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Progressive Neighbors 
Questions for General Assembly Candidates 2014 

 
 
 
Dear committee members:   
 
I withdrew myself from the questionnaire/endorsement process, and am glad to answer these 
questions as an enthusiastic respondent.   
 
These questions only ask about our views and intentions, but I think my effectiveness, 
experience, and connection and service to our community distinguish me in a field of several 
progressive candidates who all have noble intentions and shared interests.  I tried to include 
a few examples of my accomplishments into my answers.   
 
What other information could the committee consider, but are not part of the questions?   

 I am the only candidate who is a union member, and the only engineer or educator in 
the group.  I am the only candidate to have been elected to lead a major public body, 
and who led it successfully and progressively.   

 I am a workhorse with a track record of civic, personal, and professional 
accomplishments, which are not examined in the questions below.    

 I will not just vote for progressive causes; I will champion them.  I intend to be the 
progressive stand-out scientist in the House as Jamie Raskin is the progressive, stand-
out constitutional attorney in the Senate.  As a fellow professor and effective 
progressive, he is a model and mentor to me.   

 
I urge the committee to also review the public campaign finance forms, which indicate that at 
least two other candidates are lawyers who have already spent tens of thousands of dollars 
on their own campaigns (over $150,000 total already).  Several additional candidates, 
although progressive, are already walking advertisements for the need for election reform 
and public financing.  In contrast, I have held steadfast to democratic principles and have 
raised funds from small, mostly local donors who support my progressive and environmental 
agenda. 
 
 
 

Better government 
1.  What steps do you support for improving the democratic process in Annapolis?  Progress has been made 
in improving transparency in the General Assembly over the past four years, with greater access to online 
tools for the public, the posting online of committee votes, and increased audio and video coverage of 
legislative deliberations. Much still remains to be done, however, including posting of subcommittee votes, 
committee amendments and votes, and the institution of a system to allow constituents to sign up to testify 
online the day before a committee hearing so they don't have to spend all day in Annapolis waiting to testify. 
Do you support these improvements, and do you have others you’d like to offer?  
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I have a solid track record of requesting – and delivering – government transparency on a 
County level, which I expect to apply to Annapolis as well.  
 
When I was elected chair of the Silver Spring Advisory Board, I ensured that all of our 
meetings were guided by sunshine law principles, even including our executive committee 
planning meetings.  Before I was elected chair, many committee meetings were closed.  I 
revised our procedures so that they were all open to the public and their minutes were made 
public.  The same should be done in our State House: committee meetings (and 
subcommittee meetings) should be open and their results should be public.   
 
It should be easier for regular folks to know what is going on, what the schedule is, and how 
they can participate.  For example, I was frustrated when I went to Annapolis to testify in 
favor of a tougher domestic violence law.   Signing up was frenetic, and then I had to join tens 
of others in waiting at attention for most of the day, in case my turn to testify arrived 
suddenly.   This makes it difficult for most working people to participate, and is therefore 
undemocratic.  I suggest online sign-ups and real-time scheduling to make committee 
meetings accessible to the public. 
 
Are you willing to support special elections to fill legislative vacancies?  Do you support stripping the party 
central committees of the power of appointment, which ultimately lies with the Governor?  

 
Yes. Elections would be more fair and more democratic than the current appointment system.  
 
 
2. Do you support combined reporting for corporations doing business in Maryland? Do you support a luxury 
tax to increase revenue?  Maryland is one of the wealthiest states in the US. Unfortunately, some of our 
state’s wealthiest residents and most successful corporations avoid paying their fair share of taxes.  
Assessing luxury taxes and requiring that businesses file combined tax reports would generate revenues and 
help small and local businesses compete.  
Please explain briefly. 

 
Yes, I strongly support combined reporting, a luxury tax, and other changes to make our tax 
system more progressive.  Companies can currently avoid paying their fair share of taxes by 
playing over state lines.  A responsible combined reporting law would reign in that abuse.  
Luxury and business taxes can bring in needed revenue for schools and social programs, 
and allow for lower taxes for individuals with less income. 
 
 
 
 
 
3.What measures will you propose to improve the criminal justice system?  The juvenile justice scandal in 
Baltimore raises immediate concerns, and Maryland’s prison population has nearly tripled to over 22,000 
since 1980. People of color are disproportionately arrested, convicted, and incarcerated. This is a civil rights 
issue.  Would you advocate for legislation and policies establishing creative approaches to crime and 
rehabilitation -- alternatives to incarceration? Please explain briefly. 
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Yes, thousands of people are unnecessarily sent to prison for nonviolent crimes, which fills 
our prisons, wastes tax dollars, and ruins lives.  Of course violent criminals need to be locked 
up to deter crime and prevent further victimization, but there are many thoughtful and 
creative ways for improvement.    
 
As an example of a better system, I recently offered to help “divert” a juvenile convict as part 
of a judicial effort to avoid his incarceration.  The teenager, who had attempted arson, would 
otherwise have been assigned to juvenile detention.   
 
As a volunteer Montgomery County firefighter, I invited the perpetrator to the firehouse for 
intense personal training about fires and the effects of burns.  This alternative arrangement – 
agreed to by the judge, the public defender (who was also my friend from the ACLU) and the 
fire department – would allow the perpetrator to continue going to school rather than getting 
locked up.   It was a win-win situation that demonstrates the strong potential of incarceration 
alternatives. 
 
4. Do you support expanding same day voter registration to Election Day? In 2013, the General Assembly 
passed a law providing for same day voter registration, but only during the early voting period. The State 
Administrator of the Board of Elections objected to providing same day registration on Election Day itself, 
when the vast majority of votes are cast, claiming that it was not feasible.  Do you support expanding same 
day voter registration to Election Day, and if so, what steps would you take to see it become law? 

 
Yes, same-day voter registration would enfranchise more people.  Arguments that this is “not 
feasible” are outdated.  It is both feasible and desirable.  I would sponsor same-day voter 
registration legislation and include the funding necessary to run elections in this fairer way. 
 
5. Do you support enacting state campaign finance reforms? Currently, there is too much corporate influence 
on elections. Do you support voluntary public financing of campaigns for state office in a manner that would 
allow candidates to receive funding after demonstrating significant community support? 
 

Yes.  Public financing is critical to fair elections and to taking money out of politics.  Even in 
the current race for D20, records indicate that at least two candidates are spending tens of 
thousands of dollars of their own money on their campaigns.   

 
 
 
 
Human Rights 
 
6.Do you support a comprehensive gender identity law for Maryland, including public accommodations 
protections?  The transgender community has been fighting to be included in statewidecivil rights protections 
since 2007. While there are ordinances in Montgomery, Howard and Baltimore counties, as well as Baltimore 
city, there is no statewide law (as there is in 17 states, DC and Puerto Rico) to go along with the sexual 
orientation anti-discrimination law passed here in 2001. Will you actively lobby the legislative leadership to 
make it happen? 
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Yes and yes. 
 
7. Would you support legislation and policies to begin a transition to a publicly-financed health care system for 
Maryland?  After the passage of federal legislation (ACA aka Obamacare), it falls to the Maryland State 
government to establish “exchanges” to provide healthcare to people in our state.  Do you agree that 
Healthcare is a Human Right? How would you lead efforts to improve healthcare in Maryland? Please explain 
briefly. 

 
Absolutely.  The Maryland health care exchange is a mess.  My friends spent weeks trying to 
sign up, and were still unable to register.  This was more than just an inconvenience; they 
were validly concerned that they would either (a) not have insurance or (b) have to pay much 
more than necessary because of technical problems with the exchange. 
 
ACA is only a step forward towards providing universal health care.  A single payer system 
would have been preferable, and can still be a long-term goal.  For now, we should be taking 
out all the stops so that our health care exchange can be functional instead of an 
embarrassment.   
 
8. Will you support the decriminalization of possession of small amounts of marijuana? In 2013, a bill to 
decriminalize the possession of small amounts of marijuana passed the State Senate with 30 votes. The chair 
of the House Judiciary Committee did not allow the bill to be voted on either in committee or on the floor of the 
House of Delegates. Will you support decriminalization, and, if so, what specific actions will you take to 
ensure the bill’s passage in the General Assembly? 

 
Yes.  Police and legal system resources should focus on crimes more serious than minor 
possession of marijuana.  As a volunteer firefighter and EMT, I have responded to help many 
more neighbors hurt by stabbings and assaults than by marijuana use.  Those violent crimes 
are a far more serious threat to our public safety. 
 
Further, marijuana law enforcement has disproportionately hurt minority populations across 
the country.  In Maryland, we could make the law fairer and more effective by concentrating 
law enforcement efforts on violent crime instead. 
 
9. Do you support an increase in the minimum wage, and if so, what is the hourly wage that you would 
recommend that the General Assembly adopt?  Maryland’s minimum wage, currently tied to the federal 
minimum wage, is $7.25/hour. Economic analysts across the political spectrum agree that, it is extremely 
difficult for a family to survive on this level of income. In 2013, a bill to raise the minimum wage failed to pass 
a House committee vote. Additionally, will you support indexing that wage level to obviate the need to keep 
returning to this fight in the future? 

 
Yes, I am leading the fight to raise the minimum wage to $10.10 per hour and to index it to 
inflation.  I authored Progressive Neighborhood’s letter to County Council on the subject, 
which was approved by the rest of our group: 
 

“Dear County Council, 
 



                  Darian Unger 
    

We are writing in support of raising the County’s minimum wage, hopefully in 
conjunction with a similar raise in Washington DC and Prince George’s County.   
 
The costs of living in our area are among the highest in the county.   The current 
minimum wage of $7.25 per hour is woefully inadequate and forces many of our 
neighbors to literally work in poverty.   The minimum wage in Montgomery County 
MD is exactly the same as the minimum wage in Montgomery, Alabama, despite our 
cost of living being over 33% higher.    
 
While we also support raising the state minimum wage, residents of our County 
cannot afford to wait so long.  Further, residents of our county face higher costs of 
living than those in rural areas.    
 
Council Member Elrich’s proposed county minimum wage increase to $11.50 per hour 
is a step toward economic fairness.   We applaud the effort to link a County increase 
to increase in neighboring jurisdictions.   Simultaneous efforts would be fair to 
workers throughout the region and would dissuade companies from moving across 
borders in order to pay less for labor. 
 
We urge the Council to increase the County minimum wage.    
 
Sincerely, 
(Progressive Neighbors)” 

 
As you can see, since I wrote those words on the County level, I will be committed to 
supporting a higher minimum wage on the state level too.  Personally, I would support an 
even higher wage, but the Raise Maryland coalition, of which I am a part, has come to 
consensus on $10.10.  I am also a part of the Core Team of the Jews United for Justice effort 
to raise the minimum wage and peg it to inflation.  
 

  
 
Here I am at an October 2013 minimum wage event with my 2-year old daughter holding a 
sign saying “The minimum wage should be BIGGER than me!!!” along with Marc Elrich, 
Jamie Raskin, Valerie Ervin, and my union brothers and sisters (photos from Raise Maryland) 

https://www.facebook.com/photo.php?fbid=294796627327794&set=a.205617469579044.46584.192524897554968&type=1&relevant_count=1
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10.  Will you support legislation to require employers to provide at least seven days of sick leave per 
year?  A bill requiring employers to provide at least seven days of sick leave per year received an 
unfavorable report in the House Economic Matters Committee in 2013. Do you support this bill? 
 
Yes and yes. 
 
Will you support legislation to extend employees’ rights to unpaid leave to all Maryland workers? 
Federal law currently requires that employees be given as much as 13 weeks of unpaid leave in 
case of illness or other conditions of the employee or a close family member. Federal law, however, 
only applies to employers with more than 50 employees. Half of Maryland businesses meet this 
requirement, so the other half of Maryland workers get no family leave protection at all. In 2013, a bill 
to provide six weeks of unpaid family leave to employees of Maryland businesses with at least 15 
employees did not pass. Do you support this legislation? 

 
Yes and yes. 

 
The Environment and Transportation 
 
11.  Do you believe we should prioritize fracking or spend our resources on developing green energy 
sources? There is a nationwide boom in hydraulic fracking in America today, giving us a greater 
degree of energy independence than we’ve seen in years. However, there are serious environmental 
consequences to such drilling, and there has been a moratorium on fracking in Maryland to give the 
government time to study the current state of the art.  What are your thoughts about fracking in 
Maryland, in anticipation of the government study? How serious must the environmental degradation 
be for you to ban fracking?  Are you concerned about the future of western Maryland’s tourist and 
farming industries if fracking is permitted? 
 
As an environmental engineer who has already been endorsed by BOTH the Sierra Club AND 
the League of Conservation Voters, I favor renewable energy and am opposed to fracking.    
 
Fracking is bad for clean water, and even worse for global warming.  We get most of our 
energy from breaking bonds between hydrogen and carbon…usually by burning 
hydrocarbons in fossil fuels.  But not all hydrocarbons are equal.  An “efficient” hydrocarbon 
like natural gas or methane (CH4) has four hydrogen atoms for every carbon atom, so it burns 
more cleanly and leaves only one carbon atom to form carbon dioxide (CO2).  That’s not a bad 
H-to-C ratio compared to other hydrocarbons like octane gasoline (C8H16), or coal mixtures 
which have uglier strings of carbon atoms holding even fewer hydrogen atoms.    
 
So burning CH4 is better than burning other hydrocarbons, but leaked CH4 is more than 20 
times more as potent greenhouse gas than CO2, and its use also breeds dependency on 
depleting fossil fuel.  So although natural gas is better than coal, it is not the solution, and is 
certainly no substitute for renewable energy.   
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12. What is your vision for an efficient, environmentally friendly, regional transportation plan for the 
21st century? A recent editorial in The New York Times related to their mayoral campaign, and 
focused on public transportation, said, “Few things more directly affect the quality of a day, the 
stability and prosperity of a life, than the ability to get to work. And few are more vital to the larger 
economy — of the city and region — than the transportation system that makes it possible. Veins 
and arteries: everybody needs them.”  Clearly this statement applies to Maryland as well, primarily to 
both Baltimore and the DC suburbs. What are your plans, now that the gas tax has been raised, to 
prioritize public transportation projects such as the Purple Line, CCT and Baltimore Red Line? Do 
you support plans to extend Metro to BWI as it is being extended to Dulles? Do you have any 
thoughts on the institution of high-speed or next-generation maglev rail in the northeast corridor?  
 
As a former board member of the Action Committee for Transit (ACT), and as the former 
chairman of the Silver Spring Transportation and Pedestrian Safety Committee, I am 
committed to funding public transportation and getting more cars off the roads.  
 
When we create strong and attractive public transit, we will get thousands of people out of 
their cars and dramatically reduce greenhouse gas emissions.  We create similar results 
when we build walkable neighborhoods and communities where workplaces are near homes.    
 
Last year’s gas tax increase was not enough to fund all the public transit projects we need.  
To secure adequate funding, we need to restructure the Maryland tax system.  We can receive 
additional revenue and make taxation more progressive by 

a) implementing a carbon fee, and 
b) making property taxes progressive instead of regressive. 

Until then, I favor using our transportation funds for public transit, and prioritize the Purple 
Line over resurfacing rural highways.  It will need adequate funding so that it can be a model 
public transit system.  Yes, I support extending Metro to BWI, but I prioritize dedicated 
funding and strengthening the existing system first.   
 
 
 
13.  Will you be supportive of legislation requiring labeling all genetically modified products (GMO’s) 
so that consumers know what they are eating?  Several states are considering passage of a GMO 
labeling bill which would mandate the labeling of products containing genetically modified 
ingredients. 
 
Absolutely.  I have strongly supported, and will continue to support both GMO and pesticide 
labeling bills.   
 
14. Will you actively support legislation to save the Chesapeake Bay?  Recently, after a series of 
public hearings, Takoma Park, MD's City Council (as well as the Washington Adventist Hospital in 
Takoma Park) passed regulations prohibiting cosmetic use of pesticides on lawns and landscapes.  
Since the use of pesticides is directly linked to several forms of cancer, as well as endocrine 
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disruption, and is detrimental to the fish and wildlife in the Chesapeake Bay Watershed, will you 
support and advocate for:  
a. the elimination of cosmetic use of pesticides on state public land, schools, highways, parks and 
other government facilities? 
b. Encourage Maryland county and municipal governments to follow the example of Takoma Park 
and ban its use? 
c. Begin a public education campaign to discourage the routine cosmetic use of pesticides around 
homes and gardens. 
 
Yes, yes, and yes. 
 
15. Do you favor extending the Montgomery County “bag tax” statewide and implementing a 5 cent 
deposit on bottles?  Montgomery County enacted legislation in 2011 that placed a five-cent charge 
on each paper or plastic carryout bag provided by retail establishments to customers at the point of 
sale, pickup or delivery. Retailers retain 1 cent of each five-cent for the bags they sell. The revenues 
from this charge are deposited into the County’s Water Quality Protection Charge fund. This 
effectively shifts the burden of litter clean up costs from taxpayers to consumers, who have a choice 
to avoid the 5-cent charge by bringing reusable bags.  An industry consortium led by Owens Illinois 
(glass) and Alcoa (aluminum) and major state environmental organizations e.g. the Chesapeake Bay 
Foundation, Maryland League of Conservation Voters, strongly favors a Maryland “bottle bill,” 
legislation which generally requires a 5 cent deposit on sealed metal, glass or plastic containers. 
Enactment of this legislation would reduce litter, create recycling jobs and supplement ongoing 
recycling programs.  Do you favor enactment of a 5 cent per container “bottle bill” in Maryland? 

 
Yes, the bag tax works in Montgomery County and is a good model for expansion.  It reduces 
pollution and raises revenue that can be used for environmental remediation and needed 
social services. 
 
Yes, I also support a “bottle bill,” and would want to tailor it so that existing strong recycling 
programs are not harmed by the changes 

 
 
Education and the Economy 
 
16. What approaches would you support to maintain education excellence in Maryland and address 
the education achievement gap?  To address crushing higher education costs for students, the 
Oregon legislature recently unanimously enacted “Pay it Forward, Pay it Back” higher education 
funding legislation. The Oregon legislation directs the state’s education commission to develop a 
plan for consideration by the legislature in 2015 under which students would pay nothing for tuition 
while attending college, paying instead 3% of their income each year for the next two decades or so 
to cover the costs of future students. Education loans from big banks would no longer be necessary. 
Do you favor similar legislation Maryland? If not, what other approaches to reducing higher 
education costs for Maryland students do you favor? Despite an award-winning public education 
system, Maryland faces an achievement gap. Please explain your ideas to overcome this problem.  
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As a professor at Howard University, where almost two-thirds of our students are women, it 
has become obvious that many African-American boys are falling through the cracks of even 
supposedly strong public school systems. 
 
Yes, I support higher education funding reform, but the most effective step towards reducing 
the achievement gap begins earlier: we must implement universal access to Pre-K and early 
childhood education.  Our family was lucky that two of our kids received spaces the 
spectacular Montgomery County Public Schools Preschool Education Program (PEP) pilot.  I 
have seen firsthand how high-quality experiences for young children can put them on equal 
footing when they get to kindergarten and improve their learning in later years. 
 
17.  Do you support the concept of a state bank in Maryland? Inspired by the Bank of North Dakota, 
legislators in several states, including Maryland, have proposed the creation of a state bank. In North 
Dakota, the nine-decade old bank serves as a depository for all state tax collection and fees, and 
deposits are reinvested in North Dakota in the form of loans, thereby enhancing the availability of 
credit in the state.  
 
Yes, as one of the organizers of the Gar Alperovitz / Jamie Raskin forum on economic 
policies for a progressive future, I am a longtime supporter of this idea.    
 
 
 
18.  Will you support converting defense-related industries in Maryland into non-military institutions?  
The State of Connecticut recently enacted policies aimed at “diversifying or converting defense-
related industries to other nonmilitary products, emphasizing environmentally sustainable and civilian 
product manufacturing.” Would you advocate for similar legislation and policies? Please explain 
briefly. 
 
Yes.  When I went to Annapolis last year to lobby personally against the “Lockheed bill,” I 
was disappointed to see how a powerful defense firm could overwhelm the state legislature 
and create a subsidy for itself.   We lost that battle because the defense industry was too 
strong, too entrenched, and too influential.   
 
But merely complaining about the unfairness of the Lockheed example won’t help.  Rather, 
we should build incentives and train our workforce so that our state attracts non-defense 
companies also.  If we were home to major environmental companies and green 
manufacturers like Tesla instead, we would find corporate allies instead of corporate 
opponents.  We would also have thousands more employees and voters on our side.   
 
 
19.  How will you promote job creation?  Please provide specifics on how you would promote job 
creation and job retraining in Maryland. Are there changes in the Maryland tax system which may be 
appropriate to encourage job creation and job retraining?  Do you support the right of Maryland’s 
private and public sector workers to have collective bargaining rights and union representation?  
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Yes, as a professor at National Labor College, I have trained union organizers for years, and 
have long supported both collective bargaining and union representation.  Collective 
bargaining is a cornerstone of workplace fairness and the creation of good jobs that allow 
workers to support their families  
 
20. What is your position with regards to the Maryland estate tax?  What is your position on the 
proposal to increase the estate tax exemption for family-owned business property to $5 million+, and 
limit the estate tax rate imposed on family-owned business property above $5 million+ to no more 
than 5%? 
 
I support the Progressive Neighbors position that the proposed estate tax cut would aid the 
wealthy and exacerbate income inequality.  Cutting the estate tax for the rich would almost 
certainly be paid for with cuts to social services, which is unacceptable.    
 
Housing 
21.  Do you support legislation to stabilize rent increases at 5%/year and require landlords to provide 
just cause for refusing to renew a lease?  Nearly one third of Maryland residents live in rental 
housing, and the number of Maryland renters increases every year. Yet since 2000, the median rent 
for Maryland residents has increased approximately two-thirds, pricing many families out of their 
homes. In 2013, a bill was introduced in the House of Delegates to stabilize rent increases at 5% per 
year and require landlords to provide a just cause for refusing to renew a lease.  What other actions 
would you take to promote affordable housing and expand renters' rights?  In the 2013 Legislative 
Session, a bill (HOME Act) was introduced to end discrimination of apartment applicants because of 
their source of income.  Would you support this bill if elected? 

 
Yes.  I was a renter for well over a decade, and saw my rents increase dramatically – and 
erratically – several times.  I was fortunate enough to be able to afford the rent hikes, but 
many people aren’t so lucky.  As rents and property value– increase, it threatens to displace 
many of our neighbors.    
 
Further, there are several management companies that treat their renters unfairly and 
inadequately.  As a volunteer firefighter and EMT who enters many apartments and rental 
units, I see firsthand many violations and examples of landlord neglect that physically 
endangered innocent renters.  This is unacceptable, as everyone should have the right to 
safety in her or his own home. 
 
There are several steps we can take to protect renters.  I focus on renters’ physical safety 
primarily, then on fairness and affordability.   First, landlord and management companies 
must provide adequate facilities for renters, including safe exits and fire alarms that function 
properly.   Violations should be subject to fines and, in egregious cases, harsher punishment 
to ensure that even the most vulnerable residents can iive in safe conditions.   
 
On fairness and affordability, I also support thoughtful limits on the rate that landlords and 
management companies can increase rents per year.  I further support the creation of more 
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moderately priced dwelling units (MPDUs) in new construction so that we do not price out 
working families and force them from our neighborhood.  


