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

Through my years of civic involvement in Atlanta and District 6, I have come to know and understand the challenges and opportunities we face. I want to be a member of City Council to work with the Administration to help solve the City’s problems and move the City in a new direction.

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 have extensive experience in my professional and volunteer civic background that prepares me to be the City Council representative for District 6. As a communications consultant, community leader and public school advocate, I have created environments for collaborative dialogue to reach consensus solutions. My relevant experience for this office includes 25 years as a communications professional with a concentration in the area of sustainable development; 13 years as a community leader in District 6, including as neighborhood association president, PTA president, Council of Intown Neighborhoods and Schools co-president, NPU vice chair, and Citizens Police Academy graduate; and service on committees and boards that have provided input on City policies, including in the areas of Watershed Management, the City alcohol code, and Atlanta BeltLine.

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

Atlanta has an unprecedented opportunity to prepare for expected growth in the region in ways that maximize its economic development potential, while mitigating negative impacts on existing infrastructure and preserving its assets, especially its great neighborhoods. To secure this vision of a thriving Atlanta, City Hall first must get the basics right. As Councilperson, my priorities will be to keep people safe, better manage City finances, and resolve transportation challenges. Assuring public safety takes a multi-faceted approach, including strong leadership at the top of Police and Fire Departments, providing adequate personnel and resources to those departments and expanding community safety programs (see answer to public safety question below for more details). The City must better manage its finances to ensure its ability to adequately meet public safety and basic service needs (see answer to question on finances below for more details). The City and region cannot sustain growth unless we deal collectively with existing and forecast congestion, balancing automotive, bicycle, transit and pedestrian transportation modes with good land use planning that ties future transportation improvements to future development. The regional Concept 3 Plan and the City’s Connect Atlanta Plan should be implemented and as a City Councilperson, I will work to ensure these are a high priority. The City should continue to advance transportation projects identified in the Connect Atlanta Plan, working with MARTA, ARC, GRTA, private partners and other entities necessary for project implementation. Ultimately, we need state support for public transportation. City leaders must continue to push for the State legislature to approve a regional transportation funding bill.

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?

The City budget should be based on a long-range financial plan that looks at restructuring its pension plans, and offering social security to new employees, while taking advantage near-term of stimulus dollars available for improvement projects or public safety. As Councilperson, I would work to ensure the finance department continues to reform outdated practices with a focus on identifying waste and inefficiency across all City departments. I propose the City adopt zero-based budgeting practices, requiring department heads to justify all expenses each year. Budgets should then be built around priorities of public safety and basic service delivery. Through better management of its finances, the City also should seek to stabilize and improve its bond rating in order to meet current and future infrastructure needs. I would consider privatization of some services. I would have City services internally audited for efficiency. This would allow a side-by-side comparison of public and private options.

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

Assuring public safety should be the City’s highest priority. Finances must be better managed, with zero-based budgeting to justify expenses in all departments and City budgets that reflect safety as a priority. On City Council, I will work with the Administration to ensure strong leaders, adequate personnel and sufficient resources are in place in our Police and Fire Departments. Furthermore, we need to audit the City’s 911 system, put better management in place over the operators, and consider a 311 call center for non-emergencies. Addressing crime takes a comprehensive approach beyond more officers and a strong chief of police. I believe we need more beat officers assigned to foot and bicycle patrol, where they can build a strong relationship with the community. Neighborhood-based safety organizations play a key role by encouraging community residents to be alert to potential criminal activity and willing to report it. In addition, the City, County, Faith community and Atlanta Public Schools need to provide more resources to encourage youth to stay in school and out of trouble, especially gangs. For several years, I have served on the Fulton County FRESH Community Advisory Board, making recommendations on the allocation of resources to expand programs to serve youth in Atlanta. I believe providing young people with mentoring, after school programs, and community services helps prevent juveniles from becoming involved in gangs. Also, we need judges who will keep repeat offenders behind bars. Court Watch, a program that encourages residents to attend hearings for repeat offenders, lets judges know we want these criminals kept in jail for the length of time the law allows.

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?

I support mandatory inclusionary zoning and as City Councilperson, would work with the Administration to get this legislation passed, including working with the state legislature to remove any constitutional barriers. In the interim, I would make voluntary inclusionary zoning a priority for all new multi-family development in the City, including in District 6. As a City Councilperson, I would make sure all federal funding made available to the City for housing assistance passes through to the people who need it. In addition, I support efforts to establish Community Land Trusts in the City.

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?

I support efforts of the Gateway Center to eliminate chronic homelessness in our community, including providing services to help homeless persons move out of dependency. In addition, I believe Supportive Housing is needed in all areas of the City and support adoption of the Supportive Housing Ordinance before City Council that will help increase understanding and awareness of that need. Ultimately, we need the City, surrounding Counties and State to work together to comprehensively address homelessness. Many people suffering from mental illness, drug and alcohol addiction, and other chronic health problems, end up living on the streets because our government agencies fail to provide adequate services. The State’s mental health facilities and services in particular are inadequate. Too often, persons with mental illness are released from care at facilities in surrounding Counties and deposited in downtown Atlanta. While working with the State and Counties to address chronic homelessness, the City also must continue prosecuting aggressive panhandlers.

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?

Generally, I support the 2:30am last call City ordinance. I would consider legislation to create a late night bar district if it could be managed from a public safety standpoint without negatively impacting the surrounding community.

