NorthEast Coalition Minutes for October 18, 2009

The meeting was call to order by the president at 3:05.  The invocation was omitted.  The minutes from the last meeting were held in abeyance.
At 3:10, the president introduced the moderator Pete Kaliner of WBT Radio, and the candidates running for Mayor, Anthony Foxx and John Lassiter.  
Pete Kaliner of WBT 1110-AM moderated the hour-long debate, followed by a short audience question-and-answer session.  Despite differences of party identity and voting record, the afternoon underscored the candidates’ agreement on many points.


Kaliner presented nine questions on issues ranging from making the mayor’s job full time to the city’s role in establishing a football team at the University of North Carolina at Charlotte.
One of these two men will be Charlotte’s first new mayor in 14 years.  On the latter point, both agreed.  “Having that game on Saturday afternoon can be a boost,” Lassiter said, noting he would proudly support “the principal research institution in our community” without going into specifics about how he’d promote football as mayor.

“I’m a big supporter of football at UNCC,” Foxx said, but he also did not specify the city’s role in that campaign.

Lassiter and Foxx differ on whether the city needs a full-time mayor.
Making the mayor a full-time job would only invite bigger, more intrusive government, Lassiter said.  “They’d be sitting and building their political nest,” he added. 

But Foxx said the mayor’s office already has become a full-time job.  “I think that will be one of the legacies of Mayor Pat McCrory,” he said.  Although he said the job should be expanded, Foxx said he did not seek, and would not support, full-time pay for himself.  However, if elected, he would press for full-time pay for his successor.

“We are at a time in our city when the public sector is going to have to step up,” Foxx said.  Both men favor funding completion of Interstate 485, which they agree is vital to the area.  They restated their disagreement about the proposed uptown streetcar project. Lassiter opposed spending millions on an engineering study, while Foxx said the study is necessary to learn the true cost of the project.

Both agree on the need to reduce the number of repeat criminal offenders.  Foxx hedged when asked about so-called jail diversion programs that would put offender’s treatment instead of behind bars.  He said current rehabilitation programs have merit.

Tensions rose at the end of the debate when talk turned to legislation that would give collective bargaining rights to Charlotte-Mecklenburg police officers.

Becca Anderson, a UNC Charlotte student, raised the issue of crime around campus and asked if the city can hire more officers without raising taxes.  Both candidates agreed the city can cut its budget to hire more officers. 

Lassiter then, brought up the Public Safety Employer-Employee Cooperation Act, currently in Congress, which would bypass North Carolina’s right-to-work law. If passed, the law would grant police the right to collectively bargain for wages, benefits and working hours.

McCrory has asked city council members to join the N.C. League of Municipalities and other groups in opposing the federal legislation.  Lassiter said he opposes the law because he believes it would translate to increased costs to taxpayers.

But Foxx said adding that item to the Oct. 12 city council agenda was “a political move,” timed just 48 hours after he got the endorsement of the Fraternal Order of Police.

Kaliner asked Foxx if he would support the legislation.  “I think we’ve got to be very sensitive to both sides of the equation,” Foxx said.  A moment later, Lassiter spoke up: “I just want to point out, if you’re going to be mayor, you can’t duck every difficult question.”  After an intervening question, Foxx replied: “I’ve never ducked a hard question since I’ve been on council.”

Despite the large turnout, only one other audience member asked questions.  Sharon Hudson of Huntersville asked the candidates whether they would use out-of-town campaign workers.  Foxx said he would “accept help from all comers,” while Lassiter said he is not using out-of-town campaign help or state party funds.  Hudson also asked the candidates if they would support nationwide background checks for prospective city employees.  Such checks are a good idea for sensitive jobs, Foxx said, and Lassiter said he strongly supports background checks for all potential city workers.

The President, Claire Green-Fallon, of the NorthEast Coalition, seemed pleased with the debate. “They’re very similar, except when it comes to fiscal matters, where Anthony is more heart and John is more head”.  But she did not express a preference for either candidate by name.  “History brings a man for his time at his time, and these are very, very tough times.”

