people coming into the city, you have to have an integrated transit program, a meaningful mass transit system.

We’re the last major city in this country without a meaningful transit system.  Let me tell you what my vision is:  I want to see a light rail system that goes from Main Street to the Galleria to the medical center to the university community to the airports.  If you can get to the airports then you can get to the Kingwood and Clearlake and I-10 going towards Katy.  

You want to be more cost efficient.  I don’t want to leave more federal money in D.C.  because we are afraid and fear to use the 25% general mobility dollars.  That’s a mistake.

Then you need to bump up and enhance your bus system.  Because in the short run, people are going to need an effective bus system that just doesn’t bring them downtown but across town as well.  Bump up and enhance your bus system.

And third, you do need a meaningful transportation and road program.  In that regard, I co-authored House bill 3585 that will generate about $6 billion for our road program in the state of Texas, much of that will be coming the Houston, Harris County area.  

That’s on the mass transit side.  On the other part,  you have to have a very coordinated road/street program in the city.  Public Works is running out of hand.  No one’s at the wheel.  It’s driving on its own.  You can’t tear up streets, pave them and tear them up again.  Some of the work needs to be done at night.  You have to use flexible work hours.  And you have to make sure you assess what road work is being done on one street will have on another.  We’re not doing that right now.

We need a coordinated street program. We need to make sure our lights are synchronized.  That’s critically important because, from downtown here, every light had its own mind, and every light was operating on its own system.  I was so tempted to run the light, but I said I couldn’t do it.  I gotta pay attention.  

We need to change that madness and we can have a better transit and mobility program.

Question #3

Improving air quality is the next most urgent goal of the Citizens’ Agenda for Houston’s Future.  What is your plan to improve air quality in the city of Houston?

Several things:  I co-authored in this legislative session a bill that would create pollution free zones around our schools in urban areas.  What we have found is that there are approximately 200,000 kids that live within two miles of various petro-chemical and industrial plants that are polluting.  What we wanted to do was create monitors around these schools to measure when the air became so foul, so dangerous, so we could alert not only the parents, but the teachers and administrators in that regards.  We need to move in that area. It needs to be on an voluntary, ... involuntary basis.  But we do need to have pollution free zones around our schools.

Secondly, by enhancing our mass transit program, we will cut down on some of our air pollution.  Unfortunately, the reality is that most of it is down from our industrial areas.  Many of the plants, for example,  we grandfathered, we need to address that.  It will take a coordinated effort between the council and the state legislative branch.  I think out of all of us, I have the most experience to move in that regard.

Number three, I helped with the implementation of the state environmental plan for pollution.  I helped fund it, fought for it, fought for its financing and we ended up getting that done.  And now we need to make sure we follow through on it.

Another thing is with respect to the environmental side with regards to the City of Houston, we have ordinances but they are not being enforced on the city level.  The bureaucratic maze is there and there is really not a priority being given to the enforcement end.  I want to make sure we enforce the laws that are there and give them the teeth and give the enforcement power and the personnel that they need to make sure that we provide clean air, which ultimately enhances the quality of life in the city.

Then, on another note, we need more green space in this city.  We simply do not have enough green space.  The more cement you lay down, the worse it is for our environment.  Every time you build another freeway, you add to our noise and our environment.  That’s one of the reasons why I told you I went to San Antonio.  We need more green space and more parks in the city. I’m committed to making that happen.

Question #4

What is your commitment to the goals in the Citizens’ Agenda and how will you use these goals to guide your public policy, budgeting and implementation actions for your administration?

It is a good road map on which to start.  Sometimes, as elected officials, we think we know what people want instead of listening to what people want themselves.  What Blueprint Houston did is gather people from all over the city.  They came in; they listened to everyone; they wrote down their concerns -whatever they wanted they put it down.  It’s there.  They tried to organize 

and come up with the highlights.  

It‘s a good roadmap to work from.  

It’s important to have a meaningful transit mobility plan.  I am going to move forward on that.  

It talked about city governance and I want city government to be responsive and accountable.  I’m supportive of that.  

With respect to the budget, there are some additional things that we need to do.  This city has never engaged in zero based budgeting.  I support that.  This city has never really done performance based budgeting.  We need to do that.  We need to identify what our priorities are and core services and fund those first. So, I am very supportive of that.

I want to utilize what this organization has done.  And that’s a road map.  And let’s see how we can collectively and in partnership work to make those things a reality.

I want to follow up with a People’s Congress.  You can’t do that one time.  It needs to be an ongoing process, an ongoing discussion.  I want to have an ongoing dialogue with Blueprint Houston and ask you to do even more.  And ask you to join with other organizations.  Let’s come together to collectively work to maximize participation by people in this city and then how we can work collectively to implement those programs.

One thing is true, regardless of how good any of us think we are, without people’s support we will not be successful.  If people don’t believe they have a say, they will not participate at the level that we want them to.  It is an excellent road map on which to make a start.  I am dedicated to making it happen.  We will move forward in that regard. 

Closing Statement

The direction of this City has to change.  The mentality of this city has to change.  And the direction and mentality must first change from the top.  And, you change it from there and go down.  

You don’t have to be a CEO, for example, of a big company to do it.  You don’t have to be the CEO of Enron or Worldcom. Big does not mean better.  But what you want, however, you want to be able to have someone who will be responsive to people’s need, will manage and will move forward.

I’ve been a business owner for twenty years, not a large company, but we created it and have been in the downtown area for 20 years.  I’ve been in the legislative process for 14 years.  I’m a Democrat.  I am second in command of the Texas House of Representatives.  I’ve been asked to serve on the Appropriations Committee when we’ve had money, in good times and one side of the leadership.  I’ve been asked to serve on the Appropriations Committee when we haven’t had money and it ‘s been rough.  And each time, regardless of leadership, Democratic or Republican, people have thanked me for my service and work that I’ve done. 

When it comes to education, I have been there fighting for the city.  When MD Anderson, Baylor, University of Houston, Texas Southern and others have asked me to step up, I did.  

When there were environmental concerns, when people asked me to step up, I did.

When we passed the electric restructuring S.B. 7, one of the things we wanted to make sure was in there was to make sure we reduce pollution in the state of Texas and ultimately the city.  That provision is in there.

When we talk about parks, we don’t have enough of them.  I know when I went to the City of Houston and asked for money for a park in my area because we don’t have a baseball field at all, the city said we didn’t, I joined with 14 other City Council members and we created it.

We’re making steps.

Now it’s unfortunate that Mr. Sanchez is not here.  He had another commitment.  He had another commitment last night as well. In fact ever since Michael Berry left the race, those commitments have grown and grown.  Maybe if Michael Berry comes back, we’ll hear from him again.  

Until then, stay tuned and we’ll see what happens on tomorrow.  I am Sylvester Turner and I’m asking for your vote.

 
	Bill White

Opening Statement

Good afternoon.  Don’t you wish we didn’t have this roof on right now?  Beautiful day out there!

I want to thank the folks here.  There’s a lot of people in this audience who do so much for the community and have for so many years, community based organizations. Thank you for all the long time you spend trying to make our city better. 

And I want to thank the young people for being here.  This is an opportunity for you all to listen to people who seek to serve.  We may have a few years on you but what this is all about is we are interviewing for a job.  This is important.  All these positions of political leadership are about service.  I hope some of you will watch this and say I want to put myself in a position in the future where I have accomplished a few things in life and I want to serve the community too.  That’s the kind of leadership we’ll need.  It will be your city to lead.

I like the idea of Blueprint Houston.  The citizens coming together to talk about our future.  That’s what we’ve been doing in the course of this campaign.  

I was there at the beginning of Blueprint Houston where we were sitting down with the foundations to talk about the need for an organization just like this ( at the time it didn’t even have a name) to get funded by the Houston Endowment and the others so that we could come up with more need more community input on what we need to do in the future.

My campaign is based on a simple idea.  WE need more and better basic public services in Houston and we need to address those issues like air quality that we have ducked for a long time.  We ought to have someone with topnotch management skills and financial experience skills to get it done.  There has been a groundswell of support, I hope you will join me in trying to get Houston to move to that next level.

Question 1:

Blueprint Houston is about building community support for a planning process to improve the quality of life and place in Houston.  How would you organize your administration to accomplish a community wide planning process that provides meaningful, timely and continuing citizen participation?

Great question.  This will be a key to the success for taking our city to the next level.  There have been a lot of voices out there over the last several years wanting more and more community and citizen in put directly into the decision making process.  I was part of one of those groups, the Quality of Life Coalition, started about two and a half years ago, to represent civic groups, environmental groups and business groups, seeking to improve the quality of life in neighborhoods.

It’s a coalition of organizations.  Blueprint Houston is another.

Here’s how I would do it.  We need to make sure the customers, the citizens, feel plugged right into the decision making process.  You know, our road and street construction process, we don’t feel like we’re the customers, do we? They take the drivers for granted.  Drivers are considered a nuisance and when you look at some of the plans of Mr. Sanchez and others who want to build lots more freeways inside the Loop and Beltway 8, it will get worse.  

We need to use existing organizations such as Blueprint Houston , neighborhood councils, civic organizations and existing non profits and plug them directly and with  periodic meeting where they can give feedback to the elected officials to the public career servants sitting in city government.

I am the one who believes the interested organizations ought to have the opportunity to grade, if you will, the performance of the public servants.  So we have some here from the Park People and there are other organizations involving green space.  They ought to be able to grade the departments that serve them and to do so periodically.  I’ll take those into account in deciding how the department heads are doing.  

Finally, I want to tell you we need a way that City Council people are plugged in because we need to build consensus on City Council if we are going to get something done.

Question # 2

Public transportation was voted by the Citizens’ Congress as the most urgent goal for Houston’s future.  What is your plan for public transportation in Houston and how would this impact your choices for the Metro’s Board?

First, I will say that a number of the items that Sylvester mentioned that make sense we agree on.  Synchronized traffic signals, flexible work hours, expedited road and street construction.  They have been on my mobility plan on the website (billwhitefor houston.com) since February--  the detailed plans how to do each.  

Part of what’s on the website is a strong endorsement of rail.  We need an affordable rail system that’s built in phases where the  streets are not all torn up at once in all directions.  It needs to go first from the major employment centers out to the places where people live. 

And it will create high density corridors for development so that our city can grow along those rail lines in the future as they have done in other cities just like we’ve grown along 610 and Beltway 8.

I urge every person here to vote yes on the Metro Bond issue which helps us fund plenty of new bus service along with rail service, which is important.

And to the final part of the question, although Mr. Turner didn’t get to it, I think our views are the same.  But Mr. Sanchez’s views are different.

Mr. Sanchez says he’s running for Mayor of Houston, but he wants to dilute/reduce the influence of Houstonians on the Metro Board.  He wants to put the equal representation with the people in the County as the city on the board.  I have never heard of a Mayor not going to bat for the people who he represents. 

And, you see one reason why when you look at his transit plan- it’s called the 100% Solution which is to widen the freeways by 66% inside the Beltway 8 and widen all major streets by 50% which will destroy every neighborhood in the city and soak up every dollar we have for everything including transit for the next twenty years.

Question #3

Improving air quality is the next most urgent goal of the Citizens’ Agenda for Houston’s Future.  What is your plan to improve air quality in the city of Houston?

This is a passion of mine for some time.  I’ve been on the Board of Environment Defense which is the lead environmental plaintiff or advocate for clear air actions brought in our region.  

This is a public health issue.

Just as important, it’s critical to the future growth of our community.  On the Board of the Greater Houston Partnership, I‘ve been a vocal advocate that the business community should change and it is changing its historical stand.  Twenty years ago, ten years ago, the business community dug in and just said no, they were going to fight regulations to clean our air. 

There’s a different consensus right now in the business community. And I’ll tell you why-- because we need cleaner air to attract the skilled workers which are going to be the engine of growth in a knowledge economy. 

 And people do not want to move to a city where kids have more asthma and where there is a question about air quality. 

I want to set goals and I want to measure the goals year by year.  I have helped to work on the State Implementation Pan, hands-on work on the State Implementation Plan to reduce levels of ozone. I think that we need to go beyond federal regulations in reducing ozone.  But first we need to comply, then we have got to go beyond. 

 As Mayor we will have the independent science in the Mayor’s Office to allow us to assess, along with our medical center institutions, the public health impact of the air we breathe.  We will publicize that and then we will measure and publish every year and publicize the extent to which we have improved air quality in the region. And hold emitters or polluters to the metric that we must be able to have measurable annual improvements in air quality adjusted for air temperature.

Question #4

What is your commitment to the goals in the Citizens’ Agenda and how will you use these goals to guide your public policy, budgeting and implementation actions for your administration?

I’ve read them all and I think they’re great.  Some of them are more values than goals.  All of them reflect what I have done throughout my life.  Now let me tell you, if I’m honored to serve you as Mayor and earn your support, the kind of Mayor I would be and the kind of help I would need from Blueprint Houston and a lot of groups’ people here are associated with.  

See, I know how to manage organizations and run them well.  One thing I’ve learned – whether it was managing an $18 billion cabinet department, the Department of Energy, or small or large business - is every year, just like New Year’s resolutions, if you focus on doing three or four big things better that year, you are more apt to succeed than if you focus on twenty things that year.

So, here’s what I’ll focus on as Mayor.

First, making it easier to get around this city in a way that’s equitable and has more transit options in it.

Second, economic growth and job creation.  Because, look, we’re a city of opportunity because we don’t hold people down and we’re against stereotypes and because people can find a better future.  These young people in the room need to have high quality jobs in their future.

Third, quality of life in our neighborhoods.  In each neighborhood, that may mean a different set of priorities. For some, its drainage.  For some, it’s park space.  For some, the neighborhood library is falling down.  These priorities will change as we knock them out year by year.  

Fourth, making our city government the most responsive and efficient in the nation.  Because we don’t have a single taxpayer dollar to waste.

These are the things I’ll focus on and I need your help.

Closing Statement

First, let me say, you have heard Mr. Turner and I express a number of opinions and I think forums like these are a way that we build consensus.  I invite people to see the overlaps.

I attended the Citizens’ Congress which was great!  And Blueprint Houston.  People from all backgrounds.  It’s amazing how much we, as Houstonians, tend to agree on some of the basic things we want to do with our city.

And, so you ought to ask yourself this question, since there is this agreement at the grass roots level, why do we have such a hard time getting it done?  And, here are some of the root causes to that and I think if you think about this, this is why I may be your candidate for Mayor.

And, finally, you want somebody who will appear before you and is sincere and looking at nothing more than service on this.  That’s who I am.  It is not necessary to push someone else down to life me up.  But I want your vote and I need it to take our city to the next level.




