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TRANSCRIPT: MAYOR DE BLASIO APPEARS LIVE ON INSIDE CITY HALL

Errol Louis: Welcome back to Inside City Hall. We return now to today’s breaking news that Police Commissioner James O’Neill is stepping down, and Mayor de Blasio has appointed Chief of Detectives Dermot Shea to be his successor leading the NYPD. Joining me now to talk about that and much more is Mayor de Blasio. Welcome, very good to see you, Mr. Mayor.

Mayor Bill de Blasio: Good to see you, Errol.

Louis: When did you find out that Commissioner O’Neill was planning to leave?

Mayor: Wednesday. 

Louis: Okay, do you talk with him daily? Do you have a regular conversation? 

Mayor: Yeah, I think when some days – many times a day. I’d say typically [inaudible] average probably once a day.

Louis: Did you have any inkling that this was coming?

Mayor: Look – 

Louis: It’s been sort of the chatter in the department [inaudible] – 

Mayor: Yeah, I think it's clear that three years is a long time when you're Police Commissioner. It's been a lot of things happening – I mean the guy, for God’s sakes, first day on the job was a terror attack and he handled it brilliantly that first moment and he handled so much as well thereafter. But it's been a trying time. It’s been a tough time and I know he was, you know, thinking about the future and his family as he talked about and the financial reality this family. So that being said it wasn't until Wednesday that I heard for sure and then you know we have to start dealing with the future.

Louis: So now Dermot Shea, was he O’Neill’s choice?

Mayor: No, I mean I’m sure the Commissioner would speak very highly of him but it’s not how it works. The way it works is – and so I wanted to make sure there's no misunderstanding how I answer it. It’s not that the Commissioner had a different choice or a different preference, it's the way this works and I’ve been through it now three times and this is a choice that only the mayor can make and you know as I said at the press conference I had watched Dermot Shea's work for six years – when you work shoulder-to-shoulder with someone for six years you really figure out who they are, and just thought he had all the pieces we need for the future of this department. This department's been moving in a very positive direction. Crime down six years in a row, the relationship between police and community clearly better and it's going to keep getting better as we deepen neighborhood policing. There’s so much that has improved in the training. Our officers have shown tremendous restraint and much more de-escalation over these years because of the training. There’s so much that is moving in the right direction. And Dermot was one of the central architects of all that, and I thought it was really important to deepen what we're achieving.

Louis: Okay, you being the mayor, I know you’re used to it by now. There’s some second guessing going on.

Mayor: Oh my God what? Errol –

Louis: I put out a Twitter inquiry-

Mayor: I’m shocked. 

Louis: – for questions on any topic and I often get a lot of them.  Several of them came in on this topic and I wanted to read just one of them. This is from Assemblywoman Catalina Cruz. “Can you ask him,” – meaning you – “who else was considered for the position of commissioner? He champions diversity yet here we are. Until the top brass and the boots on the ground look like the members of our community we can't begin the work of having community trust the police.” [Inaudible] –

Mayor: Well, look, I think very highly of the Assembly member. I disagree with that last statement. First of all because if you as I have – I’ve met basically every precinct commander because of all the town hall meetings I had. When you look at the leadership that's coming up it is getting more diverse all the time. When you look at the rank-and-file – I just went to the swearing in for a class that’s just beginning in the academy. 60 percent city residents demographically looked very, very similar to New York City as a whole. I think 27 percent women which is a great improvement. This police force now has just become majority people of color, more and more city residents – we got real about the times we’re living in and what the police force looks like. But meanwhile if you go and look at the leadership coming up, more diverse all the time and then look at the top ranks when you think about the different chiefs, you see – if you put the whole group together looks more like New York City than even just a few years ago. And I will tell you in the next few years you're going to see further diversity. But no I disagree you cannot say there's one police commissioner and particularly the police commissioner that has been part of a leadership group that has constantly fostered a different and better relationship with the community and more, more diversity in leadership. I don't think it's as minimal as only one kind of person can foster change.

Louis: No, no, no but I mean you know I don't have these stats in front of me. But if you look at as you know above the rank of captain it’s all sort of discretionary. It’s no longer civil service tests. And you know you get above that rank it's an overwhelmingly white and male leadership. 

Mayor: It's been changing a lot and again you could say that but I want to compare where we were six years ago and see how much movement there's been and there's a lot more coming. I understand – Lord knows I understand anyone who says, look we want to see certain types of changes at this exact moment. I am saying first of all when you're choosing a leader for the entire organization, you have to think about who can move all the pieces in the most effective fashion. And second because I know where this is all going and I’ve been deeply involved in it with the previous two commissioners and this is something I know that Chief Shea is committed to, you will see an intensification of diversity in the leadership ranks in the coming years. And with the leaders coming up from the precinct commander level it's going to be entirely different leadership cadre in the NYPD for now decades to come. We really have reached a very positive point of transition. But I also think, you know, everyone has to understand that this particular job you know when it comes down to it, we're asking one human being to do extraordinary set of things and there's, you know, that's a special calling. 

Mayor: I wanted to ask another law enforcement question. I asked you last week about Governor Cuomo’s decision to send an additional 500, I guess, state police into the subways. You seem somewhere between supportive and neutral or even indifferent about whether or not that should happen. Is that – 

Mayor: No, I wouldn't say that. I said we always are – look, if someone wants to send us more officers from their force, of course on the one hand that's a very good thing. We need more presence. The subway system is huge, etcetera. The question is always making sure that they are truly coordinated and working with the folks who are in charge overall of subway security, that’s the NYPD. Making it cooperative, making it communicative, making sure the training is right. So no, I was not indifferent. I was just clear it has to be done the right way.

Louis: Well let me ask you this. Would you rather have 500 social workers? I mean –

Mayor: I don’t understand your question? I just said I will happily take it but it has to be done the right way. 

Louis: Do you think what’s going on in the subways requires that kind of a response?

Mayor: Oh, I think there's more than one thing we have to address. The fact is that it's a huge subway system. I would guarantee you as mayor of the city, the vast majority of straphangers like to see presence in the cars, on the platforms. It is reassuring. If we can have more that's a very good thing. We are dealing with certainly the state and the MTA are dealing with and we're playing an important role too, a very intensive effort to help get homeless folks to shelter with much more outreach that has ever been done., and it’s starting to work in a big way in the subways. There’s a lot to do. I would love more homeless outreach workers, too. We’ve put a lot into play. If the Governor had a lot of those, I would welcome that too. But that fact is presence by public servants whether they're coming from a security angle or a human service angle, that's helpful in such a vast subway system.

Louis: Okay I mean, do you – this is what I meant about indifferent. You're indifferent as to whether or not it's somebody with a gun or somebody with, you know, some medicine and –

Mayor: Everything helps but again I don't I – you're using the word indifferent. I don't feel indifferent – totally saying this respectfully. An honest offer of more uniformed personnel truly coordinated with NYPD, that's great, that’s helpful. If we had them we would be applying them as well. So that's great. And obviously more folks who can do the outreach to the homeless that's great too. It’s not indifferent, we need quality and we need a certain quantity as well to make sure we can serve people.

Louis: Okay, we've got a whole lot more to talk about. Stand by, Mr. Mayor. We’ll be right back with more from Mayor de Blasio. Stay with us. 

[…]

Louis: Welcome back to Inside City Hall. I’m joined once again by Mayor de Blasio. And Mr. Mayor, I understand there is some news that suspensions are down in schools. I don’t know if this is all the decisions of the principals, where’s this coming from and what’s going on?

Mayor: This is about a series of policy changes to really focus on the fact – of course we need order in our classrooms, we need safe school environments. And I’m saying this as public school parent. My kids went all the way through New York City public schools. But suspension was being vastly overused and it was being used in a fashion that we have to say was discriminatory, even if that wasn’t the intention, that’s what happened. We changed a lot of the policies to de-emphasize suspension, look at restorative justice, and a whole series of other tools, and encourage schools to use those instead. They have been doing it. 

So what we are reporting now is over the last six years, we have a 40 percent drop in the use of suspensions. Now, some naysayers may say, well it must therefore mean that, you know, more disorder and more crime. No. At the same time we have had a 32 percent drop in crime in the schools. So this is definitive new evidence, that reducing suspension, getting rid of the overuse of suspension actually correlates to a better school environment, reduction in crime – and the other thing is to reduce the length of suspensions. You know kids who are pulled out of the classroom. I mean it’s a really counterproductive thing to say, well, you did something wrong so we are going to deprive you of education. We’ve now reduced the average length of suspensions, system wide to about six days. We want to decrease the further. 

We have to do a better job of listening to our young people, working with them, helping them avoid conflict, helping them resolve conflict. A lot of times, getting them to have a different dialogue with each other and stay in the classroom where they can benefit. And it’s actually starting to work on a big scale. 

Louis: Can’t argue with the logic, right? You can’t say, ‘That will teach you, get out of the school.’ [Inaudible]

Mayor: Right. It never made sense.

Louis: The New York Post reported, these stories pop up from time to time, but that they found somebody who has been languishing in a rubber room situation for a couple of decades. One part of the reporting though suggested that there’s sort of less of an attempt to try and get these folks out of the system. And I wanted to give you chance to respond.

Mayor: Well, thank you for the chance because again, I’ve often said a lot of what you see in the Post unfortunately is just factually untrue. And so you know, we now over six years, it’s been over 3,000 folks who happen to be in education and didn’t fit for whatever number of reasons. And there’s different ways to help someone along. Sometimes it’s a severance package, sometimes it’s a disciplinary action, sometimes it’s retirement. And we’ve done that more and more. Much more than the previous administration and actually had consistent success moving people on that. We don’t have what used to be the rubber room. There literally was a whole different reality now. There’s the ATR pool and that size, that pool is shrinking and it will continue to shrink.

Louis: Well, it’s got to make your blood boil to read about somebody who you know was found by the Department of Education to have done things that were so inappropriate that the system said you cannot be in the classroom with kids. And there they are year after year after year getting merit increases, getting pay increases, getting benefits and on and on.

Mayor: There are some situations that just don’t make sense and shouldn’t be that way. But I remind you, the ATR pool, you have teachers who didn’t do anything wrong who are between schools because say a school shut down or something else changed with their budget. It’s not just one thing. So, you know, some of our news outlets like to focus on a handful of really extreme and troubling cases. And those cases, I wish they didn’t exist and we should do everything we can to resolve them. But that’s not the bigger direction. The bigger direction is that fewer and fewer teachers are in that situation. And some of the teachers who are in that situation temporarily were actually getting to productive work because they are capable of doing it.

Louis: Let me ask you about foie gras, this duck pate.

Mayor: I didn’t know you were a fine diner.

Louis: No, no. Well I actually, it’s not bad, with the right meal. My understanding is that there are about 1,000 restaurants that actually serve this stuff. There are some vendors that are New York vendors that employ hundreds and hundreds of people that help make the stuff. And I guess, my question is does the administration or did the City Council, as far as you know, did anybody look at the impact on jobs? Like what is this actually going to do? You know, we care about the ducks obviously but what about the people?

Mayor: We care about the people always first and foremost. From everything I heard from my team, we did not see a substantial impact on people, on employment. I mean you are talking about a dining industry that – remember this is a city that economically, thank God is so strong, a lot of money being spent out there on dining experiences and if you take one food item out of the equation, that is not changing the overall picture. So I know there have been concerns about some of the farms upstate. I hope they can convert to other things. There is a grace period of several years as you know. But look, this is not a humane practice, and it’s producing a luxury item that the vast majority of us would never be able to afford. This is not where we should be shedding a tear and I am very convinced that the food industry is going to be quite fine.

Louis: Okay, can we anticipate other items sort of being pulled off menus according to what the City Council –

Mayor: I don’t think this is a typical situation. This is, as you know, this started to happen other places in the country because there was an animal welfare issue. And I don’t think it’s accidental that it happens to be a very elite, luxury product and that affected peoples’ thinking as well. But no, I don’t think you are going to see a whole lot more of it.

Louis: The street vendor issue which has been going on for three or four centuries.

Mayor: Yes.

Louis: I’ve looked into this.

Mayor: At least, at least.

Louis: We have currently about 20,000 vendors. There’s a bill being considered in the State, Senator Ramos, your former employee.

Mayor: Yes.

Louis: Would get rid of the cap on the number of vendors who are allowed to operate. We at NY1, we interviewed somebody who says he’s been waiting 17 years for a food permit. Something has got to give or something has got to change, right?

Mayor: Yes, Senator Ramos I think very highly of. And yes she worked for my administration and I am very proud of her. I would argue that a lifting of the cap is not the way to go, that we need a much tighter enforcement system. You know there is a whole black market in the current vendor permits, that’s a problem. There’s a lot wrong with the current system and I think opening it up to anybody and everybody is not helpful. Our sidewalks are clogged in a lot of places. I am particularly concerned about our small businesses. Traditional bricks and mortar small businesses have been struggling a lot lately, especially with you know, the internet commerce reality. So no, I wouldn’t just do an open situation. I think we can have an honest conversation about – and the City Council certainly has been doing this. Is there a different number we should get to with the kind enforcement we actually need, with geographical zones and exceptions? I think there is a model, we have gotten close a couple of times with the Council but I would strongly urge the Legislature to let us figure this out locally and not sort of create chaos here. 

Louis: Okay before I let you go, Somas El Futuro they have their meeting in Puerto Rico traditional the weekend after Election Day. Are you going down this year?

Mayor: Absolutely.

Louis: And what’s on the agenda?

Mayor: As per usual, I mean, we’ve got some announcements we will be making down there and both on issues relative to New York City and to Puerto Rico. But also, you know Errol, I mean it’s the most fascinating thing is that once a year folks involved in public life get a chance to actually talk to each other in a much more calm environment and it’s you know a 1,000 miles away, or 2,000 whatever it is. But it’s – people have conversations there that are of higher quality and get more done in a lot of ways than what we get to do here and that’s a good thing.

Louis: Okay. A piña colada solves many problems.

Mayor: Amen, whatever works.

Louis: Thanks very much, Mr. Mayor.
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