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Hi guys - here's my statement I'll read tonight. Please embargo

Thank you.

until after the budget vote.




Statement on 2017-2018 City of Asheville Budget

Julie Mayfield, Member of Council

  

The debate about this year’s budget has been enlightening in many ways.  My second time through this process, I have a much clearer idea about how it works and how council can influence it, as well as thoughts about how we can make it increasingly transparent.  The debate has also illuminated some significant divides in our community that are real and troubling and that require attention.  

I very much appreciate the passion brought to this discussion by advocates on all sides.  Robust public discussion always provides us more information and helps us make better decisions.  The Million Dollars for the People campaign has been effective in making change.  

The proposed budget increase to add new police officers has been reduced by almost half, from the initial million dollar request to $567,000.  In addition, most of that money will come from reallocating existing dollars in the police budget rather than from new allocations, meaning the police budget is only $137,000 more than it would have been without this request.  If we choose not to fund these positions, it’s not as if we can put $567,000 to another purpose – instead, it will remain where it currently is and be spent on overtime and other planned expenses.  Finally, the hiring of these new officers will be spread out over 2.5 years rather than happen all in one year.  

Certainly these changes are not as much as many advocates would have liked, but the campaign has made a difference.

During this budget debate, many community members called for new systems, new strategies, increased transparency, new patterns, new investments, new data sharing, new models, a new focus on institutional racism and implicit bias.  To all of those voices, I say, “Yes, I agree.”  

Most of you know me foremost as an environmental advocate, but my roots are in social justice and human rights advocacy, having started my career with Amnesty International and having worked for the Atlanta Community Food Bank.  I also worked for and then served for eleven years on the board of an organization in Georgia that represents poor people accused of crimes and stands with them as they rebuild their lives.  I care deeply about the very real concerns around race, equity, homelessness, and relationships between people and the police—and I commit myself to addressing these larger, systemic problems that demand and deserve deep, long-term solutions.  

Many of you have said that providing additional funding for new officers won’t address any of these deeper problems.  While that may be true to some degree, it does not mean the funding is not needed.  We’ve seen a 17% increase in violent crime across the city in the last year and a steady increase in calls for service.  Asheville’s population is growing, more and more people visit here every year, and we are seeing significant new development across the city. This growth cannot be ignored, and I trust the wisdom and experience of Chief Hooper to know what her department needs.   

I also think under her leadership we are already on the right path to addressing the larger issues.  She has instituted new trainings on implicit bias, cultural sensitivity, and de-escalation; she led the development of a new de-escalation policy that has become a national model; she accelerated the implementation of body cameras; under her leadership, the trends we’ve seen in traffic stop data and arrests of likely homeless people for trespass are all trending in the right direction; and she has committed to sharing traffic stop data on a quarterly basis so we can all see how we’re doing.  The trainings and data sharing are now specifically listed in the budget as outcomes and performance measures for the police department.  She has also brought together a deeply divided department, fixed many internal structural problems, and has the respect of her officers. We all have an interest in seeing Chief Hooper continue on this positive path and be successful, and I believe the requested funding will help ensure that success.

Another call has been for more money for the people.  I agree with Councilman Smith, who has ably laid out in previous statements, that this is a budget for the people.  I agree that budgets are moral documents, and I believe this budget advances many priorities that help people and improve our quality of life.  Can we and should we do more?  Always, and we will.  This year, we are increasing funding for affordable housing, sidewalks, crosswalks, greenways, parks, youth programs, partnerships with nonprofits, staff salaries, and retirement for firefighters.  

Nearest and dearest to my heart is the over $2 million increase for transit that continues service expansions implemented earlier this year; includes new service expansions, including eight additional weekday hours and Sunday service on all routes; supports a new and better management contract structure; and makes up for a significant loss in federal funding.  Expanded transit is all about providing opportunity and access to those who need it most - access to jobs, school, friends, participation in civic life.  The expanded service funded by this budget will help a young father get a job he couldn't get before, enable a family get to church, and allow a mother to do her shopping on Sunday rather than during the more hectic work week.  Having spent the last seven years advocating for a transit system that better serves people, I cannot vote against a budget that includes such a high level of commitment to that goal. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]I’d like to add a final thought in the hopes that those who want to see change happen more quickly will have faith that the city will continue to tackle our community problems.  My observation is that Asheville does an excellent job of responding both to local demands and national trends.  Areas where we’ve done that in recent years include sustainability/energy/climate, affordable housing, food policy/insecurity, and multi-modal transportation.  The conversations we are having now around equity and race, while not new, are happening at a new level of intensity both here and nationally.  And these conversations must continue.  Asheville is being responsive – creating an equity manager position is just one example and I’ve already mentioned others - and we will continue to be, but we will not solve this problem overnight. Our work on the issues mentioned above has taken focused attention and hard work over several years to create the kind of lasting, institutional change and commitment we now see.  That is the kind of lasting change we need on equity and race, and that is where I will dig in and try to be effective in the years to come.
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