Triad City Beat 2024 Candidate Questionnaire – County Commissioner

Please send back responses to sayaka@triad-city-beat.com by Oct. 7 for inclusion in our
Oct. 17 election guide. Please send a headshot with your answers.
For all candidates:
● What is your background in politics? If you are an incumbent, please state which offices you have held and when. 
I have been actively involved in local politics for a dozen years in another community, filling several roles over the course of that time.  I look forward to bringing my experience to serve Forsyth County Commission.  
I have held the following elected offices in Reading MA:
· Select Board, Vice Chair & Member 2013 – 2015
· Municipal Light Department (RMLD) Commission, Secretary & Member 2012 – 2013
· Town Meeting Member, Precinct 4 2007 – 2015
I have also held the following appointed offices:
· Finance Committee, Chair, Vice Chair & Member 2003 – 2012
· Zoning Advisory Committee, Chair, 2013 – 2015
· Commissioner of Trust Funds, Member 2013 – 2015
· Town Audit Committee, Chair & Member, 2010 – 2015 
● Why were you drawn to run for office?
It is time for a change!  The county is working on its strategic vision with Forward 2045 and we have a new County Manager.  Our future vision should not be constrained by the past.  As a County Commissioner, I can provide experience and fresh ideas as we plan for the future of Forsyth County. 
I believe government works best when it has transparent processes, and collaborative leadership that listens to the community.  Our meeting times should encourage all citizens to actively participate in government.  My key priorities are strong public education, affordable housing, and public safety, to encourage smart economic growth.  Strong growth will ensure that we can provide services to the community while minimizing the tax burden on residents. 
It is important to have qualified and experienced people on the ballot.  My experience and skill sets are perfectly aligned with the County Commissioner role, given the large focus on financial oversight and budgeting.  I have the ideal professional experience in both public and private sectors to support Forsyth County.  I have a very clear understanding of the role Commissioners play in setting County strategy and priorities while leaving the operational execution to the County Manager.  
● If you had to pick three issues (housing, economy, schools, policing, etc) which three issues would you say are most important to you?
Strong public education, public safety, and affordable housing are the 3 top issues we must focus on to attract new businesses that will help build our economy and keep the tax rate low while allowing us to continue to provide needed services to the community.   
● If elected, how would you work with fellow representatives on the other side of the political aisle?
County Commissioners should work together for the benefit of Forsyth County regardless of their party affiliation.  In my past political experience, I enjoyed the support of people on both sides of the aisle.  Each issue should be viewed from the standpoint of what will best serve Forsyth County.  
● What do you see as the role of the office you seek? 
County Commissioners set the tax rate, approve and oversee Forsyth County’s budget (almost $600 million), determine land use and zoning regulations, and set the strategy and policies for the County.  Commissioners need to work with local leaders on the City Council, the Board of Education, the Board of Public Health, along with the County Manager, Sheriff, and School Superintendent as they are setting budgets, policies, and planning for the future.  
● Which city do you live in and what are three favorite things about it?
I live in Forsyth County, and I love the diversity of our county, from the city of Winston-Salem to more rural communities, it is wonderful to have all these areas available in our county.  We benefit greatly from having three universities here to provide employment and a diverse young population, as well as two large hospitals to provide employment and support the community.  We have a very robust arts and local theatre scene that contributes positively to the community.  
For county commission:
● What things does the county need to work on, and how would you contribute to those efforts? 
The County Commission needs to do a better job coordinating with the Winston-Salem City Council and the leadership of our other municipalities.  We need to create a strategic plan related to affordable housing to identify housing gaps, ways to resolve those gaps, and funding sources for assisting in the housing shortage.    
● What areas do you think the county spends too much money on? What areas should they be spending less? 
There is no doubt there are competing priorities and limited funds to provide for all the services that are needed in any community.  The Forsyth County budget review process is ripe for an update to ensure that our expenditures align with the community priorities.  Part of this process is making sure Commissioners solicit those priorities from residents and businesses in the community.  
This year I sat through the entire budget process to see how it compares with my past budgeting experience, both in government and private business.  Numerous process improvements could be implemented to allow Commissioners, staff, and the public to more easily understand how our funds are spent. The budget book is quite unwieldy and difficult to review.  There is no easy access to an overview or summary of the full budget and no percent comparison of the change in proposed expenses by line item or in total.  I plan to do a deep dive into the current budget to see what opportunities are available.  
Most of the budget discussion this year focused on community grants, or special appropriations, allocated to local groups.  There were important discussions around these requests, however, the special appropriations only represent a small fraction of the budget.  I would expect most of the budget discussion to focus on large expenditures such as schools, public safety, and public health.  The community grant process will be updated next year, but the question is why this was not addressed years ago.     
● Earlier this year, the Supreme Court passed a ruling that allows for municipalities to fine or ban unhoused people for being in public spaces. What relationship should the county commission have with the county’s homeless community?  
The County Commission needs to support the unhoused community with services that can help them get into transitional and long-term housing.  The issue of unhoused people is frequently very complex and may require public health support for mental health or assistance due to addictions.  There may be a need to support them with skills training and to help them find jobs.  The county must also participate in the process of increasing affordable housing for all levels of income and people in need.  
● Do you support tax increases to support school infrastructure or teacher pay?
School infrastructure is the largest responsibility of the County Commissioners, while teacher pay is the responsibility of the NC State Legislature to fund.  We have a shortage of funding from the State that is creating a crisis in teacher pay.  As a result, county governments across NC are helping to fill this gap with teacher supplements.  Since our County covers 27% of the total school budget, it is not able to completely replace this gap in teacher pay.  We need to have our State fully fund teachers’ salaries and supplements.  County Commissioners should actively advocate for this funding with their State Legislators.     
Budgeting challenges and considerations exist every year and can change depending on current needs and municipalities have limited ways to raise funds.  When there is a demonstrated need for increased funds, the Commissioners should be prudent in considering additional taxes when necessary, but increased taxes should only be considered when they are required.  The popular talking point of never increasing taxes is flawed since it does not consider the services that are lost when taking that approach.  Costs consistently increase over time and tax increases may be necessary to provide the services that constituents require.  
 As Chair of the Finance Committee, I led brainstorming sessions with the public to investigate alternatives for revenue generation and expense reduction.  One thing that became abundantly clear is that citizens are not willing to cut services they use personally.  One gentleman this year commented that he doesn’t want to pay more taxes, but he is willing to do so when he knows why we need additional funds.  
● Do you have any personal or professional relationships that would be a conflict of interest? How would you navigate them as a county commissioner?
I have no personal or professional relationships that could create a conflict of interest with Forsyth County.  

