Name: Bahareh Azizi
Position sought: Atlanta City Council District 6
What motivated you to run for Atlanta City Council?

My motivation in running for this position was three simple words: WE DESERVE BETTER. Atlanta has the potential to become not only a nationally recognized city, but a metropolitan, international city that is looked upon by other cities for examples. We have the potential to become that city, but to get Atlanta to her true potential, we MUST start addressing issues that are facing our local communities. We must work towards making Atlanta safer by increasing the presence of police patrol throughout our streets, neighborhoods, around our schools, and in our parks. In order for Atlanta to grow, the dysfunction in city government MUST BE ELIMINATED. The City’s budget must be balanced efficiently without compromising the essential needs of the community. We must have a city government that works and provides for its constituents, building an efficient, accountable government with reliable city services. We must work towards gaining the faith and confidence in our city council, and have a council that will work with the Mayor of Atlanta as a unified entity for the city, and advocating for the rights of the city at the state level. We need to improve our transportation working towards reliability, efficiency, and safety of our public transportation system, while making our streets more accessible to bikers and pedestrians. We have the talent to build a stronger, safer Atlanta. We need to work together and create the vision, and elect leaders that can work together to implement the vision. 

What specific skills or qualifications do you bring to the job? How have you served the community? If you have a political or civic resume, feel free to attach that.

I am not a typical politician. My primary experience in politics was conceived and born in the University system. Nobel laureate Dr. Henry Kissinger once stated that academic politics are so vicious and cut throat precisely because the stakes are so low. In my experiences as an undergraduate and graduate student and later as a faculty member involved in decision making, I experienced the reality of low budgets, high demands, and petty bickering. These problems – these issues – are exactly what we face in the 6th District. We may not be determining foreign policy, but we are making decisions that are very important to the citizens of this district and this city, and the actions that we seek must integrate the 6th district with the rest of Atlanta. We have a lot to do and not enough funds to do it. 

In the Atlanta community, I have served as the Chairperson of a national community effort called Kids in the Kitchen, a program dedicated to fighting childhood obesity. To support this program, we have developed workshops at Metro Atlanta Area Boys and Girls Clubs, teaching kids and their parents about eating healthy and staying active. 

On a professional level, I have strong analytical, communication, and creativity skills that will be very useful in working with other council members and the municipal government, as well as in dealing with in the residents of the district. I will also be prepared to work with the new mayor, and eventually the new governor, as well as state officials as we try to close the gap of differences between our city and our state governments. I have also been CEO of my family-owned business, helping maintain the finances of the company, a skill that will be extremely useful in balancing the city budget and long-term financial planning. On a personal level, my strong communication and listening skills, as well as my patience, will serve me well. I also think a key to success in any career requires having empathy, allowing you to make choices with a balance of heart and mind.

What, in your opinion, are the biggest challenges facing your district? Please be specific. What specific ways will you tackle these challenges?

The three main issues facing District 6 are public safety, high property taxes/water bills without efficient city services, and transportation. In the past two years, property crime and burglaries have increased dramatically. We must work towards making Atlanta safer by increasing the presence of police patrol throughout our streets, neighborhoods, around our schools, and in our parks. I support having more police officers on the streets of Atlanta, but more importantly, I believe in quality AND quantity. I would work to ensure that we are utilizing our current force efficiently, and that we as a city are taking care of the needs of our police officers as well. If we have the budget to increase the number of police officers, then the solution is simple. If however, extra police officers are needed, and the budget does not allow it, we need to research the best solution possible. For example, other cities have hired part-time retired police officers to do the administrative work of the police department, allowing more active police officers for patrolling the streets. This action helps increase police presence in the streets without great costs. 

Our residents in District 6 pay extremely high property taxes and the city of Atlanta has among the nation’s highest water bills. Overall, the overwhelmingly high taxation and bills, and lack of efficient and reliable city services are burdening our residents, especially in tough economic times. In order for Atlanta to grow, the city’s budget must be balanced efficiently without compromising the essential needs of the community thereby placing undue burdens on the residents and businesses. We can also, in an effort to relax budget strains, research alternative forms of revenue for the city of Atlanta. In times of economic stress, the burden of an increased or additional tax on the residents of this city is not acceptable. Since Atlanta has a number of non-residents utilizing the city’s services, we should explore solutions that would allow for additional forms of revenue for the city, such as collecting an additional fee for liquor and cigarette purchases. In addition, I would address the inefficiencies, such as bills not being collected and or paid on time and the overlapping duties of city employees, thereby reducing unnecessary expenses. Another approach is to make sure we are following good accounting measures, such that, we are not spending money that does not exist in the budget and that we eliminate wasteful spending. 

For the sake of preserving our environment, protecting our health and improving the overall quality of life for Atlantans, the city needs to work towards increasing the reliability, efficiency and safety of our public transportation system. We must also make our streets more accessible to bikers and pedestrians, by improving our sidewalks and increasing the number of bike lanes around the city. I would like to ensure that MARTA is providing efficient, reliable and safe services for the constituents of the City as well as the commuters. I would support initiatives for businesses that promote a four-day work week and the use of public transportation.

For years, the city's finances have been mismanaged. How would you suggest the city could reform its budget and live within its means? Are there programs or departments that you would move to downsize or privatize?

In order for a tree to grow into a beautiful, healthy tree, it MUST HAVE STRONG ROOTS. No matter how beautiful its branches, if its roots are not strong, the tree will eventually collapse. In order for a city to grow, it too must have strong roots. One of those roots is the city’s finances. Atlanta’s finances have been mismanaged due to a lack of simple planning and budgeting, making poor choices, and the lack of a vision for the city’s wants and desires. Atlanta has the ability, the resources, and the talent to fix its finances efficiently, creating a system where we are able to provide excellent services to our constituents. 

Reforming the city’s budget takes long-term planning and proper accounting measures. We need to start evaluating each of our departments to ensure that they are working effectively, with proper and appropriate staffing, and good customer service. We must make sure that we collect ALL the bills that are due to the city, and not allow an excess of $800,000 to go to waste due to a lack of attention to details. We need to reassess our method of governing. This requires simple, basic clean-up work that we need to do in order to move forward. Anything less than this is unacceptable to those we ask to pay taxes.

We must also explore additional sources of revenue for the city of Atlanta. As I mentioned above, like other cities around the United States, we can include collecting an additional fee for liquor and cigarette purchases. Atlanta Hartsfield-Jackson International airport is the city’s gem. This airport opens the doors of our city to the rest of the world and with the heavy traffic of travelers, we can explore ways in trying to increase our revenue through an additional airport fee for non-Georgia residents. 

I would only downsize or privatize services in Atlanta as a LAST resort. I believe in our city’s employees and I am personally grateful to them for efforts in making this city run. Without their talents, hard work and dedication to our city, Atlanta would not be where she is today. It is our responsibility as city government to ensure that we provide them with the benefits that they deserve, appreciation that they very much deserve and the opportunity to grow in their professional and personal careers. They are the nutrients to Atlanta’s roots. 

In your role as a councilmember, how would you move to improve public safety in Atlanta? Please explain how your proposals would be funded.

Public safety can be targeted at multiple levels. As I said above, I support having more police officers on the streets of Atlanta, but more importantly, I believe in quality AND quantity. I would work to ensure that we are utilizing our current force efficiently, and that we as a city are taking care of the needs of our police officers as well. If we have the budget to increase the number of police officers, then the solution is simple. If however, extra police officers are needed, and the budget does not allow it, we need to research the best solution possible. For example, other cities have hired part-time retired police officers to do the administrative work of the police department, allowing more active police officers for patrolling the streets. This action helps increase police presence in the streets without great costs. This is a proposal that should be pushed forward, immediately providing more police presence with minimal cost increases. 

As a city, we must make sure that we provide the best benefits for our police officers and firefighters, so that they continue to work for the City of Atlanta. We need to ensure that they receive the proper benefits and competitive salaries and raises. We must be able to provide affordable housing around the City of Atlanta, so that officers and firefighters, can live, work and play in the City, welcoming them as our neighbors. 

Finally, to address public safety at a fundamental level, we must make sure that we start with our youth. We must make sure that we provide facilities and resources at our public parks for our youth, so that in their free time, they are able to resort to a place where they are able to thrive. We need to continue to support our public school systems and increase the competitiveness of our schools. We can form collaborations with local universities and colleges for mentorship programs for both the teachers and students. Regardless of whether we are parents or not, it is our responsibility to provide for the youth of this city, for their growth will impact our communities, and we must make sure that that impact is always positive. 

Even with the economic downturn, affordable housing remains a concern in the city. What are your thoughts on making suitable housing affordable available to existing and new residents?

We must work towards providing affordable housing for our constituents here in Atlanta.  Today many households are burdened with paying around 50% or more of their incomes for their homes. The development of an inclusionary zoning law is one possible solution to increasing affordable housing in Atlanta. This is a concept that has been implemented in several cities in the United States. The ordinance of inclusionary zoning varies between cities. For example, in Washington D.C., residential developments of 10 units or more set aside 8-10% of new housing affordable for middle to lower income family households. Inclusionary zoning would allow for constituents, such as police officers, fire fighters, teachers, and other moderate to lower income residents the ability to live within the various districts and the city of Atlanta. 

The formation of an inclusionary zoning housing regulation allows several advantages, such as reducing traffic congestion by decreasing the number of commuters, increasing the presence and benefits of safety officers by offering them housing incentives within the community, and ultimately, reducing the number of empty housing developments in the city of Atlanta.  Once the economy recovers, inclusionary zoning will provide an invaluable tool for increasing the diversity within our districts and the city of Atlanta as a whole.

Despite new support centers and such initiatives as downtown "meters" aimed at curbing panhandling, the city still has a sizable and very visible homeless population. How should the city combat homelessness?

Homelessness in Atlanta is an issue that needs effective long-term solutions. The issue of homelessness needs to be addressed on two levels. The first is to increase funding for resources and tools in shelters and centers for the homeless community.  These centers and shelters must be able to provide the basic necessities, as well as provide employment, educational and therapeutic resources to address the needs and concerns of the homeless community.  By providing these resources and opportunities, we will be able to address the second level of concern, which is the retention rate. We must make sure that the shelters and centers are temporary housing, and not considered by the homeless community as a permanent form of housing. We must make sure that we provide resources to help people rebuild their lives and sustain financial independence and permanent employment.  These efforts should be supported by the City of Atlanta, the State of Georgia, and through federal funding initiatives as well. On a local level, the support of the community for these shelters and community centers is essential to the success of ending homelessness in the City of Atlanta. 

I believe that ending homelessness in the City of Atlanta must be a collective effort. There are several alternative solutions and programs that we can try as a city to solve this issue. For example, we can have restaurants participate in a program called “Help the Homeless Week” every six months or so, where a percentage of the sales in those restaurants goes towards the homeless shelters and centers that provide for the homeless community. Another option would be having the homeless help in collecting trash, recyclables, etc. from the streets of Atlanta in an effort to keep our city clean. We can then provide benefits for the amount of work that they have done. So, for example, if they have collected 20lbs of trash, that will buy them a certain number of coupons for food, clothing, haircuts, etc. 

These types of solutions are beneficial on multiple levels. For the homeless community, they will be working for their benefits, giving them an opportunity to hold employment and also the confidence that they are able to sustain employment and work towards independence. For the community, the constituents are working together to address an issue that is plaguing our city, and all cities around the United States.

Some argue that Atlanta, after adopting earlier closing times for bars, lacks the nightlife one typically associates with a major city. Others say the change has made neighborhoods safer and better places to live. Where do you stand? Would you support a proposal to restore later bar hours?

I believe that Atlanta has the potential to be a city where people can work, live and play comfortably and safely. With proper decision-making and implementation of a vision for our city, we can coexist with businesses, nightlife, and beautiful neighborhoods. It is ludicrous, under Georgia law, that we allow other communities to have different hours so we lose our citizens spending their money in other jurisdictions. As long as the safety and zoning issues are adequately addressed – with efficient safety units in place – I would support extended hours. If these measures were in place and there was an increase in crime during that additional hour, and/or an increase in DUIs, the issue would need to be reevaluated. We also need to make sure that proposed nightclubs, bars, etc. are in areas where they DO NOT affect the neighborhoods directly, and are supported by the residents living in those areas. We need to strive for a balance in our City of nightlife, while maintaining and protecting our neighborhoods and residents. 

