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THE CITY OF NEW YORK
OFFICE OF THE MAYOR
NEW YORK, NY 10007
 
FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE: October 21, 2016
CONTACT: pressoffice@cityhall.nyc.gov, (212) 788-2958
 
RUSH TRANSCRIPT: MAYOR DE BLASIO APPEARS LIVE ON WNYC
 
Brian Lehrer: It’s the Brian Lehrer Show on WNYC. Good morning, everyone.
 
The headlines from last night’s Al Smith Dinner here in New York are mostly about Donald Trump being ungracious and sometimes unfunny in what is traditionally a night of comedy for a good cause – Catholic Charities – involving the two presidential candidates. Getting less attention are the barbs that were aimed at our local politicians at the affair – like when Al Smith IV acknowledged the presence of Mayor de Blasio in the room.
 
Al Smith IV: Mayor de Blasio is here tonight. Mr. Mayor.
 
[Applause]
 
We’d like to apologize. We could not grant you your request to sit to the left of everybody.
 
[Laughter]
 
He got here on time.
 
[Laughter]
 
Lehrer: At the dinner, Hillary Clinton and Donald Trump were seated up front on either side of Cardinal Dolan – their only appearance together this year outside of a debate. In Clinton’s sketch, she acknowledged the ecumenical heavy lift.
 
Hillary Clinton: But your Eminence, you do deserve great credit for bringing together two people who have been at each other’s throats – mortal enemies, bitter foes. I’ve got to ask – how did you get the Governor and Mayor here together tonight?
 
Lehrer: And with that, Mayor Bill de Blasio joins us for this week’s Ask the Mayor segment. Mr. Mayor, welcome back to WNYC.
 
Mayor Bill de Blasio: Thank you very much, Brian.
 
Lehrer: You couldn’t get that seat to everybody’s left?
 
Mayor: I love that joke. I give Al Smith – Al Smith IV is a wonderful guy. And that was fabulous. I love that joke.
 
Lehrer: And you were laughing heartily. The camera did a cut-away on you.
 
And listeners, it is our Ask the Mayor segment, so if you have a question for Mayor de Blasio – 2-1-2-4-3-3-W-N-Y-C – 4-3-3-9-6-9-2.
 
I watched this on TV last night, and you did shake Trump’s hand. Did you consider not, seriously?
 
Mayor: I think in the atmosphere of that evening, Brian – Al Smith Dinner, which by the way celebrates a great American progressive, who focused on income inequality issues a century ago, and helped to bring us the framework for the New Deal. And that dinner, it is a night to celebrate the Archdiocese’s charitable work. It is a night that is supposed to be when people put aside their differences. So no, in that context, I would shake his hand. In other contexts, I would have to think very deeply about how to engage him in any way, shape, or form.
 
Lehrer: All right, let’s move on. On a very serious note, you and Police Commissioner O’Neill surprised a lot of people, I think, by coming to an immediate conclusion about the police killing of 66-year-old Deborah Danner in her home in the Bronx – reportedly suffering from schizophrenia, and swinging a baseball bat at the police sergeant, Hugh Barry, in close quarters in her home, when Barry responded to a disturbed person call from Danner’s neighbor. You said, “This should never have happened. It’s as simple as that. Deborah Danner should be alive right now. Period.” And of course, Mr. Mayor, the Sergeants Union disagrees. They say, for one thing, you’re rushing to judgment before an investigation. Why shouldn’t they take that position?
 
Mayor: Brian, it’s quite clear from what we know, and we know a lot, we don’t know everything. I want to emphasize up front – there needs to be a full investigation then we’ll be able to fill in all the facts. But what we do know is pretty substantial. And I met with Commissioner O’Neill just hours after the incident. And remember he is not only our Police Commissioner, he is a 33-year veteran of the NYPD. He’s played every role in the Department. And he was adamant that protocol was not followed, training was not followed, and it was very important to tell the people that because this should not have happened. There is a balance we have to strike – absolutely believe in waiting for an investigation to fill in all the blanks, absolutely believe in due process. But the public had a right to know that this shouldn’t have happened. And I really give Commissioner O’Neill tremendous credit for his honesty, his forthrightness. He is a man – I think New Yorkers are really coming to see – who speaks directly from the heart and from his experience patrolling the streets of this city. And it was the right thing to do.
 
Lehrer: The Daily News editorial page seems to, for once, back you up on something. It sites NYPD protocols that call for officers to wait for Emergency Services Unit cops to arrive and use a Taser if the option is there. But the union president says basically once they were in that situation of her swinging a baseball bat at him in close quarters, he couldn’t wait for ASU – ESU. Do they have a point?
 
Mayor: No. I believe that Commissioner O’Neill is not only the leader of our Police Department, but the foremost expert on policing in this city. And he is abundantly clear, and I agree with his assessment. There were multiple options for the sergeant. Obviously, what happened here is a human tragedy. Ms. Danner should not have died. She was a 66-year-old woman with a disease. And, there was the opportunity to back away. There was the opportunity to wait for the Emergency Services Unit. There was the opportunity to use the Taser. She did not present a threat to other people because she was in a contained space.
 
No, I’m sorry. I mean, again, I will wait for all the details to come out, so we can provide additional analysis. But the reason this one bothers so many New Yorkers is the common sense of it all – a 66-year-old woman with a disease should not end up dead. And, by the way, what her sister, Jennifer, told me is that repeatedly police had come to the very same apartment, did things the exact right way, and gotten her to the hospital appropriately.
 
And I want to remind you – and I said this when I had my press conference, Brian – our police overwhelmingly handle these situations the right way. They’re tough situations. I have a lot of respect for our police officers dealing with challenges of mental illness out on the streets. We’re trying to do more and more to support them in that. But we had 128,000 calls so far this year for situations involving an emotionally disturbed person. The NYPD handles them constantly and well. And very, very few – in any situation with any New Yorker, any adversarial confrontational situation – very rarely does the NYPD discharge a weapon. 31 times in all of 2015 in a city of eight-and-a-half million people with 36,000 cops – 31 times was there a use of a weapon. And that’s every kind of instance, including when criminals pointed weapons at police officer, so there’s a lot of restraint. The vast majorities of our officers follow their training, follow their protocol. That did not happen here.
 
Lehrer: Let’s take a call – Carol, in Manhattan you’re on WNYC with Mayor de Blasio. Hi, Carol.
 
Question: Hi, I have a question about the issue of property taxes and gentrification in various neighborhoods, and I’m wondering – can you hear me?
 
Lehrer: Yes, we can.
 
Question: My question is, Mr. Mayor, why is it that property taxes can’t be tied to income? In my building, for example, people have lived here for 30 years and people are moving in who work for hedge funds or celebrities, and everybody’s property taxes go up. And then people who lived here for long standing – and, of course, this happens in many neighborhoods – can’t afford the taxes, and it makes for a much more homogenous clustering of neighborhoods.
 
Lehrer: Mr. Mayor?
 
Mayor: Carol, it’s a very interesting question. I would say the immediate answer is we base property tax on the value – obviously of the property – and even that we have to do a better job at, and I’ve said this very publicly. We have an inconsistent and insufficiently transparent property tax system. It will take a lot of work to fix it. I intend to do that, but it’s going to take a huge and very public effort to fix that.
 
But I would differentiate in this case the reality you’re raising because we also have income tax in this city, which is rare among cities, including rare among cities in the State. And that is where we certainly ensure that there is fair taxation of those who happen to have higher incomes. Although, as you know, I thought we should’ve gone even farther with a tax to pay for our pre-K program amongst upper income folks.
 
I think it’s an interesting question, I would argue, because there’s more than one form of taxation. There is some balance. But I think Carol to your larger point of how we address gentrification, how we avoid a homogenous city, which I’m entirely concerned about – this is why we have an affordable housing program to keep half-a-million people in affordable housing and to build new affordable housing. This is why we have free lawyers now to stop people from being illegally evicted, and anyone can call 3-1-1 if they’re being illegally evicted, and the City will give them a lawyer. This is why we did a rent freeze for rent stabilized tenants.
 
All of these things are to keep this an economically diverse city. So, I will look at that issue because I think you raise an interesting point, but I think these other tools are the ones we can use right now. And by the way any change in our overall taxation system obviously involves going to Albany, and, as you know, up-to-date, neither the Governor nor the State Senate have been particularly willing to tax the wealthy at a higher level.
 
Lehrer: Lisa, in Manhattan you’re on WNYC with Mayor de Blasio
 
Question: Hi, Mayor de Blasio, how are you?
 
Mayor: Hey.
 
Question: When you were elected I was so happy because I heard that you drove a car, and I thought you would understand the traffic situation that was created by [inaudible] traffic circles that they’ve built all over the city, but it’s gotten worse. Now, the cross town streets are one-way, one-lane bus lane, bike lane, car lane, turning lane. The trucks are in the bus lane, the buses are in the other lanes. It’s a nightmare going cross town. Do you ever try driving that yourself?
 
Mayor: Well, Lisa, I did drive a car almost up to the point that I was Mayor, and of course I understand because I drive around – other people do the driving – but I’m watching the traffic, and I’m stuck in it too, and I see the reality.
 
I think we’ve got a big challenge here, Lisa, and I want to be straight forward about it. There’s a blessing and a curse to what’s happening in New York City right now. We have a growth in population. We have a growth in a jobs, which is a very good thing obviously – 4.3 million jobs is the most we’ve ever had – but that means more and more people going to those jobs all over the city. It’s not just Manhattan – all five boroughs are seeing job growth. We have growth in tourism, all of the – and a lot of construction which creates a lot of the congestion.
 
Meanwhile, we believe that Vision Zero was absolutely necessary and needs to go a lot deeper to protect people, and that’s why you see the turning lanes and other tools that prove to be very important to saving lives. And that’s why compared to a few years ago we’re saving a lot more lives of pedestrians.
 
So, it’s a very tough situation. There’s not a lot of space in the city. There are a lot of people, and we have got to do a lot more fix it. But it’s not because I’m not in the same traffic you’re in. I am in the same traffic you’re in, and we’re trying to sort it out. One of the things we are doing, Lisa, is we’ve added a lot more traffic agents. They’re starting to come online now. We did that in the last budget. So, you’ll see more human beings actually getting the traffic to move.
 
And look – I think the other we’re learning is – more and more New Yorkers want to turn to mass transit if they have good options. That’s why we’re doing more things like Select Bus Service, Brooklyn-Queens Connector light rail, Citi Bike, the ferry system that’ll start next year. We have to provide a lot more options so people cannot use their car and get where they need to go.
 
Lehrer: Alright, one more thing before you go – after the death of Brooklyn D.A. Ken Thompson, Governor Cuomo will make an interim appointment as you know until the election next fall. Reportedly he’s considering New York City Public Advocate Letitia James in addition to Thompson’s deputy who’s in the position for the moment, Eric Gonzalez. Do you have a preference?
 
Mayor: That’s a choice that the Governor makes, and I respect that. You know he, to the best of my understanding, did choose to go ahead with the existing – you know the interim – the existing deputy, Eric Gonzalez, who is a very capable guy and has been Ken Thompson’s right hand man. So, my understanding is that’s what he’s going to do, and then of course there will be an election next year to determine who will have the seat for the following four years.
 
Lehrer: What happens if Letitia James becomes the Brooklyn DA? Because she’s the successor to you if anything were to happen to you by dint of being Public Advocate? Does somebody appoint an interim Public Advocate?
 
Mayor: Again, my understanding – and we can check this – is that the Governor did make the decision to keep the existing deputy in place.
 
Lehrer: Oh, he did, I see.
 
Mayor: Right, so I think that question is now moot.
 
Lehrer: Mr. Mayor, I’m looking forward to seeing you in person for our Friday, Ask the Mayor next week. I know you’re coming to our October 28th Greene Space event, a week from today, so I look forward to seeing you there. We’ll take our Ask The Mayor questions in person.
 
Mayor: It’s all happening in The Greene Space, Brian. I look forward to it.
 
Lehrer: Thank you very much.
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