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TRANSCRIPT: MAYOR DE BLASIO APPEARS LIVE ON THE BRIAN LEHRER SHOW

Brian Lehrer: It’s the Brian Lehrer Show on WNYC. Good morning, everyone – and we begin as we usually do on Fridays with our weekly Ask the Mayor segment, my questions and yours for Mayor Bill de Blasio. Our Ask the Mayor lines are open at 2-1-2-4-3-3-WNYC, 4-3-3-9-6-9-2 or you can tweet a question, just use the hashtag #AskTheMayor. Good morning, Mr. Mayor, welcome back to WNYC.

Mayor Bill de Blasio: Thank you very much. Good morning, Brian.

Lehrer: You have a major appointee going and a major appointee coming. Let’s start with your incoming Corporation Counsel, meaning the chief lawyer for the City of New York, Jim Johnson and something he said something in your introductory news conference.

Corporation Counsel James Johnson: The city and the nation are facing a president that is just tough on the most vulnerable and one of the things that the department has been doing, and I would like to advance is focusing on affirmative litigation – taking those cases on that will push back and reset the balance of the relationship of government between – relationship of government to its citizens.

Lehrer: That’s your new, I don’t have to tell you, Corporation Counsel Jim Johnson. Can you get specific, regarding that clip, how you feel you need to fight Trump policies that you think are bad for New York in court not just at the policy level?

Mayor: Absolutely, Brian. First of all, Jim Johnson is going to be an amazing Corporation Counsel. He was Undersecretary of the Treasury in the Clinton Administration. He did extraordinary work fighting discrimination in a lot of different places since then. He’s really someone who has a rich, rich history of public service. And what’s he saying is, you know, a lot of times we’ve had to defend the people of New York City from actions of the Trump administration most notable right in the beginning when they said they would cut off our security funding if we didn’t start showing a very aggressive attitude towards undocumented immigrants. And you know this is a city that respects immigrants and we said we’re not changing our policies, we’re not demanding documentation status when our police engage someone on the street for example. 

And we went to court. We fought the Trump administration. We said what they were doing was unconstitutional and we won and that happened again recently on the public charge issue. We fought them in court and we beat them and stopped that policy, and obviously on the immigration question on the census. We now have a new one where the Trump administration is trying to take away food stamps, SNAP benefits from a million Americans including tens of thousands of New Yorkers. We’re going to go to court if that plan goes forward.

But Jim’s talking about all that and then some – using the power of the legal process to stop the Trump administration from the kinds of policies it is undertaking. And then beyond just the Trump administration, looking at corporate America, looking at any place injustice is being done to the people of New York City and using our legal capacity to fight it. And I think he’s going to play a very dynamic role as Corporation Counsel leading that effort.

Lehrer: Do you happen to know off hand what the legal argument would be with respect to cutting SNAP benefits or food stamps? It’s one thing to have a policy dispute on that, it’s another thing to go to court and say it’s illegal.

Mayor: Yeah, what we have found – I’m not a lawyer, I’ll say that from the beginning – but what we found consistently is these policies are done in a very shoddy manner, often unconstitutional manner, and there’s a lot of precedent that favors us. We certainly saw on the immigration question, for example, with the census for the previous 70 years it had not been used. It was clearly suspect and driven by political motives to suddenly include it, and that’s what the courts found in addition to other legal arguments. 

On something like food stamps, you’re talking about actually the needs of people who are hungry. The level – this is shocking and your listeners should hear this – under this new Trump plan they would cut off food stamps for a family of three that has an annual income of $28,000. That is barely above the federal poverty level for New York City. I think right there there’s going to be a very strong argument that this contradicts the core mission of the food stamp program, the SNAP program, as it was legislatively mandated by the Congress. A lot of times we find the Trump administration violates letter and spirit of the federal legislation that has been on the books for decades. So, we find them vulnerable often and what Jim’s going to be doing is looking to, again, stop the bad things that are already happening, but also get ahead of them on some of the things that we see them cooking up because this is an administration – the Trump administration basically has no regard for the law, I think we can all agree on that and that means often the policies that they promulgate are legally shoddy and challenge-able, and the batting average is stunning so far. So, we’re going to use that tool constantly to knock them down. 

Lehrer: Well, they would certainly disagree that they have no regard for the law but interesting case. I’m going to jump – before we go to your outgoing appointee and what Tom Finkelpearl’s departure might mean for the arts in New York City, I’m going to jump to our first caller because I see we have Brian from Rikers Island, and I know that when people call from Rikers there’s only a few minutes before the phone call automatically cuts off. So, Brian, on Rikers Island you’re on WNYC with the Mayor. Good morning.

Question: Good morning, good morning. How are you doing, sir? How are you doing, Mr. Mayor? How are you doing?   

Mayor: I’m doing good, Brian. How are you doing?

Question: I’m currently calling from Rikers and my plight is this – is that I’m an addict. I’ve had a problem for the longest time – for the last 16 years of my life. I go into Queens court rooms and I am finding that they are trying to give me 15 years to life on my case without any help, and I’m telling that I need help with rehabilitation. I went to two colleges. I went to Northeast University up in Boston and also graduated from Siena. I worked as a teacher within New York, out on Long Island, and I don’t know who else to call for my plight or for my help, I don’t know what else to do.

Mayor: Brian, let’s make sure you give your information to WNYC right away to make sure that my staff can follow up with you directly. Look, you said something really important – folks who have a substance misuse problem, we are trying to help address that problem. And this was – you’re absolutely right, for years and years the criminal justice system has not done enough to help folks who are addicted. We have a whole host of things we can do to help someone who has an addiction challenge and whenever possible that is the much better path. 

Again, I don’t know the details of your case so I can’t speak in detail but we want to help make sure that that challenge is addressed so you can move forward one way or another. So, please give your information to the folks at WNYC. 

Question: Thank you so much, Mr. Mayor.

Lehrer: Brian, hang on – we’ll get that from you right now. Okay, Mr. Mayor, your outgoing appointee Tom Finkelpearl – for people who don’t know the name, Commissioner of Cultural Affairs who has been with you since the beginning of your administration. I’d like to give you the chance to talk about how you and he have been trying to make arts funding more responsive to all five borough’s needs and more grassroots. But then also since neither he nor you would say why he’s leaving in this surprise announcement and the reporting in the press that you need someone else to manage the contentious statues process is sitting out there. So, on both of those things?

Mayor: So let me first talk about what Tom achieved and our administration achieved on the very important point, the core point – look, when I hired Tom Finkelpearl, it was a man with a mandate to create equity in terms of our approach to cultural funding, cultural institutions. I think he’s done a great job with that. He was the head of the Queens Museum so he understood that there were extraordinary cultural institutions big and small in the outer boroughs and shifted a lot of funding around to make sure all five boroughs were better represented, museums and cultural institutions representing people of color were better represented, small organizations not just the big famous names, and moved a larger culture plan that really focused on something we’ve been very blunt about which is many cultural institutions do not have diverse leadership, do not have diverse staff, do not have diverse audiences. 

And we wanted to make sure that if the public’s money was being to support them that they were truly working on inclusion. To did a great job moving that forward and we all worked together to get cultural institutions to work with IDNYC and bring in tens of thousands of new members including immigrants and lower income folks who weren’t exposed to a lot of these institutions. And that worked as well. So, for six years, a lot of really good work has happened and I credit Tom and I appreciate him.

You know, I think it just – there’s a point in people’s lives and in the life of an organization where folks say it is time for something different. And there’s two years left, that’s a long time. There’s a chance for someone else to come in and build upon that and get some other things done. But this was a mutual decision. You know, one thing that troubles me, Brian – I’m talking to you right now and your listeners are hearing it, this is live, and I was asked point blank in a press conference yesterday, did it have anything to do with the statues issue. And just the answer is no, it didn’t. I’m the decision maker in all these things. The mutual decision had nothing to do with the statues. It’s just as simple as that. But I’m troubled when some in the media, even when I’ve said it as clearly as that, decided that they are going to judge things that they don’t know the details of and describe it a different way. It’s not unusual after six years, which is a long time for someone to do the same role, that people come to a decision that it’s a perfectly natural point for people to move on.

Lehrer: I guess when reporters hear from people who don’t want to go on the record because they say they’ll get in trouble with you that that’s the reason or a reason and when they know that he’s gotten some criticism over aspects of his role in managing that, and when neither of you are giving a reason for his departure, the question sits there.

Mayor: No, I disagree, Brian, I really do because I just did give a reason and I think then – if that’s how we’re going to play it, then that is folks who are in the media who we all depend on for objective information, who we all depend on to inform us, deciding to replace their judgment for the folks who are actually making the decisions. If someone asked me point blank and I say, “No, I guarantee you that wasn’t it,” and I say to you – again, I have tried to explain what it’s like to lead such a massive organization as the City of New York. But you get to a point where you say okay, someone is ready to make a move, we’re ready for a change, you know – those conversations happen, they’re part of the process of leading an organization, they’re part of the reality of personnel. When someone has done the same job for six years it’s not unusual that that moment for change comes, but you know, if you say – and I’m the person who ultimately has to be responsible for everything – if someone asks me point blank and I say no, I guarantee – I’m saying with it passion I guarantee you that wasn’t it. Guarantee you. 

There’s issues – I want to see this administration do a better job of communicating with the people of New York on the issue of the monuments, but a lot of people were involved in that. Not just him, not just that agency, that’s just not it. But what I think is so un-nuanced here is when you think about personnel, you’re thinking about many, many factors and where you want to see an agency go but also people in their own lives – many folks, a lot of folks in public service, like two years is a long time, a lot of folks will do one term and that’s it. Six years is a long time, and at a certain point people can say, “Hey, this is a good moment for a change.” 

Lehrer: One more follow-up on the arts funding aspect. The criteria for funding now has something to do with the diversity of leadership at cultural institutions. The Wall Street Journal article on the Commissioner’s departure says at a City Council hearing earlier this year Mr. Finkelpearl said that although the staff at many of the big famous cultural institutions remain predominantly white, the City hadn’t cut any funding yet since they had seen some progress. Can you tell us more about the criteria and the status? 

Mayor: Without pretending to know the exact scorecard, if you will, for each organization, I can tell you the broad strokes which is we always said we wanted this to be a positive situation where I felt I had a very clear mandate from the people both in 2013 and 2017 to work on equity. And I don’t think it’s a shocking statement to say, again, that some of our cultural institutions, historically, could have done a lot better at diversifying leadership, staff, audiences, and everyone had work to do. And so we said, “Hey, we’re setting this as a citywide goal and standard, we’re expecting progress on this. We’re going to give people time to make progress. We’re going to make it very clear we want to reward progress at some point, you know, we’re ready to take action if we don’t see progress.” But the goal is to help bring everyone along and what I’ve seen by-in-large is real serious effort by a lot of the organizations. Each one is different, but I think they’ve all gotten the memo that not only because I’m saying it, not only because we’re obviously connecting it to funding, but because the world is changing, and this is an area I think a lot of the media has done a great service in really celebrating where there has been great efforts for diversity and then reflecting the concern that you see at the grassroots where there has not been. This is the shape of things to come. So for all the cultural institutions out there, the way of the future is to reflect all the people in a city that is almost two-thirds people of color. And so I think we’re seeing real movement, again, we’re going to keep pushing but I think we’re seeing real movement.

Lehrer: Our next caller is following up from her phone call to you last week that you said you would follow up on so we’re going to go again to Evelyn on the Upper West Side. Hello, Evelyn you’re on WNYC with the Mayor. 

Question: Hello, Mr. Mayor. Thank you so much for having me back on your show, Mr. Lehrer. I did follow up with DHS – well, they followed up with me, and—

Lehrer: This is about the women’s shelter on West 107th Street, right go ahead.

Question: What DHS is saying is that each woman was given a case manager that spoke to them about where they were placed. Every single woman has told me they were put in a van and not told where they were being sent to. They are spread out throughout all of the city, they are no longer receiving—

Lehrer: And Evelyn, I’m jump in again just so people have a little more context that this is about a women’s shelter that’s being closed on West 107th Street and replaced with a men’s shelter, and Evelyn called last week with a concern about what’s going to happen to the women who are living there now. I’m sorry Evelyn, go ahead and finish.

Question: So now they’re no longer – well, first of all they’re in non-comparable shelters. They’re no longer receiving job-readiness training, job search assistance, dedicated employment case managers, job developing – all kinds of things that they were receiving at this shelter. They’re now placed in shelters for the mentally ill, they’re placed in shelters that are open access so the people are not screened. They’re fearful, they’re crying. I have spoken to DHS, they keep insisting that, well, they need this space for the men. I don’t see why discriminating against these women and displacing 120 women and placing 120 men is helping the homelessness problem. It’s 120 for 120 and these women, who thought that they were placed in the shelter so that they’re future meant that they were getting all of this assistance, all of these resources, in a safe neighborhood, in a neighborhood where they receive community support, and the ultimate end was so that they would become independent and have their own housing. 

Lehrer: Evelyn, let me jump in and get you a response from the Mayor. Were you able to follow up on the fate of these women who, as Evelyn sees it, are not being well-placed elsewhere?

Mayor: Yeah. Absolutely, Brian – again, I know Evelyn is calling because she cares and I appreciate that, and she’s put real time into trying to help people and that means a lot. I just want to [inaudible] also here that it’s not – in my view it’s not fair to, having heard what’s really going on, act like it doesn’t matter. We have a lot more men who have come into our shelter system who need a place and we guarantee shelter in this city to everyone. And again, I’m going to keep going to the root cause of this, because I think it’s so important, Brian, that you know we in this city do something that does not happen in the vast majority of American cities, and that’s why you see this tragedy, particularly in the big West Coast cities of not just thousands, tens of thousands of people living on the street. We instead in New York City say no, we are going to guarantee shelter, God-forbid anyone becomes homeless we’ll guarantee them shelter. But that means we have to actually guarantee them shelter, and when for example more and more men, individual men come into our system than usually is the case we don’t have a choice of saying no, you wait on the street for a while until eventually we figure something out. No, our job is to help them right now. And we’ve seen a very clear trend, and we needed more space available and we had to make this facility available as part of juggling a whole citywide system of shelter that has to be responsive to who’s coming in the door and the changes we see. 

As to the specifics of the women involved, so we did ask the Department of Homeless Services to investigate and what they came back with, in their view, that the women were given notice, in fact some of them were moved to permanent affordable housing. Some of them were moved to other shelters but where given a choice of which borough they wanted to be in, that there’s efforts in every case to figure out what’s going to work for each of them. If Evelyn feels that she has real examples where that didn’t happen we want to fix it but my understanding is our team asked Evelyn to help us connect with these women and give them the names of people so we could find them and so far that has not happened. So this decision has been made. This shelter will be for men because it has to be, but I’m very concerned to make sure each of the women is given every conceivable support, but we have to know if someone – if a woman feels she was not given the help she needs, we want to know where to find her and we’ll have people follow up and help her, it’s as simple as that. 

Lehrer: So, Evelyn, that sounds like an invitation to follow up. If you have stories of particular women whose stories you want addressed – 

Mayor: But we need details on how to reach them, I want to say that again, because so far we have asked for that and not gotten it. We can’t help someone if we don’t know who they are.

Lehrer: Evelyn, thank you for your call. Cindy in Queens, you’re on WNYC with the Mayor. Hi, Cindy.

Question: Finally I got you, I’m so glad that I got you. Mr. Mayor, I voted for you every single time. I was not going to vote for you, but I fell in love with Dante.

[Laughter]

When I saw Dante’s ad I decided to vote for you. Oh boy, do I regret it. I don’t understand what is happening. There’s an epidemic of kidnapping in Queens. The police came into my house, kidnap me and my son out of [inaudible], our home, to do a land grab. My son is in a hospital in New Hyde Park. They put him all the way in the backroom and abuse and neglect him because – and bar me from coming back to the hospital as of August 23rd, I have not seen my son. This is all because a deranged hospital administrator decides that he wants my son’s trust fund and his social security. Hello?

Mayor: We’re still here and Cindy, I am very sorry that you’re experiencing what you’re experiencing but I want to be very careful because I don’t know the details. What we can do is if you give your information to WNYC, I will have someone from my staff immediately contact you today to see what we can do to help. It sounds like a complex situation but we want to help in any way that’s appropriate. And so, please give your information to WNYC and my team will follow up right away. 

Lehrer: Cindy, hang on we’ll take your information off the air. Claudia in Westchester but who rides the subways in the city. Hi, Claudia you’re on with the Mayor. 

Question: Hi, can you guys hear me?

Lehrer: I can.

Question: Great. I’m just calling because I understand that there has to be increased security on the subways but do they really have to have machine guns? Like, I’m at a place where I feel like I would prefer to not ride the subway. I’m actually concerned for my friends who are young people of color, and telling them, like, ‘Hey, do you guys – like, just be really mindful because police down there are fully armed.’ And like I feel really strongly, like, that we need more de-escalation tactics. I understand it’s about fare evasion but I don’t feel like that’s an effective way of getting people, like, excited about MTA renovations, and it’s really much more, like, terrifying and I’m having friends also having the same experience. And I’m just wondering, you know, can we do something about the machine guns in the subway?

Lehrer: What’s the policy on what kinds of weapons, Mr. Mayor?

Mayor: Claudia is speaking from the heart but, Claudia, I really honestly have to say to you, I think you’re mixing a couple of different things together. I don’t blame you for that but I got to be honest with the listeners that I think, you know, the way the question is being asked might confuse people. So let me try and set what I think is the truth up here. 

First of all, I think we’re talking about the difference between how we handle fare evasion and how we try to stop terrorism. These are totally different concepts. There’s no officer with a “machine gun” or any kind of large automatic weapon going into the subway for regular patrol. That’s just not what we do. And I think the vast majority of New Yorkers – just think about your own experience in the subways. When an officer gets on a subway car, on the platform, it’s just a regular patrol officer. When you see the officers with more equipment and long guns, that is part of anti-terrorism efforts and those have been – for years and years in this city they’ve been effective because one of the core ideas is to move deterrents around, to have it show up in unexpected places that might be targets. And obviously in some cases where there is a specific concern or threat or pattern out there we might reinforce certain areas for any given period of time.

But the effort to stop terrorism is necessary. It has been overwhelmingly successful. It’s something we have to keep doing. But I – you know, I’ll tell you, in all of my years of riding the subway and all the constituents I’ve talked to for years and years, in 65 town hall meetings, almost no one says to me that they see officers with those automatic weapons, those larger weapons, that often. A couple of people have said to me over the years it makes them uncomfortable on some level and I explained to them this is part of the reality of how we deter terror. And when I explain to people, most people get it and of course their safety and their family’s safety comes first. But that’s an entirely different issue than fare evasion.

With fare evasion we are trying to do everything we can to get the message across. The vast majority of people pay their fare, the vast majority of everyday New Yorkers want to see everyone pay their fare. If someone is having an economic challenge, that’s why we started the Fair Fares initiative – and thanks to the City Council for pushing that to make sure that some lower income folks could get half-priced MetroCards. And we’re trying to raise people’s benefits and wages and get more jobs to lower income folks. But you know, the essential idea of fare evasion and how to address it is to have officers visible but if someone does the wrong thing and evades a fare, they get a summons now a days. There’s no – it’s a very straightforward process but I think that – I just want to pull apart those two pieces aggressively and say of course people are going to keep using the subway, of course they should, they want to be safe, we want to make them safe. No one is trying to have a situation where there is too much being applied but I really think that the picture that Claudia is painting is something that is a rarity.

Lehrer: I want to ask you another law enforcement related question about a federal monitor who’s overseeing some of what the Department of Correction does. This is a version from the news organization, The City, headline, “Jail Guards Using Violent Force More Often, Monitor Says, In ‘Toxic Environment’”, and the story starts, “the city Department of Correction hasn’t reined in “hyper-confrontational” officers’ use of physical force on inmates — and has failed to enact promised reforms, a federal monitor overseeing the jail system found.” Did you see that report, in a time when you are closing Rikers because you want to make that whole system better for how the inmates are treated among other things, what’s going on? 

Mayor: Okay, well, first of all, we do need to get off of Rikers and we need to totally, physically change our corrections system because it’s not built for the safety and security of officers or folks who are in jail and it’s created a very negative environment and not one that is based on redemption. So this is why it’s so important, and I give tremendous credit to the City Counsel for moving the plan with us. We’re going to get off Rikers in the next few years, we’re going to have community based facilities that are built to be modern and humane and safe for everyone. It’s going to make a world of difference. 

We’ve also been retraining all of our corrections staff to deescalate situations, very much like we’ve been doing with police. There’s definitely work to be done, you know, when the monitor puts out a report, we take it very seriously. We don’t always agree with the way everything is interpreted, but we take it very seriously. I think what you see is a number of the strategies to reduce violence have worked and there are some other areas where we still have more to go. So, we’re – this is going to be a constant effort, we’ve put security cameras all over Rikers that didn’t exist previously to make sure there were eyes on the situation, that if anyone did anything inappropriate, it would be captured and we have been very, very clear that we need to create a very different culture. But I have to be honest, Brian, for decades it was the wrong culture. 

Lehrer: Right, but in the meantime, you’re still overseeing a correction department and according to this federal monitor, they’re going in the wrong direction. 

Mayor: Well, no, I just don’t agree with that. And again, I don’t know if that’s a fair composite of the whole report. The – it is not shocking to me that whenever the monitor says here’s some areas we don’t like what we see and we want change or some specific statistics that are worrisome to them. We take that very seriously. We are constantly pushing to change things there. But no, no, no, I disagree. You cannot say about a corrections system that has been – I mean think about everything that we have changed, including now – we’re closing down buildings on Rikers, we are – we put in a whole host of new initiatives to handle folks very, very differently who might be a threat of violence, there’s a whole lot more transparency, [inaudible]– 

Lehrer: But just to the particular, because – forgive me – but because we’re going to run out of time. It says that, “in the first six months of 2019, use-of-force rates in the department’s dozen jail facilities reached their highest levels since the federal monitor began issuing quarterly findings in 2016”. 

Mayor: Again, I’m not going to – I’m happy to come back and give you chapter and verse rebuttals, but I want to be careful. Whenever there is a monitor report, it doesn’t tell you necessarily the whole picture. We take it, again, we respect it, we take it seriously, but you know what, you also have to look at what was the specific situations that might have led to use of force and not all of those are always inappropriate. So I would be careful to not to over – not to read too much into that given all the programmatic changes that are being made and given – most importantly – that we’re about to entirely transform our corrections system and close down the facilities that have been the root of this problem. 

Lehrer: Alright, last thing. Do you have any involvement in marathon Sunday? 

Mayor: Any what for marathon Sunday? 

Lehrer: Involvement? Are you going to be somewhere –

Mayor: Oh yeah, I go – I’m out there in Staten Island for the beginning and get to be part of the kickoff which is always very exciting. It’s a beautiful life affirming event. This is something New Yorkers should be so proud of, because the whole word comes here, it’s incredibly well organized and it’s an example of people actually getting along and supporting each other. It’s a beautiful, beautiful thing. It goes through all five boroughs. So, everyone get out there and support these extraordinary athletes and the everyday athletes too. 

Lehrer: Is the fact that President Trump is coming to the city to attend a UFC mixed-martial events, not the marathon, very Donald Trump optics. The city is holding a marathon with 50,000 fitness and good cause participants, and he’s going to the Garden to see people punch and kick each other for a title they call, “Baddest Mother – blank”, but my question for you is does he add to traffic or security concerns? Or is that not really an issue? 

Mayor: It’s definitely an issue. Anytime, any president is in the middle of Midtown that’s going to create a lot of challenges. Look, my personal assumption is he’s doing this because he hopes he will have a friendly crowd because when he went to see the Washington Nationals and expected a positive response, the crowd started chanting, “lock him up”, which I would have never expected. I think that’s a very telling sign when a sports crowd gets to that level. But I assume he is going because he assumes that this is his base and this is his crowd and he will be lauded. And that’s again his small ego at work but I mean his – I’m sorry – small ego is the wrong way to say, he has a very large ego and small mentality. But, yeah, of course it’s going to create hassle. He has a right to do it, but anytime he is in the middle of Manhattan it creates a huge number of problems for people. 

Lehrer: We did see bias in the Washington media I think. You know, we’re always talking about whether the media is bias, we definitely saw bias in the Washington media for the Nationals and against the Astros, don’t you think?

Mayor: That’s an acceptable bias. I would – and I’m very – look, I’m happy for the Nationals. This is a city that hasn’t had a World Series victory in like a century. So come on, let’s – to, you know, the teams have won more recently, share the wealth. This is a good thing. 

Lehrer: The old cliché that one of the play by play announcers mentioned, Washington, first in war, first in peace, last in the American League. 

Mayor: That’s right. 

Lehrer: Not anymore. 

Mayor: Not anymore. 

Lehrer: Thanks, Mr. Mayor, talk to you next week. 

Mayor: Take care, Brian. 
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