
San Francisco Taxi Workers Alliance

D17 Assembly Candidate Questionnaire – Feb. 15, 2020 Election

Thank you for taking the time to reflect on these three questions. Please respond no later than
Friday, January 28, by emailing your form to board@sftwa.org. Candidates’ answers will be
posted on our website: www.sftwa.org.  Thank you!

Feel free to answer on campaign letterhead.  Please limit your answers to 300 words or less.

1. Between 2010 and 2016, the SFMTA sold over 700 taxi medallions to cab drivers, most
at a price fixed at $250,000, and collected $63 million in commission from these sales.
When Uber and Lyft were illegal startups, however, the city refused to rein them in.
Indeed, San Francisco gave them its blessing, allowing them to unlawfully operate what
were essentially taxi services in direct competition with its own regulated industry,
while the CPUC eventually legitimized their operations under lax rules that put taxis at
a distinct competitive disadvantage. Taxi drivers’ incomes plummeted, and the value of
a medallion crashed. No medallions have sold in almost six years. Drivers who
purchased medallions, overwhelmingly immigrants of color, viewed owning a
medallion as their entry to the middle class; instead, they have been forced deeper into
poverty carrying debt they can’t repay. Covid-19 severely compounded their plight.
Close to 300 purchasers – over 40% – have defaulted on their loans and many more are
at risk of foreclosure, putting their savings, assets, and livelihoods at risk.

Former Assemblymember Lorena Gonzalez expressed a desire to clear the debt of
working Californians, including taxi medallion debt that has fallen on the shoulders of
immigrant workers pursuing the California dream. The SFMTA and the San Francisco
Federal Credit Union, which holds most of the medallion loans, may negotiate some
loan forgiveness. In the interest of justice for these taxi workers, who have served San
Francisco for decades, would you support an additional financial contribution by the
State of California to ensure just and equitable compensation for all purchasers of San
Francisco taxi medallions?

Absolutely. Our taxi drivers have been mistreated by the City through the changes in the medallion
system and the disparate application of regulations on ride-hailing companies, which is frankly
unacceptable. It is clear that the lure of the tech industry and the power of companies like Uber and
Lyft has allowed them to operate largely free of regulations, while taxi drivers are beholden to
City-ordained rules of practice. But this is not just a citywide problem, which is why we need a
statewide solution to help taxi drivers recover from this inequity.
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Prior to 2010, we had a clear and more equitable system; drivers with medallions controlled the
permits and leased them out to other drivers waiting to reach the top of the waitlist, and get their
own medallion. This was the path to an accessible, middle-class income for our taxi workforce, which
as you mentioned, is largely made up of immigrant workers. Once then-Mayor Newsom decided to
start selling medallions on the public market, we all saw that dream fall flat, as anyone who could put
down the $250,000 price tag had access to a medallion. It is disgraceful that taxi drivers on the
waitlist were offered no compensation or priority to ensure an equitable transition to this new
system. Drivers who could not afford the $250,000 outright desperately turned to the San Francisco
Federal Credit Union for a loan to purchase a medallion. What is important to note here is that the
Credit Union’s understanding with the City was that the price of the medallion could never fall below
the dollar amount it was purchased for; an unsustainable promise that fell through with the advent
of Uber and Lyft and the disparate application of regulations. The City bent backwards to ensure
these tech companies would want to operate in our city, and in turn left taxi drivers struggling to pay
off loans for a medallion whose value had plummeted in competition with Uber, Lyft, and other
similar companies.

Even before the pandemic, taxi drivers were struggling to make payments on their medallions and
some even lost their homes to what they had seen as a promising investment. There was no way
drivers could have foreseen the dramatic difference in regulations set for ride-hailing companies,
which led to lower prices for riders and as a result, reduced use of taxis from residents. When
COVID-19 spread to San Francisco, taxi work was minimal at best and the loss of income for taxi
drivers was even more severe.

It was irresponsible of SFMTA and other government agencies to assure drivers that the medallion
price would remain stable, and now, it is our responsibility to help pay back the debt drivers owe on
this broken promise. Whether or not the SFMTA and the San Francisco Federal Credit Union are able
to negotiate some degree of loan forgiveness, it is the city and state’s responsibility to ensure
immediate debt relief. New York taxi drivers are facing a similar situation in the aftermath of
exploitative medallion payment loans, and the city recently announced their plan to spend $65
million of their anticipated federal stimulus dollars to eliminate some of the debt owed by taxi
drivers. We need to place the same urgency on this crisis in San Francisco, and deliver on an even
bigger scale. I am proud to have Lorena Gonzalez’s endorsement in this election, and am prepared to
be an advocate for taxi drivers, and equitable workers’ rights at large, in the State Assembly.

2. On March 19, 2021, Congressman Gregory W. Meeks (D-NY-5) introduced H. R. 2077,
the Taxi Medallion Loan Forgiveness Debt Relief Act, which amends the I.R.S. Code to
make forgiven taxi-medallion loans exempt from taxation. The Act is co-sponsored by
the entire New York City bipartisan Congressional delegation.

Would you urge San Francisco’s Congressional delegation to support H.R. 2077?

Yes. Forgiven medallion loans and financial relief for taxi medallion owners should absolutely be
exempt from taxation, as proposed by H.R. 2077. Under current law, this relief would be assessed as
taxable income, putting the burden back on the very people seeking relief in the form of enormous
tax bills. Taxi drivers in New York have experienced similar financial losses as San Franciscans due to
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the lack of regulation of tech companies’ ride-hailing services and loans that, as a result, did not live
up to their promises. I am proud that New York reintroduced the bill last spring, and am a strong
supporter of its passage in Congress. As such, it is essential that San Francisco’s Congressional
delegation support H.R. 2077 as a first step in our fight to help taxi drivers recover from this
unanticipatable financial devastation. As an Assemblymember, I would have a stronger voice to urge
support for important policies like H.R. 2077.

3. In response to the California Public Utilities Commission’s inconsistent collection of
information on passenger complaints about assaults and threats on Uber and Lyft
rides, some elected officials have called for reform. Supervisor Rafael Mandelman was
among them, stating in the Public Press: “Our state leaders need to step up and make
significant structural changes to the CPUC’s relationship with these companies or allow
local governments to implement regulatory plans that meet the needs of our
communities.” In addition to issues of public safety, the CPUC allows an unlimited
number of Uber and Lyft vehicles to operate in San Francisco, threatening our ability to
respond seriously to the climate crisis.

Do you agree that the CPUC must have stricter rules for TNCs, including capping the
number of vehicles, or else allow local jurisdictions to implement their own
regulations?

Yes. The California Public Utilities Commission must adopt stricter rules for Transportation Network
Companies, as well as proper accountability measures. At the very least, we need consistent data
collection and consolidated, timely, public reporting from the CPUC to ensure that we have a full
understanding and public oversight over the number and type of complaints received, as well as the
outcomes of the complaints. The CPUC has acknowledged that there are also issues in the way it has
allowed companies to use different interpretations of the reporting requirements for assaults and
threats, but has shown no commitment to creating shared definitions for TNCs. All of this raises
concerns about the reliability of the data the companies provide. Without a clear definition for
assaults and threats, companies will continue to use loopholes to report numbers that are more
favorable than what is accurate.

Additionally, we simply have not done enough to confront the climate crisis, including tracking and
limiting the number of TNCs allowed to operate within our city limits. This is another point of
inequity for taxis, as there are a set number of medallions issued, effectively regulating how many
taxis can operate at a time. On the other hand, the San Francisco County Transportation Authority
found that TNCs accounted for about 50% of the rise in congestion in San Francisco between 2010
and 2016. We cannot continue to allow these companies to run our streets. If the CPUC is unwilling
to regulate vehicles operated by TNCs, we must create an avenue for local jurisdictions to do so
themselves.

In regard to public safety, climate impact, and everything in between, we need transparency from
TNCs to ensure that we understand their impact on our communities and are responding
appropriately. As an Assemblymember, I will be committed to ensuring that we are properly
regulating TNCs through the CPUC and local jurisdictions.


