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Budget & Tax 
1.What is your vision of taxation and spending in Montgomery County? 
Some revenue sources include property tax, bag tax or a potential business 
tax similar to what Fairfax County imposes. How do you think we should 
raise money? 
 
I would like to use tax incentives (a mixture of deferrals and credits) to 
stimulate small business growth, socially desirable behavior,  and 
neighborhood stabilization. 

 Communities such as Oakview struggle high rates of rentals of 
single-family homes and declining property values; I propose a tax 
incentive to reduce closing costs for owner-occupants.  We need to 
stimulate home purchase in several pockets across D5 (on top of 
better code enforcement), which would creating a moderately-priced 
home ownership opportunity in the near-term and stable home 
values in the long-term.  I would limit the credit to either homes 
under $500k or specific zip codes (“Neighborhood Stabilization 
Zones”); 

 I propose a tax credit of $2000 for up to 2000 mentors of at-risk 
youth, modelled on the credit given to volunteer firefighters at the 
state level (discussed more below); and 

 I propose a tax deferral to offset facade improvements to commercial 
properties targeting specific communities like Burtonsville where 
economic development is sorely needed. 

 
I do not believe the economy can support much tax increase right now, but 
I support greater investigation of whether some property owners are 
improperly claiming farm-related tax credits for purely residential 
properties.     
 
 
2 . In good times what are your spending priorities? How would they differ 
in hard times? If you ranked human safety net services, education, 
transportation and libraries for county spending, how would you rank them 
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and why? 
 
To be blunt, we have no choice about Education in the K-12 sense.  I 
support safety net services as a top priority because American poverty is 
suburbanizing.  2011 was the first year more people on food stamps in 
America lived in suburbs and not inner-cities.  This change is felt in 
Montgomery most acutely in our schools, but the real challenge is 
delivering services to entire families.  That said, my focus is on the adult 
education programs of the safety net (e.g., English instruction, financial 
literacy) that help families rise out of poverty.  Specifically, I am a leader 
with Impact Silver Spring which contracts with the county to connect 
people to existing safety net programs.  What we here from those families 
is a strong desire for services that will lift them out of the lower economic 
classes, not just address an emergency. 
 
Next is transportation and infrastructure.  A strong Bus Rapid Transit 
network is a relatively low-cost way to reduce traffic congestion and our 
carbon footprint.  We must also pay more attention to sewage and water 
pipes, our streets will be flooded more often because of burst pipes unless 
we act now. 
 
Libraries have become less integral in people’s lives to do the economic 
democratization of technology (almost everything is online and devices 
for access are getting cheaper) and greater reliance on larger hubs like the 
Silver Spring Civic Center for community space.  However, I do believe 
local libraries may be useful in expanding after-school programs.   
 
I believe we need to be more creative about how libraries can serve the 
community.  I partner with a local library to provide books for a summer 
reading program I started called ‘Lunch and Learn’ which fed 65 kids each 
day (all on Free and Reduced Price Meals during the school year).  The 
children reported reading much more than the previous summer and 
parents were particular excited about their children practicing English 
language skills.  That may be a natural service for more libraries to offer or 
support. 
 
3. How would you ensure that taxes/fees do not unduly impact those with 
lower incomes? 
 
My life experience has taught that the best way to escape the pain of living 
in a lower income environment is to make more money.  That relates back 
to having the skills (via formal K-12 education, vocational training, etc).  



Increasing resources available to poor youth by extending the school day 
with after-school programming and increasing adult education 
opportunities will have a greater long-term impact on the poor than 
mitigating a regressive tax.  Montgomery County already has the money to 
do this, we just need to elect people committed to making those changes 
(and experienced in delivering those services). 
 
That said, I strongly support the Working Families Income Supplement and 
its restoration.  I also support tax rebates/credits for low-income taxpayers 
to offset consumption taxes, which tend to be regressive, and waivers of 
fees for low-income residents.   
 
4. Do you have any innovative approaches to income and wealth 
disparities? Please share them. 
 
Increasing a person’s marketable skills (i.e., skills the market needs) will 
increase income.  That comes from 1) expanding adult education 
opportunities like the English language, financial literacy, and workforce 
development program I work to provide to adults in District Five through 
Impact Silver Spring and 2) putting caring, middle-class adults in the lives 
of low-income youth through after-school and summer programs I lead 
like Making a New United People (serving 150 youth in Takoma Park and 
Silver Spring) and Long Branch Athletic Association (serving over 400 
youth in Long Branch, White Oak, and East County). 
 
The FDA Science Center development provides an opportunity to scale up 
these programs.  Economic democratization efforts typically focus on one 
large entity purchasing services from multiple community-based 
enterprises (e.g., a large hospital purchasing laundry services from a 
community-based employer).  We can greatly expand on that model by 
developing a Health Economy Corridor in District Five.  We can use 
workforce development programs and microenterprise support programs 
to train low-income workers now to sell the products services the coming 
population of life sciences firms and FDA will need.  We can also develop 
the youth programs to plug these newcomers and there companies into as 
corporate citizens (e.g., sponsoring a robotics team at Francis Scott Key 
or mentors for a Math Club at Springbrook).  We can develop a much 
richer and diverse democratic economy by training the food cart vendor 
and lab technician, but also leverage the white collar workers to teach the 
food vendor’s child to be a scientist.  We stabilize our communities even 
more by promoting District Five as a home for these workers through 
reducing closing costs on existing homes in addition to building new 



homes.  We focus development on aging commercial strips to preserve 
existing affordable homes.  We leverage the Applied Health Sciences 
school that Washington Adventist University is building on its campus and 
bring in Montgomery College and a similar grouping of colleges as the 
Universities at Shady Grove.   
 
Much of my personal success in life is derived from my mother’s 
commitment to lifelong learning and improving herself (she started school 
after I was born and got a Master’s degree when I was 18).  I’ve seen that 
same drive stimulate a desire to achieve in young people stronger than 
any program.  We establish a culture of continuous skills growth in the 
adults and connect the kids with high-achieving adults and that is how we 
defeat income inequality. 
 
Affordable Housing 
While renters in Montgomery County account for 25-30% of households, 
the affordable rental housing supply continues to shrink. In 2009 the Tenant 
Work Group, convened by Ike Leggett, expressed the following concerns: 
• Unaffordable rent increases 
• Fear of retaliation for voicing concerns about the property 
• Unreasonable month-to-month surcharges 
• Crime and safety 
 

5.What can you and the County Council do to support the County’s 
250,000 renters? 
 
The county should establish an Office of Tenant Advocate modelled on a 
similar office in DC.  Alternatively as a first step, we can add the most 
important services to the existing Office of Landlord/Tenant Affairs, which 
is staff to help form and support tenant organizations.  Renters will not be 
respected as a block of residents without organization.  I have worked with 
the non-profit contracted to help tenants organize in Takoma Park, 
recently securing repairs of code violations documented by individual 
tenants.  It was the organization that acted officially, helping to shield 
specific tenants from retaliation.  Separately, I have worked with Silver 
Spring tenants to build sidewalks so their children can have a safe route to 
school.  I have even worked with landlord to develop tenant organizations 
to support a summer reading program feeding 90% of its low-income 
children during summer months.  I believe organization will unearth many 
more concerns of renters that need to be addressed – and provide the 
force to start addressing them. 
 



I also support rent stabilization for senior citizens paying more than 1/3 of 
household income on rent, modelled on existing programs in New York 
and DC.   I would also work to end month-to-month surcharges on long-
term tenants. 
 
Transportation & Infrastructure 
 

6. How do you propose funding the Purple Line and the Corridor Cities 
Transitway (CCT) RTS/BRT has been accepted as a way to decrease 
gridlock in the future; how will you work to assure that funding is 
available and that communities are part of this solution? 
 
Developing a BRT route in District Five is one of my top priorities.  It will 
reduce congestion and carbon emission while improving economic 
development where its sorely needed in East County.   Specifically, I 
support a north-south route coming down 650 and 29 to White Oak and 
down 650 into DC, which will take 10,000 car trips off the road each day.  
My efforts around BRT are currently informed by communities along the 
route, for example there is opposition to a dedicated BRT lane in Four 
Corners (because of congestion concerns) while many community 
members still support the overall project.   It is through working with 
impacted communities (and forging compromises and win-wins along the 
way), that community support will be maintained through to completion of 
the project.  We can’t just push projects through with listening to the most 
impacted communities.  I support the public-private partnerships being 
explored to fund the Purple Line, but support a WMATA-managed line. 
 

7. What can the Council do to promote telework, vanpools, and carpools? 
 
The county’s current telework tax credit applies to the purchase of computer 
equipment needed for telework for an employee teleworking at least 1.5 days 
weekly (30% of time).  I would reduce the teleworking minimum requirement 
to 1 day per week (20% of time) in order to increase participation and allow a 
percentage of the credit to be claimed for a non-computer equipment cost 
(e.g., broadband service, etc).   
 
Additionally, I support alternative work schedules such as 4-day, 10-hour day 
workweeks for county employees where feasible. 

 
 
Education 
 

8. School construction has fallen behind in projected Capital Budgets. How 



will you work with the Montgomery County Delegation in Annapolis to 
insure adequate capital budgets for MCPS? 
 
As Vice-President of the ACLU of Maryland, I advise the ACLU Education 
Reform Project which led the fight securing $60 million for school 
construction in Baltimore.  That success was driven by bringing in 
busloads of Baltimore youth to advocate for themselves.  Similarly, I 
believe Montgomery County should take busloads of our young people, 
particularly the English Language Learners and other immigrant youth to 
directly advocate for themselves.  We need to show the state who the kids 
in the trailers actually are and it would also be a tremendously 
empowering experience for the young people themselves.  There was 
significant coalition-building in Baltimore for a couple of years before the 
$60 million passed, I’m committed to doing that same building here in 
Montgomery County.  I already possess strong relationships with parent 
and youth groups among our most vulnerable populations. 
 
On a larger scale, I am committed to funding local school construction.  
State funding has declined ($50 million in 2000 to just $35 million in 2014) 
as county funding has increased.  We have 17% of the state’s student, but 
only 11% of the state’s funding.  I support Ike’s plan to increase local 
spending on school construction by nearly $130 million over the next six 
years.  
 

9. Since approximately half of the students in the County do not go to 
college what should the county be doing in economic development to 
ensure that these graduates find jobs? 
 
The county’s first job is to ensure those students that want a college 
education can pursue it.  In 2010, a majority of MCPS graduates attending 
Montgomery College required remedial coursework in Math of English.  
Step one is leveraging existing funds to extend the learning day for lower-
performing youth.  I would work to centralize the administrative functions 
of on-campus and off-campus after-school and summer programs and 
using the savings to expand offerings to more communities.  While the 
county has limited input on the MCPS budget, we currently spend several 
million each year (over $60 million in recent years) funding after-school 
programs on- and off-campus; it’s time to better coordinate that spending 
to serve more kids and get more children to be college-ready.  I would 
contract with 2-3 organizations like Montgomery College or CASA de 
Maryland to provide the administrative functions and quality control, then 
increase funding so that programs can serve more children with college-



readiness programming.  Additionally, my ‘2000 for 2000’ program would 
create a $2000 tax credit for up to 2000 mentors of at-risk youth.  Modelled 
on the tax credit given to volunteer firefighters, the plan is to create a 
corps of professionals devoting over 100 hours per year to mentoring 
youth in need of guidance.   
 
It’s very difficult to be that first kid in the family to go to college.  We have 
to leverage our high concentration of people with advanced degrees to 
work with our growing population of young people needing more help than 
MCPS can efficiently provide. 
 
But I do support helping non-college bound youth, I helped launch the first 
workforce development program in East County in partnership with the 
county and several non-profit service providers.  Additionally, I lead a 
mentorship program serving 150 youth in D5 which started a special 
component for young people 18-24 this year.  We provide GED preparation 
for high school dropouts and connect all of the participants with advisors 
from vocational programs at Montgomery College.  Additionally, we work 
to place students in union apprenticeship programs (I am currently 
working to place two mentees with the Plasterers and Cement Masons’ 
Local 891).   
 
The greatest difficulty in scaling up a program like ours is the complete 
lack of awareness of many young people about the need for a post-high 
school plan.  My experience is that students not planning on college don’t 
understand this need until after leaving school.  For example, they don’t 
know that many apprenticeship programs require passing an Algebra test.  
A second challenge is that many of these youth entered MCPS later in life 
and began their education in much more challenged schools or foreign 
school.   
 
This illustrates the need for extending the learning day by expanding after-
school programs.  Consider the African Immigrant Refugee Foundation, or 
AIRF (where my wife is board president).  AIRF which runs a program 
specifically designed to help immigrant students catch up to their US-born 
peers.  Expanded after-school programs can 1) help these students catch-
up and 2) educate them about the county’s vocational high school 
(Edison) early on.  Edison is actually undersubscribed  and has open seats 
right now. 
 
 
New Development and the Environment 



 

10. It is obvious that our infrastructure needs are not being met as the 
county continues to grow. How should and can the County Council review 
and impact proposals for development that will create significant 
infrastructure issues such as: 
Traffic and transportation 
Water and sewer 
Power, gas, phone and cable 
Preservation of the environment 
Health 
Small business 
 
Impact fees paid by and amenities provided by developers are the biggest 
part of the solution.  Specific communities have specified desired 
amenities (e.g., green space) which should be given more amenity points 
as proposals for development are put forth.   
 
On small business, merchants in Silver Spring have had success 
negotiating directly with developers on protections (with the help of 
nearby civic associations).  As councilmember, I will support the creation 
of merchants associations to serve as a voice with the county.  I will have 
at least one staff person trained in forming and assisting community 
organizations such as merchants associations and tenant groups.   I have 
found that sophisticated developers seek community organizations to 
work with.  A “deal” is not always reached, but organized community 
participation is the best way to always know what the community needs.  
 
The key is 1) respecting Master Plans and Sector plans and 2) seeking and 
responding to community input early in the development process. 
 

11. What changes in the County Master Plans are required to ensure that 
smart, sensible, environmentally sound growth is a continued priority? How 
will you support development that does not take down trees and disturb 
watersheds? 
 
“Smart, sensible, environmentally sound growth” is defined differently by 
different officials.  County Council has the last word on Master Plans, 
Sector Plans, and land use issues, so the key is electing people who share 
your values.  Growth and development of people should always come first. 
 
Developers change plans, but community activist have to be clear on what 
changes to a developer’s plans are desired, must-haves vs. nice-to-haves.    



Developers are already supposed to minimize cutting down trees; what is 
needed is a true watchdog on council who partners with community 
members in enforcing the rules.  This is probably the most important form 
of constituent service a councilmember provides. 
 

12. How would you ensure that the Agricultural Reserve continues to be 
viable as an economic center and environmentally protected area? 
 
Protecting the Ag Reserve begins with understanding it.  I support 
education programs that take students to the Ag Reserve to learn about its 
function.  The Ag Reserve’s economic viability is largely driven by federal 
subsidies that encourage meat production.  I will always fight to preserve 
this 30% of county land as environmentally protected, but I do support 
efforts to diversify what is grown.  Having worked with local food pantries, 
I know there is a strong desire for more fruits and vegetables among low-
income families in Montgomery (many are immigrants used to eating 
fresh, not canned vegetable).  I would like to explore a regional partnership 
with Fairfax, DC, and Prince George’s on sourcing fresh fruits and 
vegetables locally.  Additionally, I think the county should explore a public-
private partnership in developing a composting facility in Ag Reserve as 
the county grows its composting programs.   
 
 
Immigration 
13. What can the County Council do to support our immigrant community? 
Do you support free, readily available English language classes and other 
education programs to help immigrants become full participants in the civic 
life of our County? What other approaches do you favor? 
 
I currently offer free, readily available English language classes, financial 
literacy courses, and launched the first workforce development program in 
East County earlier this year as 1st Vice-President of Impact Silver Spring.  
Additionally, I lead two youth programs serving over 550 primarily 
immigrant youth in District Five.  In my experience, the best way to assist 
immigrant integration is to 1) connect with families through children (i.e., 
youth programs) and 2) help families get the skills necessary to increase 
incomes (financial literacy and workforce development).  These efforts are 
the specific hallmark of my tenure at Impact Silver Spring since joining in 
late 2009. 
 
The next phase is leadership development.  I want the county to establish 
an Office of Tenant Advocate with the specific role of establishing tenant 



associations and helping tenant groups interact with nearby civic 
associations (which often do not allow renters as members).  This office 
would help establish a pipeline of leaders rooted in immigrant 
communities, but also connect those leaders with other activists.  
Integration among leaders can push integration among the rest of society. 
 
At the Fields Apartments on Georgia Avenue, I’ve led work with 53 
immigrant families and nearby homeowners to build sidewalks allowing 
young people to walk to school more safely.  Homeowners often oppose 
sidewalks but were supportive here because of a common interest in 
public safety.  An Office of Tenant Advocate can cultivate new leaders and 
provide a platform to bring all residents together to address common 
issues.  The county can begin this work by contracting with organizations 
like CASA de Maryland that have history doing this type of tenant 
organizing. 
 
Elections and Transparency 
14. Maryland is making many improvements in transparency at the state 
level regarding hearings and legislation. Given the fact that currently many 
hearings and council meetings are televised, how would you improve this 
process in the county? 
 
I would require more public disclosure from council and registered 
lobbyists of meetings with councilmembers and executive agencies.  The 
public needs more information about groups seeking to influence policy.  I 
would also strengthen disclosures of local elected officials to more 
closely track federal officials (e.g., more disclosure about debts, assets, 
and financial history). 
 
I would also require periodic field hearings in each district allowing 
residents easier access to council, hearings, and information on the 
legislative process. 
 
15. Should elections be financed with public funds? Should limitations be 
placed on private funds, money from development interests and PACs? 
Explain why you support a particular option. How can the voters be 
assured that elected officials keep the public interest as a priority? 
 
As policy director to Congressman Marty Meehan (House Democratic 
author of McCain Feingold) I drafted three public finance and ethics bills 
(presidential races, congressional races, congressional ethics), with the 
congressional ethics bill adopted as Rules of the House of 



Representatives in 2007 and still in effect.  I support public finance as a 
hedge against corruption because of too many private interests competing 
with the general public by giving large donations and financing 
events/travel/parties (which was banned in Congress by my work with 
Meehan).   
 
I specifically support public financing of all county and state elections 
using a model similar to New York City (matching small donations 6:1).  I 
would not limit private donation more than current rules, but I would 
include a “millionaire’s clause” in public finance legislation that allowed 
candidates receiving public funds to either access more public money or 
raise more private funds if a candidate opting out of the system tries to 
outspend the public system (e.g., Michael Bloomberg outspent the system 
in NYC).  This is the solution we pushed federally (with support of Van 
Hollen, who now leads the effort among house Democrats). 
 
Public finance is just one-half of keeping elected officials work in the 
public interest, the other half is better vigilance by voters and outside 
groups.  
 
Experience 
16. Please describe your professional experiences that will allow you to be 
an effective member of the County Council. What organizations have 
you worked with and why will that help you to serve the public? 
 
In 2006, the Bush Administration cancelled $10 million in funding for a 
mentorship program operating at over 50 college campuses nationwide 
(serving over 75,000 kids).  As a congressional staff member, I organized 
multiple members with programs in their districts to fight to restore 
funding that year and failed.  More senior staffers told me it was almost 
impossible to restore funding to a program ‘zeroed-out’ by the president.  
The next year, I worked with more offices, delegating more, trusting more 
(find some republican support), and generally committing more time.  We 
not only secured the $10 million we lost, but we secured $20 million for the 
program. 
 
The significance of the victory is not just helping the specific kids in that 
collection of programs, but it having leveraged the same skills set of 
organizing leaders for action on a number of other causes.  Recently, I 
worked with the city of Takoma Park and an ad hoc coalition of middle-
income, mostly white homeowners and low-income renters of color with 
support from Congressman Van Hollen to secure over $1 million in federal 



funding for stormwater runoff mitigation.  The project utilized the exact 
skills I developed failing and then succeeding with the youth program. 
 
The coalition building skills I needed to succeed on the Hill have already 
benefitted the people of District Five and that will continue on Council. 
 
Since leaving the Hill, I have advised the Navy on public affairs for hybrid 
electric engines, manufacturing ships from lighter-weight composite 
materials, and other green shipbuilding programs and advised the Army 
on promoting Science, Technology, Engineering, and Math (STEM) 
programs, particularly to young girls.  I specifically plan on leveraging my 
STEM work in building public-private partnerships with the growing 
number of life sciences firms to work in our local elementary and middle 
school after-school programs and increase the population of local youth 
pursuing STEM careers. 
 

17. Progressive Neighbors is committed to supporting progressive 
candidates and issues. 
Why do you think that this organization should support your 
candidacy? 
 
I possess the deepest experience among all of the D5 candidates when it 
comes to working on progressive issues all lines of race, ethnicity, and 
class.  D5 may be the most ethnically and economically divers district in 
the county and I have experience bringing all of the voices available to the 
table. 
 
Give an example of a progressive issue that you have supported in 
the past 5 years. 
 
I have worked to protect and promote the humanity of all people 
regardless of sexual orientation at the local level and the international 
level.   
 
In 2012 violence surged against the LGBT community in Africa, with heads 
of state publicly defended anti-gay laws.  Members of the Liberian 
diaspora came to me seeking help after lists of “suspected homosexuals” 
were published and many gay men were hospitalized.  I formed a coalition 
of white and black religious leaders from over a dozen houses of worship 
in Maryland, Virginia, and the District of Columbia (where much of the 
diaspora lives) to petition the State Department to limit aid to countries 
that could not control local violence.  We met with the State Department’s 



African Affairs staff  and engaged the department’s Democracy and 
Human Rights bureau as well as the Republican and Democratic staffs of  
the House Committee on Foreign Relations.  These efforts were critical in 
stopping two Liberian anti-gay bills from becoming law; the president 
bowed to international pressure to not sign the first bill making it a felony 
to “seduce, encourage or promote another person of  the same gender to 
engage in sexual activities” and a second bill passed by the Liberian 
Congress making gay marriage a felony punishable by 10 years in prison. 
 
At the same moment, I also led local efforts of  the ACLU of  Maryland to 
support marriage equality in Maryland.  I preached sermons in local 
churches performing outreach to white and black ministers.  We raised 
$300,000 to support marriage equality at the polls and funded the 
NAACP’s marriage equality radio campaign targeting African-American 
voters.    
 

 


