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THE CITY OF NEW YORK
OFFICE OF THE MAYOR
NEW YORK, NY 10007
 
FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE: May 5, 2017
CONTACT: pressoffice@cityhall.nyc.gov, (212) 788-2958
 
TRANSCRIPT: MAYOR DE BLASIO APPEARS LIVE ON WNYC
 
Brian Lehrer: We begin today on the local implications of the health reform bill if it becomes law and other New York City affairs with our weekly Ask the Mayor segment.
 
Hi, Mr. Mayor. Welcome back to WNYC.
 
Mayor Bill de Blasio: Thank you, Brian. And I will predict that vote will be tattooed on Leonard Lance – can’t have it both ways on something that’s this important and this emotionally compelling to people. So I think he’s going to end up regretting that vote.
 
Lehrer: And listeners, our lines are open for the Mayor on anything at 2-1-2-4-3-3-W-N-Y-C, 4-3-3-9-6-9-2.
 
Mr. Mayor, with this bill as passed yesterday – and of course, we don’t know how much it’s going to be changed in the Senate or blocked all together – but as passed yesterday, would it affect New York City directly? Or sense it leaves almost everything up to the states, would we be unaffected because New York already abides by the full Obamacare rules?
 
Mayor: Now Brian, there are huge structural changes in this bill that definitely affect New York City and could undermine how many people can get insurance, and so it has very direct human impact on over a million New York City residents who got health insurance under the Affordable Care Act. That is now up for grabs, and unfortunately, this bill could take away that opportunity and that right for so many New Yorkers.
 
And on top of that, it’s going to hurt our public hospitals and clinics deeply because we need people to have insurance for their own benefits, so they’ll go and get care when they need it and get preventative care. But we also need them to have health insurance, so when they go to one of our public hospitals or clinics, they have some resources behind it to keep those institutions going. This is going to be a huge hit on an already strained public health budget.
 
And then finally, the Collins Amendment was part of this legislation. One of the most pernicious elements because it is directed specifically at New York State, and it’s specifically discriminatory against New York City because the notion there is all the other counties in the state will not have to pay their share of Medicaid anymore, only New York City will. That puts a $2.3 billion hole in the State budget – that’s the latest estimate – which means there a very good likelihood the State will be cutting back across the board. That will hurt New York City. And either way you swipe it, New York City is being asked to pay more. Our taxpayers are being asked to pay more than any other part of New York State, and that seems to me discriminatory, and a burden, and it’s going to create a stress on our whole healthcare system.
 
So, this is horribly destructive to New York City, and I want to emphasize – people are going to fight this. I really believe this is going to be a battle royal. And I think Nancy Pelosi is right – it’s going to speak to a lot of Republicans, and they’re going to regret this vote. And in the Senate, I think we already see a number of Republicans who expressed hesitation. So we’re going to be working with mayors all over the country to focus on those red state and purple state Republican senators, and put pressure from the grassroots up on them to say no to this repeal.
 
Lehrer: What’s the mechanism for finding the extra money in the middle of the City budget year if they pass a final version this summer or fall, and it costs us over a billion as I think you and the Public Advocate are estimating?
Mayor: We haven’t put a specific. I don’t know what the Public Advocate said. I have not put a specific price tag on it yet. And I think your point earlier – at minimum, we expect because of a real grassroots movement around this country that mayors will be deeply involved, and we expect this legislation to change substantially in the Senate if it even makes it at all. So it’s too early to be putting any price tag on it.
 
But what I can say is to the mechanism, we have a June vote on the City budget when we finally adopt the budget for next fiscal year. Then we come back in November and update it. And the City Council votes on that as well. So those are the next two milestones, where we can make adjustments as needed. But again, on just like everything about the Trump budget proposal for next year – first thing we have to do is fight it. And I think you’ve only begun to see this fight. Now I think this has become intensely serious to people all over the country. In those town hall meetings you saw, including in a lot of red states a couple weeks back, you’re going to see a lot more of that directed at the U.S. Senators who are on the cusp on this one.
 
Lehrer: Donald Trump was back in town last night, as you know – for the first time since his inauguration. I’m curious, for you, how did it go from a security standpoint? And cost on that? Any different from when Obama or other Presidents would visit New York?
 
Mayor: Not really that different. The White House ended up with a very sparse trip, and that helped in terms of reducing the amount of security cost and the President is obviously staying in New Jersey this week and not in New York City. And that’s helpful as well. There were protests for sure – more than typical with President Obama – but NYPD was certainly able to handle it. I don’t think it was a particularly big, new expense. Look, in the past we’ve had plenty of Presidential visits – Obama, Bush, you name it. NYPD is exceptionally good at handling. That’s a cost that we largely have had to bear ourselves. We understand that.
 
But the good news is – on the Trump Tower security cost, the vote of the Congress makes us substantially whole, particularly for the period between the election and the Inauguration – gives us real resources going forward. We’ll have to keep going back and make sure that that continues. But that actually turned out reasonably well for New York City. And I got to tell you – Congresswoman Nita Lowey; and Senator Schumer; and Congressman Donovan, too deserves a lot of credit; and a number of other members of the delegation because they stuck with that and got us the lion share of that reimbursement.
 
Lehrer: One more topic, then we’ll go to the phones. When you were on last week, you defended your Corrections Commissioner, Joseph Ponte, on putting 18,000 out-of-state miles on his City car last week – over 90 days – and frequently gassing up out-of-state on the New York City taxpayers. Your defense was – he had sought advance guidance and was given bad advice that it was okay. But right after you were on, the Department of Investigation sent a statement saying Ponte had been given no such advice or permission, and answering a reporter’s question yesterday, you couldn’t say who gave him that advice. Can you still not say who? And if not, how do you know that really happened?
 
Mayor: I asked Joe Ponte directly and he gave me accounting of the different ways that he got that guidance. I don’t have the chapter and verse on it. But I’m very comfortable that he was accurately portraying what he understood. And it’s as simple as this – Department of Investigation, they like every other agency are going to have their views – no one has a perfect vantage point on things that happen. Department of Investigation did a good job raising this issue. I’m glad they did, and we are going to fix it in Department of Correction. We’re going to make sure everyone who has to pay back the taxpayers does. And then, the Conflicts of Interest Board will determine if there’s any further action that has to be taken. So there is a very clear process here. And we’re going to back through every City agency nothing like this ever happened before.
 
Lehrer: But on Ponte, you say he gave you chapter and verse, but he didn’t tell you who gave him the advice and you didn’t make him tell you?
 
Mayor: Again, I’m very comfortable from the conversation and I’m not going to recount the details of the conversation. I’m very comfortable from the conversation that he sought guidance, believed he was doing the right thing, and it was obviously a mistake. And he will make sure that that is made up for. There’s a difference – and we find this unfortunately – we see this sometimes – not only in government, but you see it in private sector as well. When someone intends to cheat the taxpayer or break the rules. I, like everyone else, want to see a very stringent response. When someone actually makes a mistake and thought they were doing the right thing, and I’m convinced that’s what happened here – I think we have to recognize that people make mistakes, and sometimes they’re given bad information. But there’s a very clear way to make up for this and compensate for this, and then move on.
 
Lehrer: One last thing on this, you’re the inequality Mayor. I read that other low-level city employees have recently lost their jobs, after committing in the job as similar, but described in the press, as lesser offenses having to do with City vehicles. Do you dispute that, and are you granting the Commissioner unequal privilege?
 
Mayor: I sure do dispute it because as described in the press is a very subjective term. And I’ve had to say many a time to you, Brian, respectfully, that you constantly quote media accounts that prove to be inaccurate. I’m not saying you personally seek them out. I’m saying a lot of your colleagues in the media – 
 
Lehrer: If you want to disagree with a media account, then say how it’s wrong.
 
Mayor: I’m saying something different to you. I’m saying I’m not going to accept a media account, and I made it very clear distinction a moment ago – if someone willfully, purposefully sought out to cheat the government and cheat the taxpayer, that merits a particular kind of response. If someone did it by accident or because of the wrong guidance, that’s a different response. And again, the Conflicts of Interest Board will sort that out. So I’m not going to compare different cases where we don’t have any of the chapter and verse on those cases. I’m not going to take someone’s third-party account of what happened. I’m talking about the one I know something about, which is Joe Ponte, and I’m comfortable he did not mean to do anything wrong.
 
And he’s also done a great job as Correction Commissioner turning around Rikers Island and creating major reforms that people have wanted for decades. He is the person that actually achieved them. It is a tough and thankless job. And he’s the person who actually did things like end punitive segregation on Rikers Island. No one did that before him. So I think that’s a hell of a lot more important than whether he accidentally used his car the wrong way.
 
Lehrer: Dana in Brooklyn, you’re on WNYC with the Mayor, hello Dana.
 
Question: Good morning Brian, good morning Mr. Mayor. How are you?
 
Mayor: Hey Dana, how you doing?
 
Question: I’m okay. I am a low income New Yorker, I’m 33, I work full time with of some New York’s finest meaning our seniors – I’m a home heath aid. I actually do live-in work so I do 24 hour shifts, and I only get paid for 12 hours out of those 24. And I’m okay with that. But I’m making minimum wage and it seems like every month, or every week shall I say, I have to make a decision on how I’m going to ride our subway, how I’m going to get to and from work, and do extracurricular activities, get to doctor appointments, etcetera. And I just – my question to you, and I do thank you for taking on the housing crisis, it’s something that affects so many of us especially here in Brooklyn, so I appreciated that but you know I have another pressing issue that happens every day is how am I going to get on the subway, how am I going to get on the bus. And you guys, you see people begging for swipes in the subway, bus drivers are probably overwhelmed with the amount of people asking them to get on. And I want to know, Mr. Mayor, you know your budget and everything, why is it that you’re not taking on the issue of Fair Fares when the City has the power to do it? I often hear you asked this question or respond to it in terms of Governor Cuomo and what he can do, but I do see that the City has the power to do it. This is an issue that is close to things that you campaigned on. And I want to know if you can take it on, if you can actually help us with this.
 
Lehrer: Thank you. Just for background for our listeners, Fair Fares is a movement for the City to subsidize metrocards, some of the price of metrocards for low income New Yorkers. Mr. Mayor, go ahead. 
 
Mayor: Dana, I appreciate the question and I think you framed it very powerfully. I did come here to address inequality and how hard it is for people to make ends meet in this city. But Dana I want to be very straightforward on a couple of points, city government can do a lot to address the challenges, we cannot do everything. And we know that if the state government did more and the federal government did more we could lift a lot more people up in this city. We’ve focused on things as you mentioned, the affordable housing effort, you know, rent freeze, the – giving people lawyers to avoid evictions, we’ve focused on trying to raise wages and benefits, paid sick leave, the effort to get the minimum wage up, which succeeded. A lot of other things we’re trying to do to create better paying jobs, because that’s really the solution, the most fundamental solution is if you and other people had better paying jobs. But here’s why I can’t get there on this fare subsidy because one, we do not have the money right now. We put forward a budget that showed everything we could invest in and there were a lot of great things we just didn’t have the money to invest in. And also secondly, it is, in my view, the MTA’s responsibility. The MTA run by the State of New York and the Governor. If we start taking on responsibilities that belong to the State, we’re just going to continue to have to pay more and more with money we’re ultimately not going to have. And here’s the fear I have overall, we have to make very tough decisions in light of both the potential repeal of Obamacare and a Trump budget proposal that’s very negative for cities all over the country. We’ve tried to strike a balance of what we’re going to invest in now, but the one thing I don’t want to do is get into whole new areas of spending that should be another part of government’s responsibility.
 
Lehrer: City Council, from what I understand, has in its version of the budget for the next fiscal year which begins in July, $50 million dollars precisely for this subsidy, and their Community Service Society argues that you’ve cited $200 million dollars is what it would cost the city and couldn’t afford it. But since your preliminary budget you’ve put $700 million dollars additional in for other things. Would you veto the bill if the City Council includes that line?
 
Mayor: I don’t deal in theoreticals Brian, and what we do with the City Council is have a cooperate process; it’s been a real partnership to work through budget issues. And there’s lots of things that I want to do that I can’t afford to do, and the City Council wants to do and they recognize we cannot afford to do. We’re going to work that through in this budget process as we have each year. Now that proposal, from everything I’ve seen of it its $50 million to begin and then goes up to $200 million dollars a year. And to the money we put in, Brian, first of all, a lot of that money was to pay for things that we have to pay for. A lot of it was new expenses for the City; we do not have a choice on in terms of personal costs or other challenges that we have to address in the city that are not about anything optional. But we also tried to make decisions about investments we thought would have the most structural impact, for the biggest long-term impact in the City, that’s why for example we’re investing in 3K. Because that, we believe, getting kids a quality education for free at the age of 3-years-old, we think will have a huge positive multiplier effect for years and years to come. And it’s a strategic investment, when you have limited resources you have to figure out what’s most strategically high impact. So, no we do not have extra resources to throw around and that proposal again the Fair Fare proposal is a very well-intentioned one, one that would do a lot of good, it’s just not one that the City of New York should be taking on. The MTA should be paying for that.
 
Lehrer: Matt in East Harlem, Matt you’re on WNYC with the Mayor, hello.
 
Question: Hi everyone thanks for having me. Hello again Mayor, it’s Matt from East Harlem we spoke three weeks ago about the issue at Central Park East 1. I wanted to let you know that half the children are on strike today and I am surrounded by parents who want their voices heard.
 
[Cheers]
 
Lehrer: Okay I guess this phone call is a public event –
 
Question: Hello?
 
Lehrer: Go ahead Matt.
 
Question: I wanted to thank you Mayor for your intervention with Chancellor Farina but as a result, we’ve received a document, a toothless document in which  basically the finger was pointed back at us and offered such gems of wisdom as workshops for our own behavior. We still have teachers being targeted. We still have people driven out of the school and this is the big one, we have had limited access letters served on [inaudible] Ramirez the head of our PTA, Jen Roach one of the most active parents of the movement, and we are fed up Mayor with this principal who is using the DOE regulations to get rid of teachers, and now unbelievably get rid of parents. 
 
Lehrer: This is about Central Park East High School, Central Park East 1
 
Question: No, elementary –
 
Lehrer: I mean elementary school, Central Park East 1, for people who don’t know this issue, Matt tell the rest of the city, what’s your underlying issue with this principal? Before it came to blows over how the parents are behaving verses how the principal is behaving, why don’t you let – why do you want to get rid of this principal in the first place?
 
Question: This principal is showing a targeting of teachers, a consistent and constant pattern of harassing long-term, tenured educators in the progressive system. This principal is trying to excise faculty members who are committed and long serving in this community, you know towards these children. And that’s the fundamental problem behind this; we are trying to save the educational practice and the educational careers of the people that we care for and the children that we love.
 
Lehrer: Okay, Mr. Mayor.
 
Mayor: Okay look, I first of all went to a high school that was based on very similar principles to those that were the basis for founding Central Park East, so I appreciate very much what this school has meant to the history of this city and the history of public education. But I want to be fair about this, there are some teachers, excuse me some parents who feel very strongly that this principal is doing good work, there are others that do not, there are some teachers that feel one way, there are others who feel something different. I do not think this is an easily typified situation. I think we got to get back to first principles here, and when I say principles not – not the head of the building but ideas and beliefs. First principles here are we need to ensure that every school has inclusive enrollment. There are schools where people have really strong connection to their school and they want to see a school have a certain direction and a certain study body, and one thing or another, our job is to create fairness and inclusion and transparency in the admission process. Our job is also to take the values of every school and ensure that those values still end up creating a very high quality and rigorous education for all kids. And I think that you can take those principles and apply them in a lot of different models, but that’s what we’re seeking to do in every school. And I think there’s real disagreement in this school about how to apply those principles and we’ve been trying to work it through. But I also want to be really straight forward, we ultimately, you know under mayoral control of education the final decisions are ultimately mine and if people agree or disagree they can put it on me. But the Chancellor and her team are trying to figure out what’s the best path forward according to the principles I laid out for that school. And I’m perfectly comfortable, of course, with parents raising their voices. I was an involved parent; I was a PTA member myself. But I also want to be clear that ultimately we have to make a decision that we think is balanced for everyone involved and we’re trying to work that through at Central Park East.
 
Lehrer: Have you looked at whether the principal’s treatment of the protesting parents is fair and appropriate in your opinion?
 
Mayor: I have asked several times about the situation there, I don’t have an indication that it’s unfair but I’ll keep looking into the situation. But I, again, I’ve been around a lot of situations where folks have very strong views and I have to be careful not to buy into views on face value but ask the bigger questions about what’s really going on and why. So no I don’t have an indication firmly that that’s happening but I’ll keep looking at the situation.
 
Lehrer: Maria in Williamsburg you’re on WNYC with Mayor de Blasio, hi Maria.
 
Question: Good morning Brian, good morning Mr. Mayor.
 
Mayor: Good morning.
 
Question: Sir, I leave in the less phonier part of Williamsburg, but I have a suggestion for revenue for the City: dog waste is gold for the City. There is an epidemic of dog waste on our sidewalks, and I believe that you can request your parking officers who are out there already on the street, they can issues summons, summons for dog waste are $100 for people who leave their dog waste on our sidewalks. It’s an epidemic and we can use it, we can turn it around and use it for revenue for the City. Walking has become a course of dodging dog waste minefields, and this is a win-win for the city, a win-win for New Yorkers health who carry dog waste on their shoes into their homes, and a win for small children who are not allowed to walk freely on our sidewalk. 
 
Lehrer: Mr. Mayor?
 
Mayor: Well it’s Maria is that right –
 
Lehrer: Yes.
 
Mayor: Is that your name?
 
Question: Yes.
 
Mayor: Maria that’s a very helpful suggestion and I appreciate it. And I agree with you fundamentally, there’s too many people that don’t clean up after their dog and it’s really insensitive and unfair to other New Yorkers. And I’d say to people if you’re not going to bother cleaning up after your dog, don’t have a dog, let’s be really straight forward. But I think you’re point about enforcement has a lot of merit. I don’t know if it would be the traffic, or excuse me the parking enforcement agents or who would make sense, but I think your point is very well taken. That we got to look at new ways of creating consequences for folks who do something that’s unfair to their neighbors and unhealthy for everyone involved. So I will figure out a way we can address that better, and I appreciate your suggestion very much.
 
Lehrer: I’m trying to remember the history here. Was it that Mayor Koch led a kind of more aggressive campaign against this and put up signs and you know, a pooper scooper law –
 
Mayor: Yes.
 
Lehrer: - was passed. And some of those came down during Mayor Bloomberg or during you, is that right?
 
Mayor: I don’t remember any coming down during me. I don’t remember if it came down during someone else either. I do remember that Mayor Koch led a great effort which I think changed behavior and really got into people’s consciousness because there were consequences. And I think Maria’s point is well taken, if people are getting sloppy again and being unfair to their neighbors we may have to create a culture of consequence again. So, I think it’s a very helpful point.
 
Lehrer: So that’s the case of too little enforcement according to Maria, I want to ask you a case of allegedly too much enforcement. Hoping to run against you in the Democratic primary is criminal justice reform advocate Bob Gangi, as you know; he accuses you of lying when you’ve said you’ve ended low level marijuana arrests. Now, in February, Politico New York reported that in 2016 the NYPD arrested 18,000 people for marijuana possession, that figure is lower than it was in 2013 and 2014, says Politico New York, but not than in 2015. So is that accurate? And is that ending low level marijuana arrests?
 
Mayor: I’m going to have us get the full facts out today online, so everyone can see it. I think what’s happening here – and I don’t have all the numbers at my fingertips – but this came up in my press conference yesterday, and I addressed it. The decision of the NYPD two years ago was to no longer arrest for low level marijuana possession – to do a summons instead, and that’s what we’ve proceeded to do. What a lot of commentators leave out of the discussion is when a police officer is making a decision on how to proceed, it’s not always that there’s one thing going on. There could be multiple things going on. Someone may have other charges outstanding. Someone may have marijuana in their possession and also be smoking it, which is an arrestable offense if you’re smoking in public. Or someone might have it in their possession but also be dealing it which is an arrestable offense. So I am always skeptical when people bring their critical statistics, and I want to answer with the facts as we know them. But I believe fundamentally that from the time we made the decision to end arrests for low level marijuana possessions that we continue consistently to apply that new standard, but that’s when that’s the only thing going on. If that’s the only offense that’s present, that’s how our police officer comport themselves. If there’s multiple offenses or extenuating circumstances then there still could be an arrest.
 
Lehrer: Annette in Queens, you’re on WNYC with the Mayor.
 
Question: Good morning, Brian, and to you, Mayor de Blasio.
 
Mayor: Good morning.
 
Question: I live in Laurelton. I live on Francis Lewis Boulevard, and we have the grassy medians and being that it’s a boulevard they’re – you know – very, very large and long. Now we for years, my husband [inaudible] and all the old timers used to go out there and take care of it. Then they designated some of the grassy medians as Green Streets. I have yet to know what is Green Street and how they’re supposed to serve some of the medians. I even called my councilman’s office and had spoken to Donovan – I’m sorry spoken to Jordan Bishop. He’s supposed to look into it for me. He didn’t get back to me. The federation block of Laurelton have been fighting for years to find out exactly what kind of services these medians should get because they’re really important to the community.
 
Mayor: So, Annette – are you saying that the medians are not being cleaned up or addressed by any city agency?
 
Question: Well, let me tell you. I’m in Q13 and the manager, Joe Block, he’s wonderful. He – during the summer he comes with his crew, and he has done clean up. But if you – maybe I’m not explaining to you the way he could, but he knows –
 
Mayor: Right, right, but let me – Annette, what’s the concern? So if the Sanitation Department did cleanup, which we appreciate very much, what’s the problem you want addressed?
 
Question: The problem I want addressed is that the medians – especially I’m talking about the ones on Francis Lewis Boulevard, we get the traffic, so we’ve had trees that have been knocked down. We have –
 
Lehrer: So, the green medians aren’t being maintained, Annette?
 
Question: Well, no, because there’s the ones that are designated Green Street I don’t think they’re being maintained. But it has nothing to do with the manager because he agrees with me that the median –
 
Mayor: Got it. I think the point, Annette – I appreciate the call, and again I commend the Sanitation Department for being out there helping you out – but you’re making a good point. If we have a median that’s supposed to be a part of the Green Streets program to the best of my understanding – and I’ll check that – then the Parks Department is supposed to be maintaining that, and we’ll follow up if you give your information to WNYC, we’ll follow up with your specific case to make sure it’s addressed. But there is a problem historically – I found this out when I was a councilmember in Brooklyn – that there are some places where no city agencies claims responsibility for cleaning up or snow removal, and we’ve had to really fight that problem and get city agencies to take full responsibility for that which is theirs. So if this isn’t happening with Green Streets in your neighborhood with those medians, we’re going to get that addressed?
 
Lehrer: Annette, thank you, and hang on we will take your contact information off the air, and the Mayor’s Office will follow up with you. 
 
We’re just about out of time. Not enough time for another call, so maybe to follow up on Annette in our last minute, what’s your vision for parks at this point? How does that figure into your new budget and what’s your long term vision for parks and green space in New York City, and how are you implementing that?
 
Mayor: Well, look, in this budget first of all we are continuing our focus on a lot of parks around the city that didn’t get investment for a long time and don’t have conservancies. We’re continuing it now. We’ve been doing it now for three years to invest more resources in those neighborhood parks that people really rely on. But one other very big deal is we’ve committed to completing the Manhattan Greenway, and that’s the path all the way around Manhattan Island, so people can walk, and jog, and bike all the way around. There’s a new section we’re going to be adding in on the Upper East Side. There’s a lot more to do in East Harlem and up in Washington Heights. We’re going to be systematically completing this greenway. It’s been talked about for most of 30 years now. It hasn’t been finished. There’s some great, great pieces to it obviously and wonderful things like Hudson River Park, but this needs to be for every neighborhood. This needs to be something that people could experience and literally go all the way around Manhattan, which I think would be a great amenity for all New Yorkers. So that’s a big focus also in this city budget.
 
Lehrer: Mr. Mayor, thanks a lot. Talk to you next week.
 
Mayor: Thanks so much, Brian.
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