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TRANSCRIPT: MAYOR DE BLASIO APPEARS LIVE ON NY1

Pat Kiernan: Mayor de Blasio is leaving the city today for a four-day trip out west. He will be selling the city, convincing technology companies that they should do business in New York – do more business in New York. He’s also holding fundraisers for his re-election bid. He will travel to Seattle, Sacramento, and San Fransisco. He joins me now by telephone to talk about some of the things going on in the city and what he’s got planned for his trip out west.

Mayor de Blasio, thank you for being with us. 

Mayor Bill de Blasio: You’re very welcome, Pat. 

Kiernan: I want to talk about our top story this morning, which is the situation at Penn Station. We have infrastructure in New York City that is always on the edge of its maximum capacity, and here’s an example now two days in a row because of what seemed like a relatively minor derailment. The federal government is talking about cuts to transportation funding – how do we get out of this? How do we not have this terrible situation every time one little thing goes wrong at Penn Station?

Mayor: Yeah, Pat, it’s time for this whole country to come to grips with the fact that we have an aging infrastructure, and, if we don’t fix it, our economy won’t work, our lives won’t work. And I’ve got to tell you, before the election of President Trump, we were making progress. In the last couple of years, there was a real bipartisan consensus to increase federal funding for infrastructure, for transportation, for trains, for our roads, for highways – the whole thing – and we got some progress. I worked with mayors, both Democrat and Republican, to push the Congress to put more funding infrastructure and we were part of a coalition that achieved that. 

Trump came in talking about big infrastructure investments. We haven’t seen a plan. We don’t know how real it is. We don’t know if he can even get the support of Republicans in Congress. But what I’m going to do – and this is part of why I’m meeting with mayors from around the country on this trip – is I’m going to build with my fellow mayors a coalition – a bipartisan coalition that can push Congress members and Senators from not just blue states, from red states and purple states too, to make those investments in infrastructure and to top the kind of budget cuts that would hurt us. There actually are budget cuts to infrastructure in Trump’s budget – things that would hurt our Vision Zero initiative, as well. So, I think the answer is investment. Penn Station – busiest train station in the country – deserves the investment so it can be safe and it can keep functioning. 

Kiernan: Has President Trump engaged with you on this topic or any topic since the inauguration?

Mayor No, not since the inauguration, although I have talked to key members of his team and I intend to continue doing that. And I welcome a dialog with the President, but my job right now is to create that ground-swell to push back the budget cuts and to get the kind of investments we need. And I’ll tell you, the fact that there was a successful effort to stop the repeal of Obamacare – and if that repeal had happened, 2 million New Yorkers would have had their health insurance in doubt – that coalition came together to stop that all over the country. Those town hall meetings you saw on TV – all the things that happened to turn the tide on that is the same approach we need to take to stop the budget cuts that the President has proposed and to start getting the investments in infrastructure we need.

Kiernan: Mayor de Blasio, do your tough words about Donald Trump do us a disservice? Should there be more conciliatory language? Or do you think you need to be tough to have your message heard?

Mayor: I think you need to be tough to get Donald Trump to deal with you the right way Look, he respects strength. He does not respect weakness. And I think beyond his human characteristics, any time you’re trying to fight for a cause you have to do it from a position of strength. So, look what happened on Obamacare. It’s not like people went in and said, okay, you know, you won an election in the electoral college – again, this is a guy who did not have a popular mandate, but won in the electoral college – so we’re going to give up and let you repeal Obamacare. No, people fought it all over the country, made it really hard on their Senators and Congress members, and, suddenly, a lot of members of the House – you could see even members of the Senate – Republican members of the Senate came out proactively and said, wait a minute, we have a problem with this, we can’t live with this being repealed – and that changed the whole trajectory. It started at the grassroots. It started with local leaders and local people speaking up. 

So, the way to fight what’s wrong with Trump’s proposals is to build a strong resistance to them. We have the – we already have the working model in what happened on the Obamacare fight. We were able to win because people got active at the grassroots and stood up to him. 

Kiernan: The trip to the west coast is going to be four days, beginning today. Tell me, what’s on your agenda – one, from the economic development side, and, two, from the fundraising side. 

Mayor: So, it’s really three pieces. The one piece is working with my fellow mayors to start building this coalition to fight the budget cuts – that’s the big fight right now, Pat – and that decision will happen in October – the federal budget. So, we have time to build a coalition to stop the cuts to affordable housing, to senior citizens, to infrastructure, to, of course, our Homeland Security funding – that’s a crucial piece of this trip. 

Second, to attempt and lure more investment from technology companies and life sciences companies. Of course, in Seattle and in northern California you have a concentration of so much of the technology community. More and more, they are interested in New York City. We now have over 300,000 jobs in our technology sector. We have a life sciences sector that we’re investing in more and more as a city. That could easily end up being 100,000 jobs or more if we handle it right. But it means we need to get companies to invest more. So, I’m going to be meeting with leaders of the technology communities in Seattle and in northern California. Those companies are based there that I’ll be meeting with, but they’re still looking to make investments all over the country. You saw it with Google last year – a huge new investment in New York City. So, hopefully, with some personal diplomacy and showing them the door is wide open in New York City for more investment, we can get a lot more jobs created here. 

Kiernan: So, all of that is good, all of those are things that a lot of New Yorkers would say are worthwhile reasons for a mayor to leave the city. As soon as you add a fundraising component, you open yourself up to critics. Why do you think it’s necessary to raise money outside the city, rather than focus on New York City itself?

Mayor: Look, Pat, first of all, I’m honored to say my fellow mayors in these cities are helping me with my re-election and we have a great working relationship. So, Mayor Murray in Seattle, Mayor Steinberg in Sacramento, Mayor Lee in San Fransisco – they’re all putting together events for me because w all have that kind of relationship where we’re working in common cause, and that’s important for New York City to have mayors, leaders in states all over the country who believe that need to build a coalition to stop these budget cuts, for example. They also are helping me to get re-elected because they believe we have that good working relationship. And I’m up for re-election this year, I have to put together the resources necessary to get my message to the people of New York City. But I’m able to do it while getting a lot of other things done that make a lot of sense for the people. 

Kiernan: In your conversation with Errol Louis last night on Road to City Hall, Mayor de Blasio, we talked to you extensively about Rikers Island and I wanted to go through all of that again because we’ve had some of that video on TV. But, again, in the papers this morning, I know that all of these not-in-my-backyard elements are starting to emerge. Closing Rikers is one part of the problem. The other piece of this is where do you put those inmate and, thankfully, there are fewer of them than there used to be. This is going to be a long, controversial process.

Mayor: Well, Pat – long process, for sure, because we’re talking openly. Everyone agrees – I really commend Speaker Melissa Mark-Viverito for the leadership role she played on this issue. There was a great commission put together by Judge Lippman. Everyone agrees this is a process with a minimum of 10 years. So, there’s time to work it out. I believe the fewer new jails, the better. The commission has a different vision, we disagree on that, but that’s okay. We’re going to work that through with the City Council. And, really, Pat, it comes down to what the City Council believes is the right thing to do because they have to ultimately vote on any major land-use decision, including the siting of a jail. The initial response from the Council members in key locations has been that they’re open – and the more open they are, the more we fight be able to fin common ground. 

So, I would say to everyone – this is going to play out. Any decision on the siting of a jail will take several years, minimum, and it’s be a very open and public process, and ultimately will have to be decided by a vote of the City Council. So, there will be a chance to figure out what makes sense. But I do believe most New Yorkers want to see us get off of Rikers Island, end that history, turn a new page. And the important part here is, it only works if we keep driving down crime, which is in everyone’s interest. We just had a great month of March – the safest March in the history of New York City. We drove down murders, we drove down shootings, we drove down overall crime – 12 percent. NYPD is doing the number-one thing it will take to get us off Rikers – driving down crime, fewer people arrested, and fewer people going to jail. 

Kiernan: Mayor de Blasio, we will say farewell to you now as you head out on that trip. If at 5 am Pacific time at any point this week you want to pick up the phone and tell us what’s going on, we’ll be here. 

Mayor: I like that – because you get up at 5 am doesn’t mean the rest of us have to, Pat. 

[Laughter]

Kiernan: Mayor de Blasio, thank you. Thank you for joining us. 

Mayor: Thanks a lot. Take care. 
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